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      The sun beat down on me as I looked down at the smoothly cut walls of the Cut. It had been easier to reach the other side this time. The forest of teeth had accepted my bribe of fresh meat. The metal wastes had been a blessing of fresh clothes and equipment rather than a curse of whispered Russian voices in the night. The Cut itself, and the hideously mutated man-wyrms I’d encountered, no longer saw me as prey, even though they’d swallowed me and spat me out during our last encounter, saving me in a corpse-filled larder for their young to devour. Whatever senses remained to them had caused them to see me instead as one of their own, even going so far as to offer me food.

      I knew the journey had changed me. That was the nature of traveling. Whether it had been delivering letters as a Postman, or bringing justice as a Marshal, I never came back the same. Normally, that change was mental. Sure, I’d had a fresh bullet hole or stab wound once or twice, but this was different. The change this time was more fundamental, deeper.

      I sat thinking for a few more moments. It would be easier to kill them now, I assumed, since I could get closer without causing them to stir. I’d granted the ferals I’d met in the hallucinogenic clouds around the R.A.S. bunker that mercy. This would be different. These creatures seemed to have been born as they were, rather than changed. On a more practical level, I felt that removing an obstacle between the two sides of the Cut would be nothing but trouble. Even if I’d removed the threat of Eden for good, I remembered the pile of corpses I’d woken up in. It had been full of the invisible coyote mutants and other creatures that I imagined would do tremendous damage if their populations weren’t kept in check. Every one of them that made it past the wyrms could wind up a problem for Pott’s.

      I turned around and started walking east again. They’d be there waiting for me if I changed my mind. I wasn’t going to do anything to them until I was certain.

      The next few days of travel were melancholy and reflective. I rested little, finding that I didn’t need to. I experimented with absorbing and expelling the thick radiation in the air. Moving it through my body freely, letting it sit in different parts of myself, matching it to radiation around me, or even seeing just how much I was able to contain. Those particular tests always ceased when I began to glow and feel my hold on how much I was taking in start to slip. There didn’t seem much benefit for me to be lit up like a Christmas tree while I walked through what was, as far as I knew, the deadliest part of the country. The First may have benefited from glowing, it set him apart from his followers, but I wasn’t certain he could turn it off or on the way I seemed to be able to. It was possible we were entirely different kinds of freaks. I think I’d prefer that to be the case.

      It didn’t take long for me to reach the black sands that covered the Ozymandias Project bunker. I considered, for a moment, overwriting one of my extra data squares to save whatever information I could find but decided against it. It didn’t seem like the kind of thing that could be controlled. Besides, thinking of the note the scientist who’d sabotaged the facility had left, I felt oddly compelled to do right by him. After a few more days, supplies were low. At the pace I’d been traveling I estimated I could make it, but it would be close, and I’d need to ration water for the rest of the trip. When I started to recognize landmarks that meant I was getting closer to where I’d started, I took my radio from my pack and started turning the dials. Searching the static for either the Remnant’s station, or preferably Deux’s. I listened to a few crackles, then a voice came in more clearly.

      “... have continued to fortify the city of Medina, as the forces of the false orientals of the Khanate increase their patrols at our border. It is unfortunate that our attempts to welcome them back to the bosom of America have been met with only hostility and malice as their ignoble Horde continues to forbid us travel through their lands, and even burn their own settlements rather than lose them to the principles of democracy and freedom.”

      That was Adams talking, the Remnant’s head of Patriotism. I slowed my walking, wanting to listen more carefully to whatever may have changed since I’d been gone.

      “Why has the Horde not accepted our olive branch in the way of STAR and the Republic? While once we were many, now we are a fully integrated society, working together for the restoration of America. Certainly there has been some deviation since the war, but this Khanate thinks itself sovereign when they exist on soil that belongs forever to the United States and will eventually be returned to her, one way… or another.”

      This speech was very different from the ones I’d heard before. It was still propaganda, but it was less elevated and lofty, more like a heavily colored report of current events. It did give me valuable information though. I now knew that tensions between the Horde and the Remnants had grown. The Remnants had consolidated their gains within the Republic, and now they’d captured Medina, which had been a lawless border town between STAR and the Khanate. War was inevitable, that much was clear. I heard nothing to indicate Pott’s had yet taken a side, and perhaps they wouldn’t even when war began.

      I found myself wondering exactly how I would handle completing my job for the Remnants. I pulled up the R.A.S.

      
        
        Advanced R.A.S. patching in progress [97/100]

      

      

      The patch was almost complete. I had no idea what it would bring, I only really knew that it was unfinished, and from what I could tell from the logs, the only thing they would unlock would be a President. I wasn’t fully certain of what the implications of that would be, but I knew the role would allow someone the power to actually change the system. I would’ve ignored it completely, but now that I had it, it would spread from me to anyone I interacted with. No one in Eden had commented on it, which either meant it wasn’t going to start spreading until the patching was complete, or Eden’s aversion to the system meant they weren’t checking their R.A.S. Either way was to my benefit, though I also hadn’t noticed anyone doubling over in pain at what the process had begun as I had, though that was possibly because I was the first to receive it directly from the lab.

      I hoped that with the information I had, the people in Pott’s might be able to help me figure things out. There was no way I was heading straight back into Remnant territory before that, no matter how valuable the rewards they’d offered or how much I needed a resupply. The data I’d gathered needed to make its way to Julian and the Honored Dead before anyone else could see it. When I arrived I’d speak with them first, and after that…

      I needed to check in with Nico. I’d deputized her before I’d left and heaped an enormous amount of responsibility onto her shoulders, but I was hesitant about it. I’d learned in the R.A.S. bunker that she was my sister. The one my mother had taken with her when she’d fled from my father, leaving me behind with him. Leaving me as the only remaining victim of his rage.

      I shook that thought away, realizing my pace had slowed to a crawl, and forced myself to focus on my surroundings. Adams was still giving speeches, but they were basically just repeating the same information over and over again with only slight variance in what metaphor or imagery he was drawing from each time. His speaking rhythm had changed as well, and after listening to him a bit longer I realized it reminded me of the prophet, the leader of the Republic. I’d only ever heard him speak when I was sneaking through his compound, but the similarity was uncanny. I wondered if it was a skill nanites drilled into their minds that led to the similarity, or something else.

      I twisted the knob on the radio just in time to hear the screech of a guitar as a song ended, and Deux’s voice coming back on.

      “Welcome back to Radiation Revolution Radio, the Triple R. Today’s weather is heavily irradiated with a chance of acid rain and hellfire raining down on us. Thank you all for listening, and proving you have the good taste to prefer hearing music over some asshole encouraging poor wasters to die for shit that doesn’t matter. Up next we’ll be listening to The Skirmish, with their top 100 hit, at least according to a pre-war mag I found, ‘Should I Remain or Should I Leave’”.

      The music started back up, and I was surprised to find a smile tugging on the corner of my mouth, my sharp teeth peeking through. At least Deux seemed about the same as always.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          

      

    

    







            BATTY

          

        

      

    

    
      I took a different path from the one I took initially to avoid being detected by the Remnants. Graves had dropped me by Shrike where they’d initially found the pilgrim, and it seemed likely they may still be sending the occasional patrol that way. I still might meet them there later, but not until I gave Pott’s all the information I had and hedged as many bets as possible.

      I took a breath and looked around the vast sea of orange sand around me. It felt good to be back in familiar territory. The warm radiation of the deadzone Pott’s resided in had a different feel to it than the intense heat of the Cut or the peaks and valleys of rads I’d experienced in Eden. The land itself was also familiar to me, with my legs automatically taking me across familiar paths without conscious effort.

      After another nearly full day of travel, the domes of Pott’s came into view. It was night, and the sky of the city was cloudy. I couldn’t make out the myriad colors of the domes, but the shadowy shape of them in the distance was a relief to me. A part of me had believed they may not be there anymore, even after hearing Deux’s voice on the radio earlier that day.

      I saw a flash of red light and stopped moving. There was another shortly after. I started running, drawing my rifle as I moved. I closed the distance quickly, my newfound speed and strength, along with my knowledge of the terrain, allowing me to practically fly in that direction. I realized as I moved that the majority of red flashes were being fired into the air, at a patch of undulating dark clouds. Closing in, I realized they weren’t clouds, but a group of large flying creatures.

      As I closed in, one of the creatures took notice of me and dove, allowing me to take a closer look. It plummeted toward me on leathery wings, its body sleek and hairless, covered in what looked to be rotting sections of flesh. Its teeth were long and ferocious, its eyes black. It was roughly the size of a large dog, maybe eighty pounds. Rather than waste ammo, since it was kind enough to close the distance between us for me, I reached out my left hand, caught it by the face, and smashed it into the ground next to me.

      That drew the attention of the others, and a half dozen of the monsters dove in my direction, screeching at such a high pitch that I found myself momentarily deafened. I let off a half dozen shots, dropping three of them before they reached me, then rolled under the dive of the remaining three that swiftly returned to the swarm above.

      I watched as lances of red light sliced through the radbats above me, dropping them by the handful with what I recognized as fire from Cerberus lasguns. I looked over to the nearest buildings and saw on the roofs of the nearest houses deadmen and women, crouched and firing on any of the creatures foolish enough to swoop down on them, and firing into the swarm when they had an opening to do so.

      The bats began massing again, and I raised my rifle, firing while I made my way closer to the edge of Pott’s. My hearing began to return enough that I started to hear what sounded like a mechanical whirring, and I looked to see a suit of power armor approaching me. At first I panicked, thinking that somehow it was a Remnant, then I realized it was painted entirely black and wielding what looked to be four Cerberus lasguns at the tip of a massive pole wired to an equally massive pack on the armor’s back. The armored figure raised the pole, aiming it at the bats, and unleashed a salvo of lasfire that literally cut the swarm in half, causing a rain of bat corpses that fell onto the ground. The figure raised the pole again to let out another volley but then fell to its knees.

      The radbats, sensing weakness, dove on him. Normally the creatures I encountered in the wastes had some kind of survival instinct. Most would’ve fled already from the massive losses inflicted on them, but these bats didn’t seem to have the same rationality. Eight of them landed on the figure and started to tear and claw at the armor, causing the sound of claws on metal to overtake the sound of their screeching.

      I moved toward the figure, holstering my rifle, and started to tear the bats off of the armor. Snapping their necks, tearing off wings, and stomping on spines until I had them cleared off. They kept coming, most of them seeming to believe we were vulnerable, but I kept at it, killing and tearing them apart until there was a circle of their dead surrounding us.

      As I continued my brutal work, the deadmen firing their lasguns continued to attack the ones in the sky. As before, even though they’d suffered intense losses, they just kept coming.

      By the time I snapped the last one’s neck, I’d been killing them constantly for maybe a half hour. I could smell blood and singed flesh all around me. I bent down, grabbed one of the bat corpses, and took a bite. It was good. Heavily irradiated meat, freshly killed, one of my favorite ways to have it. As I chewed, the power-armored figure held out a hand and I hauled them up with my free hand, hearing the servos groan as they did so.

      The figure did a couple of light squats and adjusted the staff-weapon, slotting it into a sheath on their back. Then they opened the power armor. It was Nix, current leader of the Undertakers. I’d last spoken to her when I was investigating a murder in Pott’s. She looked much the same, wearing the black hood of her office even under the helmet of the power armor.

      “Thank you. Looks like Julian’s prototype has a few kinks to work out still,” she said, knocking the power pack on her back gently with her knuckles. She looked at me, squinting. “Who do I have to thank for the assist?”

      I frowned, then remembered that most of my head and face had been covered in black cloth. I slid it off my face and wiped the bat blood from my mouth.

      Her eyes widened. “Donovan?”

      I gave her a nod. “Nix.”

      She opened her mouth to say something, but before she could the deadmen who had been covering us with lasguns made it over to us, one of them even doing as I had and biting into one of the bats he picked up from the ground.

      “We should take some of these over to the Last Meal to see if their cook can do anything fun with it,” he said through his mouthful.

      “Most of this should probably be taken over to feed the bloodmanes,” responded a deadwoman next to him. “Cal told me their feed was getting a little low the other day.”

      “Who’s this?” she asked, turning to Nix.

      Nix shifted her weight to look at her, which seemed difficult in the clearly underpowered armor. “It’s Donovan.”

      The other deadmen all stopped what they were doing and turned to look at me.

      I stood there for a few moments, confused by their stares but not uncomfortable with them. I was used to stares. “Is there a problem?” I asked.

      Nix stepped up. “Char, Pers, start gathering up some of these bodies. Whether for bloodmanes, fertilizer, or us, it’s not a good idea to let them go to waste. Mac, go give the white robes at the Mausoleum a report on what happened. Run ahead of us and tell them Donovan is here.” She turned to me as the other deadmen went scurrying away. “Donovan, come with me… bear with me while I lug this thing around. Hopefully the power will kick back in soon.”

      I moved next to her and put my arm around the suit to help her move more quickly, and we started walking. I didn’t really do it with a mind to help her, I just hated walking at a slow pace.

      “Thank you,” she said as we began to move.

      I grunted in response, and we began to make a good pace as we watched the deadman she sent ahead of us run toward the edge of the domes. Pott’s looked different. The informal defense nests I’d seen at the top of the domes before were now built out and manned. It was still a rather light defense, but the fact that they’d done it meant changes were coming.

      “You wondering why they reacted that way?” asked Nix as we moved.

      “That too,” I answered.

      “People have been talking a lot about you since you’ve been gone. Started with some of mine who talked about the time you traveled with them to Tilly. Then other Undertakers who go between STAR and Pott’s started bringing home more rumors… then a few of the non-undertaker deadmen who travel started hearing about you too, not to mention the deadmen slaves who arrived and talked about you saving them. The talk about you has only grown since you left for the Cut. Can’t imagine it’ll slow down now that you’re back.”

      I listened in silence, continuing to help her lumber forward. I couldn’t imagine they’d slow down either. It’s not like I had any intention of slowing down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          

      

    

    







            REPORT

          

        

      

    

    
      As we moved into the city there were more people. More stares and whispers. Because Pott’s was full of deadmen who could see perfectly in the dark, it tended to be more active at night than other settlements. If you combined that with the attack of the radbats, it made for some busy streets. Nix and I got a number of stares, but from what I could tell they were mostly because I was helping her walk in a suit of power armor rather than because they knew who I was. Rumors didn’t necessarily tell people what I looked like, and I took some comfort in that. Or at least I did until I heard one of the people staring mutter my name.

      I focused on moving toward the Mausoleum. As its black dome started to come into view, I heard a speedy whirring from Nix’s armor and she adjusted her posture, flexing her power-armored hands.

      “Seems like the juice kicked back in,” she noted, taking point as we walked.

      I followed behind her wordlessly, my paranoia making me wonder if she was delaying me on purpose from meeting with the Honored Dead or if it was an accident. Certainly the initial failure of the suit was accidental, but it slowed us down to a certain degree and gave them the time to be briefed on my arrival and assemble… I shook my head. I was still on edge from my time in Eden. Even if it was a delay tactic, it was just to get things in order, not to lay a real trap like there would’ve been there.

      Nix led the way through the Mausoleum and to the large central room where the Honored Dead sat. I knew the way myself but assumed Nix had things she needed to report on as well. She pushed open the doors and walked inside. I followed behind her, the bulk of her armor not quite enough to hide me behind her.

      Seated in a semicircle in front of us were Mama, Kit, Julian, Solomon, and Jim. Mama smiled widely and warmly when she saw me, and for some reason that reaction made me more uncomfortable than any of the stares I’d received walking into the city. Kit gave me a warm nod, which I returned, Julian kept his expression passive, but his eyes were full of curiosity. Solomon’s expression was truly neutral, but I felt like I could feel something like surprise from him, and his lackey Jim looked completely befuddled.

      Nix stepped in front of me and into the center of their semicircle. “I’ll keep this quick so that you can get to the questions you really want to ask. It was a horde of mutant bats. Couldn’t be driven off, so we had to kill them to the last. We took no losses.”

      “How’d the Tomb and Hydra function?” asked Solomon.

      “Incredibly at first, then I experienced complete power failure. Donovan here had to keep the creatures off of me.”

      Julian nodded. “Hmmm, we’ll have to make some adjustments then. Thank you, Nix, as always.”

      “The bat corpses, I’d like them given to my people. The bloodmanes have been low on feed, and we can use the rest as fertilizer,” said Kit.

      “Two of your people said the same thing,” noted Nix. “But I’ll pass on that it should be a priority once I’m out of this armor.”

      Kit nodded, and Nix turned and walked out of the room with a grinding of servos and a nod in my direction.

      I returned the nod and stepped into the space she’d been occupying.

      “Donovan, I’m so glad you’ve made it back safely,” said Mama.

      I squirmed internally but managed to say, “Thank you.”

      “You made it across and back, or were you forced to turn back before the full journey could be made?” asked Kit.

      “I made the full journey,” I said, pulling notebooks and marked maps out of my pack and handing them to her. I left a number of them in my pack as I did so—there were some things they didn’t need to know.

      Kit took the materials and immediately started scanning them.

      “There’s no way,” said Jim, interjecting. “It can’t be done.”

      I pulled the data squares I’d set aside for Pott’s from my pack and handed them to Julian, who I could tell was resisting leaping over the table to grab them from me as soon as he saw them. “The Remnants gave me these to store data at the R.A.S. bunker, but they gave me extras in case I lost them or they were destroyed. I figured Pott’s should have them first.”

      Julian nodded. “We recently discovered these object’s designs in the factory bunker. We can pull the information with little difficulty. I’ll have these taken to⁠—”

      “Priorities, Julian,” said Mama.

      He let out a breath and nodded. “Across the Cut, did you meet any other deadmen? Our former Pott’s Fielders or otherwise?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Why wouldn’t you open with that? That’s wonderful news!” said Solomon in a rare flash of joy that was shared across the table.

      “They aren’t… like us. They kept the attitude of those exiled from Pott’s. They don’t have Undertakers who visit human settlements and keep to themselves, they have Shepherds who kidnap men and women and force them to live on a piece of land surrounded by deadzones on three sides and a massive wall on the fourth that doesn’t let them in or out. They enslave people, worship the deadmen who first crossed the Cut, and even… eat them. They’re not like us.”

      Kit frowned. “How did they treat you?” she asked.

      I thought of my time in Eden. The rank-and-file Edenites had been kind, but the First’s reaction to me and my origins when I’d first met him were still clear in my mind. “With contempt. They have no love for Pott’s.”

      “They let you leave in one piece though?” asked Solomon.

      “Yes,” I lied. “But they destroyed the letter you had me carry.”

      I watched the Honored Deads’ faces turn concerned for a moment. Even Solomon and Jim’s. The thing that united them, that made them work for Pott’s future as leaders, was the goal of uniting and growing as a people. Hearing about Eden was likely hard for them. They had to know though. It had been a perversion of everything Pott’s was. Cruel where Pott’s was kind, parasitic where Pott’s was symbiotic.

      I didn’t want them to know the actions I’d taken against Eden either. Pott’s needed to worry about itself, especially given the hostilities growing between the Horde and the Remnants. Besides that, I wasn’t sure how they’d react to me waging a one-man war in their name. I knew it was the right thing to do, but that didn’t mean they’d share my opinion.

      “Well, why don’t you start from the top?” said Solomon.

      I broke down everything I’d run into on my journey. I described my trek across the early portion of the Cut near Pott’s and running into the mutated coyote that could make itself invisible. I described the black sand and the bunker within it that had once contained a weapon capable of destroying civilization itself. Then I went on to describe the Cut itself and the man-wyrms that lived within it. I left out the part about them recognizing me as one of their own. After that I spoke about the metal wastes, the graveyard of Russian and Chinese planes, and finally I described the hunger of the forest of teeth. After that, I glossed over my travels up until I reached the bunker itself, only mentioning my early encounters with the Edenites and the horrors I’d discovered when scouting around them, as well as the first encounter with the strange human tribes and their odd ritual combat. When I mentioned the First, Solomon cut me off.

      “One of the original founders? That’s madness, he’d be ancient.”

      “I’m just telling you what happened.”

      “Are you? I’m having distinct memories of watching accused thieves attempt to lie themselves out of trouble.”

      “Solomon!” snapped Mama. “Let Donovan finish. We are all aware of your feelings about him, and I know you’re disappointed to hear about who these Edenites seem to be, but he risked his life to bring us this news, so let’s let him finish giving it to us!”

      Solomon gritted his teeth but leaned back in his chair without another word.

      I felt some sympathy for him. He was right, of course, but I still appreciated the assist from Mama. I moved on to talking about the bunker, avoiding any in-depth discussion of the gas and its effect on me. I didn’t think they needed to hear about it, nor did I want to talk about it myself.

      “The bunker housed three projects—the R.A.S. and the Citizenship Registry, as well as Project Phoenix, which seemed to be based around using narcotics as a form of mind control. I wasn’t able to withdraw any information from the latter two,” I lied. I’d chosen not to save the data from Project Phoenix. I didn’t think Pott’s would use it for ill, but that project deserved to be buried.

      “From what I was able to determine, the R.A.S. is only partially complete, and what exists is flawed. The update has to be spread from person to person, and from what I can tell, the only thing it’ll activate is the ability to choose a President. That person would have the ability to actually change the system, but how they’d be able to… I couldn’t figure it out. It may be buried in the technical data I saved though.”

      “You say it spreads person to person…did you bring it with you?” asked Julian.

      I looked at my system display.

      
        
        Advanced R.A.S. patching in progress [99/100]

      

      

      “Yes. The patching is at ninety-nine percent. Not sure of exactly the distance it needs to spread or how long it’ll take to activate in other people… it hurt like hell when it first started though.”

      “You didn’t think that maybe you should wait before doing something so reckless?” asked Solomon.

      “I activated it behind glass I thought was sealed. By the time it hit me, it was too late.”

      “Maybe you should have considered staying on the other side of the Cut then,” he responded.

      “Too great a risk he’d spread it to the humans there,” said Julian, his eyes squinted in thought. “This was the right call. By coming here we can control the spread… we can use this.”

      “And risk antagonizing the Remnants?” asked Jim. “They’re already pushing us to pick a side between them and the Horde. This is only going to make neutrality harder.”

      Kit nodded. “He’s right. We should discuss where to go from here.”

      Julian looked to me. “Donovan, would you remain in Pott’s until we can figure things out? Avoid contact with too many people if possible.”

      “We’re just going to let him wander freely? Knowing what he’s carrying?” asked Solomon.

      “You suggest we restrain him? This is Pott’s, he’s his own person,” said Mama.

      Julian surprised me, and everyone else, by chuckling.

      “Something funny?” asked Jim, being offended in the place of Solomon, who was still attempting to appear neutral.

      Julian smiled lightly and looked across the table. “After everything he just described, I don’t think it would be a good idea to try and restrain him.”
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      I walked out alone and was worn out by all the conversation. My travel back across the Cut was hard, but it also gave me solitude and time to breathe. Two things I’d been sorely lacking since I’d taken on the role of Marshal.

      I walked through the streets toward Nico’s house. I found my feet dragging a bit, but there were things I needed to hear from her, and things I thought she may need to hear from me. I’d left her, in a sense, in charge. I’d deputized her, granting her some new abilities and skills I hoped would allow her to act in my place while I was gone. She could likely have done the job even without what I’d given, but every bit helped. I knew that as well as she did.

      Any hesitation I felt as I walked was wiped away by the muttering, pointing, and stares of my fellow deadmen as I walked through Pott’s winding streets. I was used to those, but I had a feeling they might result in conversation if I stayed still for too long, and that was something I preferred to avoid.

      I made it to Nico’s house. It managed to be distinct by being undecorated, while all of the domes around it had been painted or carved into intricate designs, patterns, or pictures. One particular standout was right next to hers, with a full-scale family portrait on the front of it. Hers, however, sat in plain orange-brown. The same shade as the material it had been built with.

      I approached the door and gave it two firm knocks. I heard motion on the other side and smelled Nico as she got closer to the door, her scent so similar to my own that I’d often been unable to notice her approach when I wasn’t paying attention. The fact that I hadn’t questioned the reason for that up until this point surprised me.

      She opened the door and looked up at me. She was around six feet tall, so I stood a fair bit higher than her. She looked much the same as when I’d left her, but I noticed a fresh scar on her left cheek that hadn’t been there before.

      Before I could say or do anything, she wrapped her arms around me and gave me a squeeze hard enough to hurt.

      It surprised me. She’d usually given me my space. I wasn’t very good at reciprocating physical affection, and she wasn’t usually the type to give it out, but I did my best to return the gesture.

      She stepped back and gestured for me to come inside. “I knew you’d be back safe,” she said as I walked in.

      “That makes one of us,” I replied as I moved into her house. It was much the same as I remembered it. A wall of classic books, very different from my own collection of sci-fi and fantasy paperbacks, and art she’d looted from museums on a few of the walls. They’d been shifted slightly, and I noticed a few new books and pieces of art here and there, but it was much the same. The only major change was the massive ursan fur carpet that now covered the majority of the floor.

      She noticed me looking. “I had a trip to the Black Woods. Helped them figure out why the ursans had grown so aggressive. Wound up killing this one in the process.”

      I nodded. “They aren’t easy to kill.”

      “They are when you drop a heavy enough rock on them.”

      I nodded. “Good strategy. Why were they more aggressive?”

      “Their food source was dying. There are massive pits of flesh. They smell a bit like pigs, taste like a mix of things. They grow and spread in the deepest parts of the woods. The ursans rely on them as their primary source of food, but they started dying and appearing less.”

      “Did you fix the problem?”

      She shook her head. “There’s no ‘fixing it.’ The solution is to kill them until they’re all gone or learn not to attack people.”

      “You sound like me.”

      “Sometimes… your solution is the best one.”

      I nodded and sat there awkwardly for a few moments. I wasn’t sure of how to bring up that we were siblings.

      “Coffee?” she asked.

      I squinted at her. “Where’d you get it?”

      “From Deux.”

      “Of course you did.”

      “Do you want some or not?”

      I sighed. “I do, thank you.”

      Nico walked into the kitchen, and I took a seat where she could keep talking to me from the kitchen.

      “He’s going to be here in a short while. Wanted to hear about my last trip out. I’ll wait until he gets here for you to tell me what happened to you, and for me to tell you what’s been happening here. I know you wouldn’t enjoy having to tell me twice, and I don’t want to tell you, then Deux about my last trek to Medina.”

      “I’m your brother.”

      There was a brief pause. I heard water start to boil, then a packet of instant coffee was opened, followed by the pouring of two cups.

      Nico stepped out of the kitchen, handed me a mug, and took a seat across from me. “How did you find out?” she asked.

      “You knew?” I asked. I wasn’t surprised, necessarily. I’d had a long time to think about all of our past interactions while I made my way back across the Cut. She’d been one of the first people to speak with me when I’d arrived in Pott’s. One of only two to take the time and get to know me. I didn’t blame the other teenagers—they’d lived in Pott’s their entire lives and been raised with one another. I was a stranger, and while they were friendly, I wasn’t exactly making an effort on my own to be amiable. Nico had simply started being in the same places I was. Eating at the same table, sitting with me when I went to watch the Undertakers leave, practicing shooting and fighting with me. Deux had followed shortly after, but in his case it would appear that was more because he had a weird taste in friends rather than being a secret sibling.

      “I did. Mom had told me about you. Asked me to keep an eye out. When you first arrived and I heard the rumors about you, I thought it might be you. Then I met you and I knew right away.”

      “She asked you to keep an eye out… how kind of her,” I was surprised by the amount of malice dripping from my voice as I spoke.

      “She talked about you a lot. It didn’t come easy to her, but she made sure I knew who you were. Leaving you behind broke her heart.”

      “Her poor heart… I guess that’s more important than the scars on my back.”

      Nico shook her head, her expression a lesson in neutrality that every member of the Honored Dead could take a lesson from. “You can think whatever you’d like about her. Say whatever you want. She’s dead. I’m sure she’d rather you say whatever makes you feel better.”

      I made an effort to unclench my teeth. Nico was right, it didn’t matter. She was dead, and what had been done couldn’t be undone. “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

      “I wasn’t sure how to. I was a kid. I did my best.”

      I nodded. I didn’t need my lie detector ability to know that was true. In the end, Nico being my sister didn’t change anything. I already would’ve done whatever I could for her even before I knew we were blood. And if she’d died before I knew, it would’ve had the same result as now. A trail of dead and a river of viscera.

      I took a long sip of coffee. It was nice, and I paid attention as the heat of it traveled down my throat and into my stomach.

      Nico did the same, taking a long sip and looking at the wall where one of her paintings hung, one of a still pond with lilies sitting on them. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable, just full of thought and weight that we were both working our way through in our own time. By the time I was at the last sip of my coffee, the reality of how our relationship had changed had seemed to settle on each of us. I took that last sip and savored it, enjoying a flavor I hadn’t been able to experience since I’d begun my journey.

      I looked up at her as I finished. “I could do much worse for a sibling,” I managed to say.

      She nodded, and I saw a smile touch the corner of her mouth. “That’s true. What if it had turned out that Deux was your brother?”

      I stared into my empty coffee cup, pretending as if the thought was doing tremendous damage to me, then managed to look up at her, a smile peeking through my expression to match hers. “In that case, Mother almost certainly wouldn’t have taken him with her.”
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      As if we’d summoned him, Deux knocked on the door moments later. He was wearing a white shirt across which he’d crudely painted “Radiation Revolution Radio” in bold black letters. Over that was a torn-up leather jacket and some boots that gave him almost enough added height to look Nico in the eyes.

      “Donovan! It’s good to see you still alive. Or at least, as alive as we can be.” He chuckled at his own joke and gave me a firm clasp on the shoulder. Even with my limited interaction with other deadmen, that particular joke was still well tread and elicited a slight groan from Nico. He took a deep breath through his nose. “Do I smell coffee?” he asked.

      Nico nodded, “There’s about a cup left. Help yourself, you’re the one who gave it to me anyway.”

      He smiled and made his way to the kitchen, pouring himself a mug before he came back to sit with us. He balanced the mug on his chest and slung a leg over the back of the couch, resting his head on the arm of it. “Played a great set today, really touched on all the greats while managing a song or two from the lesser-known ones to bridge the gap. Either of you listen?”

      “I don’t like your music, so no,” said Nico.

      “I heard the start of it before I got closer to Pott’s. Liked it well enough.” I noticed he hadn’t asked if I was aware of the station, just assumed I would be. He wasn’t wrong, but still.

      “So, how was it? What was there? Did you meet any other deadmen?” asked Deux.

      “I’ll tell you both what I told the Honored Dead… then I’ll tell you what I didn’t tell them.”

      Deux sat up, his smile fading slightly. “What did you keep from them?”

      “I’ll get to it. I think it was the right move, but I want both of your advice. I’m not exactly the best at reading people sometimes, and this is one of those areas where I may have misplayed things.”

      “Go ahead then,” said Nico, gesturing at me with her mug.

      I opened my mouth to start when a notification took up my screen.

      
        
        Advanced R.A.S. patching in progress [100/100]

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You are now registered to vote! You can now participate in the most foundational part of our great democracy! Since the thirteen original colonies threw off the yoke of English oppression for the right to be represented, we have always led the way in democracy and freedom!

      

        

      
        Voting for the next president will begin once 100,000 Americans are registered.

      

      

      As I finished reading, I heard a scream from Deux and Nico. They spilled their coffees as they raised their hands to their heads. I stood, watching them with concern, but noticed they were both breathing and seemed to be looking at a notification. The effect on them seemed to be severely reduced from what the update had done to me.

      “I’m guessing this has something to do with your trip?” asked Nico.

      “Good guess,” I responded. From there I went through the same description I had just given the Honored Dead, up until I’d encountered Eden. Then I deviated, telling them everything I’d experienced with them, including my destruction of their gate, my freeing of their slaves, and my killing of the First.

      “Jesus Christ,” said Deux.

      “It sounds like you killed a monster, but are you sure that was the right move? People can get dangerous when you remove their stability like that,” said Nico.

      “I know, but I couldn’t let things there continue the way they were. It was like a city built to be against Pott’s in every way. Besides, the First said in the end he was planning on coming here eventually no matter what. It was too dangerous for me to leave him alive.”

      “Are you sure you’re the one who gets to make that decision?” asked Nico. “You were representing Pott’s, do you think that’s what we all need? For you to enmesh yourself in their problems?”

      “The decision is made. One way or another, Eden couldn’t be left the way it was.”

      “Are you sure it isn’t just that you couldn’t leave it the way it was?”

      “Jesus Christ,” said Deux again. “I mean, you two? Brother and sister? That’s crazy!”

      “That’s what you’re fixated on?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I mean, fuck that guy, he sounds like he needed a bullet in the head. And fuck Eden, sounds like a bunch of fascists. I’ve made compromises before I stopped being an Undertaker, bit my tongue, went with the flow to try and bring as many newly dead home as I could, but what they’re doing over there… Fuck ‘em.”

      Nico shook her head. “Reckless. Not that that’s new. Based on what you told us about how dangerous the trek is and the damage you did there… I doubt they’ll be coming this way anyway, even if they do recover and go back to their status quo. I’ll keep quiet about it. I’d say there’s no reason to bring it up right now, especially with how tense things are here.”

      I nodded. “I heard the Remnant’s broadcast, and Deux’s. How close to war are we?”

      She chuckled without mirth. “The war has already started. The Horde has been raiding edge settlements and testing defenses. The Remnants have been working in the shadows to flip whole settlements to their side within Horde territory. Things only haven’t escalated because they’re still feeling each other out and seeing what they can get away with.”

      “Pott’s hasn’t taken a side?”

      She nodded. “No. They’re still focusing on staying neutral, collecting as many newly dead as possible before war breaks out and trying to get any concessions they can from the Remnants.”

      “If it came down to a choice… what do you think they’d do?” I asked.

      “Mama would say go with the Horde, Julian would lean toward the Remnants, Solomon and Jim would try and stay neutral, and Kit… well, the context would affect her choice,” said Deux before Nico could talk. “The problem is, Nix would want to support the Horde, as would most other deadmen. They’ve been much better to us recently than the Remnants. Those of us in the rank and file can feel that the Remnants don’t want us around. The average Horde goon though? Hell, they’re downright friendly lately. Probably because of you.”

      Nico nodded. “It’s true. I was met with respect by the Horde when I told them I’d be acting in your stead. The Remnants… they’ve dealt with me, but I can tell they’re hiding things, keeping things close to the chest. I’ve had to cultivate alternative sources for information from their side.” She took a breath. “That’s actually something I need to talk to you about. My last mission was to visit a contact who was passing me information from a friend of yours in Remnant territory. The last message I received requested a meeting in person for valuable information, but I haven’t been able to meet her. The Remnants haven’t given me a chance, and I haven’t had a reason to go to them myself. If I visited without one, it could burn my source.”

      “Who’s your source?” I asked. As far as I knew, I had no friends in Remnant territory. Leah, Graves, and the rest of them saw me as a tool, and I saw them as a source of tech and supplies for myself and the other deadmen.

      “Mercy. I met her in my initial interactions with the Remnants. She seemed eager to help. I don’t know that she fits in all that well with them.”

      I nodded. I suppose I did consider Mercy a friend. Between the siege on the production facility with the rogue Marshal and rescuing her from the Republic, I’d certainly prefer that she was alive, which was as close to friendship as I got. “Why would she be a source for us? She seemed fairly content to work with the Remnants up until this point.”

      “She didn’t share that with me, but from what I can tell, she’s unhappy with how the Remnants have handled the absorption of the Republic. I tested and verified all her information up until this point. I think we can trust her.”

      “Do you think she could be in danger?”

      “It’s possible, but as I said, I’ve had no reason to enter Remnant territory. It would’ve been very suspicious for me to go and check on her.”

      “I do have a reason though. They’re expecting me to deliver the advanced R.A.S. to them, or at least a summation of the data from the bunker in which it was developed.”

      “But if you go there, couldn’t that fuck us in the long run? Giving them what they want like that?”

      “Easily, but it seems like the information Mercy has might be valuable, besides which I would be able to collect the payment they owe me…” I leaned back on the couch and let out a sigh. “Whatever the case, I’m going to wait to see what the Honored Dead say, and what Julian can pull off the data I retrieved. I need to play this carefully.”

      Nico took a sip of what remained of her spilled coffee. “That would be a first.”
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      After we finished our coffees and all got up to date on what had happened while I was gone, Nico dragged out the cot she kept for me and I slept off the ground for the first time in a long while. I was tired, but more from all the conversations of the last day than from my recent travels. Physically, I didn’t really seem to get tired anymore. Sure, I ran better with a few hours of sleep a night, but I could likely stay alert and moving for a week or more without getting tired. Mental exhaustion, though, was another story, and nothing drained me more than constant talking. I fell asleep easily, in spite of the coffee I’d just drank.

      When I woke up, it was midday. I’d slept far longer than I expected to. The sun was pouring out of the nearest window, and I saw on the ground next to the cot, on top of my coat, a new black wide-brimmed hat. I lifted it and slid my hand across its brim before placing it onto my head. It was a more comfortable fit than the black cloth I’d had wrapped around my face when I’d lost my original hat in Eden. I made a mental note to thank Nico for it whenever I saw her again. I didn’t smell her in the house anymore.

      I made my way to her small kitchen and down into her cool cellar, where I pulled out a haunch of some creature, a goat I guessed, based on the smell of it, and brought it upstairs to have with a fresh pot of coffee. When I was done eating, I heard a knock on Nico’s door. I went to answer it.

      A white robe was standing there. He looked nervous, and as soon as I opened the door he grimaced in pain and brought a hand to his head.

      “Sorry about that,” I said.

      “No. It’s okay. Julian warned me this might happen. Supposedly the effects are going to be lessened the more it spreads, but,” he rubbed his temples, “that was a bit harsher than I expected.”

      “You’re looking for me then?” I deduced.

      He nodded. “Julian was hoping you’d come talk to him in the Mausoleum. The other Honored Dead and he have finished their discussions, and he wanted a word with you.”

      I nodded. That was odd. I’d have expected Mama to brief me, if only because she tended to be the only one actually eager to speak with me.

      I followed the white robe through a few lesser-tread paths on the way to the Mausoleum; he was clearly trying to make me avoid interacting with too many people and spreading the advanced R.A.S. In spite of that we still passed a few people who, after coming within a short distance of me, started to clutch their heads as we moved.

      We eventually made it to a side entrance to the Mausoleum. I followed the white robe carefully, taking the time to look at the walls as we moved. They were carved in intricate patterns with skulls, epitaphs, and scythes to keep with the theme of Pott’s. We moved deep into the Mausoleum, then started making our way underground. We eventually came to a large door, which the white robe pushed open with a low grunt. Like the rest of the Mausoleum, the basement was dark and decorated in the same macabre way, but here there were wires running across those patterned walls, computers mounted to sleek stone desks, and a suit of power armor laying across a table in the center of it all. Julian was accompanied by two of his white robes, and they were all in a state of deep concentration and didn’t even notice my entrance.

      My white robed escort looked nervously at me, then at Julian, clearly unsure of if he should tell him I was there or what his responsibilities were in this situation.

      “Leave,” I said.

      He nodded and did so without hesitation, grateful for the out.

      I approached Julian. He was hunched over the armor, a panel of it open and using a soldering gun on it, the sparks flying from the gun lending an excited look to his eyes. I stood across from him and waited patiently as he stopped, inspected his work, and glanced up.

      “Donovan,” he nodded at me. Then he looked over at the other two white robes in the room, who were clutching their foreheads or rubbing their temples. “You two can take a break to nurse those. Eat something, get some fresh air.”

      They nodded and walked out.

      “I don’t often have reason to be thankful I’m not in the R.A.S., but that seems very unpleasant.”

      “It was worse the first time.”

      “Based on the data we’ve been combing through, it actually should’ve killed you. Luckily, machine learning makes the process smoother every time. It’s a good thing it’s being spread to deadmen first though. Humans would not handle the patch well.”

      “You called for me?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I had a few things to give you, a need to thank you for something, and I wanted to pass on a request from the Honored Dead.”

      “A request?”

      Julian smiled. “Solomon would of course prefer to have it phrased as an order, but as you know, that’s not how the rest of us like to do things.” He closed the panel of the power armor he’d been working on and patted it. “First off, I wanted to thank you for this.”

      “You’re welcome.” I’d secured the power armor suit in a deal I’d made with the Remnants to cross the Cut.

      “I wasn’t sure if you had it sent to me for safekeeping or for our use, but I couldn’t resist taking a look inside either way.”

      I shook my head. “It’s for Pott’s. Whatever you do with it is up to you.” I had considered using the suit myself, but having fought with them I saw too many downsides. I was already as strong or stronger than what they could produce, and that was before my trip across the Cut had changed me further. They were also bulky, slow, and I worked mostly alone, so I wouldn’t be able to get any kind of maintenance or charging, potentially making it dead weight in my case.

      He smiled, that spark in his eyes showing itself. “Thank you, Donovan. We’re close to being able to manufacture a few of our own, but having a base model to work with has made things much easier for us.” He moved over to a wooden chest, which he hefted easily and placed in front of me, gesturing for me to open it.

      I pried open the lid with my hands and saw a Cerberus, as well as two small, sleek laspistols in black. Also in the box was a set of ten black cartridges. I noticed that the Cerberus, as well as the pistol, already had the cartridges installed into them.

      “Those are for you. We managed to figure out a portable ammunition solution. Before we were using excess deadzone radiation to charge them at specific stations. Obviously not a great solution outside of Pott’s though. Those black cartridges can be slotted in when the guns run dry. Try not to lose them, we can charge them again when they’re emptied.”

      I nodded and grabbed the guns, testing their weight before I slid one of the pistols where my 9mm used to go, and put the rest in my pack. “Thank you, Julian.”

      He nodded. “No problem. We wouldn’t have this tech without you, and I personally would prefer you have as much support as you can out there.” He paused then, looking at me, his expression shifting for half a second. “Mama, Kit, Solomon, Jim… they’re good people. They have what’s best for Pott’s at heart, but they don’t think past the immediate. I think you and I have a different understanding. Things in the wastes… the average settlement… it’s dangerous, hard, miserable. We have a template here for something better. A life actually worth living, worth protecting. Having the means to protect ourselves and throw our weight around in the aid of those deadmen who haven’t yet joined us… that’s something we need.”

      I thought of the deadman babies left in hot wooden boxes outside of settlements for us to pick up, Tim hanging from a pole for the crimes his uncle committed, and enslaved deadmen being driven across the desert in the hot sun. “We do.”

      He nodded. “The last thing is the Honored Dead’s request. We want you to stay here for a week. Long enough to spread the advanced R.A.S. to everyone here. Once that’s done, then you can do as you please.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “From what I can determine, the advanced R.A.S. will allow people to vote on a president. This person will have the authority to make changes in the system. However, they can’t simply make people drop dead, they’re limited by a set of rules. It’s an incredible boon, but it’s not all powerful. That said, we want to spread it among our people first, then have our Undertakers head into Iron Horde territory. We believe we may have a chance to win it, and even if we don’t we, unlike most groups in the wastes, can be expected to vote as a solid block. It’s possible we can get more concessions out of the Remnants or Horde even if we ourselves show no chance of winning.”

      I nodded along. It seemed like a good option. I hadn’t considered the idea of a deadman winning though. “What makes you think a deadman might win?” I asked.

      “The way the system works isn’t based on any visuals. No one will know our candidate is a deadman. They’ll only be able to hear or read their campaign messages and debates. It gives us a chance. Obviously, the Remnants and Horde will still have an advantage, but if we control enough votes, that still benefits our footing.”

      “So your request is for me to just sit here and do nothing for a week?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      I grimaced. That wasn’t as easy as he might think.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SEVEN

          

          

      

    

    







            SPINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      The week was hard. I spent the first day secluded in Nico’s home, reading her books, doing maintenance on my remaining weapons, and answering the door for visiting Undertakers so that they could give themselves a headache and start the process of gaining access to the advanced R.A.S. It took less than a day for me to feel restless. If I’d been in my own home, on my boat, floating on crackling irradiated water while listening to the sounds of crickets and feeling the gentle rocking of it as Gus swam nearby, it would be different. I’d have my books, maps, and other distractions allowing me to rest my body by keeping my mind active. Nico’s house offered those distractions for her, but not for me.

      Nico herself and Deux had business all throughout Pott’s to take care of, but they spent that first evening telling me more of what had happened since I’d been gone. The Khan had been consolidating power and recruiting soldiers more heavily, getting prepared for the conflict with the Remnants. He was now engaged in trying to get the tribes of Kaijin united behind his banner so that they would fight with him in battle. He’d had some successes, in large part thanks to his ex-wife, but things had slowed down. In STAR territory, the Remnants had completed their absorption of the Republic and were now focused on developing staging areas and forts all throughout their territory. That made sense, as most of their armor and weapons required charging as far as I knew, which meant they needed fortifications to resupply. Nico had also noticed that the average number of power-armored soldiers and lasweapons was slowly increasing.

      One the second day, I found I couldn’t stay inside any longer. I went for a walk, making my way between the building domes and districts of Pott’s. As I walked, passing other deadmen, I noticed them clutching their foreheads or stopping less and less, until the R.A.S. patch seemed to not affect them at all beyond giving them the notification that it was downloading. I tried to take my time as I walked, looking at the different murals and patterns painted across the domes, some colorful and happy, other dark and brutal, but all of them unique and interesting to see. I smelled the scents of different teas everyone brewed drifting through narrow alleys, as well as the smell of warm sizzling meat being cooked in restaurants. The sounds of light, easygoing conversation, the height of which was boisterous laughter. I received my fair share of stares, as always, but most people were polite enough to give a nod, some even saying hello in spite of the fact that they were clearly scared of me.

      It was so different from anywhere else in the wastes. I’d had that thought the first time I’d been there. I’d hated it then. It felt fake, wrong, ephemeral. I couldn’t deal with the calmness and warmth of it and had joined up with the Undertakers to leave before even that camaraderie and routine felt too restricting and I felt I needed to make my own way. I’d been grateful, of course. They’d saved me in every way that mattered. Gave me an education and a chance to make my own way and asked nothing in return. Because of that, I had felt I owed them.

      I had grown beyond just feeling indebted to them though. The discomfort I felt there felt like confirmation that it needed to exist, that it was important. Any place that made me uncomfortable in this way had to be good. A place I wasn’t meant for, that wasn’t cruel or hard, that was a good thing, even if it would never be a place I could settle down in.

      I walked from one end of the city to the other a few dozen times. The city had grown by maybe a third since I’d first come there, but it still wasn’t that big. It was roughly the size of Fette, the Iron Horde’s capital, but unlike that capital, this city represented all of Pott’s and its people, not just a single city.

      I spent the week continuing this trend. Walking around the city, memorizing the streets and alleys, starting to avoid certain uneven steps automatically and knowing when certain smells would fill certain paths. The stares became less frequent as well. Either everyone had grown more used to seeing me, or they simply gained the sense that staring at something they were afraid of isn’t the best idea.

      At the end of the week, Nico came back from a trek to the nearest human settlement, Dirtcreek. She looked worried, which was an odd look for her, and didn’t waste time with hellos, which I appreciated.

      “I got a message from Mercy. She says she has vital information for us.”

      I nodded and leapt up from my seat, grabbing my hat and sliding on my pack before making my way to the door.

      “You don’t want more information than that?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve got to make my way back to where I first started on my trek across the Cut and send a message to Leah. From there they’ll pick me up, and I should be able to make contact with Mercy while I’m there. We’ve already spoken about how you pass information to her, so I already have a book to swap with her ready for when I arrive.”

      Nico raised a nonexistent eyebrow. “You’ve been thinking about this, I take it?”

      I nodded. “Not much else to do,” I said, eager to make my way back out into the wastes.

      Before I could react, she wrapped me in a hug and squeezed me hard enough to break human ribs.

      I stood there awkwardly for a few moments and eventually managed to pat her twice on the back.

      She gave me one more squeeze and released me. “Be careful. Come back safe.”

      I nodded. “I know I haven’t said it yet, but thank you for all you’ve done while I’ve been gone….Would you… consider stopping?” I asked. “I know I deputized you, but… you don’t have to keep doing the work.”

      She smiled. “No. I’m not going to stop.”

      I tilted my hat. “You come back safe too.”

      She nodded and I walked away, making my way to the edge of Pott’s.
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        * * *

      

      I felt at ease back on the road, my hat keeping the sun from my eyes and the familiar weight of my pack on my back. I made it back to where Graves had dropped me off in the Shrike and sent Leah a message.

      
        
        I’m back.

      

      

      Followed by my coordinates. After less than a minute, I received a response.

      
        
        Stand by. Retrieval imminent.

      

      

      I sat, taking out my canteen and sipping from it while I waited. I pulled up my Citizen sheet to pass the time.

      

      
        
        6th Level Postman/ 7th Level Marshal

        Patriot Points: 1745

      

      

      
        
        SPINES: Be the backbone of America!

        Strength- 32

        Perception- 23

        Intelligence- 17

        Nationalism- 4

        Endurance- 29

        Speed- 23

      

      

      
        
        Job Abilities:

        Neither Rain, Sleet, or Snow: You are unhampered by adverse weather.

        Express: You gain a 5% bonus to movement speed.

        Special Delivery: You can mark a delivery “special,” which will allow you to track it.

        Handle with Care: When dealing with a fragile load, activate this ability to steady your hands and arms to ensure safe delivery.

        Under Cover: You may retain your previous class and those with the ability to read previous classes will see whichever class you choose to show.

        You’re Under Arrest: You may temporarily remove all job-based bonuses from a target to ease apprehending them. This person will be highlighted in your vision while this ability is active.

        Freeze: Incapacitate a single target for one minute.

        The Eyes of the Law: Detect another citizen’s job.

        Federal Authority: You cannot be affected by the abilities of others unless you choose to be.

        Lie Detector: Monitor heart rates and physical state to determine whether or not they’re lying.

      

      

      
        
        Skills:

        Walking- 38

        Pistol- 16

        Loading/unloading- 25

        Customer Service- 15

        Driving- 7

        Melee Weapons- 15

        Long Guns- 17

        Investigation- 17

        Tracking- 11

      

      

      
        
        Virus:

        Deadman- Bonus to all physical stats +10, negative to social based skills

        Natural weapon- Teeth

        Night Vision

        Perfected Healing

        Enhanced Stamina

        Adaptive Empowerment

        Energy Dispersal

        @(*&amp;#@(#*&amp;!

        !)#(*@*)$)&amp;&amp;$&amp;*(

        @)*&amp;($*)Q@(*)))__!(

      

      

      I’d never sat on as many Patriot Points as I had in that moment. I was, by wastelander standards, rich beyond imagining. Assuming the person I was bartering with accepted Patriot Points rather than goods only, as sometimes happened. I’d need to bring a heavy list to Murphy’s next time I was in that area. I still had three abilities that remained hidden to me, likely granted by the bite I’d taken from the First in Eden. Based on what I’d learned in the R.A.S. bunker, they may have been hidden because the system didn’t yet parse what they were, which meant they could be active without me even realizing it.

      I felt a shift in the air and turned my attention to the sky to see a Shrike slowly descending toward me. It landed silently and its door slid open to reveal Graves in the pilot seat. He gestured for me to get in, and I complied.
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            GOOD NEWS/BAD NEWS

          

        

      

    

    
      I watched out the window as the wastes passed quickly beneath us. I found the orange sand, swamps, and ruins familiar and comfortable after my time away. Graves didn’t speak, which didn’t surprise me; I hadn’t known him to speak any more than necessary, and sometimes even less than that. I was grateful for it though after my time in Pott’s, during which I spent far too much time in idle conversation. I was also certain the reprieve was brief. I’d almost certainly be doing more talking than I’d prefer once I reached the Remnants.

      It didn’t take long for me to start seeing signs of civilization. We passed over a small town, followed by what looked like some type of military checkpoint, then another of them, and another. We eventually came to a facility that looked like a much larger version of them. No longer were the Remnants based out of tents—now they lived within walls of steel. It was a fort, built with layers of lasdefenses, patrolling men and women in power armor, and dozens of armed STAR forces milling around. We landed on a small pad near two others that weren’t occupied. Leah had once told me they’d only had a single aerial vehicle, but it appeared she’d either been lying or they’d produced more recently.

      Leah was waiting by the landing pad. She wore a simple black uniform with a long duster. The scar on her throat peeked out from her collar, and her massive sniper rifle was nowhere to be seen. She gave me a smile as I exited the Shrike.

      “Donovan. Good to see you back safe.”

      I didn’t bother turning my Lie Detector ability on her. I knew it didn’t work. “Thanks.”

      “Your mission… did you succeed?” Her voice came out like a painful croak. She always sounded like someone who’d smoked for two lifetimes.

      “Check your notifications.”

      She blinked, and her gaze became unfocused for a moment. The small false smile she wore gave way to a true one. “You did it! But why didn’t it hit everyone?”

      I pulled out the black data square she’d given me. “This has the answers you want. I don’t understand all of it, but it seems to be a mix of good and bad news.”

      She took the square and gestured for me to follow. “Come, you can brief me along with the Cabinet.”

      I fell in behind her, Graves taking up our rear. Graves had been the first person I’d ever seen wearing a suit of power armor, and now that I could see him near others who were similarly equipped, it was clear he was on an entirely different level of comfort with the gear. He moved with no stiffness or hesitation. He was fluid, where all the others I saw on the base walking around seemed to be walking through water. I had never seen him out of his suit, and based on the biometric data from my Lie Detector ability, and those few times I’d heard him speak, I wondered if he could leave it.

      We passed between metal buildings, getting a number of looks, some simply confused by my presence, others fearful. It was easy to tell the Remnants from the STAR natives. The Remnants had an odd gait when they walked and all kept their eyes forward or downward as they walked. The STAR soldiers all had a kind of swagger to them, an arrogance that was only diminished when Leah, Graves, and I came into view.

      We made it to a central building with two power-armored guards. They didn’t acknowledge us as we passed between them. We walked straight back into a conference room. Masters, their head of Reclamation, sat in the center. He was flanked on the right by Slate, the head of Commerce, and on the left by Curtis, their head of Diplomacy. Next to Slate was Adams, their head of Patriotism who I’d heard so recently on the radio. I didn’t see their head of Science, Matthews, but I was grateful for that. She always looked at me as if she would be thrilled to have me on a dissection table.

      Masters smiled as I entered the room. Whenever he smiled I felt an odd obligation to return the expression. In the past I’d simply resisted, but this time I returned it with interest, showing my teeth in full. For the first time I saw just a flicker of disgust pass in front of his face, but he recovered quickly.

      I activated my Lie Detector ability.

      “Donovan! Welcome back to our patch of reclaimed American soil,” said Masters, standing from his desk and reaching out a hand.

      LIE.

      “You have good news I hope?” he asked.

      Adams scoffed. “I haven’t noticed the advanced R.A.S. activating, have you?”

      Leah looked over at him, wearing her usual smirk. “Check again.”

      Adams raised an eyebrow but checked his notifications. “Why is it activating this way?”

      “I gave Leah the data with the explanation, but the gist is that the advanced R.A.S. is mostly fucked.”

      The Cabinet’s expressions drooped and a few of them exchanged glances, but Masters never turned his gaze from me.

      “Elaborate,” he said simply.

      “The advanced part of the system was sabotaged just before the start of the war. It can’t be spread the usual way and has limited functionality. They came up with a workaround, but the patch can only be spread from person to person. I got infected with it and brought it back with me. The details, what is and isn’t working, that’s beyond my understanding.” I lied about the last part. I knew it was limited to President selection, but I wanted to play things close to the chest.

      Masters dropped his smile and brought a hand to his chin, rubbing it for a moment. “This changes things. We may need to make some adjustments.”

      “It’s better than nothing,” offered Curtis, adjusting his collar as he spoke.

      TRUE.

      “It is, but we may have to at least partially implement some of our backup plans.” He looked into the distance thoughtfully for a few moments before turning to Slate. “Go ahead and get his payment together. It’s clear he’s held up his part of the bargain.”

      Slate nodded, adjusting the collar of her shirt absently as she turned to me. “It may take me some time to get everything together.”

      “Why didn’t you have it ready? Weren’t expecting me to make it back?”

      “N-No, requisitions of this volume simply take some time is all.”

      LIE.

      Leah looked at me. “Graves, take Donovan out of here. He has free reign, but stay with him.”

      Graves nodded and gestured to the door. I walked out in front of him, catching the start of a conversation as I moved.

      “That asset of yours keeps paying dividends, huh? Maybe we should give him your job,” said Masters when he thought I was out of earshot. His tone was cruel. Clearly Leah was still having difficulties with her employers, assuming it wasn’t an elaborate psyop meant to make me believe there was a schism between them that didn’t exist.

      Once we were back outside, I turned to Graves. “Mercy here?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “Where?”

      He started walking, and I fell in step behind him as we made our way to a series of simple metal cubes. He took me to the second-to-last one and gestured at the door. I nodded at him and knocked twice. I heard movement, and Mercy opened the door.

      “Donovan! You made it back!” she said excitedly. She was much the same as the last time I’d seen her—her eyepatch, the burn scars in patches across her body, the smell of gunpowder clinging heavily to her.

      I nodded. “Yes. I’m waiting on Slate to gather my payment, thought I’d stop by.”

      Her eye flickered to Graves. “Come inside.”

      I stepped in and paused, pulling a worn paperback from my pack. The cover was of a noblewoman in fine dress pressed against an armored knight with the title Wearing her Favor. I handed it to Graves. “I came across this some time ago, thought you’d enjoy it.”

      He flipped the book over in his hands and read the back cover. He gave me a thumbs up, then settled into leaning against the outside wall of the apartment, flicking the book open to the first page.

      I walked into Mercy’s apartment and closed the door.
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      Mercy moved over to a small table with two chairs and gestured for me to sit, pulling out a small piece of paper and a pen, then writing something on it as she spoke. “I’m glad you came to visit. Your friend Nico and I have been chatting a bit. One of the things we talked about the most was what we thought you were up to.”

      I looked down at the note as I sat down.

      
        
        They’re listening.

      

      

      “Do you want something to drink?” she asked.

      “Water,” I said as I wrote beneath her note.

      
        
        Are we in danger?

      

      

      She nodded and moved to pour some water from a bottle into two cups before sitting down across from me and handing me a cup and writing quickly on the paper.

      
        
        No. They just don’t trust me.

      

      

      “Nico told me you’ve been exchanging books?”

      She smiled. “We have been. Actually, can I give you the last one she loaned me to give it back to her?”

      “Sure.”

      She stood back up and grabbed a book from beside her bed. It was a well-worn copy of Pride and Prejudice, one of Nico’s favorites that I’d avoided due to a lack of dragons, or swords made from light.

      I took the book from her, noticing that the weight was slightly off. I slid it into my bag and pulled out a book of my own. This was a normal weight. It was Gavain and the Unending Flame, the cover featuring a lizard man wielding a massive axe which he had raised to fight a demon wreathed in fire. “It’s different from what Nico’s been giving you. A favorite of mine.”

      As she flipped it over in her hands, I took the note and scribbled a simple question.

      
        
        Why?

      

      

      I looked her in the eyes as she finished looking at the book I gave her and read the note. She’d flipped on her people for Leah, acted as a spy for the Remnants, and got tortured for it by people she’d considered family. I needed to know why she would flip again. Nico trusted her, and that trust was based on the confirmation of information. I valued that, it earned her credit in my mind, but I needed more. I needed to feel I could understand her reasons, feel them in my gut, and I doubted the Lie Detector ability would work on her while she was writing, assuming she hadn’t unlocked the Marshal ability to ignore system abilities anyway.

      Mercy met my gaze and placed the book down, talking as she wrote. “This definitely looks interesting. I think I remember reading one of these when we were taking shelter from that storm? It was fun!”

      
        
        THEY TOLD ME THEY’D KILL HIM.

      

      

      I looked at the note and nodded. She’d betrayed the Republic, taken its fate into her hands specifically to remove the poison within it. It had been led by the prophet, and my brief trip into the Republic had shown him to be a vile and violent man. I remembered classrooms with torture chambers inside them and an overheard conversation in which a man was elated to have been gifted tobacco by the prophet in exchange for his wife’s services in the prophet’s bedroom. Shortly after Leah and I had rescued Mercy, and I’d left to take my trip across the Cut, I’d heard a radio broadcast that told me they’d left the prophet alive. I assumed it was to ease their own transfer of power, but it made me sick, and I could tell that for Mercy the feelings on the matter were far more potent.

      I took the note and slid it to the side of the table, clearing the space between us. “What else have you been reading lately?” I asked.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t enjoy talking, but I enjoyed books and so found decent entertainment in my discussion with Mercy. She’d been reading mostly classics Nico gave her, as well as a few spy thrillers she’d been loaned by Leah. A lot of our conversation was her speaking and me nodding or interjecting a single word or sentence, but the time passed quickly, and I was certain it made my meeting with her seem more organic to whoever may have been listening in. After about an hour, there was a knock at the door.

      Graves was there, the book I’d loaned him still in his hands, dog-eared roughly a fourth of the way through. He gestured at me to follow and I held up my finger.

      “Just a minute.” I turned around and closed the door, then walked back to the table, picking up the pen and writing one more sentence even as I spoke. “I hope you enjoy the book.”

      Mercy looked down at what I wrote and set her jaw, looking at me as she did so. “I hope so too. Thanks for visiting. Oh! Here, take these.” she moved over to the side of her bed and picked up an ammunition box and handed it to me.

      “What-?”

      “They’re bombs!” she said excitedly. “Thought you’d like a parting gift.”

      I gave her a tip of my hat. “Thank you, Mercy.” I placed the box carefully into my pack, then I took the note and did the same, taking a last look at what I wrote before I hid it in my bag, unsure that they weren’t going through Mercy’s trash on top of bugging her room.

      
        
        I’ll help you kill him.

      

      

      That was the last line I wrote, and I meant it. The one thing I knew in my bones from when I was born, that had always stayed with me and only been reinforced by my time in the wastes, was that some people needed to be put in the ground. It was a service I’d been happy to perform.

      I walked out the door and closed it behind me. Graves took a moment to read the page he’d started reading since I’d gone back inside, then closed the book and started walking.

      I followed behind him as we wound our way back through the Remnants fort, making up the oddest pair in the entire facility. We made it back to the landing pad where the Shrike sat. In front of it were three crates. I went to them and pried them open. Inside one were several jump packs, laspistols, and lasguns. That was material I’d negotiated specifically for Pott’s, though now some of it seemed redundant with the rapid progress Julian and his people had made. Still, it was what I had agreed to. I pried open the other crate; this one had a second suit of power armor. I smiled—Julian would appreciate that. Finally I pried open the third one. This one had ammo, explosives, tobacco, coffee, and a dozen other odds and ends I had negotiated for myself.

      “Looks good. I just need the Patriot Points and we’ll be settled,” I said. I saw a notification in the corner of my vision and brought it to my attention.

      
        
        UNKNOWN has transferred 2000 PP to you for services rendered.

      

      

      I nodded at the notification, assuming Graves had sent it and was able to disguise his transactions with the Agent job. “That settles us. Any chance you can give me a ride up near Pott’s? I have to make a report to the Honored Dead.”

      “We can certainly take you most of the way back,” Leah said, appeared suddenly behind me. As always, she’d managed to get behind me without me realizing it.

      I noted her phrasing but chose not to acknowledge it. Either she knew I’d been back longer than I’d let on, or she meant nothing by it and it was simply a turn of phrase. “Thanks. Any messages or notes you need passed to them?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing new. Though Masters asked me to send the Cabinet’s regards and let them know we appreciated their continued support…and neutrality.”

      I tipped my hat to her and started loading my crates onto the shrike, Graves taking the time to help me with each of them and ensure they were strapped tightly in place. As I finished loading, Leah leaned against the Shrike and faced me.

      “In the past, you did some more… independent work for us without needing it to go through Pott’s. Any chance you’d consider doing some work for us along those lines again?”

      I looked her in the eye. As usual, she didn’t flinch at my red-eyed stare as lesser men and women had. I wouldn’t. Things had changed for me, and I was more focused on making things better for Pott’s than I had been before, when I didn’t think I had anything to offer them, when I felt the best thing I could do was make my own way. I did want to know what the job she was offering was though; that intel could prove very valuable.

      “Depends on the pay,” I said.

      The faint smile she always wore widened slightly. “I’ll be in touch.”

      With that, I stepped onto the Shrike and took a seat as Graves put the vehicle through its boot-up procedures. Shortly after we were in the air, and I took a moment to watch the Remnants’ fort fade into the distance as we flew back toward the wastes.
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      It was two days before Julian was able to go through the data Mercy had given me hidden in the hollowed-out book she’d borrowed from Nico. Nico would have had no difficulty finding another copy of Pride and Prejudice, so that made perfect sense as her choice for smuggling information. I had been tempted to leave Pott’s after I’d retrieved the data, but something told me I should wait to see what was on it. Mercy herself had given no hint other than that she believed it was important. I spent my additional three days in Pott’s continuing the walks I’d been going on, trading Patriot Points for a new 9mm and some ammo, and grinding my teeth.

      The amount of Patriot Points I’d been paid had led to me gaining another level in Marshal, but that level hadn’t come with any additional abilities, only stat increases. The rest was mine to spend. I was hoping Murphy was sitting on a number of things from my list and was fairly certain he’d be more than happy to take the extra points off my hands.

      I was taking one of my anxious walks through Pott’s when a white robe approached me. She was panting heavily, and after getting me to stop she took a moment to catch her breath. She looked up at me.

      “The Honored Dead request your immediate presence at the Mausoleum.”

      I nodded and she started to walk again, back toward the center of the city, but I put up my hand. “You don’t have to lead me, I know the way.”

      She nodded, grateful for the chance at a respite.

      I made a beeline for the Mausoleum, its sleek black dome inviting me inside to nods from the Undertakers and white robes who were either on their way into, or out of, it. I pushed my way through the doors into the council room, where I found Mama, Kit, Julian, Solomon, and Jim waiting for me, as was Nix, which surprised me. The air in the room felt heavy, and all of their faces looked hollow and exhausted, as if they’d been talking nonstop through the night.

      In spite of her obvious exhaustion, Mama managed to offer me a warm smile when she noticed me. “Donovan. I’m grateful you came so quickly.”

      I nodded at her and let my eyes move across the rest of them. “What do you need?”

      Julian picked up a data square from in front of it and held it in the air. “This information that you retrieved from Mercy. Do you know what’s on it?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not certain she knew what was on it.”

      “It’s…” Julian’s expression twisted in disgust. “It’s genocide.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Tell him exactly what it is, Julian. I know you’re angry, but let’s present the information as it is,” said Kit.

      Julian took a deep breath. I’d never seen him distraught and felt a pit build in my stomach.

      “It’s a vaccine. A formula for an inoculation that’s very near complete.”

      “A vaccine? How is that a genocide?” I asked.

      “It’s a vaccine against the creation of more deadmen. Those who receive it won’t produce deadman children, nor will their offspring.”

      I let that thought settle. Humans wouldn’t have deadmen children anymore, which meant that Pott’s wouldn’t have any new deadmen joining it. Eventually, there would be none of them left, and the one safe place in the wastes, the one bastion of reason and comfort, would die. I clenched my fist, the leather of my gloves straining as I did so. My vision went red for a moment. I had just enough clarity in that moment to keep from breaking something and to realize that this was my fault. When I’d gone to the rEvolution Virus bunker and scanned all that data, they must’ve used it to develop this…vaccine. I’d done it before I’d realized it wasn’t the system itself making me, but Leah and the Remnants.

      “That’s not all... they’re also working on a way of locking us into the deadzones. A kind of artillery barrier that would kill anything or anyone trying to enter Remant and STAR territory through the deadzone... it’s not explicit in the data, but my assumption is that they would plan to expand it through any additional territory they conquer... not to mention some of the emplacements seemed designed for airborne distribution of the vaccine when turned toward their own territory.”

      Solomon shook his head, releasing a dark chuckle, his eyes haunted. “They’re keeping their word to the letter. They said they wouldn’t attack us, but instead they’ll condemn our race entirely. Doom us to a slow, rotting death, trapped inside a tomb... fitting.”

      I could feel my gloves starting to tear and slowly eased my hands open. I had been drawing in the radiation around me without realizing it, and I could feel the heat radiating off my skin. I released it, gradually, and when I spoke I managed to do so calmly. “What are you going to do about it?”

      Jim spoke up, his voice cracking slightly as he spoke. “What can we do?” He looked up at the rest of them. “These people hate us. All of them do. We do nothing to harm them and they still do whatever they can to rid themselves of us, just to not look at us anymore… maybe a slow death is the best we could ask for.”

      I was on Jim in an instant, reaching over the table, grabbing him by the collar and lifting him to my face, my vision reddening again. “What the fuck are you talking about!?” I brought him closer so I could look into his yellow eyes. They looked sad and defeated. “We’ll fucking kill them. We’ll go to war. We’ll burn them the fuck down before they can finish their vaccine!”

      “Donovan...” said Mama, looking at me. “I don’t know that this is something we can fight. The humans... I can understand them wanting this. Not wanting their children to be like us. I remember the look of regret in many a mother’s eyes when they gave their children to us. Hoping they’d be safer, treated better among their own kind.”

      Nix slammed a fist on the table. “For every one of the mothers like that, I’ve seen three of them more than happy to give up their ‘monster’ children. Willing to put them into coffins outside their settlements rather than look at them a single moment longer. Willing to have them killed simply because of how they look, even just moments after they’re born, helpless and crying.” She shook her head. “We should worry about what they want?” She shook her head.

      Kit spoke next, her brows furrowed in thought. “If they created this type of vaccine... couldn’t we do something similar? Find a way to counteract it? Or maybe even work on a way for deadmen to have their own children?”

      Julian shook his head. “We have scientists and engineers, brilliant minds, but doctors and biologists... that’s an area we’re lacking in. The Remnants are far beyond us. If we had more data we could begin work on something, but who knows how long it would take? Let’s say it takes one decade, two? Let’s say it only works on some deadmen and not others? Or it has some side effects we can’t even begin to consider? In fifty years, without our Undertakers bringing freshly dead back to Pott’s, it’ll already be too late. Not to mention we’ll be trapped on this side of the deadzone, and it’ll only get worse if the Remnants move into Horde territory and take over.” He paused and let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know that there’s anything we can do.”

      I threw Jim back down and looked across at the rest of the Honored Dead. “That’s why you asked for me, isn’t it? If you wanted things to just go away quietly you could’ve lied and told me the intel was for something different. Or just told me nothing. No, you wanted me here to tell you what you should do about this, or to do it myself.” I gripped the table in front of me in an attempt to calm myself and it cracked under the pressure. “This is the only place in the wastes that’s truly worth protecting. That’s worthy of survival. If anyone should understand that, it’s all of you.” I found my voice cracking as I spoke. “It’s worth fighting for.”

      Solomon placed a hand on Jim’s shoulder, then looked at me. “He’s right.”

      I released my grip on the table, surprised to find Solomon in my corner.

      Solomon continued, “Even ignoring this... vaccine, there are other reasons to fight them—locking us within our deadzone as if it’s a prison; their war with the Horde, who have been more honest allies to us than they have, though I myself am only just realizing it.”

      “There’s also the reports from the Republic. They still won’t allow our Undertakers there. The Republic itself insists they don’t have deadman children, but I’ve heard reports of what’s in that ‘holy book’ of theirs. They’re almost certainly killing them as they’re born, and the Remnants are, if not allowing it directly, definitely looking the other way.”

      Julian nodded, starting to come around as everyone presented their points. “We also need to consider that they did this in secret, with the intent to betray us. The work in the shadows, hiding their intentions and attacking us where we’re most vulnerable. Coexistence with them... it was not something they ever really considered, even as we signed agreements and traded with them. War... war is the option. Our survival depends on it.”

      Kit shook her head. “We have additional facts to consider. What about the deadmen who live in STAR territory? What about a diplomatic solution? We’ve had this discussion before about the Rens and their lack of deadmen children. Are we to kill them as well?”

      Solomon shook his head and looked her in the eye. “They don’t act with the intention of wiping us out, and their spread will be much slower. We have time to determine a solution to that. This vaccine though… it’s on an entirely different level.”

      Mama nodded as well, some of the sadness I’d seen in her eyes fading. “If we do this. If we do fight war, we have to be better than them. It cannot be a genocide; I don’t think the average mother and father in STAR deserves our ire. Many of them have been cooperative, and kind, wanting the best for their families. The Remnants though... destroying them, the knowledge they bring to end us and our way of life, that I can support. That is a war I think is worth waging.

      Nix shook her head. “The Remnants will almost certainly put STAR soldiers in our path.”

      Mama nodded. “And we will do what we must in that case, but we should still avoid harming innocents when we can.”

      Kit gritted her teeth. “With all that everyone has said... I agree.” She stopped to look around the room, her eyes moving across the murals and text that surrounded us, becoming unfocused as if lost in a memory. “Nix, we’ll need to start pulling the Undertakers in the STAR region back, unless we can give them orders for some kind of sabotage.”

      Nix nodded. “I’ll start check everyone’s current estimated locations and work from there.”

      “I’ll have Nico reach out to our contacts in the Horde. We’ll keep it at a high level though. The Remnants can’t know what we’re up to until we’re ready to strike. We certainly won’t have enough of a force to end the threat they represent on our own anyway,” said Mama.

      “Jim and I will work on determining who will volunteer to fight. Obviously we can’t force people to, but I’m guessing once they hear what’s at stake, we won’t have much trouble putting a force together,” said Solomon.

      “I’ll inform my people at the factory to increase production,” said Julian. “We’ll need to be as armed and armored as possible. I suppose we should produce a set of weapons that can be used in joint action with the Horde without harming them with radiation… we’ll have to move quickly. The vaccine is getting close to completion, and if they have the right equipment and facilities, they could begin producing it very quickly.”

      I watched as they dove into logistics, armament, and diplomacy in figuring out their initial plan. All I could think of as I listened to them was blood. I could hear my heart, beating in my ears. I wanted to move right away. To cut a path all the way to the Remnants’ fort and bleed Masters and his Cabinet over the battlements. I knew that wasn’t possible though. Alone I could do serious damage, but I doubted they’d let me back into the fort so soon, and storming it by myself would lead to my death with all the gun emplacements they had. I needed to be patient. I needed to work with the Honored Dead and determine exactly where I’d be able to provide the most help or deal the most damage.

      I listened to the rest of their initial discussions, watching white robes get summoned in, followed by groups of Undertakers as they answered questions, summoned additional information, and learned about the locations of various groups that could be at risk. At the end of it, they had a new energy, catching a second wind now that a decision as to the fate of Pott’s had finally been decided. Symbiosis and peace was no longer possible with the Remnants. It was time for war.
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      I crouched at the lead of twenty other deadmen, all of us cloaked in black. We were armed with Cerberus, knives, and surprise. It was the dead of night, and I looked out onto a large facility made up of neat rows of metal warehouses. There were small guard patrols lazily wandering outside, but they clearly weren’t prepared to see any action.

      Our intel told us that Matthews, the Cabinet member in charge of Science and Technology, was inside, and that the facility was a major part of the vaccine development effort. It was deep in the heart of STAR territory, not too far from where the Republic had been located. We’d taken the long way, traveling through deadzones to avoid detection. There were more than a dozen such groups scattered throughout the territory outside of what we considered high-value targets.

      The leader of those with me, an Undertaker by the name of Zag, looked up at the stars, checking the time, and then looked to me and gave me a nod. I returned it and started making my way to the other side of the facility. I had been offered the choice to lead but had decided against it. I had no talent for leading, besides which I didn’t want to be tied to the responsibility. After this strike I had a mission of my own that I didn’t want to risk other deadmens’ lives on.

      I reached the other side of the facility and looked back through my binoculars. I saw two large transports but no other means of escape. My job was to remove those from play and create a distraction for the others. Many of the volunteers hadn’t ever seen combat, and while a few of the braver ones had disagreed with the plan that I be the distraction, I knew this was the best way to accomplish our goal with minimal losses. If it was just me it would risk too many STAR members escaping, and we needed to ensure we were dealing as much damage as possible to the Remnants’ creation and production of the vaccine.

      I moved toward the transports quickly and quietly, easily avoiding the lax patrols. I rolled under one of the cars and set the timer on one of the bombs I’d gotten from Mercy for five minutes. Then, while keeping count, I rolled under the next one and set it for four and a half minutes. I moved away from the transports and toward the nearest of the metal warehouses.

      There were no windows, so I drew my black laspistol and knife and stood outside the front door. I missed the weight of the sword in my hand for a moment, but didn’t give myself a chance to dwell on it. I pushed the door open and started shooting. This particular warehouse had been a barracks, and as it was the dead of night, they were mostly sleeping. I killed a dozen before they managed to mount any kind of defense. Bleary-eyed guards and scientists managed to pull themselves from their bed only for me to burn holes in them, sending them immediately to the floor. One of them managed to leap at me from a top bunk and was met for his bravery by the sharp end of my knife drawing itself up his stomach.

      Some scientists managed to leave the bunker on the other side, and the guards toward the back pulled out pistols and began shooting at me. The bullets bounced off the forcefield created by my shield bracelet, and I responded with lasfire, burning them down before I made my way out of the other side of the bunker. I could hear gunfire on the other side of the facility, and I began to move toward the next nearest bunker, when out of it poured a half dozen guards.

      I took a knee and started firing on them, Freezing one before he could raise his rifle and unloading on the others as I did so. I did my best to be precise. Once we cleared out the personnel, our goal was to secure any information we could on data squares and burn the rest of the facility to the ground. That would be difficult to do if I blew up or melted a hole in any of their equipment. After dropping three of the guards, the rest stumbled back inside for cover. I’d marked them as Under Arrest and so was able to follow their movement as they were highlighted in my vision. I ran after them through the door, rolling as I did so, and rammed my knife into the face of the nearest of them as I stood back up. I held his body aloft by my knife hilt and moved the body in front of myself as the remaining two guards opened fire. I didn’t need to use the corpse as cover, my shield still had a healthy amount of charge, but it was a habit. I fired my laspistol at one of them, melting a hole through the desk he’d taken cover behind and killing him. Then I aimed it at the other but found it was out of charge.

      The guard, thinking he had the drop on me, stood and let out a cry, aiming his rifle.

      I Froze him and slid the pistol into its holster, calmly withdrew my knife from the other guard’s skull, walked slowly behind him, and slit his throat. I took a breath and wiped my knife on my sleeve, then drew my new 9mm to replace the empty laspistol.

      I grunted. This wasn’t a fight, it was a slaughter. I had no moral qualms about that—I knew what I was doing was for Pott’s—but the lack of challenge made me restless. I made my way through the warehouse toward the other end. This one was relatively empty, seeming to be full of lab equipment rather than personnel. I paused in the middle of it and inhaled deeply through my nose. There was someone in the warehouse. I followed the scent of sweat and fear until I came upon a large desk. I stepped around it to see a young man curled in a ball, shaking with fear. He let out a whimper when I saw him.

      “P-Please. I’m just a scientist. Why are you doing this?”

      I lifted my 9mm and fired. No reason to let him sit in his fear and distress any longer than I needed to. I didn’t spare a thought for mercy. This was a problem that needed to be pulled up at the root, and the earth from which it sprouted to be salted and made barren.

      The ground shook and I heard the transports explode, followed by screams and an increase in gunfire. I made my way out of the warehouse and toward the increase in sound. Outside of the warehouse I saw a half dozen people in power armor divided between looking at the smoldering remains of the transports and firing at my fellow deadmen cloaked in night. We hadn’t noticed the armor in our observations over the last day, which meant their operators hadn’t been wearing them until now.

      I watched as one of the armored combatants charged a deadman who had taken cover. The deadman fired on him with his Cerberus but it didn’t slow down the combatant, and he brought a massive hammer down on the deadman’s head, killing him instantly. I saw some of the other deadmen falter. It seemed that had been our first casualty, and the other power-armored figures started to move as well.

      I let out a war cry, the red in my vision taking over. I sheathed my knife and pistol to draw the Cerberus, which I fired at the cluster of power armor.

      That got their attention. Three of them activated jump packs and ascended into the air, aiming their metal frames to land directly on top of me. Rather than try to dodge, I held my ground, firing the Cerberus at max speed at one of them. I kept the fire concentrated on a single point, and before he reached the ground the chestplate of the armor had gone molten. When he did land, he was writhing on the ground, clawing at his chest.

      The other two tried to land on top of me, slamming their massive hammers onto me, but I rolled, tossing the Cerberus to the side before they could reach me. I stood, my hands empty, and felt a smile reach my lips as red darkened my vision even further.

      The power-armored guards exchanged a glance and charged me at the same time, one of them bringing his hammer in a long downward arc.

      I dodged the blow in such a way that he was between myself and his companion, then kicked at the hand holding the hammer. I felt the metal bend and heard bones crack.

      He let out a scream and backed away. The other one put his shoulder forward and tried to charge me. I lifted the fallen hammer and slammed it into the top of his head as he charged, caving his helmet into his armor and making his body crumple.

      The other one managed to ignore his broken hand long enough to charge me, striking with his good hand.

      I dodged him and grabbed his helmet from the back. I channeled all the heat I’d picked up in the deadzones I’d traveled through to reach the facility into my hand.

      The man screamed as I melted his helmet onto his head. Then he collapsed dead, leaving me in the midst of three dead in power armor.

      I brought my attention back to the other three. Two were down, one collapsing even as I looked to a furious attack from a deadman wielding a thick metal club, and another with a hole through his shoulder from combined Cerberus fire.

      The last of them was running out of the facility, and I turned to run in pursuit. The armored figures’ boots kicked up dust as they ran, their power armor allowing them increased speed as well as the ability to run without tiring, but I was faster. When I reached them, I leapt, wrapping my arms around their back, and at that moment their jump pack activated.

      We flew into the air, and then suddenly we were falling down. My opponent began to turn, trying to angle us in such a way that I would be crushed beneath their heavy armor, but I let go before we landed and rolled wildly through the air until I hit the ground and skipped like a stone.

      The power-armored figure stood and brought a lasrifle to bear, opening fire on me.

      My shield blocked the majority of the shots but failed shortly after, and I found myself riddled with holes and felt my body go still.

      The figure got a bit closer and her faceplate opened up, revealing Matthews, the secretary of Science and Technology.

      I kept my eyes open and didn’t move.

      “Log entry. I’ve once again encountered the deadman from before who seemed to have interesting healing properties. It took severe trauma and multiple lasgun shots to kill him. Noting the location for potential body retrieval. We’ll certainly need to send more men here. Oh yes, we have been attacked by deadmen. It’s possible they determined we were nearing completion of the vaccine. How is unknown.”

      As she spoke she smartly kept the rifle trained on me. I let the heat seep out of me, all the rads I’d stored within myself infusing the air in the immediate area around me. I hadn’t wanted to use it in this way, as the amount I had within myself seemed to affect my healing factor, but Matthews was our main target, and I needed her dead, even if I couldn’t have the satisfaction of doing it with my hands. I heard the telltale clicking of a Geiger counter come from her.

      “What-” she closed her helmet and looked away for a moment. The only moment I needed.

      I leapt up and grabbed her rifle, kicking her as I did so to dislodge it from her grip and knocking her to the ground. I tossed it to the side and leaned down, prying open her faceplate. Once I was done I simply stood over her for a few moments, listening to the increasing sound of her Geiger counter.

      “Do you think that level of dose is something you can recover from?”

      She gritted her teeth, her face pale. “No.”

      “It usually takes what? Two weeks to die from radiation poisoning? While your organs melt away and your body breaks down?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t condemn you to a slow death like that. Even if that’s what you planned for Pott’s.” I lifted the lasgun and fired.
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      We stole everything we could carry, loaded up our dead, downloaded all the data we could, and burned everything else to the ground. I stood with the other deadmen, watching their yellow, red, and orange eyes reflect the fire that matched them in color. I saw sadness in some of them, rage in others, and determination in all. The Undertaker who led them was the only one unfazed by the losses and violence. I took a moment to wish him luck and then broke off from the rest of them, heading deeper into STAR territory. Matthews and her operation had been our primary target and I knew I’d need to assist with it, but I had another thing to take care of. A debt I felt I owed to a friend. I had discussed my plan with Julian and Nico. Nico had warned me against it, saying it was an unnecessary risk, but Julian had noted that it worked in our best interests by further destabilizing the Remnants.

      I walked through the night, and a large part of the day. The facility we’d attacked had already been close to my target, I assumed because the medical equipment they were using had been liberated from it with my help, and it made sense to simply set it up nearby. The Remnants were in a rush to see us gone.

      By evening, what was left of the Republic’s walls came into view. I could see American flags flying high atop those parts of it that still remained. I found a small patch of trees a few miles from the walls and waited for night to fall. I checked my notifications to pass the time.

      
        
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned ranks in Melee Weapons! From Bowie knives to Pickett’s charge, the US may have been too advanced for swords, but it’s spilled blood for freedom!

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned a rank in Pistol! Good job exercising your 2nd Amendment rights!

      

      

      I found it interesting that the laspistol also seemed to earn me ranks in Pistol. I wondered whether that was because recognizing them was built into the system or it was a result of whatever AI that helped upgrade the system doing what it could to keep things running. I felt a small amount of sympathy for it—having to keep a system running that had been described by its own architect as being held together by “spit and duct tape” was almost certainly a full time job.

      I sat and watched the walls with my binoculars. I noticed commotion, and a lot of movement. Likely word had reached the soldiers of the various attacks that both Pott’s and the Horde had carried out in the last night. Instead of fortifying their own position, however, I watched as several transports carried STAR soldiers away from the Republic, likely to reinforce taken positions or counterattack. It was a good strategy on paper. They likely didn’t think we’d strike so deep into their territory in a follow-up after our initial attack, and they had higher-priority targets to protect then the hollowed-out captive city state the Republic had become.

      When the night hit its darkest point, I moved from my shaded hiding place and began circling around the walls, searching for the area where the defenses were at their weakest. I wished I had a jump pack to simply carry me over them, but Julian had requested I leave them with him to study, and I obliged. I needed the advantage less than I felt the other deadmen did.

      I found an area where the wall was simply cracked and crumbling rather than torn down. There were no patrols, and I ran from cover to the base of it, hoping my black coat would camouflage me in the dark. At the wall, I used the cracked areas as handholds and pulled myself up and over the top without issue. I leapt down onto the other side and stood still for a moment, listening for movement and taking a whiff of the air. I detected a few people, but none seemed to be moving toward me and the scent of them wasn’t mixed with gunpowder or ozone, so I presumed they weren’t guards or armored Remnants.

      I still had a good grasp of the city’s layout from the last time I’d been there and used that mental impression to make my way through. Not much had changed. The passages praising the prophet still covered the walls. Murals of him still decorated buildings. The only change was areas that included recruitment posters from the Remnants that seemed to be endorsed by the prophet himself, his face and words plastered across them as ubiquitously as they had been on the walls. The price of his survival as the leader of his people, if I had to guess. A disgusting compromise, considering what the people of the Republic had been doing in his name.

      I climbed onto one of the rooftops and began leaping between the buildings, making my way toward the center of the city where I knew the largest of the buildings were located. I didn’t have a precise location for the prophet, but I knew his kind. Whatever building was the most ostentatious and largest would be his.

      I reached the center of the city without much issue, only needing to flatten myself on top of a roof once to avoid a man across the alley who had decided 1 am was a fine time for gardening. When I reached the center, I found my theory proven correct. There was a building with a life-size statue of the prophet, assuming he was nearly my height. It was covered in murals finer than any of the others I’d seen in the city and smelled so richly of tobacco that I detected the scent a block away, and there was a rich garden planted on its roof. Unlike the rest of the city, I saw two power-armored guards waiting at the front door. Likely keeping him under guard just as much as guarding him.

      Rather than attempt to go through the front door, I circled around until I found a building next to his with the roof nearly connecting. I climbed to the top of it and leapt into his garden. I smelled jasmine, tobacco, and blood as I landed. The scents were so strong they nearly overwhelmed me for a moment, but I managed to regain control of my senses quickly. I searched the roof and found a small hatch. I slid it open, gritting my teeth at the noise of the metal straining as I did so. I dropped down inside and heard movement.

      “Someone there?” came a voice, followed by approaching footsteps.

      I ducked into the shadows in the corner and waited. A STAR soldier appeared in the doorway and walked toward the trap door. I Froze him, stepped behind him, and slit his throat, propping him in the same dark corner I’d been hiding in before making my way into the hallway. I could detect four more people inside. Two were in one room, and two more were just outside of it. I made my way toward them, updating my mental map of the interior as I moved. I rounded a corner and heard talking.

      “I’ve already told you no. One of the conditions of our agreement is that you need to follow the same laws as other Americans. We already give you significant leeway, especially with the gray areas that have become so rampant here, but age of consent is one that we’re going to need to be strict on.”

      “I have heard your excuses before.” There was a pause. “You’ll forgive me then, if I suddenly have a bit of difficulty encouraging my men and women to sign up with you, or work in your little factories without pay in my name. If I cannot engage with some of my younger female followers, then I suffer from terrible headaches that prevent me from doing so many things, you see.” I recognized the voice as that of the prophet, though I’d only heard it through speakers before.

      “If you want a headache, we could have you hauled out of your precious ‘Republic’ and shot in the head.”

      “We both know you won’t,” said the prophet with contempt in his voice. “You need things to go smoothly. Now more than ever.”

      “Fine,” said the other man with disgust in his voice. “We may be able to work something out. There were plenty of ‘states rights’ loopholes when it came to marrying girls under the age of consent back before the bombs fell. You’d be limited to just one girl at a time though.”

      “Hmmm, I could work with that… for now.”

      I’d heard enough. I walked out from the hallway and into the room. The prophet looked surprisingly like the murals that depicted him. He was older, and handsome, and actually was nearly my height, wearing a self-satisfied smirk on the corner of his mouth until he saw me and his expression changed to one of horror.

      I Froze him and approached the man across from him, wearing the black uniform of the Remnants.

      “What’s the face for? I’m giving you what you wa-”

      I drove my knife into the back of his skull, killing him instantly, and gently lowered his body to the ground. I then lifted the prophet up, Freezing him again, and started making my way to the trapdoor. I dragged him out, keeping him still, and placed him in the center of the rooftop. I took rope from my bag and tied his hands and feet. Then I pulled one of the timed bombs I’d received from Mercy out of it. I set the timer for four minutes and pried open his jaw. There was some resistance, but once it was dislocated I was able to fit the bomb in his mouth with no issues. I tied a rag around it and let the Freeze fade.

      The prophet let out a noise that reminded me of a wounded animal, but it wasn’t loud enough to draw any attention.

      I took a moment to look him in the eyes and smile. “I could’ve done this slow. It’s not really my style, but some people deserve it… in your case though, I thought I’d give you a bit of Mercy.”

      I didn’t wait for him to react to that statement—the clock was ticking, after all. So I leapt to the nearest roof and made my way toward the wall, making it nearly a quarter of the way before I heard the explosion.
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      The trek back to Pott’s was difficult. My escape from the Republic was masked by the shock and surprise of the prophet’s death, but making my way through the rest of STAR territory was much more difficult. The patrols were so heavy I was forced to take roundabout paths through dangerous deadzones I would’ve preferred to avoid. At one point, when I was deep inside a deadzone, I flipped on my radio, certain I was safe from being located, and twisted the knob until I heard Adams speaking.

      “This has been an unconscionable attack on true Americans. These… beasts… savages have attacked us without reason or provocation. We offered them peace, cooperation, and a place in the rebirth of America, and they killed one of the members of our Cabinet, as well as hundreds of our brave young men and women in uniform, many of them fresh recruits. When we first came to this wasteland, we heard stories of the deadmen. Talk of them as evil, monstrous creatures that kidnap and eat men and women without second thought. Despite that, we trusted them, and look at how our kindness was returned. Do we regret giving them a chance? No, that is what America is all about. America is also about responding to terrorist acts in kind, and we will show these animals what that means.”

      Judging by his tone and the content of the speech, it seemed like the attack by Pott’s and the Horde had been a wild success. I listened to a few more comparisons of deadmen to various ravenous animals, then turned the knob again to hear Deux speak.

      “-ow I don’t like to talk politics. That’s what that other asshole is all about, but I thought I’d share the truth with you, the truth that ‘America’ (I could hear the quotations in his tone of voice) doesn’t want you to know. The reason Pott’s attacked is simple—the Remnants are working on a way to control your fucking minds, and weapons to rain fire down on anyone who’s too RADICAL for it to work on. I know it sounds crazy, but think about it. These people fall out of the fucking sky, take complete control of STAR, then the Republic? If that doesn’t sound like mind control, then I don’t know what the fuck does. Anyway, that’s enough bullshit. Here’s ‘Espionage’ by Beastie’s Boyz.”

      I chuckled a bit as I listened to Deux speak. He was a natural conspiracy peddler, always had been. We didn’t need cover for our attack—we had our own reasons and the outside world didn’t need to know them. That had been my opinion. I had to admit though, it was clever. From what the more talkative people I’d spoken with told me, mistrust in the Remnants was almost as high as it was for the deadmen among the average waster. Capitalizing on that was a good idea.

      I listened to his station until I was getting close to exiting the deadzone and needed to make myself as quiet as possible. In spite of the difficulty I was having traveling through enemy territory, thanks to my increased speed and my lack of a need to rest, I was able to make it back to Pott’s only a day after the squad I’d been embedded with had returned.

      I didn’t take the time to rest, instead making my way straight through the city toward the Mausoleum. There was a spark in the air that I didn’t recognize on my previous trips. People were talking; I saw men and women in black sharing deadman-strength booze and heard boisterous stories from restaurant patios about taking on ten power-armored Remnants single-handedly. A particularly drunk deadman stumbled into my path and nearly hit me, but I side-stepped around him. He fell and yelled after me.

      “Hey, asshole, watch where you’re going.”

      I ignored him and kept walking, until I heard uneven footsteps approach me from behind. I turned around, watching as the man ran at me with a fist raised.

      He swung a haymaker vaguely in my direction and I caught his fist, bending his wrist as I did to bring him to his knees. I sighed.

      “You should be saving this energy for the Remnants.”

      He grunted and tried to stand and hit me but wasn’t willing to break his own wrist to do it. I found that a little disappointing, but understandable.

      Another set of footsteps approached, these much more even than the drunk I had on the ground. I looked up to see a deadwoman. She looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place her.

      “Uh, Mr. Commander Donovan Sir. Could you please let go of Bernard? He’s just drunk.”

      Bernard looked up at me, his eyes sobering a bit. “Oh fuck. I’m so sorry.”

      Commander? That was new, especially since I was fairly certain ranks weren’t really something that existed yet in the loose militia Solomon and Jim had managed to raise. I nodded to the woman and released his wrist, causing him to fall backward. Then I started to move back toward the Mausoleum again.

      “Bernard, you are so lucky he didn’t break your arm. I watched him kill three power-armored Remnants with his bare hands. He could’ve snapped you like a twig.”

      “I could’ve gotten a hit in.”

      “Sure, buddy. Let’s get you some water.”

      That’s where I’d seen her before. She’d been in the group I was with for the attack on the vaccine facility. I hadn’t taken the time to learn faces and names. I’d spoken in general terms only to their Undertaker leader, and even then, that was only to ensure we had a clear battle plan.

      I made it to the Mausoleum and walked inside, not waiting for a white robe as I had in the past. The Honored Dead weren’t holding council, so I instead moved to Julian’s lab, where I was certain I could find at least one of them to report to. Unlike the others, he actually lived in the building.

      I found him and Mama standing behind one of his white robes at a computer, discussing something technical beyond my understanding. I waited for him to finish, and he turned to look at me.

      “Donovan. Good to see you back,” said Mama with a smile.

      I nodded.

      “You were successful, I take it?” asked Solomon.

      I nodded again.

      He chuckled. “I’m not sure why I even bothered asking. If you weren’t, you’d almost certainly be dead or captured.”

      “The other attacks, how’d they go?” I asked.

      “Very well. Obviously your attack was the most important, but we also managed to sabotage one of their factory bunkers, the one we knew of, several weapons depots, and remove a dozen key targets from play. We only have two groups that have yet to return, though intel suggests one of them is trapped in a deadzone by the increased patrols in STAR territory.”

      “Mercy’s extraction?”

      Julian’s eyebrows furrowed. “No indication yet of success or failure. They’re possibly moving for their backup extraction point at Medina. The Horde captured it successfully and pushed deep into the territory, raiding and destroying as they went. The Remnants’ fortifications didn’t count for much when they could simply be driven around. The Khan himself led the charge, from what I’ve heard.”

      I felt uneasy at the thought that Nico hadn’t yet completed her mission. I’d offered to do it first, but she convinced me I’d be of more use raiding on the front lines then doing an extraction. She was right, but that hadn’t made me any less worried for her.

      Mama patted my shoulder, causing me to twitch away, but I stopped myself, concerned I’d knock her backward.

      “She’ll be okay, Donovan. She’s strong. Not as strong as you, but strong… definitely smarter though,” Mama smiled at that last part.

      I sighed and I looked over to the computer Julian had just been standing over.

      “Anything useful?”

      He sighed. “Yes and no. We have an idea of what they were doing, but to be honest, we need a more complete picture of what we’re working with. It’s also clear we aren’t the scientists they are. They’ve got a lot more experience working with this level of tech, and to us it’s all brand new. It appears that they were roughly 90% of the way to completing the vaccine, probably further along with the mortars, though actual manufacturing of either would likely take quite a bit of time. We’ve probably slowed them down, but who knows for how long.”

      “I doubt their focus will be on the vaccine now. They seem pretty eager to kill us off the old-fashioned way.”

      Julian shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. We can’t risk something like this happening again. It could’ve been the end of us, of Pott’s.” Julian moved across the lab to a large table where he unrolled a map, one I recognized. It was the bunkers, all of them laid out. I noticed some had been circled, others crossed, and a few had notes by them. He pointed to the one in the Black Woods, the one where I’d first learned about the rEvolution Virus. “We sent an Undertaker to this location in order to download all the technical information at this bunker. We have received no word from him since he reached the woods. We had another Undertaker investigating a separate bunker nearby, but we lost contact with him as well. I would like you to go in order to check on them, and download the data yourself if he can no longer do so.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I need to get back to the front. Maybe support the Horde in Medina for a bit. Send another Undertaker.”

      He shook his head. “Donovan, you’re the only one with experience in the bunkers. We’ve sent others to them since you gave us the map, but it never goes well. We need this information, and we can’t afford to lose people getting it. I can trust that you’ll survive.”

      I clenched my hand into a fist, ready to argue.

      “We need to bring people back. Our numbers are more important now than they’ve ever been before,” said Mama.

      I gritted my teeth. “I’m leaving now then.”

      Julian nodded. “Good luck.”

      “Don’t need it.”
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      I left immediately, not bothering to eat or rest. I’d prefer to do it on the road, particularly with Deux busy with his misinformation campaign and Nico still in the field. I got some stares and whispers on the way out, but the overall atmosphere of celebration could still be felt throughout the city as I walked. We’d won a solid victory with minimal losses, but this was going to be a war. We were going to experience a real loss at some point, and even if our losses were kept minor, we didn’t have the numbers to lose that the Remnants did. I wondered if the newly minted soldiers celebrating had the stomach for the long haul.

      I walked without sleep for several days, taking what shortcuts I knew but deviating my path to go to Jasper before I headed back to the Black Woods. The trip there and back would be much easier with my motorcycle, and I also wanted to take the opportunity to store some excess equipment, lighten my load, check on any orders I had out with Murphy, and feed Gus. I hadn’t managed to get him a meal in quite some time and was concerned at what might happen if I appeared without a meal for him.

      I reached the outskirts of my personal deadzone, inhaling deeply and searching for the scents of any potential prey nearby. I got a faint whiff of musk and started to follow it. I eventually came upon a massive dog with patchwork fur. It was roughly the size of my motorcycle and was limping. Deciding not to waste a bullet, I approached it slowly and drew my knife. The beast didn’t detect me until I was around halfway to it, and it began to limp faster, whimpering as I approached it.

      I made up my mind to end its fear and suffering as quickly as possible and ran the rest of the gap toward it. Just as I was about to reach it, something slammed into my side and buried its teeth into my leg.

      I let out an involuntary cry and slammed the hilt of my knife into whatever was biting my leg. I was released and thrown several yards away.

      I brought myself to my feet and found myself cornered by three of the dogs. The one that had been limping was no longer doing so, and all three of them were baring their teeth and letting out low, fearsome growls.

      I drew my own pistol, lowered my stance, showed my own teeth, and let out a roar of my own.

      The dog nearest to me took a step back, hesitating, but the other two took my challenge and charged. Both went for my legs, and I stepped back, using what little room I had to maneuver out of their reach while firing off 9mm rounds.

      The shots didn’t slow them down, and the nearest of the dogs leapt at me, its mouth wide open and aimed at my face.

      Instead of backing away, I leaned forward, slamming my gun into its mouth and firing a half dozen times directly through its throat. The body went limp, but the teeth stayed buried deep into my arm.

      The other dog leapt at me again and I sent out a leg, kicking its snout. There was a loud crunching noise and it fell backward, dazed.

      Before I could move to finish it off with my knife, the last dog found its spine and leapt at me. I swung the arm that was still half encased in its companion at it and knocked it to the side. I sheathed my knife quickly, grabbed its tail, and lifted the creature by it, slamming it onto the ground on the other side. It made the sounds of a wet rag hitting a flat surface. I re-drew my knife and slit the throat of the last one, ending its whimpering.

      After that, I yanked the jaws embedded in my arm open, dropping the dog’s corpse to the ground. They’d tricked me, and done so more effectively than most of the human opponents I’d encountered. I was as impressed as I was irritated. My annoyance was quickly abated by the thought that, since I had three bodies, I could keep one for myself while still having plenty to keep up my agreement with Gus.

      I did some swift butchering on the one I selected to eat myself. I’d chosen the one who had died with my arm in its mouth, for the irony, and the other two I simply tied together for ease of moving them and slung them over my shoulder. It didn’t take long for me to reach the small lake that was as close to home as any other place ever had been. Green electricity arced across the surface of it, and the dark shape of my ramshackle ship bobbed gently on its surface. I saw another shape moving through the water, and a pair of massive eyes peeked out of the water’s surface. Gus’s large white body was clearly visible, contrasting heavily with the murky water in which he lived. I took the meat I’d gathered for him and put it on the usual patch of ground before walking toward the raft I used to reach my main boat. Before I’d even got on the water, Gus had lifted himself onto the shore and made his way to his meal. I heard the snapping of bones and felt some calm come over me—the sounds and smells of my shelter putting me at ease after a long time away.

      The boat itself was in good condition. Clean, maintained. I could tell that Nico had taken the time to visit it and ensure everything had stayed in working order while I was away. I could also see from the deck that she’d done as I’d asked and returned Betty, my motorcycle, to its place by my old mail delivery cart on the shore. I’d let her borrow it in my name while I was gone but knew I wouldn’t want to retrieve it from Fette myself after I’d returned.

      I made my way into the cabin of the boat itself. It was relatively clean, but after checking my stores I could tell they were lower than usual. Either Deux had found time to visit, or Nico had taken and neglected to restore them. I leaned toward the first option being the most likely.

      I took the time to update my maps, adding to a section that had been left frustratingly blank since I’d first begun my explorations. I added more than a dozen landmarks, both in and around the Cut, including notes that referenced their entries in my journals and my smaller atlases that covered the area. When I was done, I took a moment to look around at what I’d done. One wall of my cabin was now full of notebooks that broke down areas of the wastes, what they held, who lived within them, and what dangers could be expected. Every deadzone, settlement, and caravan I’d ever encountered had been cataloged and mapped. I wasn’t sure why I did it. Partially it was for Pott’s, who received copies of all the information I had, and the other part was for myself to reference, but I didn’t really need it. Still, I felt immense satisfaction as I looked at all that I’d written.

      The wall next to that was covered in my favorite books, and I took the time to switch out the ones I’d taken with me for some old favorites I hadn’t read in some time. I doubted I’d have time to read, but there was something comforting about having them in my pack. I ignored my bed and instead stored the extra supplies I’d been paid by the Remnants and took a quick inventory. Once I was done, I went back out on the deck. It was dawn, and I could see that Gus had finished his meal, bones and all. I myself took a few moments to enjoy the fresh meat I’d just acquired, washing it down with a cup of coffee as I waited for the sun to rise. I wanted to simply go straight into town, get my trading done, and move directly on to the Black Woods, but other people needed to sleep and the town wouldn’t be active for a bit longer. I found it frustrating, but at the same time if everyone else required as little rest as I did, it wouldn’t be much of an advantage for me.

      Once I finished my meal and coffee, I made my way back to the lakeshore, Gus’ eyes tracking me lazily as I moved. I took the tarp off of Betty, turned the key in the ignition, enjoying the sound of her roaring to life, hopped into the seat, and started making my way toward Jasper.
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      The trip was short, and the town came into focus after only minutes of riding. The sniper towers were still there, filled with Jasper’s eagle-eyed marksman, but the rest of the city had changed. There was now a trench dug into the dirt all around it, and walls and barricades had been placed between the buildings to fortify it even further. It seemed they were taking security much more seriously since the Widows had attacked them. I reached a small drawbridge and received a nod from the nearest sniper, who gestured down to have me let in. The drawbridge was let down, and I slowly rolled across it before switching off the bike and hopping off to the side of it so I could roll it through town. I was dangerous, a known quantity in the town, but that didn’t mean I was going to leave my bike unguarded at the gate. Only the most naive waster would think they could get away with that.

      As I rolled my bike through the town, I noticed more changes. The people I passed on the street were more heavily armed than before. They’d always been armed, of course, but their piddling pistols had been upgraded to rifles, shotguns, and one man who seemed to be lugging around a grenade launcher. Jasper was toward the center of the Iron Horde’s territory, and there was a circle of towns around it that had tended to be more profitable and better targets for raids. As such, it had always been a relatively safe place that didn’t need to worry too much about defense. I respected how quickly they’d adapted since they finally became the target of a real raid. Lazier settlements with poorer leadership may have simply slid into old habits.

      Another change I noticed was that no one was avoiding me. If anything, I was receiving a number of friendly nods, waves, and even a few hellos. I ignored them, feeling uncomfortable as their recipient. In the past, I’d simply been tolerated when visiting Jasper. I’d stick to the alleys, do my business, and get out. They allowed me to do so since I was a Postman and made myself as invisible as possible. Over the years they became more neutral toward me. Occasionally one of their children who didn’t know better would approach me with a question, and the marksman on the towers regarded me with nods rather than looking past me. Now things were well past neutral and into friendly. It seemed the key to human acceptance of deadmen was when those deadmen killed a few dozen different humans you didn’t like.

      I finally reached Bill’s shop. The Murphy’s sign had been fixed and was shining brightly in the dimness of dawn. I left my bike outside where I’d be able to see it from the open doorway. I walked inside. Murphy’s had… changed. Before, the shop was simply filled wall to wall with junk, only a narrow path through it leading to the counter, held together with an organizational system that existed only within Bill’s mind. Now it had everything neatly organized. Guns were safely arrayed on shelves, ammo on tables, and everything else sorted down to loose bolts and dried meat.

      I found myself so surprised by the changes, and on edge as a result of them, that I didn’t notice a man approaching me from behind one of the shelves and nearly drew my pistol on him, but I managed to resist the impulse at the last moment. He was young, maybe in his early twenties, and had a smell that reminded me of Bill, oil and rust, but cleaner somehow.

      “Howdy, you lookin’ for something?”

      “Where’s Murphy?” I asked.

      “I’m Murphy while the sign’s on… and Bill’s out,” he said proudly.

      “Any idea when he’ll be back?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I can handle anything you need while he’s gone.”

      I frowned, doubting his statement. “Name’s Donovan. I have an account with Bill. He keeps an eye out for certain items for me and maintains credit for me.”

      “Oh, you’re Donovan. That makes sense, he only deals with two deadmen. Let me check the binder.” Young Murphy made his way to the counter and pulled out a binder, flipping through pages until he seemed to find what he was looking for. “I’ve got your credit listed here, but it doesn’t say anything about any goods he’s set aside for you. I know he kept a few off the books for special cases. Must like you, he only did that for three other people.”

      “I’ll come back,” I said, starting to turn around.

      “Wait! Maybe I can do some upgrades on your kit? Tune up your guns? Maybe find something else you might want?”

      My frown deepened. I didn’t have anything else to do in town while I waited for Old Murphy to return, and while I didn’t particularly like the kid behind the counter, it seemed more practical to hear him out then simply wait out in front of the store scaring away business, or worse, having to endure nods and smiles as people passed by. “Ok.”

      The boy smiled. “Great! Let me see what we’re working with.”

      I placed my 9mm pistol, .308 rifle, and double-barreled shotgun on the table after popping the magazines out of them and making sure the chambers were cleared, popping the two shells from my shotgun.

      Young Murphy picked up the pistol first. “Ah, standard 9mm Glock. That’s a solid piece of hardware. First gun most wasters manage to get the points for. Reliable, easy to find ammo for.”

      I stared blankly at him, hearing nothing I didn’t already know.

      “Personally, I carry this.” The kid removed the gun from his hip and held it up for me to see. “It’s a 1911, notice the feeding ramp is polished to a mirror sheen. It’s not going to have any feeding problems. The slide’s been replaced with a reinforced version and it meshes perfectly with the frame. The frame itself has been iron-welded and scraped down multiple times for maximum precision. The front strap part of the frame has been checkered to make it dig into the hand, which prevents any slipping. The sight system’s original too, a 3-dot type. It’s got an enlarged front sight, giving it superior target sighting capability. The regular hammer’s been replaced with a ring hammer that enhances the cocking control and increases the hammer-down speed. I also reworked the grip safety to accommodate the ring hammer—really I eliminated it altogether. This is a tool for pros. The thumb safety and the slide stop are extended to allow for more precise handling. The base of the trigger guard is whittled down so you can use a high grip, and the trigger itself is a long type for easy finger access. The trigger pull is about 3.5 pounds, about a pound and a half lighter than normal. The magazine well has been widened to make it easier to put in a new magazine. The magazine catch button has been cut down low to make it harder to hit by accident. The mainspring housing has been changed to a flat type to increase grip, and it’s even been fitted with stepping so that it doesn’t slip from the recoil when firing. On top of that, I added cocking serrations to the front part of the slide. That lets you load and eject cartridges faster in an emergency. I don’t like to toot my own horn, but anyone who looks at this can tell that the person who did it is a professional. No question—this thing could shoot a one-hole at twenty-five yards in a machine rest.”

      Once he was done, I took a finger and gently pushed the barrel of his gun so that it was no longer pointed at my gut. He’d been gesticulating wildly the entire time he’d been describing it, feeling a need to show off every small part he mentioned. “Okay,” I responded flatly.

      Realizing he was losing me, he moved on to the .308. “This is actually a good piece of equipment right here. The MRAD is great gun, highly customizable, rugged, powerful… I may be able to do you one better though, if you’re considering an upgrade.” He placed the rifle down carefully and moved to a nearby case. He placed a key inside and revealed another rifle, this one with a scope and much longer. It had been polished to a mirror-like sheen, just like the kid’s 1911. “This here is an AWM, probably the rarest and finest rifle in the shop. It was used by the British Army, Royal Airforce, and Royal Marines. Takes .338 Lapua Magnum ammo and has the longest recorded sniper kill.” He looked up at me and smiled. “We’d be willing to part with it for the right price, of course.”

      It was an impressive piece of machinery, reminded me of what I’d seen Leah carrying around, but I couldn’t see as much of a use for it. “How hard is it to get ammo for that thing?” I asked.

      “Uh…we have some on hand. It can also be altered to take .308… but that would kind of ruin it,” he whispered the last part.

      “I think I’m okay, but thank you.”

      The boy sighed and walked back to where I’d put my shotgun. He lifted it up and squinted. He opened his mouth, then closed it. “Huh.” He lifted it and looked closer. “This is basically just two metal tubes and a firing mechanism. I can’t see any make on it or anything. Well kept for a shotgun I’d say though. I could maybe make it a sawed off for you, make it more useful to conceal or carry, but honestly you lose out on a lot of that tradeoff.”

      I shrugged, but before I could answer a familiar smell entered my nostrils and I turned to see Bill enter his store with Jasper’s Mayor in tow.

      He looked at me, then at young Murphy. “Out from behind the counter.”
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      The younger Murphy sighed, hung his head, stood up from the counter, and went back behind one of the shelves to awkwardly shuffle around ammunition and firearms. Murphy walked straight back behind the counter and took his usual place, returning the comforting air of familiarity that had been missing from the store since I’d entered it.

      Arriving with Bill, now Murphy, was Rose, the mayor of Jasper. She looked me up and down. “Well, if it isn’t tall, dark, and deadly. We’ve missed you around here, thought your ass may’ve kicked the bucket.”

      “Almost,” I replied, earning me a crooked smile from the woman.

      Rose moved over to counter and gave Bill a full-faced kiss, which he returned with enthusiasm.

      I felt my brows raise involuntarily.

      “See you tomorrow, Bill.”

      Bill grunted and pointed at the sign.

      “I’ll call you whatever I like. I’m fucking you, after all.”

      Bill shrugged.

      Rose turned to leave and noticed my expression and gave me a wink. “I like a man who don’t talk much, what can I say,” she said, then walked out the door whistling the tune to an old waster limerick as she left.

      I managed to recover my composure and walk up to the counter. “Murphy.”

      He nodded at me. “Donovan.”

      “I have a lot of points I need to unload and wanted to see if you found anything from my list.”

      Murphy nodded. “Let me find it.” He walked away, off into a side passage of the store that opened into what looked like a small closet. Unlike the now clean and organized main portion of the store, the closet was cluttered, messy, and impossible to parse visually. It appeared that Murphy had preserved at least some of his former store. He filled a crate with objects from all over the closet, seemingly without any system of organization beyond his own mind, then he returned to the counter and placed the crate in front of me. He looked around the rest of his shop, and I saw, for the first time in our long cooperation, embarrassment creep onto his face, recognizable even behind his thick mirrored shades.

      “Sorry about the shop,” he said. “Sister needed to move her kid out of a border town near Medina. Gave him a job here. Tried to teach him how I sort things. He’s a bit helpless though.”

      I looked at the perfectly clean and organized shop with everything labeled and categorized and frowned. “It’s alright, Murphy. You won’t lose my business.”

      He nodded, his embarrassment fading, but no smile as usual. He started to pull things out of the crate. There was the usual ammo restock, a pile of paperback books, a scope, an extended magazine for a 9mm pistol, a fresh whetstone, and some replacement clothes I’d had the foreknowledge to request before I left for my trip.

      I looked over everything, counting the ammo, checking the quality of the scope and magazine and fingering the fabric quality of the clothes. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Murphy, I did, but it was a matter of habit, and he may be insulted if I didn’t. After all, what half-decent trader in the wastes doesn’t take advantage of a dumb customer when he gets the chance?

      I finally came to the pile of books. There were two I didn’t recognize, one called Uptown Priest about a cleric who channeled the gifts of their god in order to impress and ingratiate himself with the nobility of his city. The other was called Masque and seemed to be about a magical mask that had the ability to possess others to do its bidding. I quickly placed those two in my to-buy pile and sorted through the rest. There were a few romance novels, a couple fantasy romps I already owned, a science fiction that seemed to be a rip off of another I’d read before, but at the bottom, below all of the other books, was something I never expected to see.

      The cover showed a lizardman on a throne of bones, a half-naked elf draped on one side of it, and a similarly under-dressed dwarven woman on the other. He was wearing a crown of gold and holding an hourglass in one hand, watching the sand trickle down it. I’d never seen this cover, but I knew of it. It was Gavain and the Immortal Empire, the final Gavain book. It had been a limited printing that hadn’t yet had a full release when the bombs fell, and I thought it would be impossible to find.

      I found myself doing something I rarely did in the company of others who weren’t Nico, Deux, or people I was in the midst of killing. I was smiling.

      “Thought you’d like that,” said Murphy with a nod. “Seeing as it’s been at the top of your book list since I first met you.”

      I wiped the smile from my face and placed the book carefully on top of my to-buy pile. There had been a time when my only ambition had been to create a comfortable enough existence in my deadzone and avoid dying. This book was a cornerstone of that plan. My ambitions had expanded dramatically since then, but damn did I want that book anyway. Still, appearing eager about it was no way to haggle.

      I coughed, finished sorting everything, and looked up at Murphy. “This is what I’ll be getting.”

      He nodded. “Trade or Points? You’ve got some credit from some scrap Nico turned in for you, but it won’t cover everything.”

      I sighed. “Points.”

      He nodded and let out a whistle. “This’ll be mighty expensive then.”

      Points were always worth less than goods, that’s why barter still made up most of the economy in the wasteland. I sighed, considering what I had to do to earn the points I was about to spend. I’d ended lives for less value than I was about to spend on the book. Hell, I’d done it for free. “What’s the damage?”

      Murphy gave me a rare smile.
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      I swung back to my boat to drop off the excess goods I’d gotten from Murphy before I started on the road toward the Black Woods. My points total had been notably depleted, but in spite of that I was happy with what I’d gotten in exchange. I felt a brief temptation to sit and read for some time before leaving, but I had more important work to do. I’d actually left the book in my boat, as I knew I’d be moving nonstop until I could get back to the fight. There’d be time to read when the war was done and the Remnants were squashed out. I even felt some guilt for the brief hour I’d spent in Jasper but knew that heading in the Black Woods underequipped would be foolish, and could potentially waste far more than time.

      The roads in this area were well worn, and I recognized tracks that told me Horde patrols had been there far more frequently in the past. Normally, riding a motorcycle alone was a death sentence. The noise attracted raiders on the best of days, and the attention of radded-out beasts on the worst of them. I no longer had concern about either of those groups, so I rode alone, but I was still very used to encountering them. This time though, the trip was quiet. I heard no stray gunshots or bestial roars, and I didn’t feel vibrations in the ground indicating anything monstrous beneath it waiting to swallow me up.

      At one point I did come onto the remains of an old raider hideout. It was riddled with bullets from all sides. Corpses were on the ground in front of it, riddled with bullet holes, chunks of flesh missing where scavengers had picked the bodies clean. The Khan, when I’d last seen him, had seemed keen on cleaning house of any threats to his dominion within Horde territory. It seems he’d been very thorough in doing so. At this rate, the roads would be safe even for the average waster.

      From my perspective, it made the trip dull, if fast. I had grown used to interruptions and attacks in my travels and so my awareness was cranked up during the entire trip, not allowing myself to daydream or move without paying active attention. It took more than a day of riding, which included stops to refuel using the gas cans I had attached to the bike, before I reached the edge of the Black Woods. The only thing that broke the monotony was the system message I received while pouring gasoline.

      
        
        Advanced Rebuild America System has reached 100,000 Citizens!

        The Presidential Election can now begin!

        Any citizen can be made a candidate with 1,000 nominations!

        5,000 nominations to qualify for the first debate!

        10,000 nominations to qualify for the second debate!

        Voting will take place the week after the second debate!

        Thank you, Citizen, for participating in this great democracy!

      

      

      I finished fueling and re-packed my gas can. It looked like between the Undertakers who had gotten the advanced system from me and the Remnants, the Advanced R.A.S. had spread quickly. I hadn’t heard any more specifics from the Honored Dead regarding what their plan was for it, but I had confidence they had one.

      When I finally reached the entrance to the Black Woods, I turned off my bike for a moment and stood looking at it. Where once there was dense forest, uninviting and dangerous, now I saw a cleared road leading deeper inside. In some ways that was scarier, as if some dark force was now inviting me into the danger rather than me needing to seek it out myself. I shook my head and turned my bike back on. The thought of my new book was clearly causing me to think too fantastically.
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      I rode through the Black Woods at a good clip and was happy to be making such good time. The last time I’d been through I was walking through thick forest, needing to keep my senses open for any ursans, massive, black mutated bears that could rip a man in half in an instant. I was still keeping myself alert for any threats, but the ride itself was much easier than the walk had been.

      It was roughly midday by the time the Ren Faree’s castle had come into sight. It had expanded significantly. There was now an outer wall made up of thick blackwood trunks that surrounded the building. They were decorated with the pelts and skulls of ursans, as well as the symbols I’d grown used to seeing adorn the tents in Fette, the Iron Horde’s capital. At each of the corners of the blackwood wall there were large mounted machine guns, which were matched by several higher up on the castle walls behind them, adding an additional layer of defense. Unlike the last time I’d arrived, when the castle had smelled of greenery, livestock, and dirt, it now had the additional smells of worked metal and gasoline. I found the blend of Horde and Ren to be strange but oddly cohesive. The Horde already had the air of an old civilization, and the Rens had been pretending to be one, so it made sense they’d adapt to one another as quickly as they did.

      I reached the gate to the wall and brought my bike to a stop. A woman at the top looked down at me, wearing a surcoat and ursan fur bracers but also leather chaps, making it difficult for me to determine which group she was originally from. “Hail! Who goes there!?” she yelled down at me.

      “Donovan. Marshal.” I held up the badge I’d been given by the Khan. The star of the Marshals, bordered in the gear of the Khanate.

      The guard hesitated, leaning forward and squinting at me, then she gestured downward for the gate to be open. “Come on through the first gate and hold there, the shift commander will likely need a word.”

      The first gate opened and I rode through, letting it close behind me and finding myself facing a second one. A small door carved into the corner of it slid open and Shayera stepped through.

      I kept my face neutral. Shayera had been the first person I’d met when I’d first encountered the Rens. She was a Ranger, and the last time I’d seen her she’d helped me clear out the Widows, a gang that threatened the Khan’s holdings before I crossed the Cut. She’d changed even since then. Her blonde hair was still long and knitted into an intricate braid, but she seemed physically larger, more imposing than she’d been before. She was still much smaller than me, but she’d clearly put on some muscle. I also noticed several tattoos. They were similar to the gears and markings I was used to seeing on the Khan’s engineers and soldiers but more wavy, and I thought I saw the head of a dragon mixed into one of them.

      “Sharpeye,” I said, referring to her by her last name as I nodded.

      “Donovan,” she responded, returning the nod. Her tone was neutral, but I was certain she was still holding a grudge from when I betrayed her and her people to the Khan. They’d clearly benefited from it in the long term, but that didn’t mean being forced into compliance at gunpoint didn’t sting any longer. “Why are you here?” she asked.

      “Pott’s has had two deadmen go missing in the area, and I need to go back to the… dungeon I investigated when I visited the first time.”

      “Ah, a return to your previous ‘quest’?” she asked, a touch of irony tinging the last word.

      “In a sense.”

      “And you’re wondering if they passed nearby?”

      I nodded.

      “I do remember hearing of some Undertakers passing through. It was on someone else’s shift. They were welcomed into the walls and left without incident. Haven’t heard anything about them since.”

      I squinted. She didn’t sound like she was lying, and she had no reason to treat a deadman other than me with anything other than respect, but I had to be certain. I activated my Lie Detector ability. “They didn’t come to harm here?” I asked.

      She frowned, offended. “We would never violate the guest’s right. They came to no harm here, or even at our hand after they left.”

      TRUTH. I nodded, “Of course.”

      She shook her head, managing to return to a neutral expression. “We’ll open the gates and let you in the rest of the way. You may rest here. The king may wish to host you, though he’s been occupied with the prince. Atlan is at the front with her father.”

      I shook my head. “No. I need to keep moving. All I ask is that you find a garage for my bike while I continue into the woods. It was a gift of the Khan and has the authority to be cared for at any garage.”

      She nodded, surprised. “We can take care of it.” She paused for a moment and called up to have the gate raised again for me.

      I slid my bike over to her and let her take the handlebars, then turned to walk out the gate. I heard the starting of a sound come from Shayera, as if she had a question or statement to make, but nothing came of it, and I walked through the gate, listening to it close behind me.
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      The trip to the rEvolution bunker was much easier this time. I knew the path and so didn’t need to rely on landmarks as I had the first time, and I also chose not to rest. I was beginning to reach the point where I might need some sleep, but I couldn’t bring myself to do so. The thought that the fight was raging on the other side of Horde territory made me want to move as quickly as possible. I did keep my senses open, of course. I’d heard that the ursan threat had been diminished, but that didn’t mean things couldn’t change or that a single ursan couldn’t be ranging beyond its usual territory. I was much tougher and more prepared than the last time I’d been in, but ursans were on an entirely different level compared to most wasteland creatures. The first time I’d encountered one I’d nearly died, and from then on I spent more time avoiding them than anything else.

      I was nearly at the bunker when the smell of musk, fur, and blood reached me. It seemed close, incredibly close, and it wasn’t the only thing I was detecting. All of a sudden, I could smell the wet feathers of a bird in the forest canopy above me. I could detect the trail of a mutated rabbit’s scat and could smell the scent of ozone as if I was standing up in the clouds themselves. I clutched my nose, overwhelmed by the sudden increase in sensation, but it didn’t stop. The smell of the trees themselves burned into my nostrils, the smell of fungus growing in the shadow of a fallen log, the scent of gunpowder and leather that I myself was giving off. I placed a hand on a tree, steadying myself. I pulled up my Citizen sheet, and looked through it. My guess was proven correct when I saw that one of the scrambled bits of text now showed a new ability from the virus.

      
        
        Improved Scent Detection

      

      

      I grimaced. I’d always relied heavily on my sense of smell. Deadmen in general seemed to have a more sensitive smell, in spite of our lack of noses, and mine had been particularly strong even for a deadman. This was on an entirely different level though. I stood, trying to parse the scents as they came at me one after the other, after the other, then one hit me that finally allowed me to focus. It was the scent of a corpse. A deadman’s corpse. I put all my attention on that scent, drew my shotgun, and started moving. From that scent of death, I was able to slowly sort out each of the others until I had them cataloged and broken down in a way that was no longer overwhelming. The ursan was near the corpse, the bird I’d smelled was in a tree to the southwest of me, the rabbit trail began twenty feet from me, and the rabbit itself was nearly a mile away. I overlaid the scents I was detecting with the mental map I had of the area, and I was able to create a real time map in my mind’s eye of the movements and activities of everything within almost a mile.

      I crept carefully into the small clearing that held the cave the bunker was in. I saw the half-eaten Undertaker corpse exactly where my sense of smell told me it would be, an ursan sleeping peacefully next to it with a femur protruding slightly from its mouth.

      I walked up slowly to it, looking at the corpse with anger, then reached the ursan itself. I raised my shotgun in one hand. The creature started to stir, but before it could fully awaken I grabbed its ear, shoved the barrel of my gun inside, and pulled the trigger. The beast died instantly as the pellets rattled through its skull.
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      I moved over to the Undertaker’s corpse. Their yellow eyes were open and afraid. I took a moment to close them, then searched through their belongings. I found a data square, a necklace with a pendant of a bloodmane carved out of stone, and a rifle with a fair amount of ammo. I looked around until I saw a soft patch of ground and dug it up with my hands, tearing through roots and ground until I had a good-sized hole. I then rolled the body into the hole and buried it. I didn’t need to, but I didn’t like the idea of something else coming along and eating her. My stomach grumbled at the scent of death, but I cut a slab of meat from the ursan I killed to satiate it, enjoying the strong taste as the fresh blood of it ran down my throat.

      I made my way into the bunker. I couldn’t be sure whether or not the Undertaker had yet been inside herself and so had no idea if the data square had been filled with the information she’d been sent to retrieve. It wasn’t as if the data made it heavier, at least not in any way I could detect. I made my way into the cave the bunker was housed in, then into the bunker itself. Things were much as I left them. I saw no reason to do another search for loot, since I’d already done so the first time I’d been there. I instead went directly to the main terminal, downloaded all the information onto both the square I’d brought and the one the Undertaker had with her as a backup, then left. I wasn’t sure what Julian would do with the data. Perhaps create a vaccine against the one the Remnants were developing? Or perhaps he had bigger plans. I hadn’t had the time to ask him about its exact purpose, but I was certain it would be for the good of Pott’s either way.

      I shook my head to return my focus to the task at hand. The lack of sleep was starting to affect my attention. I made my way further into the Black Woods. Deeper into it than I’d been before. The other missing Undertaker was at a bunker nearly twenty miles deeper in, and I didn’t have high hopes that they’d survived based on the state in which I’d found his compatriot.

      I walked through the brush quickly but carefully. Unlike the area around the rEvolution Virus bunker, I was unfamiliar with this territory, and while I had maps that depicted the region, I couldn’t be certain that things hadn’t shifted since the bombs fell. I used my newly enhanced sense of smell to avoid several ursans, and to catch an injured mutant turkey that I tore into while moving. There was a part of me that wanted to stalk the ursans for a while, confront them, and eat them. The time and risk involved were, of course, too high though.

      It took me well into the night to make it to my destination. When I was near it, I took a particularly deep inhale and was gratified not to smell a deadman corpse. That meant that either they’d already left, or they had died in the bunker. Either way, I’d need to find out for myself.

      I made it to the entrance shortly after. It was a trapdoor, with the brush recently cleared from it and the lock blown off with some type of explosive. I lifted the door and found a familiar set of steps leading downward. The bunker’s layouts were fairly standard, and this one reminded me of the entrance to the Ozymandias Project bunker. I made my way to the bottom and found the massive main door to be already opened. The circuitry controlling the door control had been tampered with and rewired. Whoever this Undertaker was, they seemed to have impressive technical abilities.

      I could smell the traces of a deadman in the bunker but no direct scent. It was possible he or she had made their way to an airtight room. There could be all kinds of things interfering with my ability to find them, considering the strangeness that went on in bunkers. I passed through the main security checkpoint and saw a sign above the main hallway that read “Edison Project.” I moved deeper inside and found the layout to be slightly different from what I’d expected. There was the usual living facility first, which I decided to save exploring until after I determined the other deadman’s fate, and beyond that was a long hallway that branched off into multiple smaller labs, rather than one or two larger ones. The first one was labeled “Havana.” I walked inside and saw three or four computers arrayed around an open space, with a strange dish-like device pointed at a far wall that was heavily padded.

      With no sign of the Undertaker, I moved onto the next lab. The door above this one was labeled “Doorway.” I went inside, where I found a similar setup to the first lab, but instead of a dish there were two circular devices facing one another with a wall between them. There was a skeletal foot protruding from the wall on one side and nothing else.

      The third lab was labeled “Excalibur,” and I found my interest piqued in spite of myself. Inside were the usual sets of computers, but there were also a number of mannequins that appeared to have been sliced perfectly in half. There were also chunks of wood, metal, and all other manner of materials that had been similarly cut, leaving perfectly smooth halves. On a table in the center of the room was a sword. It was nearly a foot longer than the one the Rens had provided to me, that I’d broken in my fight with the First. It had a thick black handle and a simple crossguard. The sword was sheathed, and I took a moment to draw it. The blade was a perfect unblemished silver, except for the edge which was black. I squeezed the handle, testing the grip, and felt a vibration begin. The edge turned a bright red, and I could smell the air burning around it. I gently pressed the blade against the table it was on, and it sliced through it as if it were butter. I slackened my grip, and the edge turned back to black. I slid the blade back into the sheathe and placed it on my back. I’d missed the sword I’d gotten from the Rens and was certain they wouldn’t forge me another one, but it seemed I’d found a worthy replacement. I looped the ursan tooth charm I’d kept through the small hoop on the bottom of the sword’s grip.

      Having the weight of a sword on my back felt right. The absence of the one I’d received from the Rens had bothered me, and while I still had my knife at my hip, it wasn’t the same. I broke myself from that line of thought—my mind was still drifting too much. I moved out of the room and further down the hall. There was a final lab to my left, and then the hall went forward to some double doors. The final lab was labeled “Nirvana.” I opened the door and found a slightly different lab from the others. There was still an array of computers, but half of this lab was sealed away with glass. Through that glass I could see a number of speakers, as well as some kind of padding on the wall. I also saw, sitting in the corner, leaned against the wall with his eyes closed, an Undertaker. I moved to the door quickly and swung it open, concerned he was in trouble.

      Once the door was cracked, I wondered why I had been so worried. Everything was fine. There was nothing to worry about, nothing to be afraid of. A kind of warm contentment permeated every inch of me, and I started to walk through the door, looking for someplace comfortable to sit down.

      Why is nothing wrong? came an alternative train of thought. You could die at any moment. Don’t let your guard down. How many rounds do you have for your rifle? Don’t stay still, you need to keep moving. What will happen while you’re away from the war? The moment you stop moving, the whip is going to hit your back. The warmth is a lie, it will kill you.

      I slammed the door and stepped backward. My heartrate had slowed to a crawl, but now it was rapidly speeding back up. I took a moment to calm myself and think through what happened. It had felt familiar, that sense of contentment. I sometimes felt it when I’d been on my boat for more than a day or so. When it happened I would almost immediately start to feel an intense sense of unease, as if that kind of contentment wasn’t something I could handle. I’d just experienced the same thing, but at a much faster pace.

      I looked back through the glass. The Undertaker was breathing steadily and seemed to be okay. I just needed to find a way to shut off whatever was active in that room.
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      Since the Undertaker in the room seemed to be in no immediate danger, I moved out of that section of the bunker and down to the final portion of the lab, the room at the end of the hall. At the top of the door in gold lettering was a sign saying, “Edison Project Lead: Margaret Tennyson.” I pushed through the door and found not a lab, but a solitary office. One desk, a few chairs, a humming computer, and a wall covered in filing cabinets. I approached the computer and slid into the seat, booting it up to see if I could figure out exactly what was happening with the “Nirvana” lab.

      As with the other computers I’d looked through in bunkers, this one had three different sections. There was Personal Log, Work Log, and Correspondence. I pulled up the personal log first.

      
        
        Entry 1:

        No

      

      

      That was it, just no. Correspondence was equally sparse, with mostly one-word replies to messages she’d received and the occasional transfer of technical data that was well beyond me. I opened the work log last and opened the first entry.

      
        
        Entry 1:

        Project Edison’s purpose is to take designs and project data stolen from other countries through our espionage network, and attempt to modify them for our own ends. Name is my own choice. Edison was known for taking credit for other’s inventions. Don’t suspect the brass understood the reference.

      

      

      
        
        Entry 2:

        Project Havana- stolen by our agents from a Russian laboratory near the US embassy in Cuba. Uses vibrations that affect the subject’s mind, causing disorientation and weakness. Has an effective range of more than one hundred yards and can be focused. I recommend using it in the same way they have, as an untraceable method of embarrassing or harming specific diplomatic targets.

      

      

      
        
        Entry 3:

        Project Doorway- originally began in WWII toward the end of Hitler’s regime. Tech and data were originally stolen by the KGB, but we managed to retrieve a large portion of it from an office in Warsaw. The technology is meant to create a portal between two distant areas. Limitless uses. Recommend decommission for three reasons.

      

        

      
        It is unstable. No successful transfers of living persons/animals.

      

        

      
        It would destabilize the global economic system. (The implications should be obvious.)

      

        

      
        Doubt the Russians have actually finished this one. Otherwise, we’d likely have lost the war by now. May have been planted to waste our time/money.

      

      

      
        
        Entry 4:

        Project Excalibur- originally Project Muramasa. Stolen from Japanese Allies by an agent in Tokyo. Use of blackmail related to their Unit 31 was the method of extraction. Brass insisted on the name change and change of sword shape from a katana to a traditional longsword. Mixed success on this one. The sword itself is heavy and difficult to wield, though it has proven capable of slicing through almost any material. Some slight resistance is possible with powered armor, but with enough force even that can be cut through. Issues of practicality. Weapons are prohibitively expensive to produce and difficult to wield. Multiple workplace accidents have already occurred. Overheating due to the vibrations on the edge of the blade has occurred in some tests, as has charge depletion. Recommend scaling back the project, production of knives or special implements for engineering projects, or domestic-sector activities may be the best use-case.

      

      

      
        
        Entry 5:

        Project Nirvana- stolen from a Chinese prison camp/laboratory during the extraction of a key asset. It is a simple audio file that, when produced with clarity, completely pacifies a target. The sound cannot actually be heard and acts on the infrasound spectrum. Those who hear it are filled with a sensation of peace, tranquility, and contentment. Subjects have allowed themselves to starve or go thirsty with no issue. When the sound is ended, subjects sometimes lash out violently and need to be restrained while the chemical imbalance in their brain is corrected. Depending on the length of the exposure, recovery is sometimes not possible. Those with abnormal psychologies sometimes show responses to the sound that are highly atypical, with one such actually reacting violently and harming herself until it was turned off. Still unknown what the original source of the audio was. Some scientists assigned to the project have mentioned that it may have been created using ‘exotic materials.’ Requesting access to all project information related to ‘exotic materials.’ Recommend continuing this project, has numerous potential uses in all fields.

      

      

      That was the last entry. There were a few technical documents and nothing else. Unlike a number of the other bunker terminals I’d read through, this one didn’t include any complaints about the end of the world or state of the US. I found that refreshing. I took out one of the spare data squares I’d been given and sat at the desk while it downloaded all the information from the computer. Once that was done, I stood up and started looking around the bunker, for both loot and a few tools to help me with my currently very tranquil Undertaker.

      I found a few bullets and small handguns, but not much else. The security presence in this bunker seemed to be far inferior to the others I’d explored before. That made sense, given the limited scale of it in comparison. I also found a set of earplugs in the Nirvana lab and used a number of bedsheets to create some rope. With that and some duct tape I’d found, I was ready.

      I walked back into the lab and placed the earplugs into my ears. I tentatively opened the door to the sound room and found that I wasn’t being affected this time. I walked over to the placid deadman in the corner, a content smile on his face, and began a quick search of him. In his pack I found a large bowie knife, a crossbow with handmade bolts, and a desert eagle. I removed them and placed his goods into my own pack, then folded his pack and put it inside my own. He made no protest and didn’t struggle, remaining limp the entire time.

      After I’d finished disarming him, I began tying him up. I started with his arms and legs, reinforcing the restraints with duct tape, then tied additional ropes around him at key points to keep him from being able to struggle or build any kind of momentum. He likely wasn’t as strong as me, but all the deadmen were strong, and I needed to make sure he couldn’t hurt me or himself once I deactivated the noise. Once that was through, I put a piece of cloth in his mouth and duct taped it closed, nicking myself on his teeth, though it healed almost immediately.

      Once I was certain that I’d done all I could do, I moved back to the computer consoles. There was no obvious off switch, and I was feeling anxious about how much time I’d already taken, so I drew my new sword and smashed the computers. I didn’t bother activating the enhanced edge, it seemed unnecessary for what I was doing and it would likely be a waste of its power supply.

      The second I’d finished, I popped out the earplugs and was met with the sound of muffled screaming. I looked through the glass to see the Undertaker writhing and slamming himself against the ground. I entered the room, and he looked up at me with a crazed look in his eyes.

      “Calm down!” I yelled.

      He responded by slamming himself down on the ground again.

      “You were trapped by the experiment in this room. I turned it off. I’m taking you back to Pott’s.”

      He didn’t stop his writhing, but luckily his restraints held. I took a deep breath. Looked like I’d have to do this in the most pain-in-the-ass way possible. I rolled him over and grabbed a section of the makeshift rope, hauling him up and over my shoulder so that he sat behind my backpack and his own. It was…uncomfortable, and the weight distribution made it difficult to move, even if the load itself wasn’t too heavy overall. I gritted my teeth and started making my way out of the bunker, climbing the stairs and pushing open the trapdoor. The Undertaker struggled the whole time, making it as annoying as possible, but I pushed on and started walking, making a beeline for the castle now that I’d hit both of my targets.

      I moved as quickly as I could but was traveling through dense forest and off-balance, so the going was difficult. I used my newly enhanced sense of smell to avoid ursans and other creatures that had the smell of predators but realized I was moving too slowly to outpace what smelled like two ursans that were tracking me with their own powerful sense of smell. Realizing I wouldn’t be able to outrun them, I found a small clearing, set down my pack and ward, and drew my new sword. I was one for two in terms of saving deadmen from ursans that day. No way was I losing this one—I’d already walked too damn far to take that loss.
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      I took a breath. I had a bit of time before the ursans closed in. They were being cautious; perhaps the recent losses they’d experienced against the freshly armed and more dangerous Rens had taught them a lesson or two. I took another improvised rope from my pack, tied one part of it to the Undertaker, still screaming through duct tape, and a rock. I threw the rock over a high, sturdy branch above me, and after it was over and landed I hauled my ward up until he was dangling around twenty feet up, then tied the rope to a nearby tree. Once that was done, I climbed a tree above where I believed the ursans would approach from.

      A few minutes after I’d settled in, my new sword drawn, standing from the branch, I started to hear the sounds of the ursans moving through the woods. They were unnaturally quiet for beasts as large as they were, and I wouldn’t have heard their approach if I hadn’t already been listening for it. They were both as large as the others I’d seen, around the size of a small house. They made their way into the clearing and toward the writhing form of my bait, who was doing his best to be enticing, like a worm on a hook.

      The ursans separated and started approaching the Undertaker from two different angles, warily looking along the edge of the tree line and searching the ground as they slowly moved toward him. It looked as if I was right that they’d gotten smarter since the Rens began more actively hunting and trapping them. It was hard not to look at such an easy meal as a trap. In all fairness, it was a trap, but I would’ve preferred them to be a bit dumber for my own sake.

      When one of them reared up to approach the Undertaker and sniff at him, the other passed beneath me. I leapt down and activated the enhanced edge of my new sword. To my surprise, the ursan actually rolled away, avoiding the blow I’d aimed at the base of its neck.

      I slammed into the ground hard, driving the sword deep into the patch of earth I’d landed on. I drew the sword out quickly as the ursan slashed at me with claws the size of bowie knives. It bit at me and I slashed at it, driving its head back. It slashed at me again, and this time I met the blow head on, with the blade of my sword activated. It neatly bisected the creature’s paw, and it let out a pained cry as hot blood splattered the ground in front of it.

      I moved in for the kill before it could recover, but its companion leapt toward me, cutting me off before I could reach it and slamming into me with its shoulder. I was knocked backward but recovered quickly. I raised my sword and ran at both of them. It would’ve been suicide before, but with my enhanced healing, strength, and new sword, I knew I could handle them.

      The uninjured ursan attempted to back away from my blade but was at a disadvantage in the narrow clearing. I drove my blade deep into its side and drew it downward. I smelled blood and saw the neatly severed halves of ribs sticking from its side. It hunched down, seeming to lose consciousness, but before it fully fell down its eyes flicked to me and it managed one more attempt to bite my leg. Before it could reach me, I drew my sword close and let the momentum of its attack slice its own head in half. The other ursan started to back into the woods, but I didn’t let it run.

      Before it could build up speed, I ran toward it and severed its hind leg at the knee. It roared in pain as it fell, crashing into the tree line as it did so. I didn’t let it suffer for long, moving to its chest and driving the blade into its heart.

      I deactivated the sword, moving to clean it, but realized there was no blood or viscera still on it. Whatever powered its enhanced edge must keep it clean as well. Feeling spiteful, I cut off the head of one ursan, then the other. I still had meat leftover from the first one I’d killed outside of the rEvolution Virus bunker, but I sliced off a few fresh steaks anyway, eating one as I lowered my fellow deadman down from his spot in the air. He seemed to be writhing a little less, perhaps broken from whatever madness he’d been experiencing by what he’d just witnessed.

      I knelt down next to him after he was lowered and held the fresh, bloody meat of the ursan up to his face. “You hungry?” I asked. He didn’t respond, but he didn’t scream either. I took a risk and ripped the duct tape off his mouth.

      “Let me go back, you fucking piece of shit! Put me back where you found me! I swear to god I’ll rip out your fucking throat if you dont⁠—”

      I gave him a firm, open-handed slap across the mouth. “I asked if you were hungry?”

      He was silent for just a moment, and I hoped he’d snapped out of what the sound had done to him. He lunged at me, flinging his entire body in my direction like a coiled snake.

      I caught him by the hair and held him for a moment, sighing. “I’ll give you until we’re back at the Rens’ castle. If you don’t eat by then, I’ll probably have to force-feed you. Not sure how long you’ve gone without food.”

      He hurled a number of new insults at me in response.

      I soaked a rag in water, shoved it in his mouth, then duct taped it shut again. I could at least try to keep him hydrated. Once that was done, I hauled him back up and strapped him back to me, along with my backpack, and the two freshly severed ursan heads. I’m not normally one to take trophies, but I figured the Rens may be up to trade for them, and maybe for the location of the corpses themselves as well. I could’ve hauled them too…but that might be pushing it at this point.

      It was late night when the castle came back into sight. The walls were lit by a mix of torches and lamps, and the Rens were able to see me approaching the front gate. With my newly enhanced smell I could tell there were roughly two hundred people in the castle. There was also a heavier smell of smog and gasoline in the air. I guessed that another Horde patrol had arrived.

      At the gate, a spotlight was shined on me, temporarily blinding me. It was a different person manning it, but they opened it without giving me any hassle. Apparently they’d been informed of my presence in the area. Once I made my way through the second section of gate, I saw Shay standing there, with the familiar face of Angela next to her. Angela looked much the same as the first time I’d met her. A mohawk stood proud on top of her head, arms covered with tattoos marking her as a high-ranking warrior of the Horde, and a cigarette hanging loosely in her mouth.

      Shayera looked me up and down, noting the blood that covered me. “Do you need me to get the apothecary?” she asked.

      “Blood’s not mine.” I reached back and pulled the ursan heads from the side of my pack. She likely couldn’t see their dark fur in the darkness, but their shape was unmistakable with the nearby torchlight.

      Angela took the cigarette out of her mouth and whistled. “Well fuck me. How’d a sunavabitch like you get more dangerous?”

      I shrugged. “It came down to that, or dying.”

      She nodded, the few loose hairs of her mohawk bobbing a bit as she did. She stood on her tiptoes and nodded at the Undertaker tied to my back. He’d passed out, making the last leg of my trek mercifully easier. “Who’s your friend?” Shay looked as well. “Is that one of the Undertakers you were searching for?”

      I nodded.

      “And the other?”

      I didn’t respond.

      She nodded quietly. I noticed some softening to her features from the last time we’d spoken. “Does he need medical attention?”

      I shook my head. “No, but do you have a dungeon?”

      Angela chuckled. “That’s the freshest line I think I’ve ever heard someone open with.”

      Shay ignored the comment. “Yes, but why?”

      “Undertaker got exposed to some nasty tech in a bunker. I’m hoping it’ll wear off, but until it does he’s a danger to himself and others.”

      She nodded. “The dungeon’s unoccupied… haven’t had much use of it since the Khan’s ‘justice’ arrived here.”

      “Careful,” muttered Angela with a touch of danger to her tone.

      Shay grunted. “I’ll go ensure it’s ready. We’ll get a room for you as well.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll stay in the dungeon too. Need to keep my eye on him.”

      She nodded and went on her way.

      “Wondering why I’m here?” asked Angela.

      I shook my head. “Not particularly.”

      She smiled. “The Khan wants to speak with you.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I can’t make a trip to Fette now. I need to get to the front and bring him back to Pott’s.” I gestured to the load on my back.

      She smiled. “Don’t worry about it. The Khan’s here.”
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      I dumped the Undertaker in the dungeon, uncovering his mouth and placing a bowl of water and a pile of ursan meat near him in case he was able to cease his cursing of my name long enough to eat or drink something.

      “Take me back, you bastard son of a bitch and an ape!”

      I nodded at him as I closed his cell. “Not the worst description of my parents.” I turned and walked out. His insults were getting more coherent as time went on. I took that as a sign that he was recovering. I moved through the castle courtyard, receiving an odd mix of respectful nods and harsh stares. Those who clearly originated with the Horde tended toward the former, and those still wearing more traditional Ren garb the latter. Made sense. They were doing better for the Horde’s involvement, but they were still vassals, and that was as a direct result of my actions.

      I made it to the main castle and received a nod from two of the Khan’s honor guard, men covered in both bolt and gear jewelry, as well as warrior tattoos. The Khan’s personal guard were mechanics and fighters and helped to maintain his fleet of vehicles. I walked through the main hall and into the throne room. It had changed a lot since I’d last seen it. The old-world tapestries, rugs, and torches were now mixed with trophies of ursan heads, the runic symbols of the Horde, and a half-dozen guards heavily armed and armored. On the dais sat Leroy, the former king of the Rens and now the Khan’s vassal. Behind him, standing at a table on which I saw a small motorcycle motor, a scattering of tools, and a small child, was the Khan.

      Leroy looked as I remembered from our last encounter in Fette. His hair was no longer wild though but tied neatly in a braid behind his head. His ursan fur cape was draped across the back of the throne, and his large sword leaned casually against its arm. I thought back to when I’d first met him—he looked like a fool in a crown. Now he wore no crown, but was more of a ruler than he’d ever been before.

      The Khan was fully armed and armored. I had grown used to seeing him wearing only a fur cape, or light armament as I saw him in his own throne room. Here he was wearing black leather armor, his boots and cape covered in thick ursan fur, a sawed-off shotgun at his hip and a massive barbed club at the other side. His eyes were focused on the motor in front of him. He would name a tool, and the child would grab something from the table and hand it to him. He would make a few adjustments, then repeat the process, gently praising or correcting the child when it picked the right or wrong tool.

      The child was wearing a simple tunic. It had sharp features similar to the Khan but shared the green eyes and brown hair of Leroy. The child smelled like gasoline and the deepest part of the Black Woods all at once. I recognized it immediately as Atlan and Leroy’s child.

      Leroy nodded at me once I was a respectable distance away. “Donovan… welcome back to my court.”

      I nodded in acknowledgement.

      He looked me over, his eyes lingering a moment at the two ursan heads at my waist. “Two just since you’ve gotten here? I and my people have said much at your expense since last you were here, but let it be said we’ve never doubted your ability as a warrior.”

      “There was a third. Skull was ruined though,” I said, thinking of the first one I’d slain by jabbing a shotgun in its ear.

      He shook his head, a small smile forming almost involuntarily at the edge of his lips. He’d been hardened the last time I’d seen him, but he seemed to have softened again since then. Something must’ve changed for him.

      “You’re perhaps the only person I’d believe that statement from.” He stood from his throne and went over to the table where the Khan was focused on the motor and child. He picked up the child, who accepted his grip without complaint. It fixed me with a stare, its gaze unbreaking as it regarded me. That was common. I’d found babies and children in general more curious about my appearance than afraid. At least until they were taught to be.

      “Come now, little prince. Let us take in the ramparts.” He carried the child, a boy I now realized, and left the room, leaving me with the Khan. The child’s green eyes followed me until they no longer could.

      The Khan didn’t move from the table and instead gestured for me to approach him on the dais. I did so, arranging myself at the other end of it as he continued his work. I realized then that the motor was familiar. “This is Betty,” I said.

      The Khan nodded. “Good name. My bike’s is Cassandra.”

      “Good name.”

      He nodded again. “Much has changed since we last spoke.”

      “Yes.”

      “You have crossed the Cut, introduced a new and dangerous potential into the waste, and brought your people into a war.” He smiled a grim smile. “I told you once that you would find that your own will and your people’s would become one and the same.”

      “You did.”

      He grunted, tightening a bolt. “This advanced R.A.S., this presidency… this was what the Remnants sought?”

      “It was.”

      “Hmm. The system is a source of power, it’s true, but they place too much importance on it. Men and women with weapons that can cut through steel and armor that turns them to walking tanks should perhaps have the wisdom to focus their efforts on obtaining more of those capabilities rather than power over words that float before men’s faces.” He shrugged. “Still, I would much prefer to deny it to them.”

      I stayed silent. I figured he’d do as much. That worked into the plans the Honored Dead had been laying foundations for in Pott’s anyway. “You wanted to speak with me?”

      He nodded. “I’d been awaiting your return. Though I had intended to summon you to Fette, I happened to be here to visit my grandson Kublai when I heard you’d been in the area. A good coincidence.”

      I nodded. It saved me a lot of time too.

      “I have a mission for you, as my representative.”

      I shook my head. “I need to return to the front. Not to mention I have to take the Undertaker I’ve just rescued back to Pott’s.”

      The Khan stopped what he was doing, turning his full attention from the engine to me. “This is not a request.”

      “That’s a shame.”

      The Khan leaned forward on the table. “You think yourself strong enough to go against my will? That of the Horde?”

      I placed a single hand on the large table between us, lifted it without moving a single bolt, and placed it out of the way, then I took a step toward the Khan and looked him in the eyes. He was one of the only men who could look at me directly without needing to look up at me. “I work with you. I work for Pott’s and its people.”

      The Khan met my gaze unflinchingly. “Who was your mother?” he asked suddenly.

      I blinked, thrown off by the question. “What?”

      “How old are you?” he asked, taking a step toward me.

      “I don’t know.” I didn’t, though I’d guess somewhere in my thirties, based on Nico’s age.

      “I have given many of my sons and daughters to be raised by Pott’s. You… share my height, my strength. It has disturbed me since we first met. Do you know of your parentage?”

      I went to answer but hesitated. The Khan had treated me differently than others, trusted me in unexpected circumstances. Had this been the reason? Was it smart to throw that advantage away? Or would he respect the truth more?

      I nodded. “My father was a bastard who used me as a slave, and my mother left me to rot. You could not be my father.”

      The Khan nodded. “A shame.” He moved to the table I’d shifted and started back on the engine. “I do not ask you this favor I need lightly. It will help the war with STAR. With the Remnants.”

      I moved back to where I had been standing across from him. “What is it?”

      “Many of the Kaijin tribes to the east of Horde territory have refused my calls to support my war effort. A new leader has emerged among them. He has united all the tribes not under my ex-wife and even taken many of her people under his banner. I need you to parley with him and earn his support.”

      “I’m no diplomat.”

      The Khan nodded. “Neither is he. He’s a warrior… and a deadman, from what I’ve heard. He refuses to send warriors as he believes me unworthy of following, depriving me of men I was expecting to fall in line behind my former wife. He finds my strength lacking.” The Khan’s voice gained an edge. “You will go and challenge him. Show your strength, and we will gain hundreds more allies in our war. Would this not help Pott’s more than you alone?”

      “Why not go yourself?”

      “I lead my people from the front. Atlan can do so for a short time, but they need me.”

      “I have my obligation to return the Undertaker to his home.” I didn’t mention the data I’d collected.

      “I shall have him returned safely. I give my word.”

      I hesitated. I was tired. I still hadn’t slept or rested since the first attack on the Remnants. His reasoning made sense though, and I trusted his word on the Undertaker. “I’ll do it.”

      He nodded. “Angela will escort you there.” He looked back down at the motor and shook his head. “You aren’t my son, but perhaps we are brothers of a sort.”

      I stood silently, unsure of how to respond to that.

      “I shall have your engine ready soon. Angela will leave as soon as you will it.”
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      I gave the Khan more of the specifics about my ward and what may be necessary to keep him from harming himself or others, then I left him to continue working on Betty’s engine. I then went to the local quartermaster, to turn in the two ursan heads and bargain with him for the location of the bodies. Once that was done, I went to check on my ward in the dungeon. I found him sleeping, still bound as I’d left him, with the pile of food and bowl of water completely empty. I took that to be a positive sign for his recovery. I removed his pack from my own and refilled it with his goods, including the data squares I’d recovered. I’d made backups that I kept to myself, but I was certain that once he was in his right mind he’d have no issue making the delivery himself. In case he didn’t, I wrote a short letter with instruction either for him or whatever Undertakers the Khan may deliver him to. Once I was done, I marked the package for Special Delivery. It was an ability I’d never used in the past but decided now was as good a time to give it a try as any. While I was in the R.A.S. I noticed a new feature hovering in the corner of my vision. I accessed it.

      
        
        Presidential Candidates

      

        

      
        Michael Masters

        Gary Garyson

        Janet Rysling

        Dogbreath III

      

        

      
        To be an official candidate, one must have 1,000 nominations. To qualify for the first debate, one needs 5,000. To qualify for the second debate, a candidate needs 10,000.

      

      

      I only knew Masters of those listed but found it oddly comforting that at least one true wastelander, which anyone named Dogbreath would have to be, had somehow managed that many nominations. The deadmen wouldn’t have chosen a candidate to unite behind yet, and it appears they’d been disciplined enough not to enter the system and divide their nominations.

      I dismissed the screen and left the dungeon. At the exit stood Shay, a small satchel under her arm that she held out for me to take.

      “What’s this?” I asked, taking the bag.

      “Payment for the ursan heads and locations.”

      I took the bag and looked through it. It was mostly a mix of different kinds of ammo, along with some leather and a large amount of ursan fur. Easy items to trade or sell, and much lighter to carry than the ursan heads. I did a quick count of it all, adding it to my mental inventory of everything I was carrying, then returned my attention to Shay.

      “I was expecting to drop by the quartermaster for this,” I said.

      She shook her head. “I am trying to speed your departure.”

      I nodded. “Fair enough.” I slid the bag into my own pack and started to walk toward the smell of Angela across the castle grounds.

      “I’ll ensure your Undertaker is taken care of.”

      I turned around. “The Khan already gave his word.”

      She nodded. “And I will keep it. I volunteered to take the quest. He will be delivered to your people unharmed.”

      I nodded deeply. “Thank you, Shay.”

      She started to speak but left it, instead just nodding back at me and walking away.

      I made my way over to where I scented Angela and found her behind a stable that had been converted into a garage, locked in an embrace with a Ranger. I cleared my throat, causing them both to jump.

      Angela saw my face and scowled. “That’s a damned mood killer if I’ve ever seen one.”

      I ignored the comment. “Time to go.”

      She buttoned up her top while the Ranger hiked up her pants. “I just got here, D-man. I was expecting a bit of R and R after being on the front with the Khan. I haven’t even slept.”

      “Then you used your time unwisely. The Khan wants this done, and I want to get back to the front.” I could hear the irritation bleeding into every word as I spoke. I hadn’t slept in a week now, and while I didn’t feel my strength diminishing by much, it was affecting my mood. I wanted to get back. There were Remnants to kill, and if I wasn’t there to do it, then deadmen would die. Ones who couldn’t heal would be shot, green recruits who had never left Pott’s would get blown to bits, Nico would be acting in my place…

      “If you just give me the coordinates, I’ll go myself,” I said.

      “Fuck no, the Khan told me to escort you, so that’s what I’m going to do. Shit!” She took a vial out of a jacket pocket, poured a bit of it out on a nearby table, and snorted it. “WOO!” she said and pointed at the Ranger as she scurried out of sight. “I had been planning to snort that off her tits, killjoy.”

      I ignored the comment. “I’ll be getting my bike in order. I’ll meet you at the gate.”

      I moved further into the garage toward my bike, hearing Angela start to wake her crew with a slew of curses fouler than an ursan’s breath. These curses were often punctuated with the sounds of a mild beating or even a gunshot into the air.

      I found Betty neat and clean on the far end of the garage floor. She’d been cleaned and was shining more brightly than I’d ever seen before. I could see my reflection in her glossy black paint. I looked… different. My teeth seemed even longer and sharper than before, and my red eyes were brighter, no longer the color of dried blood. Instead they had a sheen like a jewel. I was still myself, but it seemed like my mutations were changing me externally as well as internally. It was no wonder people in Pott’s had difficulty recognizing me at first.

      I moved Betty out of the garage, popped in my key, and she roared to life. She didn’t sound louder, but more consistent with her rumbling. I moved her a short distance and found her a bit more responsive, a bit quicker to react. I wasn’t a mechanic myself, though I’d bought a book off Murphy that I thought was about motorcycle repair but instead seemed more dedicated to philosophical ramblings. That being said, I could tell when something had gone from good to better, and that was how Betty felt roaring beneath me.

      In spite of her protests, Angela was ready and waiting by the gate by the time I arrived. She was in the driver’s seat of her truck, which was now supported by four bikers and a smaller truck behind hers. She’d been promoted since the last time I’d been from what I could tell, and I recognized one of the motorcyclists as being a Ren, though I couldn’t recall his name. All of her people looked tired and annoyed, cursing under their breath and flipping Angela off behind her back.

      Angela started up the truck and stood in her seat for a moment. “I know you’re all tired, but the job is what it is. I don’t expect any fucking grumbling about it. If you have a problem with it,” she pointed at me, “take it up with that asshole.”

      They looked at me, almost in unison. They went quiet, one of them swallowed, and one managed to meekly mutter, “No problem.”

      “Alright then, are you ready to move?”

      One of them leaned over the side of the truck and vomited—it smelled heavily of alcohol—then he pulled himself back up and gave a thumbs up. “Ready.”

      “Let’s go then.” She sat back down and turned on the truck, revving the engine a bit while the gates opened and then cutting loose with a rapid acceleration onto the road out of the Black Woods.

      I started off behind them as they rode, taking up the rear of their formation. It would make no sense for me to lead, as I had only a marginal idea where we were going, and I didn’t want to get in the way of their typical formation and make myself a liability. The trip through the Black Woods didn’t take much time, the pitch blackness of it lit by the patrol’s headlights as we moved.

      Traveling at night was dangerous, and doubly so in a vehicle, but with me and two trucks with 50. caliber guns mounted to them, the patrol had little to actually worry about. We rode through the night and into morning, taking only short breaks as we went. There was a certain patch of road I drove across where I realized I’d left the areas I’d more frequently patrolled. In the past as a Postman I’d stuck to mostly western Horde territory. It was more settled but had more banditry because of the wealth of targets and closeness of the STAR border to flee across. Nico’s routes were always in the east, and that tended to involve a lot more Kaijin and wild folk. I’d traveled the region a few times of course, but I didn’t know it like I knew the west. Part of me, in spite of the weariness of not sleeping or resting since I attacked the Remnants, was feeling a little excited at the prospect of exploring the region more thoroughly.
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      We rode for a long time, taking a final break before reaching our destination just when dawn’s light started to peek through the clouds. As everyone refueled, ate, or took a pit stop in the bushes, I started to smell something. It was faint at first, but it didn’t take long for me to pinpoint it. Roughly twenty-five humans were approaching, slowly and deliberately.

      I walked over to Angela, whose eyes were still bloodshot and wide from the redeye she’d taken earlier, and patted her shoulder.

      She jumped, her hands twitchily going for her holster. “What!?”

      “We have twenty-five people incoming, humans. They’re moving slowly, but they’ll be nearby soon.”

      Angela put two fingers in her mouth and let out a whistle. Her men jumped into action at the sound. They drew weapons, took cover, and manned the heavy machine gun. I took a position by my bike, drawing my rifle and aiming down the sights in the direction where the smell of people was the thickest. We were stopped in the middle of a road that ran through thick patches of trees, and there were a lot of places for an attack to come from.

      Even looking directly where my nose was telling me to, I still didn’t see them clearly for some time. Then a flicker of movement, and I aimed and fired. A woman wearing full body paint fell from the tree line, loosing an arrow into the brush before she landed.

      Angela lifted her own pistol and started firing as well, then her squad followed suit. Several arrows started breaking against the bike and truck, though a few of them struck true, with one of Angela’s men taking a non-lethal shot to the eye. Still, when it comes to arrows against a .50 caliber machine gun, the arrows don’t stand much of a chance, particularly after the element of surprise is lost.

      Eventually, the Kaijin ran, dispersing into the forest with whooping yells and mutters in their strange dialect. I checked my notifications and saw nothing—they were systemless. I moved over to the first one I’d downed. Her neck had snapped as she’d landed and sat on one of her shoulders at a disturbing angle. Her body paint was a perfect camouflage for the surrounding woodland, and her clothes, though cloth, were similarly patterned to hide her. The bow she’d had was well made as well. I picked it up and turned it over in my hands. I’d attempted to use bows a few times but could never measure my force correctly when using them. I always broke the bowstring, or bow, or even the arrows. I could probably have had something made of blackwood that would be strong enough for me to use. Though it was hard to consider an alternative weapon when the superiority of my own armament had just been so readily displayed.

      I looked around and saw the Ren among Angela’s men. I tossed the bow to him, which he caught with ease, and made my way back to Betty.

      “How much farther?” I asked as Angela made her way back to her truck.

      “Only an hour or so.” She ran a hand through her mohawk. “No more breaks, assholes! We ride until we’re there.”

      Her men, already amped up from the fight, didn’t argue much and simply got back into position and started back on the road. After around forty-five minutes on the road, we turned down a well-driven path through a swamp. I started to see decorations in the trees that surrounded the path. Wood carvings, feathers, and totems, along with the skulls of men and irradiated beasts lined everything as we rode. Old power lines had feathers and charms hanging from them, and road signs had been bent and carved into the shapes of flowers or simple sculptures. It was impressive and beautiful in that unique way I’d always appreciated about the Kaijin. We reached the end of the path, where a massive clearing had been made. In the trees around us were dozens of homes, connected by wooden bridges that swung gently above the swamp below. We pulled our vehicles onto a patch of raised dirt that clearly existed for that purpose.

      I stepped off Betty as Angela barked orders to her men and saw a group of men and women approaching. They each held clubs of thick wood with shards of sharp metal placed into them. Angela went to approach them, but I moved to meet them, cutting her off.

      “You’ve done your part following the Khan’s word. You and your men can rest.”

      She shook her head. “Fuck you, I’m not missing this shit.” She turned to her men. “Get shit in order and take a nap.”

      The Ren among them shook his head. “Can I join you in meeting these barbarians?”

      She sighed. “Fine, I don’t fucking care, but don’t expect me to let you take a break later.”

      He nodded and fell in line behind both of us, with me at the lead.

      The woman in the lead of the group of Kaijin approaching us opened her mouth and let out a phrase in Kaijin I only vaguely recognized. I responded with the Kaijin phrase I knew to be a greeting, along with a spiel Deux had taught me asking them to speak my language.

      “Chief Bastien has already told the Horde he will not send us to fight for you. You may park and rest for one night, then you must leave.” The words were heavily accented, but I was able to get the gist easily enough.

      I took a step closer and looked down at the woman. I was tired, and irritated, and sick of sitting on my motorcycle. It must’ve shown on my face, because the woman nearly took a step backward.

      “That was before. He hasn’t spoken to me yet.”

      “You… challenge his decision?”

      “I challenge him. He has a question about serving the Khan due to his lack of strength. I’m here representing the Khan’s strength.”

      She looked at her retinue and spoke in Kaijin words that sounded like thick mud being spat out. They responded, then turned to me. “We will take you to him. A challenge must be met though… he may be in the middle of a different challenge of his own.”

      I exchanged glances with Angela and her Ren, and we followed the group as they escorted us deeper into their territory. We passed through a number of their houses and small markets, seeing men and women about their business working or fishing or hunting, and eventually saw what looked to be a fence around a pit with a number of raised seats around it. I could hear cheering and smell dozens of men and women around it, as well as a distinctly strong scent of two radbeasts of some kind in the center.

      We got closer and I started to hear roaring and fighting. I looked down into the pit. I was right: there were two radbeasts in the pit. One was a massive gator, a cousin of Gus, only slightly smaller and green rather than white, and the other was the chief whose support I was there to earn.

      At first glance I thought Chief Bastien was one of the hulking deadmen, the ones who seemed to only be created through cannibalizing another deadman’s flesh, but as I watched him move I realized he wasn’t. He was roughly my height, with yellow skin that reflected the sunlight, and he was incredibly muscular, looking much like the heroes on the covers of some of the fantasy books I’d read.

      The gator charged him and he charged it back, roaring and laughing as he slid to the side of the beast’s bite, grabbed its head, and suplexed it. The gator rolled out of his grip and whipped at him with its tail, which Bastien dodged before leaping onto its back. From there, he wrapped his arms around its neck and squeezed. The beast struggled beneath him for several minutes, throwing itself to the side against the walls of the pit and attempting to let go, but he just wouldn’t. The gator slowed down, then stopped completely.

      Bastien raised an arm to the crowd and a man tossed a spear to him. He raised it high and stabbed it through the gator’s head in a single swift strike, provoking an uproar from the crowd.

      He roared some words in Kaijin, and the crowd cheered even louder for him. As his eyes swept the audience, our eyes met. I felt something electrical pass through me as we sized each other up. We recognized each other at that moment. Not in an exact way—he didn’t know I was Donovan, a Marshal, representing Pott’s Field and the Iron Horde—but we knew what the other was at a deeper level with that. We recognized a fellow predator and knew that put us in one another’s paths.

      I found myself smiling, showing my teeth in spite of my annoyance at being given this task rather than returning to Pott’s or the front. I was excited. Not a lot of individuals could give me a good fight, but here in the ass end of the Khan’s holdings, it seemed like I’d found someone.
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      The Kaijin’s chief Bastien took the spear he’d just killed the mutated gator with and tossed it back to his attendant who had initially thrown it to him. It was clear the spear was meant only for the finishing blow—he’d intended to beat it barehanded first. He wiped his brow of sweat and leapt up the edge of the pit, grabbing it with his hands, then launching his body to land directly in front of me.

      Angela and her Ren squaddie flinched, but I remained in place, meeting Bastien’s gaze. There were few people I could look directly in the eye, but he was almost exactly my height, and his muscles made him about two of me wide.

      He raised an eyebrow and turned to the patrol that had guided us to him, saying several words in Kaijin to her. She responded briefly, then he turned to me, looking me up and down and smirking.

      “You’ve come to challenge me?”

      I nodded. “Yes.” I gestured to the pit. “Want to hop back in there with me and get this over with? We can do full kit, spears, barehanded, clubs… hell, we can take turns throwing gators at each other if you want.”

      Bastien and his people’s eyes widened as I spoke and I heard Angela chuckle as I spoke, though I hadn’t been joking.

      Bastien himself let out a booming laugh when I finished speaking. “You are bold, challenging me in spite of our clear difference in strength. Luckily for you I am in a good mood after my exercise.” He moved away, grabbing a small piece of cloth and wiping the sweat from himself. “As you have challenged me, I will decide how we shall measure our strength.”

      He looked performatively thoughtful for a moment, and I took a moment to check his class using my Eyes of the Law ability. I was grateful to find that, unlike some Kaijin, he was in the system. I’d had a hunch when he’d spoken perfect English—literacy and language was one of the primary purposes of the system, after all. His class was Actor. I watched him, seeing his musculature ripple as he gesticulated to everyone. That made about as much sense as it didn’t.

      He turned around to face me. “We shall have a threefold challenge. Strength cannot be measured by only one method, after all.”

      I cracked my neck and adjusted my hat. “Name them.” Three was more than I would’ve preferred, but meeting them head on was likely to be the quickest way through this.

      Bastien gestured to the gator. “First, we shall see which of has the greatest appetite. All know that one’s appetite is a sign of their strength.”

      I looked down at the gator and found myself running my tongue over my sharp teeth. “I could eat,” I responded simply.

      “If you defeat me in this way, then we will move onto the next challenge.”

      “No best of three?” asked Angela. “He has to beat you at all of them?”

      Bastien nodded. “How else will he have truly defeated me?” He turned to the crowd. “Prepare the beast for a feast….” He smiled and looked at me, “We’ll need more than one, actually. I’m feeling hungry today.”
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      It took several hours for the food to be prepared. Two more gators were hunted, butchered, seasoned, and placed on a fire to roast. The Kaijin were very particular about their food, so while I was frustrated by the amount of time everything was taking, I wasn’t surprised. Since I was forced to wait either way, I slept for two hours. It was the first time I’d rested since the attack on the Remnants and my murder of the Republic’s prophet. I’d been pushing myself hard, and even my enhanced stamina and ability to strengthen myself with radiation weren’t going to be enough to keep me going forever.

      My sleep was dreamless and satisfying, but not long enough. I was awoken by Angela’s pet Ren. My eyes snapped open, and I grabbed his hand where he’d nudged me. I released him once I realized it was him. “What’s your name?” I asked as I brought myself to my feet. I had grown tired of referring to him in my mind as different variations of Ren blank, with the blank filled in by whatever term seemed prevalent at the time.

      He squeezed his hand, hiding that I’d hurt it by placing it behind himself. “I am Leandros Longblade.” He looked at me, expecting more questions.

      I just nodded and sat up. I had chosen to nap against a nearby tree. I had little concern that the Kaijin would attack or rob me. They could be tough upon the first meeting, but their hospitality once you were allowed into their territory as a guest was legendary. I still slept with my gun grasped in one hand, but that was a habit at this point. Sometimes I even did it when I was fast asleep on my boat.

      I followed my nose toward the scent of cooking meat. My mouth watered as I approached, and the inside of my nose burned from the heavy spices in which the meat had been cooked. The Kaijin I passed by would point, mutter at one another in Kaijin, and laugh. It didn’t feel like it was because they weren’t used to seeing a deadman—their leader was one, after all—it was because they thought I was going to lose. That bothered me more than I expected.

      I reached an area of swamp that had been cleared. There was a massive table in the center of it covered in gator meat, with large pitchers of water on either side. I also noticed smaller tables and small fires arrayed all around it. It seemed that a few more of Angela’s men had joined her, as I saw several of them eating, talking, or finding a good place to sit and watch the upcoming contest. Angela herself approached me as I began walking toward one end of the table.

      “I was expecting to just watch you slug it out with this guy. You sure you can with this? You’re…well, as skinny as a radcat… that starved to death.”

      I stopped to look at her. “The Khan put you in charge of motivating people?” I asked.

      “Those idiots just care about pride and pussy, easy to get them moving. You’ve got half a brain from what I’ve seen though. I just want to know if I’m going to bring you back with good news for the Khan or bad news.”

      I went to take my seat at one end of the table, feeling drool start to pool in my mouth as I looked at the food. I looked over to Angela. “Good news.”

      She nodded and went to take a seat and get a plate of her own. I noticed Leandros, red in the face, pouring water down his throat as quickly as possible while some Kaijin around him laughed and one patted him on the back.

      Bastien entered the clearing, leaping down from a nearby tree-hut. He remained shirtless, wearing only a pair of thick shorts and a necklace of gator teeth that ended in a small skull hanging against his chest. He moved over to the side of the table opposite me and sat down. He spoke Kaijin, in the cadence of a speech, as he did so, and the crowd laughed and cheered in equal measure.

      I cut him off. “Rules?” I asked, flexing my fingers.

      He chuckled, clearly confident. “We eat. If we break for more than a sip of water, we lose. You may choose a judge, and I shall as well.”

      I looked over to Leandros, who was starting to cool down, and pointed. “You, you’re my judge.”

      He drank another cup of water, then nodded. “I shall perform this duty with honor.” He went to stand at the center of the table and the chief’s choice stood opposite.

      Bastien lifted a large steak with his hand, and I did the same. “Let’s begin!” He opened his mouth, revealing an impressive set of teeth, though not as sharp or long as my own, and bit down.

      I did the same. The meat was rich and flavorful. The spices were heavy, and I wasn’t sure if that was a strategic choice to try and make the food too hot for me to handle, or simply the way they preferred to eat. Either way, it didn’t matter. After the bite I’d had of the First, a spicy meal wasn’t enough to deter me.

      We tore into the meat with furor, the sounds of our eating more akin to wild beasts tearing apart prey than civilized people enjoying a prepared meal. I’d’ve preferred to eat the meat raw, but it didn’t matter. It could taste like bile and I’d still have had a job to do.

      We made it through several pounds of meat without slowing, and at one point I looked up to make eye contact with Bastien and saw surprise on his face. He had clearly expected an easy victory. He redoubled his efforts, and I did the same. I ran out of food within reach and stood up, walking to the next table and tearing into the meat as I moved. The chief started to do the same, and we began closing in on one another. We moved by inches, each pound of meat bringing us closer to one another until we were close enough to be hit by one another’s spittle. In the end, we both reached for a final steak at the same time. We both tore at it and it broke in half, with perhaps a sliver more of meat on my end. I shoved it into my mouth and forced it down.

      Bastien, who’d clearly slowed, chewed his portion carefully, then swallowed. We both looked at the table. It was clear, but for the stains left behind where the meat had been. We looked at the judges.

      Leandros looked a little pale and green. Clearly the sight of us eating hadn’t sat well with him, particularly not with the combination of the food he’d had trouble with earlier. He pointed at me. “Donovan ate more. I believe him to be the winner.”

      Bastien looked to the judge he’d selected.

      She looked apologetic, then pointed to me as well.

      The Kaijin booed and cursed in their muddy tongue, but the Horde members let out a roaring cheer that nearly overtook them in spite of their smaller number.

      Leandros looked at me. “Do you consider my duty fulfilled?”

      I nodded.

      He gave a slight bow, took a few steps away, and vomited into a bush.
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      Bastien watched as Leandros finished his vomiting and let out a long and hardy laugh, followed by an equally long and hardy belch. He gestured to the crowd, speaking a bit in Kaijin, then turned to me.

      “I will give you this one. I think if there’d been a fourth gator to eat though, I would’ve won.”

      I picked at one of my teeth, pulling out a piece of bone and flicking it away. “Sure… what’s next?”

      Bastien’s expression flickered for a moment, but then he smiled and drew himself up to his full height, nearly the same as my own. “We will rest for an hour and let the feast turn to fuel. After that,” he paused for dramatic effect, “a hunt!”

      “A hunt for what?” I asked.

      “Meat, of any kind… and we hunt with spears only. No weapons to make up for the lack of skill you wasters are afflicted with.”

      I nodded, ignoring the insult, especially since in my experience it was generally true, just not in my own case. “See you in an hour.”

      I walked away, ignoring the equal mix of dirty and impressed looks I was receiving from the crowd as I moved. I made my way back to the tree, placed my pistol in my hand, tipped the brim of my hat over my eyes, and started taking deep breaths, the heavy weight of the meat in my stomach and the lack of sleep working together to drag me swiftly into the darkness of dreams.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke to the sound of a spear thudding into the tree above my head. I calmly pushed the brim of my hat out of my eyes and saw Bastien standing, holding a second spear jauntily in his hand.

      “Ready for your second challenge?” he asked.

      I grabbed the spear above my head and yanked it free with an easy motion, then brought myself to my feet. I took a large sack I had folded onto my back and cracked my neck. “Any other rules aside from ‘whoever has the most meat wins’?”

      “We have until sunset. Though you’re welcome to concede before that.”

      I yawned, adjusting my hat with the tip of the spear. “Same to you.”

      His jaw clenched and unclenched, then he gestured further into the village. I followed him, watching as he spoke to his people, winked at the younger women in the crowd, and threw out a few flexing poses here and there for good measure. I had no way to know whether or not he was a good leader, but from what I could see he was at least a beloved one. It’s not something I would’ve ever expected to see, but the Kaijin were different and didn’t have the same issues with deadmen the average waster did. It made sense that Deux had got along with them so well.

      We passed through the village, though I realized at its edge that it was more like several dozen villages all connected to one another, and made it to the first patch of undeveloped land. The chief twirled his spear expertly between his hands, seemingly without effort, and smiled at me. I could tell he believed he had an advantage. This was territory he’d likely hunted for a long time, with prey he was familiar with. Much like the heavy spice on the meat in the eating contest, he’d tried to give himself a benefit to enjoy a home-field advantage. Unfortunately for him, I was no inexperienced hunter, and I had the recent benefit of a sense of smell that told me the locations of all the prey within a mile.

      “Let’s go!” yelled Bastien, starting to run ahead of me.

      I activated my Freeze ability and he staggered slightly, confused, while I walked past him. He recovered quickly and ran past me, and I activated Freeze again, but he’d adjusted and kept running with only an almost imperceptible dip in speed.

      I kept a steady pace, mentally mapping a route and a list of prey, trying to maximize my efficiency as much as possible. Bastien was overconfident, that was clear, but he did have some reason to be with his experience in the region. I walked quickly but quietly through the murky swamp, reaching the first prey I’d scented, a large beaver. It was chewing through a tree with the efficiency of a chainsaw. It started to turn as I approached, and I threw the spear, embedding the creature to the tree it’d been chewing on with a thud. I tossed the beaver into the sack and kept moving.

      The next prey was what I presumed was some kind of boar. Instead of stubby, hooved legs through, it had long, disturbingly human ones that ended in feet that looked like hands. It was eating some fruit off the high limbs of a tree when it noticed me. I threw the spear again but missed, with it ending up in the trees. The boar took notice and began to run. I gave chase. It had the advantage of long legs but wasn’t very coordinated. I managed to grab onto one of its legs and drag it down to the ground, where I brained it with a nearby rock before retrieving my spear and moving on to the next scent.

      After that was a deer, with antlers that glowed bright green. It charged me when I entered its territory, and I caught its antlers, which burned like fire against my skin. I gave a firm twist of them and snapped the creature’s neck, causing it to fall limp. Then I hauled it over my shoulder and started walking to the next scent.

      After the deer was a gator, then some kind of armadillo I had to drown to kill, and finally a massive cockroach that I skewered on the tip of my spear. It was a massive amount of meat, but I still felt I needed more to compete with Bastien.

      I smelled something, a human, approaching me from behind. I checked the height of the sun. It wasn’t yet sunset, so I had more time to hunt. I waited until the human came into sight. He was holding a small rifle with a club at his waist.

      “Can I help you with something?” I asked.

      He raised the rifle, “You will embarrass the Kaijin no longer.”

      I activated my energy shield bracelet and the bullets he proceeded to fire bounced harmlessly off it. I then Froze him and slammed the side of his head with the butt of my spear, knocking him into the muck. I considered killing him but decided it wasn’t worth the possible diplomatic incident. I sighed, smacked him around a bit more to make sure he stayed compliant, broke his gun in two, threw his club to the side, and started hauling him, along with all the game I’d killed, back to the Kaijin’s villages.

      I reached it just at sunset, slowed by my captive’s struggles. I could smell Bastien’s pile long before it came into view. It was impressive. I counted two more of the gators we’d so recently eaten, some kind of racoon with a diseased hide, a massive fish with rows of sharp teeth, and a vulture the size of a bear. Bastien himself was talking to his people and laughing, not taking notice of me until I was close by.

      I tossed my own sack of meat next to him, then raised his Kaijin villager by the collar and tossed him toward Bastien.

      “I think this is yours,” I said.

      The chief stepped toward me with his spear raised. “What did you do to him?”

      I shrugged. “Roughed him up a bit. He tried to kill me. Thought I’d ask directly if you asked him to cheat or if he was just a bit over enthusiastic.”

      Bastien bared his teeth. “I would never cheat on a challenge such as this.”

      TRUTH read my Lie Detector ability.

      “You attacked him?” Bastien asked the man.

      He looked as if he was about to lie, then nodded instead.

      “You have so little confidence in me? In your chief?”

      He had no response for that.

      Bastien turned to me. “His life is yours.”

      I walked over to the man. His eyes were pleading, and he began to open his mouth to beg.

      I lifted my spear and swiftly drove it through his skull, killing him instantly. Then I lifted his body and tossed it on top of my meat pile. I looked over to the chief. “You didn’t specify what kind of meat. I’d say he counts.”

      Bastien grimaced but let out a grim chuckle. “I suppose I didn’t.” He looked at his pile and my own. It was clear that with his former follower on mine, I had the advantage. “You win this challenge, though had it not been for that fool, victory would’ve been mine.”

      I nodded, letting that sit, but Angela approached, along with a few of her men.

      “You going to have an excuse every time Donny wins?”

      Bastien frowned, clearly no longer in a mood to smile. “Another hour’s rest, then we will have the final challenge.”

      “Name it.” I said simply.

      “A fight. No weapons, or armor, just hands. The truest test of strength.”

      A smile pulled at the edges of my mouth. “Finally.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-SIX

          

          

      

    

    







            SEE YOU IN THE PIT

          

        

      

    

    
      The chief left for a time after that, allowing another hour gap between challenges. I watched briefly while the meat he and I collected was butchered and cooked, though obviously the human was left out of that process. It was a waste, but I’d already toed the line with my comments about meat earlier, so I thought it prudent to keep that opinion to myself. I moved back to the tree where I’d been routinely napping and sat down.

      Before I could truly settle, Angela and Leandros approached me. I flicked the brim of my hat back off my eyes. “What?”

      “Leandros here has been doing some digging around about the chief, and he felt it necessary to hide behind my skirts to bring the info to you.”

      I raised my eyebrow at Leandros.

      He grimaced. “I just thought it may make sense for both of you to hear it at once.”

      Angela shook her head. “His background doesn’t matter to me. Donny here crushes him in the pit, then we can move on.”

      I stayed quiet. It seemed Angela’s confidence in me had grown a bit since the last challenge, or she was just that much more confident in my ability to fight over my ability to eat. I couldn’t blame her, though the two activities had been pretty intermingled for me in the past.

      “I just felt it may help to know more about him. Even if he joins us, the knowledge could have value.”

      “Fine. I’ve gotten a good four-ish hours of sleep in the last two weeks. I can probably skip the nap. Shoot.”

      Leandros swallowed. “Well, the majority of the Kaijin I’ve spoken with say that he came out of nowhere. He met with a few elders in one of the most distant villages first, then slowly made his way down, village by village, winning them over to his banner until he controlled nearly all of them. By uniting so many smaller villages and communities, he was actually able to drain support from the Khan’s ex-wife and become the largest player among the Kaijin. Without her, the Khan lost his main support in these tribes.”

      “I thought the Khan basically controlled all of this?” I asked, gesturing to everything.

      “He did, as much as one can control all these groups, but they’re fickle and not used to taking orders beyond their chiefs and elders. This is basically an entirely new faction at this point.”

      I sighed. “Do we know where he came from?”

      “The best guess anyone has is that he’s from some isolated Kaijin shack in the middle of nowhere. Built himself up from nothing and came into the first village with nothing but immense strength and a plan.”

      I picked at my teeth, feeling them itch. “It sounds like Angela’s right. I’ll just have to crush him in the pit and move on. I’ll leave dealing with anything beyond that to the Khan.” I pulled the brim of my hat down. “Wake me when it’s time to fight.”

      “There’s one more thing. He wasn’t the only new player to emerge. Apparently dozens of young men and women from the furthest outskirts came in and started to make a fuss. He just happened to be the most successful.”

      I kept the brim of my hat down, mulling that over silently until Leandros got the hint and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Before Leandros could rock me awake, I stood up from my place leaning on the tree. I hadn’t slept. I was too eager for the fight, and the lack of knowledge we had about Bastien was gnawing at me. I took off my gloves, coat, hat, shirt, and shoes, until I was wearing the same basic outfit as I’d first seen Bastien wearing fighting his gator. I didn’t want to be slowed down or over-encumbered as we brawled.

      I stretched as I walked toward the same pit in which I’d first encountered the chief. He wasn’t there yet, so I simply pushed through the crowd that had gathered and hopped into it. As I finished my stretches, I heard some cheers and commotion. I was able to see the top of Bastien’s head, then his shoulders as he walked through the group. He was answering their cheers with phrases in Kaijin and pats on the back. Once he reached the edge, he jumped down, doing a flip before he landed to another resounding cheer. He even gave a small bow.

      I looked over to him. “We starting this, or what?”

      He frowned. “You seem eager to receive a beating.” I nodded. “Always am.”

      “Fine, rules are simple. Whoever concedes or is rendered unable to fight any longer, loses.”

      “Fair enough.”

      He looked over to the edge of the pit where a man was holding a stone. “When that stone hits the ground, we begin.”

      I nodded and crouched down with my arms raised.

      The man at the edge threw the stone into the air, and it hit the ground with a dull thud.

      I activated Freeze as Bastien charged, but he adapted quickly. He raised a foot in an attempt to hit my groin. I kicked his foot down to stop the attack, and he shifted to throwing an elbow at my face. I dodged that and threw a punch at his gut. He tanked that hit and grabbed the side of my head, trying to slide his thumbs into my eyes. I twisted my head and body and kicked at his knee, forcing him to dodge backward.

      The entire exchange was over in moments. Neither of us was panting, nor had we taken any damage. He was possibly as strong as I was, maybe even stronger, but not as fast. Unlike the First through, he had experience, recent experience, if the first brutal salvo of attacks was anything to go by.

      He charged at me again, scooping up mud and flinging it at my face as he moved. I marked him as under arrest just before the mud hit my eye, allowing me to keep his highlighted silhouette in my vision even as I was blinded. He went to grab the sides of my head and slam my face into his knee, but I blocked his knee, threw his arms to the side, and grabbed his shoulders. I went to headbutt the center of his nose, but he shifted his head’s position and instead we slammed our foreheads together, throwing one another back.

      I felt my brain rattling in my skull and smiled as I wiped the majority of the mud from my eyes. I let red bleed into my vision, adrenaline flooding my veins as my Adaptive Empowerment kicked in. I was the one to charge this time.

      I aimed a low tackle at his legs. He attempted to leap out of my reach, but I grabbed his ankle and brought him to the ground with a wet splash of mud. I moved to leap onto him, but he rolled out of the way, bringing himself to his feet so that he could kick at my ribs as I landed. I caught his leg and attempted to pull him closer. He brought an elbow down on the top of my shoulder, and I slammed back into the ground. I sent a flurry of punches his way. He raised his guard, blocking the majority of them, then let out a roar and threw me off of him with enough force to slam me into the wall of the pit.

      He stood back up and started approaching me, but I launched myself from the wall, slamming my shoulder into him and launching him into the wall opposite. He was dazed, and I ran to the wall and began raining blows onto him, alternating between his face, gut, and kidneys. He wasn’t able to guard the attacks, and I alternated whenever he attempted to block my blows.

      He managed to strike me in the chest and chain together a long enough series of hits to push me back into the center of the pit. He held out his right hand, and I watched as the flesh of it rippled and changed, the tips of his fingers becoming points, and a blade of bone emerged from the edge of his hand along his pinky.

      I had wondered what advantage he’d had under his sleeves. He’d built one into all of the other challenges, and I didn’t think he was stupid enough to think raw strength would be enough in this one.

      He began slashing at me, forcing me back as I was unable to dodge his knife-fingered blows. He knocked me further and further back until I was against the wall, then he drove his hand through my gut, forcing me to cough blood.

      He leaned in close. “You tapping out? There’s a chance you could survive this.”

      I started laughing, blood spittle landing on his face as I did so. I began to concentrate, drawing all the radiation from the air around us and even Bastien himself, concentrating intense heat where his hand was stabbed into me.

      He cried out and pulled his hand from my gut as it started to singe and burn from the heat.

      I could see my skin start to glow. I threw out a kick at his chest and heard a sickening crack. The wound in my gut started to stitch itself back together even as I got close. I kept laughing the whole time.

      “Lou…loup-garou,” he muttered as he backed away from me.

      “Come on! Tell me you’re not done? Heal from the broken ribs, start moving at enhanced speed, blast me with radiation! Don’t tell me this is all you have?” I could hear the desperation in my voice as I spoke. I’d hoped he was closer to what I was, closer to the First, that I wasn’t alone at this peak.

      He didn’t answer, just continuing to back away, a hand raising to his chest.

      I felt my smile dip, saw the fearful looks from the crowd, and fought to calm myself down. It looked like Bastien wasn’t quite up to the challenge I’d hoped he was. I took two quick steps toward him and punched him once in the side of the head, feeling disappointment as I held the full force of the blow back.

      He wobbled and fell backward, muttering and disoriented.

      I let the glow fade from me, along with what was left of my smile and the red that had encroached on my vision. “I’d say we could call this one.”
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      I adjusted the rads in my body and stopped glowing. I approached Bastien, lifted up his body, and carried him to the edge, where I lifted him up to be taken out the rest of the way by his people. There was no cheering this time, only hushed conversations in Kaijin and terrified looks in my direction.

      I hopped out of the pit, pulling myself over the edge. Angela’s people surprised me: one of them tossed a waterskin in my direction that I drank from gratefully, drops of water that dribbled down my chin evaporating into steam as they went. Angela’s men didn’t have expressions of fear but rather of understanding, as if in their minds my victory had always been inevitable.

      I poured the rest of it over myself, rinsing off the muck that had covered me during the fight, though a large portion of that had melted off me as well. I was a bit concerned about the rads I’d been putting out, but the pit was large and deep and I wasn’t giving off a lethal amount. I’d been practicing with my old Geiger counter to avoid killing any unwary allies.

      Angela approached me with Leandros just behind her. “Got some new tricks, huh?” she asked.

      I just nodded.

      She shook her head. “You are one scary motherfucker. Glad we’re on the same team.”

      Leandros nodded emphatically at that statement, then lifted my pack toward me.

      I took it and started to pick out my clothes and gear, putting back my shirt, socks, boots, coat, holsters, guns, and finally my hat and the pack itself.

      By the time I was done, I heard a commotion from the gathered Kaijin and saw Bastien standing head and shoulders above his people, rubbing the side of his head and clutching his chest as he approached me.

      “I suppose I lost the challenge.”

      I nodded.

      His face became concerned, almost sad for a moment. “I gave a good fight at least.”

      “Sure...” I said, leaving it at that.

      I saw a flash of anger, but he quickly hid it and shook his head. “Whether it was good fight or no, I don’t believe I lost.” He raised his hand off his chest in a grand gesture and suppressed a wince. “After all, I got to enjoy a delicious meal, provide enough meat for my people to last weeks, and give them a bit of entertainment. For that,” he bowed, “I thank you.” He held the bow for a moment, then stood straight. “I acknowledge your strength. You are worth following, and as you follow the Khan, I will follow him. We will honor the old agreements.”

      “Thanks,” I said simply and started turning around, but seeing the expressions I received from everyone around me, I realized I should add more. I turned back around. “I look forward to fighting with you. The Kaijin… we need their strength for this fight.”

      Bastien smiled warmly and nodded. “I will rally my people.”

      I turned back around and started heading back to my bike, then hesitated and approached Bastien more closely. “Can I ask why you took things over? Why you did so now?”

      Bastien hesitated, then leaned in to whisper to me. “The stars in the sky have shifted. My mother, she is gifted in the old ways, and she told me it was my time.”

      I nodded and started back toward my bike. I’d known the Kaijin to be superstitious. A change in their night sky made sense as a catalyst for them to take action. I hadn’t noticed any changes myself, but then my eyes were terminally focused on the road ahead of me.

      I had overestimated Bastien, but that didn’t mean I didn’t find him impressive. I found myself thinking of what a shame it was that he’d been raised among the Kaijin rather than adopted by the Undertakers and taken to Pott’s when he was a newly dead. Then again, it may have been for the best. The person he’d become by being raised here may be the best version he could’ve been. I’d usually been opposed to the idea, as I’d seen so many deadmen suffer living in the wastes, but the Kaijin’s different attitude clearly meant that humans could do better. I wasn’t sure if that made me hopeful or more angry.

      Angela fell in at my side.

      “You can tell the Khan I was successful. I’m heading back to Pott’s.”

      She nodded. “We’ll have to work out transport for the people here anyway. Based on the numbers, it’s going to take a lot of work.”

      I nodded. I didn’t envy their logistical problems, but the Horde of any faction in the wastes would surely be the most capable of meeting them. Even as I finished that thought and my bike came into view, I saw smog in the distance and could smell the burning gasoline approach of what I estimated as a dozen vehicles. By the time I’d made it to my bike, the first of what looked to be a half dozen buses and a number of trucks had reached the patch of flat dry Earth on which I’d parked. Out of that first bus, after it parked, hopped Brun.

      The Khan’s repairwoman wife looked as she had the last time. Broad shoulders, blonde braids, and a thick coating of grease that added to the potential of conflagration from the lit cigarette hanging from her mouth. She nodded at me and Angela as she approached.

      “The Khan told me to bring y’all some transportation. Had to dip pretty deep into the fleet with the war, but I’m hoping we have enough.”

      Angela looked over to her. “How’d he know we were done here? We just wrapped things up a short while ago.”

      Brun shrugged. “He just told to me to bring the transport. Sent me the message immediately after he left the Rens’ territory.”

      I raised an eyebrow. The Khan apparently knew I’d solve the problem from the start and had the confidence to send the transports ahead of time. That would likely shave a lot of time off getting the Kaijin to the front with everyone else. If it hadn’t worked out, the costs would have been enormous.

      I pulled up the R.A.S. and checked the status of the items I’d marked as special delivery. It spat out the coordinates and I nodded to myself, dismissing the screen. They’d arrived safely in Pott’s, which should mean that both the Undertaker and the data I’d collected were safe. I’d kept my word, and it seemed the Khan had kept his. I hadn’t doubted him, but I almost always regretted not following my paranoia.

      I also noticed a new notification.

      
        
        Excellent work, Marshal! You’ve successfully performed a secondary goal of your job ‘Combat’! You’ve earned 60 Patriot Points!

      

      

      I got onto my bike and revved the engine. I looked over to Angela, who was taking that moment to risk her life by flirting with Brun.

      “I’ll see you on the front. Don’t die,” I yelled over the sound of the engine.

      Angela smiled, running her hand through her rooster-like mohawk. “Same to you, Donny. I don’t think you’ll have to try as hard to keep that promise though.”

      I tipped my hat to her and Brun and started back on the road out of the Kaijin’s territory, passing the transports Brun had brought with her as they moved single file into the village. I could tell my diversion had been worth it. The additional numbers, as well as the improved security of the Horde’s eastern border would have a net positive effect on the war that I alone likely could not have compensated for if I’d been fighting on the front lines myself. In spite of that, I felt I needed to get there as quickly as possible. I didn’t know what was happening, and I still had no clue if Nico had successfully retrieved Mercy.

      I gunned the engine and flew through the swamp roads, watching the trees blur by as I headed west, back toward Pott’s.
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        * * *

      

      I stopped riding only when I needed to refuel. My bike starting to sputter as I pulled to the side of the road. I was well within the territory I was more familiar with, close to Jasper, though I saw no reason to divert to take a pit stop there. I pulled up a notification that had been in the corner of my vision for half the ride but I’d chosen to ignore in favor of focusing on the road.

      
        
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned a rank in Driving! From wagons moving us toward our Manifest Destiny to the Model T, American progress is always driven forward!

      

      

      That wasn’t unexpected after all the riding I’d done within the last few weeks. I pulled the small gas canister I had and started refueling, pulling out my radio with my other hand and fiddling with the dial until the crackle of static gave way to the voice of Adams, the Remnant’s chief of patriotism

      “—Proud to introduce to you, America’s true nominee for president and our current chief of American Reclamation, Chief Michael Masters. There was the sound of some clapping and another voice began speaking after. Thank you, Chief Adams. Now, I don’t want to spend too much time going over my qualifications, that’s not what’s important to the average American. What I will tell you is that a vote for me is a vote to return to the America of the past. The pure, idyllic past. We can make it back there, together. Thank you.”

      There was a brief pause, then the message repeated itself. I listened to it one more time, feeling nothing but contempt for everything Masters said. There was no returning to the way things were, even ignoring the deadmen as a factor. I had my doubts that even the average waster appreciated the sentiment.

      I finished refueling, but before turning on my bike I fiddled with the dial of my radio a bit more until I heard the tail end of a song with a screeching guitar sharply contrasting soft vocals. At the end of it, Deux spoke.

      “That was The New York Action Figures with ‘Identity Crisis.’ Thank you for listening to Radiation Revolution Radio, the Triple R! He held the R sound for quite some time, bringing the note up and down seemingly at random. Before we get on to more of that good shit you’re all listening for, I just want to take a moment to say something about presidential nominee Masters. He coughed to clear his throat. He’s a bitch. Hid up in space most of his life, comes down, and thinks he owns the place? I don’t fucking think so. He’s no waster, he’s never had to scrounge or struggle or kill. The only thing he should be in charge of is the ‘sounds like a cunt’ club. It meets every week over in Remnant territory. Deux took a moment to laugh at his own joke, and I found myself chuckling right along with him. Anyway, let’s get back to the music.”

      I smiled and flicked off the radio. It sounded like Deux was in his element. It was time to go back to mine.
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      I arrived in Pott’s a little over a day later, riding my motorcycle straight into the city, weaving it through the buildings and avoiding pedestrians as I made a beeline for Nico’s house. The streets were clear enough that I received mostly just stares rather than having any rocks or curses hurled at me. I stopped just in front of her front door and knocked twice. I could smell that she was inside, but I didn’t feel any relief until she opened the door and I actually saw her. When I did I felt an enormous weight lift off my shoulders and could feel a kind of tightness across my body begin to ease.

      In spite of my rush to check on her, and the anxiety and worry I’d been feeling about her while I was gone, I found that I couldn’t think of anything to say when I saw her.

      I stood there in the doorway silently until she gestured her head for me to come inside.

      “Come on in, have some coffee.”

      I nodded and walked into her house, leaving my cycle by the door and taking a seat on the couch.

      Nico went to the kitchen, heated some water, and poured us each a cup of coffee before handing me one and taking a seat across from me.

      I took a sip, sat for a few more seconds, and finally spoke. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      She nodded with a slight smile on her face. “You too.”

      “How did the mission go?” I asked.

      She took another sip to clear her throat. “It was rough. We were pursued almost the entire time. Our exits were cut off, and we were forced to improvise. Mercy’s skills with explosives saved us maybe a dozen times. Eventually we reached Medina, where the Khan’s men luckily recognized me. Though from what I understand, they don’t fire on any deadmen as a rule.”

      “Good rule.”

      She nodded. “Mercy stayed there. She’s helping with the Khan’s armament and spending most of her time helping to fortify the city with mines. She’s dangerous… I like her.”

      “Me too.”

      “Good job getting Crow back here, the data too. I hear it’s already been a big help to Julian.”

      “Crow?” I asked.

      “The deadman you saved in the Black Woods? You never asked his name?”

      I shrugged, feeling another weight lift from my shoulders. I had been fairly certain the Khan had followed through on his word, particularly after monitoring things with Special Delivery, but it was good to hear. “How was he behaving?” I asked.

      “Apparently he gave the Khan’s emissary, Shay, a hard time. Even escaped briefly and tried to make it back to the woods. She stopped him though. Managed to hand him off to some Undertakers close by, but not before giving them a warning as to his behavior. Nix told me he’s doing better now that he’s back in Pott’s though.”

      “Good. He was a pain in my ass… though he helped me at least once.”

      “Really? Even in that state?”

      “Well… I used him as bait. I’m still grateful though.”

      Nico sighed. “Of course.”

      We sat in silence for a short while before I remembered something else I’d wanted to ask. “How are things here in Pott’s?”

      “Stressful, with the primary.”

      “Primary?” I asked.

      “The Honored Dead are trying to determine who should be our nominee for president. They decided on a vote across all deadmen to pick who it should be.”

      “Who’s running?”

      “Solomon and Mama.”

      I sucked in some air through my teeth. President Solomon… not my personal choice by any means. “Who’s in the lead?”

      Nico shrugged. “Hard for me to say. I’m not much more of a talker than you are. Deux would probably have a better idea.”

      “Where’d the rest of the Honored Dead fall?”

      “Julian was everyone’s actual first choice, but he isn’t in the system. Only citizens can be president.”

      That made sense but was a damned shame. If there was any individual the rest of them would’ve supported, it would’ve been him.

      Nico continued. “Kit has endorsed Mama, and Jim obviously endorsed Solomon.”

      “Julian hasn’t endorsed either of them?”

      She shook her head. “Not that I’ve heard. He hasn’t been leaving his lab much lately. I heard from Mama that he’s been sleeping in there. Solomon’s been angling aggressively for his endorsement and implying he has it already. Mama is just giving him the space to make the decision himself.”

      “Who are you voting for?”

      “Probably Solomon.”

      I stared at her.

      “He’s a good leader, Donovan. The only person who’s a true political animal among the deadmen. He’s also fair and reasonable. Mama is great, but I don’t know that she’d be able to win against Matthews, and we aren’t sure if the Horde will support our candidate or their own. The Horde’s riders I talked to about it had heard of no plans from the Khan.”

      I hadn’t heard the Khan speak much about his specific plans for it either, aside from the fact that he didn’t want the Remnants to have it. He seemed to be focused on the war above all else.

      “Solomon hates me.”

      She nodded. “True, but Pott’s isn’t made up of just you. Besides, you don’t think that some of his dislike of you is earned?”

      I clenched my teeth. “Some of it,” I admitted. “But a lot of it came from nowhere.”

      “Fair,” she said simply. “But we have to make compromises for Pott’s sometimes, and my voting for Solomon is mine.”

      I placed my tea down and stood up. “I’m going to go talk to Julian.”

      “You don’t have to leave just because we have a difference of opinion.”

      “It’s not because of that,” I lied. It was partially about that. “It’s because I have some backups of that data I sent back with Raven that he might want.”

      “Crow was the Undertaker’s name.”

      “Considering the names he called me while I dragged him through the Black Woods, I think that my mistake is acceptable.”

      “Fine,” said Nico, standing. “Come back and say bye if he gives you some job to do, or person to kill.”

      I nodded. That was something I’d incidentally done in the past—left without saying goodbye. Nico and I stood there awkwardly for a moment. Still adjusting to the changes in our relationship. I found myself wishing Deux could be there to help smooth things over… though that always had the potential of having the opposite effect.

      Nico stepped forward and wrapped me in an awkward hug, which I returned equally awkwardly. After we released each other, I tipped my hat at her and walked out of the house.

      I closed the door and saw a few people gathered around my bike where I’d left it leaning against the side of the house. They saw me and all did their best to casually make their way elsewhere. I double-checked that everything was still on it, wheeled it into Nico’s house, then started back toward the Mausoleum. I got the usual stares and comments and saw far more deadmen and women with guns slung across their backs and fresh scars than I had in the past. A few of them gave me a nod, others a kind of salute by bringing their fist to their chests, and a few even let out a “sir” in my direction as they did so. I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I just nodded and kept walking.

      I eventually reached the black dome of the Mausoleum. I took the side door I’d been shown the last time and made my way down to Julian’s lab, startling a few white cloaks who hadn’t expected to see me as I went. When I entered the lab, I noticed the walls more heavily covered in cords, a half dozen suits of power armor painted black with various panels and sections opened up, and many devices I didn’t recognize scattered across various tables and desks in different states of assembly, repair, or modification.

      Julian leaned over one of the suits of power armor with one of his white robes, gesturing to different areas of a circuit he was working at with a soldering gun. I approached them, pulling the backup data squares from my pack as I did so. His robe was stained with black grease and burn marks, and I got the impression that he hadn’t bathed in some time. It was strange—I’d always known him to be meticulous in all things.

      Julian turned just before I reached him. He looked tired, but there was also a kind of excitement in his eyes. “Donovan. Welcome back.”

      I held out the data squares.

      Julian looked at them for a moment before taking them. “Backups?” he asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Perfect. Thorough as always. The data we retrieved is invaluable, though I’m more grateful you were able to retrieve one of our people of course.”

      “I want you to endorse Mama as the Pott’s nominee for president.”

      Julian coughed slightly, and I saw the white robe he’d been working with stop his work and not so subtly tilt his head to listen to us. Julian looked at him, then around at the others in the room, and sighed. “Follow me, Donovan. I’ll have this conversation with you, but not here.”

      I nodded and we walked out of the lab, with Julian lingering at the exit for just a moment, eyeing an open panel a white robe was working on and just barely keeping himself from approaching and working on it. Then we walked upstairs through to the Honored Dead’s audience chamber, which was sitting empty at the moment.

      “Okay. Now we can talk,” he said once the door was closed.

      “I want you to endorse Mama for president.”

      “Did she put you up to this?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Is this about Solomon’s dislike of you? I have no taste for his attitude myself, but I don’t think I should be involving myself in this. It’s more valuable for me to focus on work in the lab.”

      I shook my head. “You’re the most respected person in Pott’s. You can’t hide from that.”

      He chuckled. “Don’t underestimate the power of your endorsement, Donovan. You could sway quite a few people if you campaigned for her yourself.”

      I grimaced, Julian’s words causing me a distinctly uncomfortable weight in my stomach. “That would move just as many people more firmly into Solomon’s camp.” I paused, thinking it over. “Listen, I don’t pretend to understand politics, but I understand this. People here trust Mama, love her, and the average waster is going to like her a lot more than they’d like Solomon. If you actually want to win, you’ll need someone to contrast Masters, not seem like a different version of him.”

      Julian frowned, and I could see gears turning, Julian’s tech-focused side giving way slowly to his political one. He took a moment to look down at the stains on his robe, seeming to notice them for the first time.

      “I’ve said my piece. I’m going back to the front.”

      Julian looked up. “Do you want the coordinates of a group to rally with?”

      I shook my head. “They’ll just slow me down. I’m just going to head west and kill Remnants until this war is over.”
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      I hid myself under a fine layer of sand, my sense of smell allowing me to detect the patrol and give me enough time to hide before they’d reached me. The slight vibrations in the ground, accompanied by their scent, allowed me to pinpoint them exactly. I knew they’d be crossing over my location, as the ground where I’d hidden myself was the easiest to traverse. I began to hear voices.

      “-just one guy and they send all of us? This much power armor and artillery? We’d be better used at Medina.”

      “You’re just bored, Everett. I don’t hear anyone else complaining. Besides, do you really want to be there? It’s been a bloodbath. Between the explosives, the ambushes by deadmen, and the Horde pushing at our lines with their trucks… did you see Drew when he got back from Medina? He had a tire print on his fucking face. You’d really prefer that to a bit of walking every day?”

      The voices and footsteps were getting closer and I kept myself still, gripping the hilt of my sword. I hadn’t yet tested it on power armor, but I had alternative solutions in mind if it didn’t work out.

      “Okay, sure, the fight at Medina is a shitshow, but at least we’d be doing something. Fighting for America. Hunting a single deadman just because he’s been seen in the area with five fully armed and armored men… come on!”

      A third voice spoke up. “This one deadman is the one who killed the Science and Tech Chief. Killed two ‘fully armed and armored’ men with his bare hands. We’ve had three patrols go missing here in the last few weeks, with a single survivor. Not to mention this is the guy who stormed the Republic, crossed the Cut, and has been dealing bloody justice across Horde territory for years now.”

      “Seriously?” said Everett. “There’s no way it’s just one guy. It’s just something those spooky Undertakers spread around to intimidate us. I’m telling you, this is a waste of fucking time.”

      They were nearly on top of me. One of them passed a few feet to my right.

      “The job is what it is, I’d rather be bored tha-”

      I popped up from beneath the layer of sand, activating my sword and driving it through the closest enemy. There was some resistance to push through, but between my strength and the sword’s vibrating edge, I got through with little issue.

      As blood gushed from the wound I inflicted, I kicked the power-armored body off my sword and pivoted quickly, throwing myself at the next closest of them. He raised his lasrifle to fire on me, but the red bolts dispersed across my energy field harmlessly. I closed in, slicing through the gun and cutting deeply into his chest.

      The other three rallied as I finished off their friend. One drew a hammer that crackled with energy while the other two drew long, brutal-looking, spiked metal rods that arced with electricity.

      The one with the hammer charged me, and I blocked the hammer blow with my sword. It bit halfway through the haft of the hammer before he yanked it away. He followed up with a flurry of strikes, trying to buy time so that his allies could move to surround me.

      I let them get into position. When the hammer wielder attempted an overhead blow, I slipped around him and kicked him into a shock staff blow that was meant for me.

      While those two untangled from one another, I wheeled around at the other one. He surprised me with a jab at my sword that knocked me off-balance, then he went to strike directly at my face, his stave pulsing with energy. I caught it with my hand, feeling the voltage of it run through me, then I squeezed with all my strength, shattering and deactivating his weapon before I threw a kick to his chest and knocked his power-armored form several yards back.

      His allies had untangled themselves, and one of them made the mistake of attacking me alone, taking a wide swing at my head. I ducked below it and rammed the point of my sword through the chin-piece of his armor, killing him instantly.

      The hammer wielder let out a roar at his friend’s demise and charged me. I roared in response and drew my sword from his ally, charging right back at him. When we met, I slammed the edge of my sword through the handle of his hammer and nearly bisected him. He folded like a lawn chair, and I let him slide off my blade and onto the ground.

      Two lasbolts dispersed at my back, and I turned around to see that the last one had drawn his rifle. He unloaded on me, but it was useless. I closed the distance between us just as my shield overloaded. I grabbed his rifle and kicked him to the ground a second time, tossing his weapon aside. I worked my hands into the slight grooves between his helmet and faceplate and ripped it open.

      The man inside was young. Maybe early twenties. His expression was a mixture of hatred and terror as he looked at me. I held his faceplate in the air, pondering it for a moment.

      “They sent you to hunt me, huh?” I asked.

      “Fuck you!”

      “Take that as a yes.” I tossed the faceplate to the side, where it thudded lightly against the sand. I began easing out a small trickle of radiation into the air around myself. “How would you like to live?” I asked.

      His eyes darted to friends, but he didn’t answer.

      I turned my full attention back to him. “Do. You. Want. To. Live. Yes or no?” I asked again.

      “Yes,” he managed through gritted teeth.

      I continued to let out radiation, ensuring just the right amount was dispersed. “I just want you to deliver a message for me. A short one, just four words.”

      He stared at me, his expression unchanged.

      I leaned forward, ensuring he was poisoned just enough to take him out of commission but not enough to kill him. “Tell them, ‘Send ten next time.’”
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        * * *

      

      I piled the armored bodies on top of one another directly in the path of a Remnant supply route and left them there to rot. The survivor was long gone, likely nearly to the closest Remnant outpost. I hope my message was enough for them to send a larger response next time. The five I’d fought had been a challenge, and I was glad to help the war effort by causing them to waste their resources, but I knew it wasn’t enough. In spite of the early successes the deadmen and the Horde had made, things had begun to turn in the Remnants’ favor. They were besieging Medina, they’d managed to hold most of their outposts along the border, and they seemed to have ramped up production of their power armored suits and lasrifles.

      I could see the issue, and I was certain both Nix and the Khan did as well. Both of our forces were incredibly specialized. The Horde stayed mobile, keeping out of the range of the enemy while peppering them with heavy fire. Focusing on shock and awe above all else. The deadmen, though new to warfare, were also focused on quick targeted attacks on high-value targets, then fading back into the nearest deadzone. Neither of these overall strategies blended well with the idea of holding territory.

      The Remnants themselves seemed incredibly adept at it. Their outposts and fortifications had layer upon layer of defense. Their armored men and women could act as a bulwark, allowing them to hold important defensive points, even without cover. It made sense—their plan was to “take back America,” and that implied holding a massive amount of territory under their control. It wasn’t as if it was easy for them. They were enduring raids constantly, their supplies got cut off with incredible frequency, and they couldn’t react quickly to Horde raids deeper into their lands. They were enduring though, and the longer they did so, the more firmly entrenched they would become.

      I sat on one of the armored bodies as I thought, absently chewing what dried ursan meat I had left from my stint in the Black Woods. I was certain this was all already being considered by whoever was in charge. I finished my food and ran my hand through the sand, letting it run through my fingers for a few moments. I’d been focused on doing my own kind of damage, waging war on my own in the way I thought was most effective, but it may be time for a change. I needed more intel and was just about due for a resupply anyway.

      I stood up. I’d doused the corpses with enough radiation to make them a deathtrap for any non-deadmen. That would make for a nice surprise if the Remnants came back for the armor they lost. I would see if my request for ten power-armored combatants was met, and after that it was time to head to Medina.
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      After leaving an additional twelve corpses in my wake, I made my way back to Medina. It wasn’t far from where I’d been ambushing patrols, but I was slowed down by even more patrols as I closed in. I ambushed a number of them but eventually their volume became too much trouble to deal with and I slipped quietly through their lines to the east, then pivoted around to approach the town from the Horde’s border. The town had been heavily fortified. Walls had been built between the buildings, gun emplacements placed all around it, and a mine field to top everything off. It was acting as the major staging area for the Horde, with a fleet of vehicles being serviced, soldier’s resupplied, and deadmen meeting to discuss tactics with their allies.

      With its conquest, Medina had come under the authority of the Khan’s law. Those outlaws who had made their living hiding out in the border town to avoid both his and STAR authority had been given a single day to release their slaves, forfeit their arms, and join the Khan’s forces. They’d been left alone and granted amnesty by STAR and the Remnants, but the Khan wasn’t as merciful. Those first few who had refused, or even fought, were quartered in the center of the town while everyone else watched. Many of their still-rotting skulls now adorned the walls that surrounded the town. It was no wonder Adams was having so much success riling up the populace against the “savage” Horde and “monstrous” deadmen. Still, I was certain the fear worked to our benefit as well. There was always a tradeoff.

      The main gate was open for a resupply fleet when I arrived. There were several guards pointing guns at me, but only until they saw I was a deadman. It felt strange receiving their nods of acknowledgement and even words of hello as I entered. The face I’d once had to cover for fear of being shot was now what marked me out as an ally.

      I made my way through the streets, weaving my way through the new alleyways created by the creation of fresh garages, bunkhouses, and in one case a mess hall. Everyone there gave me a respectful distance, my Horde Marshal star sitting on my chest to avoid any annoying introductions or conversations.

      As I walked, I checked my system notifications.

      
        
        Excellent work, Marshal! You’ve successfully performed a secondary goal of your job ‘Combat’! You’ve earned 60 Patriot Points!

      

      

      I had five of those in a row, netting me a tidy three hundred Patriot Points, along with a few skill rank increases.

      
        
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned ranks in Long Guns! Good job exercising your 2nd Amendment rights!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned a rank in Pistol! Good job exercising your 2nd Amendment rights!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned ranks in Melee Weapons! From Bowie knives to Pickett’s charge, the US may have been too advanced for swords, but it’s spilled blood for freedom!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned a rank in Walking! A great way to see the beautiful vistas of this great nation!

      

      

      There were a few duplicates, but I recognized them before reading them and simply dismissed them after counting. The system had lost its allure to me in some ways, now that I knew a bit more about how things worked under the hood, but it would be lying to say that watching the numbers increase didn’t give me some small satisfaction. I returned my attention to the streets of Medina.

      I saw one squad of deadmen sitting at a table across from a squad of hordesman, a massive Horde warrior covered in tattoos detailing heroic feats sitting across from a scrawny deadman who couldn’t have been older than twenty. They were locked in an arm-wrestling competition, strain clear in their faces. Before I’d fully passed them I saw the hordesman barely claim a victory, to the adulation of his fellows and groans of the deadmen. He then shared a handshake with his opponent and offered him a sip from a flask he yanked from his hip. I had a feeling it was about to turn into a drinking contest rather than an arm-wrestling competition, and I knew what the result of that would be.

      Eventually, I reached a building with a number of heavily tattooed and pierced guards. I recognized them as the Khan’s honor guard. I made for the entrance, and they simply nodded at me as I entered. Inside the building was a small recreation of the Khan’s throne room in Fette. A number of his personal guard were working on various car parts, the arcane symbols of the Khan were painted on the walls, and a stage upon which there was a table had been constructed where I could see the Khan, some of his wives, Bastien, Atlan, a few generals I didn’t recognize, and Nix gathered in a circle. The Khan was speaking but broke off his conversation as he saw me approaching.

      “Donovan. Come.” He gestured for me to approach the table, a smile on his face.

      I leapt onto the stage and took my place across from the Khan with Nix to my left and one of his generals to my right.

      “I have heard of the havoc you have been wreaking to the west.”

      “You have?” I asked.

      “How could he not?” asked Nix, an edge of chastisement in her voice. “You seem to be purposefully drawing attention to yourself.”

      I shrugged. “True. I had thought that was where I would be most helpful.”

      One of the generals nodded. “Our raids in that area have faced significantly less resistance. We’re almost close enough to reach Hoos, though their fortifications there are beyond what we could likely handle.”

      That surprised me—I hadn’t realized the Khan’s men had managed to get so close to the STAR capital.

      Bastien looked to me and nodded. “My people have called you Loup-Garou since you left our hospitality. These Remnants call you the Red Death.” He smiled. “I think you shall collect more names by the time this is done.” He chuckled. “I am grateful you did not immediately die when you came here. Your victories only make my own near defeat of you all the more legendary.”

      I raised an eyebrow. I didn’t remember it as a ‘near defeat,’ but I decided this wasn’t the time to bring that up. “I prefer just Donovan, if you all don’t mind.”

      The Khan shook his head. “If only we had more of you… STAR would already be ours.”

      I thought back to the First. I had the distinct feeling one of me was enough.

      Atlan coughed, “If we could return to the matter at hand.”

      I looked over to her. She looked different from when I’d seen her last. More ursan fur on her than riding leathers. Her metal foot looked to have gone through a few more iterations. I could see that the “foot” of it was clearly adapted to pushing on a pedal, but there was some additional mechanism attached to it that I didn’t recognize. I met her eyes for a moment but didn’t see the contempt that had been there before—just acknowledgement and ambition burning behind them. She was likely the only one of the Khan’s many children who had been invited to this war council.

      Next to her were her two personal guards. I remembered the first time I’d met them among the Ren Faree. They looked different too. They held themselves a bit taller and seemed to look down on the other hordesmen outside of Atlan’s close proximity.

      The Khan nodded and looked to his wife Carmilla, who was holding a clipboard, as she always seemed to be in these meetings. “Status?”

      She raised her clipboard, pulling a pencil from behind her ear and drawing a line. “Resupply is nearly complete. We have two hundred guzzlers armed and ready, the Kaijin have nearly three hundred ready, and there are fifty thre-” she paused, looked at me, crossed something out, then wrote for a moment, “fifty-four deadmen from Pott’s.” She paused and flipped to the next page. “Obviously that is not all of our forces, but the majority of them are committed to raids or strikes deeper into STAR territory, and we still need to transport more of the Kaijin who are on their way from the deep swamps.” She flipped the page again. “According to Fen and her patrols, there are several thousand of the enemy on approach. Their core is made up of around two hundred power-armored troops.”

      “That’s the largest force they’ve sent so far,” said Nix.

      Carmilla nodded, “Yes. Fen also noticed several emplacements and a large amount of equipment that seems to be meant to surround and besiege us.”

      Bastien spoke. “They will break themselves on your walls, yes? We have the advantage of our defenses.”

      Atlan shook her head. “With that many lasguns brought to bear, they’ll be able to shoot through all but the thickest cover.”

      Nix nodded. “My people won’t be able to use their most powerful weapons if we fight from the walls. The radiation it leaks would be lethal to all of you… except for Bastien, of course.”

      One of the Khan’s generals spoke up. “We will also be cut off from resupply, but they will not be. They’d have the advantage in a drawn-out battle. We were not meant to fight from walls.”

      The Khan drummed his fingers across the table. He seemed oddly naked without tools and parts in his hands. “We must meet them before they reach us… we will bleed them as they approach. Use our guzzlers to hit them and retreat before they can respond.”

      Nix nodded. “They will pass a deadzone on their way. We can set an ambush there to harm them further.”

      Bastien looked at the map and pointed to a section marked off with green. “This area, is it a swamp?”

      I recognized the location immediately. “Yes, it goes for miles from there. The only road that would be able to accommodate that many Remnants passes through there as well.”

      Bastien nodded. “That is where my people shall strike.”

      The Khan nodded. “By the time they reach Medina, they will be weakened and we will be ready for the kill.”

      Atlan leaned forward. “I will lead the raids against them.”

      The Khan stopped drumming his fingers and tightened his hand into a fist. “No. I will lead it. I need someone to lead things here in case something goes wrong.”

      Atlan began to open her mouth to argue but stopped herself, placing a fist over her chest. “Of course, Khan.”

      I saw flashes of anger on the faces of her bodyguards that lingered even after Atlan’s own expression settled.

      He nodded to her. “We must move quickly. The longer we have to cut them, the less of our own blood will be shed here.”
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      The roar of the engines was kept to a minimum as we approached. The Khan had ordered some of his fleet to be as loud as possible approaching the opposite end of the Remnants’ forces, to have them prepare for an assault from that direction. I rode shotgun on the Khan’s own car. It was a ceremonial position of great importance, and when the Khan had offered it to me, handing me his own shotgun, I’d heard multiple gasps from his men.

      The Khan’s car was a beautiful black beast that belched fire and roared with a force that rattled my teeth. It was the closest thing to a dragon I imagined existed in this world. There were a number of guns mounted to the front and one on the back, but only the Khan and I were actually inside the car. Around fifty of the Horde accompanied us on their own vehicles, and I could feel their barely contained excitement as we barreled across the wastes toward our quarry.

      I saw the Remnants’ army come into view, a milling mass of hundreds of bodies writhing to meet an attack they believed was going to come from the opposite direction. I could see a few suits of power armor shining in the midday sun. The Khan and I were riding at the front and would be the first to meet the enemy. I pulled out my laspistol and started to pick a target.

      The Khan laughed. “Put that away.”

      I pulled myself back into the car and gave him a questioning look.

      “Use only shotgun. That is our way.”

      “We’d need to get closer for that,” I said, holstering my pistol and drawing my shotgun from my pack.

      “Yes,” he said simply, slamming on the gas, pushing the car forward with enough force to push me back into the seat.

      I pulled myself back up just in time to see the Remnants’ forces taking notice of us. At the speed we were approaching though, it was far too late for them to truly react. I pulled out my shotgun and hung myself halfway out, locking my feet into some hooks on the floor of the car that I assumed existed for just this purpose.

      The Khan reached for a grip on his dashboard and pulled it back. The machine guns on the front of his car roared to life and started firing a hail of bullets into the enemy forces as we barreled toward them.

      I heard their cries and very suddenly found myself in the midst of them. I raised my shotgun and fired it once, twice. Two heads exploded, and those around the dead screamed as the debris from their skulls cut into them.

      I moved to reload as the Khan swerved the car around, activating Freeze to keep one man from dodging as the rear of the vehicle slammed into him. The Khan executed a hard turn again and the back of his car slammed into two other men, who were knocked back with such force that they died instantly. Even as he made this turn, he adjusted which guns were firing, maximizing the damage he could do while he was in the midst of them.

      I managed to fire two more shells but couldn’t be certain of their efficacy as the Khan began moving us away from their army just as it began to regroup. I hadn’t even noticed the rest of his attack force joining us in the commotion but saw the pulped or bullet-chewed remains of the Remnants all around us marking their passing.

      I saw one of the raid’s stragglers begin to speed up to catch up with the rest of us, but before it could regain speed a man in power armor and a jump pack slammed into its hood, flipping the vehicle into the air, where it twisted wildly until it slammed onto the ground. The power-armored figure was covered in battle scars, and for a moment he looked at me with a familiar scarred faceplate. It was Graves, I realized.

      Just as we left the edge of the Remnant forces, the Khan leaned out of his own window and grabbed the collar of a random STAR soldier, hitting the gas as we pulled away from them. The man screamed as he was dragged across the ground, and I could hear the Khan laughing madly as he accelerated. He released the man, and I watched him roll along the wasteland, his limbs a mess of broken bones, his head eventually crashing into a rock, silencing his screaming.

      The Khan kept laughing as we pulled away. “It’s good to fight again,” he said simply as he veered his car around to prepare for another pass.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I crouched in a tree, clutching my sword. I was surrounded by more than fifty of Bastien’s Kaijin. They were coated in mud, reeds, and whatever other camouflage they could find and were sitting with a perfect stillness I found very impressive. Bastien was next to me, similarly coated in mud like his people. He held a spear with a wickedly hooked tip.

      We waited, most with bows and the rest of us with spears. My ears seemed to pick up every little sound, still adjusting from the loudness I’d just had to experience riding shotgun with the Khan. I had decided to take part in all three phases of attack on the Remnants, separating from the Khan while his fleet went to resupply so that they might be able to hit the attackers again after they left the swamp. The Remnants had taken losses but started to mitigate them the more attacks they’d weathered. Their power-armored core leading the defense had actually resulted in the loss of several vehicles.

      When the enemy forces came into sight though, they looked almost visibly relieved. The Khan wouldn’t be able to strafe at their flanks in the dense swamps, which was why he’d already moved his fleet through the roads and to the other side. I watched as they got closer, and closer, listening to the occasional bird call or other noise the Kaijin were using as a signal. I wouldn’t have been able to tell it wasn’t birdsong had Bastien not informed me that was what they were doing earlier. The Remnant forces kept approaching, and I watched as many of them looked directly at hidden Kaijin and did not react at all. I heard one additional piercing note of birdsong from across the trees. The Kaijin all fired arrows at once, dropping dozens of separate targets in one fell swoop. The rest of us dropped out of the trees with our weapons, right into their midst, as the archers lined up additional shots.

      I drove my sword through a soldier’s back as I fell and immediately began pushing toward the nearest of the power-armored troops. I swung my sword in wide arcs as I moved, slicing off limbs and heads with abandon. I reached a power-armored soldier as he fired his lasrifle into the trees, dropping an archer. I swung my sword in a downward slash at him. He raised his rifle in an attempt to block it but it was too late, and I drove the sword’s edge deep into his chest.

      I went to attack another of them, watching as Bastien speared through three men with one strike before flinging the bodies off the spear to crash into still more of them. Before I could reach the next of my targets, a shadow crossed above me, and I threw myself to the side. It was Graves, a hammer that looked like two of the ones most Remnant fighters used pulsing with power in his hands.

      He raised a hand and pointed at me. I raised my sword, not relishing the idea of fighting him, but ready just the same. I charged him, my sword low for a stab.

      He batted my blade away, moving more quickly than I’d ever seen a human move, then brought his fist up to strike my chin.

      I dodged, feeling only a light scraping from his gauntlet and knowing the blow would’ve killed a normal deadman on contact.

      He raised his hammer and brought it down. I could tell I wouldn’t have been able to directly block the blow so dodged as far back and out of the way as I could. It hit mud and asphalt, sending debris flying all around us.

      There was another loud whistle, the sign to retreat. I gritted my teeth, watching Graves approach, and started to back away. If I was left behind, or worse, if the Kaijin kept fighting because of me, it would be bad. They had the advantage of surprise, but without that, the Remnant forces would be able to crush them with their superior tech.

      Graves ran at me and would’ve reached me had a spear not slammed into him, knocking him to his knees as it hit his helmet. I looked over to see Bastien smiling and nodding at me, even as he slammed STAR soldiers’ heads together, turning them into paste. I made it to the tree line and faded into the swamp with the Kaijin, leaving behind piles of STAR dead and the challenge Graves had brought to me.
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      I lay prone, a Cerberus in my hands as we waited for the Remnants to pass. Nix had picked a perfect position for our attack. We were close enough to be in range with our weaponry, far enough away to be difficult to spot, and near enough to a deadzone that our retreat would be covered. There were around twenty of us, with some of our people remaining in Medina to aid with its defense and fortification.

      Our attack was, in many ways, the most dangerous one. The Horde took the first ambush and so was able to take the initiative from the enemy and maximize their damage. When the Kaijin attacked, the Remnants had been expecting more Horde attacks that they didn’t think would be possible in the swamp. As the third assault, we were likely expected. The Remnants would now almost certainly have their guard up. Still, without the ability to follow us into the deadzone, we had a distinct advantage.

      We sat, and waited. I began to see the dust being kicked up by the enemies’ movements and borrowed a set of binoculars from Nix to watch their approach. I could tell that the enemy’s numbers had been well reduced by our attacks; their pace was now slower and more deliberate. There were more of the power-armored troops toward the front to act as a bulwark against assault.

      There was to be a final attack by the Horde before they reached us. I could see the smoke and dust from their vehicles starting to begin their approach. I watched as they reached the Remnants’ lines. They strafed them once, then twice, then a third time, then… they very suddenly seemed to get stuck. I watched a number of vehicles come to a complete stop and start unleashing all of their munitions all at once. They were circled around something, but I couldn’t tell what. I saw one car explode, then another, then just as suddenly as they’d stopped, the vehicles started backing up and drove at what I assumed was their maximum speed back toward Medina. Something had gone wrong.

      I handed the binoculars back to Nix and she assessed the situation. She wore a grim expression but turned to her men.

      “We follow through with the attack. Whether or not something went wrong, slowing them down and softening them up can only help.”

      We settled back into position, waiting for them to pass within range. Once they were close enough that I could make out individuals, I grabbed the binoculars again and searched for the most beaten suit of power armor and was surprised when I couldn’t find it. I looked again, but Graves was nowhere to be seen. That made my teeth itch. I searched the area around us and took a deep breath to use my enhanced sense of smell to detect him, but I didn’t sense or see any sign of him.

      I returned the binoculars to Nix for the last time and began lining up to shoot my Cerberus. The others were already in position. I looked across them, recognizing a few faces from our initial attack into STAR territory. They looked sure and focused, deadmen and women who’d seen combat, some of them even still wearing the black robes of the Undertaker, marking them out as veterans among veterans. I was in good company.

      Just before the bulk of the enemy forces reached us, something changed. The forces split into two, with the bulk continuing forward toward Medina and the rest of them starting to move directly on our position. I exchanged an uneasy glance with Nix, then returned my attention to the enemy lines.

      I watched as fifteen suits of power armor took up a spot on the vanguard. Behind them, I saw what must have been nearly one hundred normal soldiers start to place masks on their faces. I took the binoculars from Nix and looked through them, feeling my heart rate speed up. I recognized those masks, and looking closer, I could see that under their clothes were full black bodysuits I recognized. I’d first met Leah when she was wearing one… in a deadzone full of high rads.

      “We need to move.”

      “What’s wrong?” asked Nix.

      “Those suits, they’re rad resistant. They’re planning on following us into the deadzone.”

      “Fuck.” Nix turned to her people. “Wait to fire the first volley, focus all fire on the center suit of power armor, then move into a fall-back-and-fire routine. The Cerberus have higher range than their lasguns, we might be able to stay ahead of them.”

      They all nodded in the affirmative and began lining up their shots. I followed suit, and the second the center suit of armor got into range I squeezed the trigger.

      We all fired as one, sending an enormously powerful blast of concentrated lasfire onto the center suit of power armor at once. We held our fire for one second, two, three, five, then the suit fell down dead. We fell back, moving along our planned retreat with no alternative available to us.

      I started marking the enemy under arrest one by one as we moved back, highlighting them in my vision and counting as I went. There were more than a hundred to our twenty. There was no way we were going to survive a stand-up fight. I Froze whoever I thought would trip them up the most, but it wasn’t effective on those who were power armored, and that severely limited its efficacy.

      We kept moving, running back and firing. We managed to drop several of the power-armored men and women approaching us, but there were enough to block us from severely damaging the unarmored troops behind them. It also took a severe ammo expenditure each time. We started leaving power pack after power pack behind as we moved, until we were deep within the deadzone. Had the Khan’s forces stayed nearby, we may have been able to flag them down for assistance retreating, but that option was long gone. The enemy were also starting to gain on us, which surprised me. Typically deadmen endurance would have the edge, but the march the enemy troops were on was at an incredibly fast pace. They were more jogging toward us than marching at this point. We would fall into the range of their weapons soon.

      “I’m out!” yelled a deadwoman, slinging her Cerberus behind her back.

      “Here!” I yelled back, taking a spare power cell from my pack and tossing it her way.

      Her announcement was followed by others, each of them running out of ammo as well until I had no more spare power cells to give and gave out both of my laspistols as well. We started to falter, and that’s when we took our first casualty.

      A deadwoman, one I realized I’d met before. She was the one who had stopped the drunken deadman I’d encountered from starting a fight with me, who’d gone so far as to throw a salute to me. She’d been among those who made the first strike in STAR territory. Brave, and a crack shot from what I’d seen.

      She looked at me, falling slightly behind the rest of us. “You have any powder weapons we can spread around?” she asked.

      I unslung the Cerberus from my back; I had one full power cell left, then I’d be empty. I moved to hand it to her. “Here, this may work better for y-”

      I heard the whistle of a bullet before I saw it. It hit the back of her head and blew out of her left eye even as I was looking at her. I caught her body and held it there for a moment. It had been a lucky shot, one of many pot shots that had started to fly in our direction. I dragged her forward, hearing a quiet sob from one of the others as he saw what had happened to her. I hoped for a moment that she would heal—she might be one of the few we had with that ability—but she hung there… limp in my arms. I carried her and pushed my walk until I was next to Nix.

      “Whatever ammo anyone has left, explosives, anything… give it to me.”

      Nix looked at me, continuing her march even as she took a moment to close the deadwoman’s remaining eye. “You running into that group is a death sentence,” she said.

      “It is… but just for me. Give me what you can, and I’ll cover everyone else’s escape.”

      She looked at me, incredulous.

      “You’ve seen me fight. It’s the only chance to maximize your chances of survival.”

      She gritted her teeth. “Everyone, all remaining power packs and explosives. Give them to Donovan. No more stopping to focus fire. Now we focus on marching.”

      They all nodded and looked at me, confused. One of them, the one who had sobbed, stopped moving and approached me.

      “No, I’ll stand with him. He shouldn’t do this alone.”

      I shoved the body into his arms. “I shouldn’t, but I’m going to. You get this body back to Pott’s. She deserves to be buried in her home.”

      He grimaced but nodded. Nix brought me a backpack. Five power packs, a handful of grenades, and an extra laspistol. I laid it next to me, placed my other pack on the ground, and drove my sword into the ground in front of me. The others hesitated.

      “GO!” I yelled, raised the Cerberus, and aimed at the approaching forces. There were maybe one hundred and two or three left. We’d done a good job whittling them down.

      “You heard him, double time!” yelled Nix.

      I heard them bound away, moving much faster now. I aimed and got ready to squeeze the trigger. I smiled, showing my teeth. How many could I get through before they took me down?
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      I squeezed the Cerberus’ trigger and sent a salvo of red death hurtling toward one of the power-armored combatants who had moved ahead of the others. I burned through the remainder of my power pack, popped in a fresh one, and kept firing. By the time that one was through, the figure was hunched and fell forward, putting up a puff of dust with the force of his fall. His allies climbed over him to keep moving toward me. He was number one.

      I popped in another pack, and another, repeating this process on two more of them. That brought me to three. I tossed the Cerberus to the side and pulled out my rifle. Several pot shots started to get close to hitting me, so I activated my shield bracelet. It flickered to life just in time for a shell to shatter against it and a bolt of lasfire to disperse just in front of my face.

      I raised my rifle and aimed, not at the power-armored figures but past them. I lined up shots and fired, one after the other. I didn’t need to tag anyone with a headshot. If I created a hole in their suit, that was a death sentence this deep into the deadzone. That may leave them irradiated and mobile though, and I couldn’t have that. I emptied two clips, missing only a few shots to the dispersal field of the power armor in the front of the group. That brought my count up to ten.

      The ones in power armor began to surge forward. Some of them blasting me with lasguns and others raising hammers and staves arcing with blue lighting. I tossed my rifle to the side and drew the two laspistols. Without their wall of power armor, the soldiers behind them were vulnerable. I fired with abandon into the now-vulnerable group even as I was blinded by the red dispersions across my forcefield, the highlighted forms in my vision allowing me to continue tracking everyone. Fifteen, sixteen. I tagged two at once with one shot, that was eighteen, then nineteen. The ten power-armored forms were nearly on me.

      I tossed my pistols to the side, took all the grenades out of my pack, yanked the pins out with my teeth, and threw them behind the power-armored combatants toward the lines they’d given up on protecting, then drew my sword from the ground, squeezing the hilt and activated the vibrating edge. I roared and charged to meet the nearest of them.

      “For the martyred prophet! For God and country!” the nearest of them yelled as he returned my charge with his hammer raised high.

      That explained their fanatic pursuit. I drove my sword through his chest to the hilt, smelling his blood boil against the blade of my sword before I yanked it free up through his shoulder. That was twenty.

      An explosion rang out from where I’d tossed the grenades. That brought me closer to thirty, but I wasn’t able to keep an exact count on that one. The nine remaining armored enemies attacked at once. I’d killed dozens of power-armored foes in the recent past, but that was different. I’d used surprise, brutality, and fear to keep the advantage in those fights. Surprise wasn’t an option anymore, and their fanaticism was overriding their fear. That left me with just one option.

      I let red completely overtake my vision and drew the maximum amount of rads into my body, feeling heat suffuse me completely as bright green light bled through my skin. I caught a hammer by its head and slammed my sword into the top of its owner’s skull. Number thirty-two attempted to sweep my leg with his stave, but I leapt over it, grabbing his helmet and channeling enough heat through my hand to fuse his helm to his face. Thirty-three managed to drive his stave into my shoulder and send a thousand volts through me, but I pushed through it and cut him down as well. Thirty-four and five attacked as one, alternating hammer blows in an attempt to keep me from being able to recover. They died as one too, as I kicked one with enough force to throw him into the other, then drove my sword through both of their hearts at once. Thirty-six, seven, and eight all fired their rifles at me at once, causing my forcefield to flicker. Before it fully faded I had removed one’s arm, another’s leg, and the third was bisected. With my field down, I took a slug to the shoulder before reaching number thirty-nine, the last of them wearing power armor. It forced me to drop my sword, so instead I leapt onto him and punched his helmet again and again until his skull was pulp, the armor of his face crushed, even as small arms fire rained on me from all around.

      I lifted the body to grant myself some cover and threw it into the crowd—that was number forty. I dove for my sword in the brief lull that granted me and received a shotgun blast to the side for my trouble. I felt the pellets start to push themselves out of me as I slammed myself into the enemies’ lines. I carved through the next five like they were butter, my activated sword gliding through their unarmored forms. Unfortunately, on my next wide sweep the power in the sword faded and the blade itself got firmly embedded in forty-seven and eight’s chests.

      I ducked a volley of shotgun fire and a woman behind me lost her head. I counted that as forty-nine. I grabbed the shotgun and kicked number fifty with enough force to shatter his chest. Fifty-one, two, three, and four were dropped quickly by my stolen weapon. Once it was empty, I used it to bash in the skulls of fifty-five and six.

      The group started to react more quickly to me. A rifle fired through my cheek at point-blank range, a knife was driven into my calf, and number fifty-seven managed to empty a revolver into my chest before I yanked the knife from my calf and drove it through his skull.

      I heard one yell, “For the prophet!” behind me, leaping onto my back with a grenade pin pulled and the explosive still in his hand.

      I grabbed his arm, flipped him, and forced the arm with the grenade under his chest. With number fifty-eight, I was thrown into the air and landed with a heavy thud onto the ground and stomach full of shrapnel and bone. The forty left surged onto me, and I started to lose myself to the red as they struck me with their guns, risked close-range shots, or just tried to immobilize me for the others. Everything up to seventy-four was a blur of clawing, biting, and rage. The warm taste of blood and radiation overwhelmed my senses.

      For a moment they managed to hold me down, I was weakened and crazed, and they continued blowing chunks of flesh off of me between the beatings and stabbings, pushing the limits of even my healing abilities. I had just enough sense to see one of them approaching with a sword, my sword. He raised it high to drive through my chest.

      “No mercy for demons. You die as the prophet ordained. Your parents should’ve had the sense to kill you when you were born, as we, the chosen, do.” He started to stab downward.

      “Fuck you!” I screamed, and I felt all the energy I’d pulled into myself explode outward. The sword was blown away, as were all of the soldiers holding me down. Intense heat and percussive force killed most of them instantly.

      I felt completely drained and staggered slightly as I stood. Number eighty-seven was the first to start running. I caught up to him before he could gain any real speed and crushed his head with a hammer blow from my fist. The last thirteen had the good sense to start running, even their fanaticism wearing thin at the pile of bodies that surrounded us. Eighty-eight tripped on a corpse and shot himself in the head. Eighty-nine tried to shoot me down when he realized he couldn’t outrun me, and I tore his head apart at the jaw. I threw his corpse to knock down number ninety, whose head I stomped in on the way to number ninety-one. The next eight went down with throats torn out by teeth as I attempted to recover my stamina while finishing them off. Number one hundred fell to his knees and started praying. I could hear him begging for protection up until the moment I snapped his neck.

      I fell to my knees after that. I was covered with sweat, blood, and viscera of all kinds and was panting heavily. My clothes were completely destroyed, and even as I sat there I felt wounds knitting… though more slowly than they had been at the start. I tried to stand and fell backward, my legs giving out. My eyes felt heavy, and even as I tried to force them to stay open they fell closed, and then there was only blackness.
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      I woke to a kind of crackling sound and a voice. I bolted upright, my pulse spiking, and immediately started searching my surroundings for any enemies. I felt weak and saw that the hundred corpses around me were being pecked at by various crows and vultures with a host of mutations, ranging from extra wings and eyes to glowing feathers. I absentmindedly grabbed a severed limb that was a few feet away and took a bite from it, drawing some rads into myself in an attempt to regain some of my strength. I heard the crackling again.

      “-Repeat, have the targets been eliminated?”

      I started to search around and found what looked to be a small handheld radio strapped to the leg of a man whose face I seemed to have removed at some point. In the past, short-wave radio transmission had too much difficulty functioning properly in the wastes, but it looked like the Remnants’ tech savvy had granted them yet another edge. I lifted the radio, finding all of the buttons clearly labeled.

      “Please respond.”

      I recognized that voice. I lifted the radio to my mouth and squeezed the button labeled “talk.” “Hello, Leah,” I said simply.

      There was a pause, then a crackle. “Donovan. I don’t suppose I need to ask what happened to the Republic soldiers I sent that way?”

      “I think you can guess,” I said, taking another bite from the arm I was holding in my off hand.

      “Would you do me a professional courtesy?” she asked, her voice sounding even rougher through the radio’s signal.

      “Shoot.”

      “Tell me how you knew we were going to attack and get people into position so quickly. We weren’t even aware you had the kind of numbers necessary to stage a counterattack in a deadzone?”

      “We didn’t know.”

      “You’re telling me twenty deadmen killed one hundred crazed zealots with some of the best equipment we could give them?”

      “No… it was just me.”

      There was static for several seconds. “It didn’t have to be this way, Donovan.”

      “No. It didn’t.”

      “Isn’t letting you live enough? Isn’t the dream of a new America worth it?” I’d never known Leah’s voice to emote much—she kept it level, if gravelly, at all times. This time though, I’d swear she was trying to convince herself as much as she was me.

      “I’m looking at a field of one hundred dead men and women you just sent to kill me… you tell me if it’s worth it.”

      There was static for a few more moments, then silence. I dropped the radio. That explained Graves’ presence. The attack on Medina, at least this portion of it, had been plotted by the Remants’ agents, at least in part.

      I started moving through the field of corpses, searching for my weapons. My clothes were shredded, melted off, or bullet holed, so I scavenged a fresh shirt, boots, and pants from various corpses. I eventually found my pack, as well as the weapons I’d used and discarded in the midst of the fight. Once that was done, I ate some more while scavenging for what ammo and other goods I could use. I figured the big stuff, like the armor, Nix could send people to retrieve. I doubted the Remnants had the kind of equipment and manpower to send their own collection crew this deep into a deadzone any time soon after losing so many resources.

      Dressed and re-equipped, I started back on the path of retreat Nix and I had laid out when we’d first been planning the ambush. It was slow going. My pack and body felt heavy and sluggish, though I could feel my strength slowly starting to return as I ate and channeled radiation through myself. I found myself easily parched, and when I went to drink from my canteens I discovered that they’d both received bullet holes.

      I hadn’t moved more than a few miles when I smelled something. I stopped moving, putting my full attention on the scent. Gunpowder, radiation, mint—it was a deadman. I began to walk straight toward the scent, which was coming from behind a pile of rocks. I saw two heads pop out: Nix and another of the militia who’d been with me for the ambush.

      The Undertaker scanned the horizon with some binoculars, settling for a moment on the pile of dead I’d created, then looked at me, dumbfounded.

      Nix approached. “Donovan, how’d you escape? Where is the enemy?”

      The Undertaker moved to her, handed her the binoculars, and pointed.

      She took them, looked where he’d pointed, and then looked back at me, her eyes wide. “All of them?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Got any water?”

      She blinked and pulled a leather flask from her side, handing it to me.

      I took it and drank gratefully and greedily. When I was done, I splashed a bit on my face for good measure, washing a bit of the dried blood from my face. Then I handed it back to her.

      Both Nix and her Undertaker took a few more moments to look at the dead I’d left behind. I took that time to sit and rest.

      Eventually, Nix regained her composure. “We’ll have to send a patrol out to recover the power armor, lasweapons, and any other good salvage,” she said to her companion, then she turned to me. “We came out here when our pursuers didn’t arrive at Medina as we’d expected. We were trying to scout their location.”

      “Smart,” I replied. “They’re over there, by the way,” I said, gesturing tiredly at the dead.

      “Yes… we definitely noticed… how?”

      I shrugged. “Different ways.”

      I stood up. “How’s everyone else? Has the main Remnant force reached Medina?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Hundreds of them have begun setting up gun emplacements, testing our defenses, and fortifying their position. Medina is cut off. We were the last to leave.”

      I nodded. “Hundreds… I thought there’d be less with the Khan’s raids on their flanks.”

      Nix shook her head. “The last raid they attempted was the one before our ambush. The Khan was injured, shot in the face, lost at least an eye and part of his skull.”

      That made me alert. “He’s alive?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, his sawbones apparently worked a miracle… that’s not the only issue though.”

      “What else?” I asked.

      “The shot was apparently friendly fire… there were rumblings that it may have been an assassination attempt. “

      I nodded, taking in the information and thinking it through. It being friendly fire was certainly possible. Having just rode in a raid, the number of bullets flying had been extreme, and a misfire or accident was certainly possible. At the same time though, I’d never heard of them having an accident like that. Firing from moving vehicles, creating lines of fire on the fly, it was the Horde’s specialty, and those who rode with the Khan were primarily his own honor guard, men and women he’d selected for their incredible capacity for effective violence and driving.

      In some ways, an assassination attempt made more sense. Who would stand to benefit though? Especially in the middle of a war? My first thought turned to Atlan—she was ambitious, that was clear, but she also seemed loyal, at least to her father and the Horde itself. One of his wives had betrayed him before, but if there was a hint of that occurring again, I felt it would’ve been detected during my last investigation. I needed more information, and I wouldn’t be able to get it standing around.

      “What’s the state of everyone’s forces?” I asked.

      “Well, the Kaijin and most of the Horde forces are holed up at Medina, trapped but safe. The Horde has some external forces they’re going to use to continue harassing the Remnants, but their position is only going to get stronger the longer they’re there. They have the people, and reinforcement could be inbound at any time.”

      “Is there a plan?” I asked.

      Nix shook her head. “We haven’t had enough of one to come up with anything but regrouping. We don’t have any way to directly communicate with Medina, and it’s only the deadmen who really have forces outside of the city… maybe the Rens.”

      Nix and her Undertaker started walking. “We can keep talking about it back at camp with the rest of our people.”

      I nodded and fell in line behind them, grateful for the first time to have other people moving at a slower pace, as it gave me the opportunity to rest a bit as we moved. With the Horde’s forces in disarray and mostly confined to Medina, there seemed to be only one clear option. Pott’s and the Rens were going to have to break the siege to release their forces. We’d be outnumbered, and outgunned. I smiled, allowing myself the first feeling of satisfaction for my feat. Outnumbered and outgunned, it had just worked out just fine for me. Maybe that was the state in which deadmen had the greatest advantage.
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      As we moved to Pott’s, I took a moment to check my notifications.

      
        
        Excellent work, Marshal! You’ve successfully performed a secondary goal of your job ‘Combat’! You’ve earned 60 Patriot Points!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned ranks in Long Guns! Good job exercising your 2nd Amendment rights!

      

        

      
        Excellent work, Marshal! You’ve successfully performed a secondary goal of your job ‘Combat’! You’ve earned 60 Patriot Points!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned ranks in Melee Weapons! From Bowie knives to Pickett’s charge, the US may have been too advanced for swords, but it’s spilled blood for freedom!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned ranks in Melee Weapons! From Bowie knives to Pickett’s charge, the US may have been too advanced for swords, but it’s spilled blood for freedom!

      

        

      
        Excellent work, Marshal! You’ve successfully performed a secondary goal of your job ‘Combat’! You’ve earned 60 Patriot Points!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned a rank in Pistol! Good job exercising your 2nd Amendment rights!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned ranks in Long Guns! Good job exercising your 2nd Amendment rights!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned ranks in Melee Weapons! From Bowie knives to Pickett’s charge, the US may have been too advanced for swords, but it’s spilled blood for freedom!

      

        

      
        Excellent work, Marshal! You’ve successfully performed a secondary goal of your job ‘Combat’! You’ve earned 60 Patriot Points!

      

      

      I blinked, dismissing the notifications. That was a lot of increases for a single day’s work. Each of the ambushes provided completion of my “secondary goal,” and the strafing constant attacks the Horde utilized began making more sense to me. Aside from the obvious death dealing benefits, there was another as well. The majority of the Khan’s warriors had the Soldier job, and for them combat was a primary goal. Their hit-and-run tactics had the additional benefit of providing them with multiple Patriot Point rewards each time.

      I pulled up my Citizen sheet.

      
        
        6th Level Postman/ 8th Level Marshal

        Patriot Points: 2038

      

      

      
        
        SPINES: Be the backbone of America!

        Strength- 33

        Perception- 24

        Intelligence- 18

        Nationalism- 4

        Endurance- 29

        Speed- 23

      

      

      
        
        Job Abilities:

        Neither Rain, Sleet, or Snow: You are unhampered by adverse weather.

        Express: You gain a 5% bonus to movement speed.

        Special Delivery: You can mark a delivery “special,” which will allow you to track it.

        Handle with Care: When dealing with a fragile load, activate this ability to steady your hands and arms to ensure safe delivery.

        Under Cover: You may retain your previous class and those with the ability to read previous classes will see whichever class you choose to show.

        You’re Under Arrest: You may temporarily remove all job-based bonuses from a target to ease apprehending them. This person will be highlighted in your vision while this ability is active.

        Freeze: Incapacitate a single target for one minute.

        The Eyes of the Law: Detect another citizen’s job.

        Federal Authority: You cannot be affected by the abilities of others unless you choose to be.

        Lie Detector: Monitor others’ heart rate and physical state to determine whether or not they’re lying.

      

      

      
        
        Skills:

        Walking- 39

        Pistol- 20

        Loading/unloading- 25

        Customer Service- 15

        Driving- 8

        Melee Weapons- 22

        Long Guns- 20

        Investigation- 17

        Tracking- 11

      

      

      
        
        Virus:

        Deadman- Bonus to all physical stats +10, negative to social based skills

        Natural weapon- Teeth

        Night Vision

        Perfected Healing

        Enhanced Stamina

        Adaptive Empowerment

        Energy Dispersal

        Improved Scent Detection

        Energy Expulsion

        I$m3#%a*#ty

      

      

      Energy Expulsion… it seemed to me like that and dispersal were very similar names, but I supposed I shouldn’t expect a system held together with duct tape and AI to keep things unique. Expulsion is almost certainly what I’d used when I’d been pinned down, and I had a distinct feeling it was what had caused me to feel so weak. Even walking at the same pace as Nix and her squad felt far more difficult than it normally would have. Still, as I ate and walked in rads I could feel myself regaining some strength, little by little.

      We weren’t far from Pott’s. Whether or not someone in their information network had already informed them of what had happened, we had no idea, but they’d know soon enough. Once we were far enough into the Cut deadzone that no human, sane or insane, could’ve made it even with Remnant tech assistance, one of Nix’s men pulled out a small radio, lifted its antenna, and powered it on.

      “This is Radiation Revolution Radio, you all ready for another pulse-pounding hour of punk rock!? Too bad! I’ve gotten a request from Mama to play one of her favorite songs, so that’s what we’ll be listening to first. You know, you’d think a radio professional like me would be an unbiased professional, but I’m not, so I’d just like to say I fully endorse Mama in the primaries today, because she’s better than Solomon, and anyone who disagrees with me is wrong.”

      That elicited a snicker from the majority of the group, and a grumble from two of them.

      “Anyway, here’s ‘Here Comes the Moon,’ by the Beetles.”

      Deux’s voice trailed off, and a soft song started playing with more onomatopoeia than actual words. It was pleasant, and exactly the kind of song I remembered Mama playing at the school on her old record player.

      Everyone listened quietly as we walked. Two people at the head of the group started muttering to each other. That muttering started to grow louder, and eventually they were near shouting at one another.

      “Solomon is a fucking pussy, you know that! Besides, don’t you remember the judgment he placed on Vic? Three MONTHS of fieldwork. Guy is an asshole.”

      “He’s the judge, that’s his JOB. He has to make hard decisions. I love Mama, but she doesn’t have the capacity to be in charge.”

      A woman in an Undertaker robe spoke up. “Mama and her schools are the foundation of all of Pott’s! She coordinates with us black robes, runs multiple classrooms, and is the reason we all work together so well. Sure, she doesn’t directly make decisions like Solomon, but the good she does and her organizational skills shouldn’t be underestimated.”

      A few more people jumped into the argument. It seemed to be divided almost in half once everyone started talking, which surprised me, considering Mama’s popularity. One thing I noticed was that while many of them were willing to say negative things about Solomon, there was a clear reluctance to say anything bad about Mama.

      Eventually, Nix spoke up. “That’s enough!” she yelled, just loud enough to be over everyone else. “Let’s focus on getting back for now. We should arrive in time to vote. Just do that and shut up about it. I doubt anyone is going to be changing their minds about anything at this point anyway.”

      There were a few grumbles as one or two of them tried to get in the last word, but Nix shot them a glare and shut them up. She sighed as she fell toward the back of the group to walk next to me.

      “In the end, whether Solomon or Mama wins, it’s the council that will make all the decisions anyway. None of them would act alone,” she muttered to me conspiratorially.

      I nodded. “True.”

      “I’m guessing you’re voting for Mama?” she asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Makes sense. Solomon isn’t exactly your biggest fan. Mama might be though. Hard to say at this point. A lot of recruits reference you as their reason for fighting.”

      “Hrrrm” I grumbled, picking at my teeth. I looked around the group ahead of me and realized someone was missing. I looked to Nix. “The kid, the one I gave the girl’s body to carry, where is he?” I asked.

      “He asked to take it to Pott’s immediately. I asked him not to push himself too hard, but there was no stopping him. I sent Diana with him to help ease the load and watch his back. They’ve probably been back for quite some time now.”

      I nodded, feeling some relief to hear he hadn’t also died carrying his friend. Death was inevitable in this war, but survival was something you couldn’t count on and it needed to be appreciated every once in a while.

      It was an hour of punk rock and opinionated rants by Deux until the domes of Pott’s field came into view. Everyone’s walking pace increased, and conversation became more free and relaxed as it came into sight. No one spoke directly to me, of course, but I was perfectly comfortable with that. There’d been several awkward thank yous when I’d first arrived back at camp with Nix for saving all of them, and that had been enough of that for me.

      The closest domes were decorated differently from when I’d been there last. There’d been only a few small murals and posters saying to vote for Solomon or Mama, but now there were whole walls painted with different encouragement for each candidate. It wasn’t a change I appreciated, but I was fairly certain it was temporary. There would be no reason to show loyalty after the election ended, after all.

      Nix looked at me. “I’m going to head straight for the Mausoleum to give a report.”

      I nodded. “I’ll join you later… I probably need to go ahead and vote. I don’t know when I’ll get back to Pott’s.”

      She nodded and I started to walk, separating as I began following the various arrows painted across the domes guiding me to the voting area.
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      I made my way through the domes, finding the alleys and pathways mostly empty as I wove my way toward the center of the city. The signs directed me toward the center, but not quite to the Mausoleum. Rather, I found myself in the small square Pott’s had for civic events. It was full, with several lines of people moving through it, and I found the back of one of them and took my place in it. The person in front of me looked at me casually, turned their attention back to the line, then did a double take and looked at me again. I met his eyes and he returned his attention to the line, but now with the intense focus of someone doing his best not to draw attention to himself.

      He had nothing to be nervous about, but it wasn’t a reaction I was unused to. We moved forward at a good pace. Taking a step, waiting a few seconds, taking another step. At the end of the line I could see several small booths that had been set up and several white robes answering questions, guiding people, and taking the slips of paper as people completed the process.

      I heard a cough behind me and looked to see that Julian had taken his place behind me. It was my turn to do a double take.

      I nodded in his direction, “Julian.”

      He returned the gesture, “Donovan.” He looked better than the last time I’d seen him. He’d definitely gotten some sleep, shaved the rough patches of stubble from his face, and eaten something, all of which made a distinct difference with his appearance. A number of other people in lines, or even just passing through, gave him nods of acknowledgement, brief hellos, or even engaged him in conversation as we moved forward in the line. I’d forgotten after seeing him working in his lab, but he was a member of the Honored Dead for a reason. He commanded the white robes, and so was in a way the person most in charge of keeping things running in Pott’s. Much like Mama, everyone in Pott’s knew him and had dealt with him or his white robes in one way or another.

      When we were roughly halfway through the line, the greetings stopped. I turned to Julian.

      “I have a report to give you.”

      He held up a hand. “We already know what happened. Our network got a briefing to us almost as soon as it happened. We can both head to the Mausoleum after this to discuss options, though I believe Kit is already working on breakdowns of each possible decision we could make.”

      I nodded. “In that case… who are you voting for?” I asked.

      “I endorsed Mama.”

      I raised a nonexistent eyebrow, finding myself surprised. I’d heard a number of arguments for either option at this point, and for some reason I’d expected Julian to choose Solomon. In a lot of ways he was the more practical choice. I wasn’t as bound by practicality as he was, of course, and thinking Solomon was a prick had been enough for me.

      Julian noticed the confused look on my face. “Wondering why?”

      I nodded.

      “It’s quite simple. The voting pool, those who are going to have access to this advanced version of the system, what do we know about them?”

      I shrugged. “Aside from Pott’s?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Braindead, superstitious wasters for the most part. Never left their home settlement, or done anything of worth. Shitheads, for the most part.”

      Julian smiled a bit, in spite of himself. “Yes, exactly. Are you aware of Mama’s name?”

      I shook my head. Mama was Mama, I’d never known her by any other name.

      “It actually is Mama, in the system I mean.”

      “So?”

      “So, the average waster is an uneducated, superstitious, and prejudiced person. When the system shows a number of options to pick to be in charge of them, do you think they’re more likely to gravitate toward someone with the name Solomon, Masters, or Mama?”

      “So you’re saying her name gives her an advantage because everyone in the wastes is stupid.”

      “Yes, but I also know Mama. Have you ever had an argument with her?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Have you ever won one?”

      I shook my head.

      “I have won three. Considering how long we’ve been in the Honored Dead together, I am actually very proud of that number.”

      We moved forward a few more steps. We were nearly at the booths.

      “Basically, I think she’s got a better chance than Solomon, or Masters… my only real concern is how to motivate some of the Khan’s people to vote. He himself has made no mention of his candidacy, and… we’ll focus on this primary for now. Burn that bridge when we come to it.”

      We reached the booths. I followed the instructions given to me by a white robe who seemed too exhausted to care who either Julian or I was, for which I felt grateful. I went into a booth, marked Mama’s name, folded the paper, walked out, handed it to another white robe, and was done. I noticed a notification in the corner of my vision and opened it as I started walking toward the Mausoleum.

      
        
        Congratulations, Citizen! You’ve just earned an additional rank in NATIONALISM! You’re doing your part in recognizing that America is the greatest country in the world!

      

      

      I sighed, slightly disappointed. I had hoped I was going to receive a handful of PP for “delivering” my vote, but clearly the system recognized my voting for what it was. The nationalism stat in general baffled me. I could see no benefit for the average citizen it provided. If it actually did anything, it was probably something that was meant to be monitored and tracked by whatever governments were meant to exist. I wouldn’t be surprised if even now someone’s nationalism stat was a good way to determine how a person would vote in the upcoming election.

      I reached the Mausoleum and made my way through the front doors, white robes and others clearing the way for me as I walked through them. I heard an increase in muttering since the last time I’d been through. I caught a few words, “a hundred,” “ALL of them!?”, and “by himself?”. It wasn’t hard to understand what they’d been referring to. One of them had likely overheard Nix’s report and spread it quickly to others. One of the problems with Pott’s was that everyone knew everyone else, and news spread incredibly quickly from one part of the city to the next. This was sometimes a good thing as well, but in my case it rarely worked out in my favor.

      I made it into the chambers of the Honored Dead. Mama and Solomon were conspicuously absent, but Kit and Jim were there, along with Nix. They were all gathered at the table, going over different charts and maps, pointing at one area or another. Nix gave me a welcoming nod, Jim ignored me.

      “Hello, Donovan,” said Kit, holding out her hands.

      I stared at them, confused for a few moments before realizing. “Oh, no new maps or journals this time. I was mostly in the same spot.”

      She withdrew her hands, a bit of disappointment in her expression. “That’s fine, force of habit I suppose. Your journals and maps tend to have the best information… and formatting.”

      Nix chuckled. “We actually have all of our Undertakers model their note-taking and reports after your journals.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      Kit nodded. “I had them implement the change a while back. Yours make the most sense and are the easiest to follow.”

      “You’re just saying that because you rely on his the most and are used to them.”

      Kit nodded. “All of these can be true. None of those statements are exclusive of one another.”

      Jim coughed. “I thought we were here to plan, not talk about journals.”

      I nodded. “Just tell me who to kill.”

      Julian walked in shortly after, and we all gathered around the maps to discuss possibilities. Breaking the siege directly would be incredibly difficult, but while it did remove a large portion of our allies from play, it also provided an incredible opportunity. Jim was actually the one to point it out.

      “The Remnants have committed the majority of their forces to the siege, right?” he asked.

      “That’s what the intel indicates,” responded Kit, tapping a pile of notes.

      “So… let’s just go around them.”

      “Elaborate,” said Julian.

      “Well, they’ve got all these forces here,” he said, pointing at Medina, “that means they’re not defending everything else as heavily. We move through the deadzone and attack key targets behind their lines with less resistance. Right?” Jim asked the question with the kind of insecurity only a yes man with his first original thought could provide.

      “Right,” said Nix. “It doesn’t make sense for us to attack the group directly. We don’t have the forces for it, even if we pull in more of the Rens, the Hordes’ other forces, and whatever we can muster, but if we attack them where they’re weakened, we can make the siege all that harder. If we hit them hard enough, we may even be able to force them to withdraw.”

      I nodded along as I listened. I liked this plan—it was simple and made good sense. I looked over to them. “I’ll say it again. Just tell me who to kill.”
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      Nico, and I moved through the darkness with practiced ease as we approached the outpost. It was heavily guarded, with secure metal walls, gun emplacements, and men patrolling its perimeter. We took cover in nearby woods and each drew out our binoculars. I’d finally had the presence of mind to buy my own. We started marking the personnel across the outpost as under arrest, highlighting them in our vision. I’d only just found that as my deputy, those she and I highlighted were visible to one another. I wasn’t sure of what other group benefits working together had, but I’d take any advantage I could.

      Nico stopped her scan of the facility to focus on the large central warehouse, then looked at me. “That’s got to be where they have it stored.”

      “Agreed.” I said as I looked more closely at the building.

      “Alright, we’ll move in quick and quiet, plant the charges, gather any valuable data, and blow the place. Stick. To. The. Plan.”

      I nodded, managing to keep my bristling at her tone to a minimum. This was Nico’s show. Her research, her planning, and now her execution. I’d volunteered to be backup, and she’d made it perfectly clear that the condition for that was me doing things her way. I’d suggested simply storming the front gate, but she’d been wholly against it. She’d had good points in opposition. One, that I was not quite back to full strength. Two, that even if I was attacking, a well-fortified position full of defenders and gun emplacements was very different from fighting one hundred religious lunatics in an open field. And third, that it was a pointless waste of energy and would give them much more time to react, send for reinforcements, and get Nico, if not both of us, killed. These were all salient points, and I resented all of them at least slightly.

      We watched the patrols for a short time longer, but they were well done. There were no real gaps in their defenses, the guards themselves were aware and focused, and while there were shift changes, they were seamless. That was all in spite of the majority of Remnant and STAR forces being concentrated at Medina, which spoke to the value of our target and the validity of Nico’s intel.

      We settled on the portion of the perimeter furthest from the main gate but closest to the warehouse in the center. We circled around to that position and waited until the guards’ backs were turned for a moment as they walked to the edges of their patrol. We ran, as quickly as we could, to cross the no man’s land between our cover and the walls. The walls themselves were around ten feet if you included the chest-high barrier for the guards to take cover behind. I leapt up and over the wall in a single leap, rolling and quickly taking cover behind some storage crates.

      I watched Nico’s hands appear at the top of the railing, then she lifted herself up using just her upper body and threw herself over to the other side, diving into the same cover I was in. She’d taken a bit more time, but she’d made all of those motions in complete silence. She gestured to me, then to the wall of the warehouse.

      I nodded.

      She returned the acknowledgement and started to climb up the side of the warehouse like a spider. Its walls were dark, and in her black clothes she blended in well. The guards’ attention was focused on the outside of the walls, and since we had not yet killed anyone, there was no evidence we were within the walls nor any reason to be suspicious. I started to follow behind her. I was unable to find hand and footholds as easily as she seemed to, but with my heightened strength I was able to haul myself more easily with less traction, so I could keep up with her without much difficulty.

      We reached near the top of the rounded rooftop, when she held for me to wait. She flexed the fingers in her gloves, placed one hand on the roof, and I saw a small flash of red light come from the fingertip of her other glove. She slowly drew that finger in a circle around the other hand, slicing through the roof. She lifted the hand she’d laid flat and the entire foot diameter circle popped out, seemingly adhering to the flat of her gloved palm. I saw her flex her hands in each of the gloves and the red light at her fingertip ceased. The suction of the other glove did as well, allowing her to place down the flat piece of roof gently.

      I looked at her with a raised eyebrow; I’d certainly not seen her use any tech like that before.

      She met my gaze. “Do you think you’re the only one who ever finds useful tech out in the wastes?”

      “Guess not.”

      She nodded, satisfied by my answer, and looked through the hole.

      I leaned over to do the same. It was exactly as we’d suspected. Three massive guns, each one roughly twice as long as I was tall, with barrels wide enough to fit one of the Khan’s motorcycles. Nico’s intel had been correct: this was one of the facilities in which the Remnants were developing the artillery meant to lock deadmen into their deadzones. The guns practically radiated destructive force. I began to look around them. I saw a row of computers, dozens of technicians, and a few guards all milling about.

      I looked to Nico. “How do you intend for us to plant charges and collect data in there without raising alarms?”

      She said nothing, but I could practically hear the gears turning in her mind. “You see anyone with any kind of thermal scope or goggles in there?” she asked.

      I looked again. “No.”

      “Okay then… I’m going to cut the power and retrieve data from one of those computers, you plant the charges. You read the instructions Mercy left on how to activate them, right?”

      “I did.”

      “Okay, the second it goes dark, we get to work, focus on the charges, and don’t kill anyone unless you absolutely need to.”

      “They’re going to get blown up anyway.”

      “We’ve been over this. I want to be far away when that happens. Not all of us can get riddled with shrapnel and just walk it off.”

      I held up both of my hands. “It’s your operation. I’ll do what you ask.”

      She nodded and slowly slid down the angled roof until I lost sight of her.

      I waited there, making sure I had all of the charges ready to go and worrying. Not about myself, but about Nico. At this point she’d done more than enough that I shouldn’t be worried about her, but I did. I worried about her before I’d found out she was my sister, but finding out that she was blood had only made that worry worse. That was a major reason why I had volunteered to go on this mission with her. That, and I knew that a major loss like this was likely to give the Remnants pause regarding their strategy at Medina and may encourage them to pull back.

      The lights went out across the outpost, and I jumped down the hole into the darkness of the warehouse. There were gasps and cries of concern, which made my landing less audible. I watched as people milled about blindly in the pitch blackness.

      “Everyone, stay calm. Seems to just be a power outage. One of the techs on the outside will probably be taking a look any second.”

      That was from a guard at the far end of the room. The gasping and fearful muttering quieted down at his words as everyone settled themselves. I started to move through them, making my way to the artillery guns. I had to dodge a woman blindly feeling through the dark, and a man who tripped over a computer chord, but otherwise made it with no issue. I started to place the charges.

      As I did that, I saw Nico slip through a window at the far end of the warehouse, slide through a dozen people in the dark, and reach the computers. Rather than attempt to insert a data disk to install data, she began to quickly and quietly unplug an entire computer, then slowly slide it into her pack. Even with that extra bulk, she managed to slip back through everyone and back out the same window.

      I finished placing the charges and started making my way to the same window. Just before I reached it, someone turned on a flashlight. I ducked quickly out of its beam.

      “Found some flashlights, everyone. They were all stored outside. Come over here if you want one.”

      Everyone started moving toward the light, some of them moving in the way of me reaching the window. Rather than bolt for it, I walked calmly that way, hoping the darkness would shield my features enough to by me a bit more time. After a few “excuse me” and “pardon me’s,” I made it to the window and leapt out, just as a few more people flicked on their lights.

      I let out a breath. There were far more flashlights outside, but they were more scattered and the light from them more diffuse than they would’ve been inside. I didn’t see Nico, so I focused on reaching our rally point. I found the nearest wall and climbed up it swiftly and silently. I found myself standing directly behind one of the wall guards. He had a flashlight focused on the darkness outside the walls. I reached out to snap his neck but hesitated. I’d told Nico I wouldn’t kill unnecessarily.

      I stayed stock-still, and when he turned to walk further down the wall he didn’t notice me. I leapt down and bolted back across the no man’s land into the tree line. From there, I circled back around to the rally point where I found Nico sitting and felt a flood of relief.

      “Are the charges set?” she asked.

      I nodded. I felt… disappointed. Not like I wanted things to go wrong, but this felt unsatisfying, like taking a bite of water.

      Reading my expression, Nico spoke up, “I’m guessing you don’t feel the same satisfaction I do from getting in and out with no issues, perfectly executing our plan?”

      I shrugged. “Not really.”

      She sighed and reached into her pack, pulling out the short-wave radio we had to send the detonation signal to the charges. “Would it help if you did the honors?” she asked, handing it to me.

      I reached out and took the radio, placing my finger over the detonation button. “It would… thank you.” I pressed it.
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      Through my binoculars I could see the facility. It was much like the factory I’d sieged with Graves, Leah, and Mercy. A massive raised square of old-world production, funneling arms, armor, and ammunition straight to the siege at Medina. Unlike the one I’d attacked before that housed irradiated mercs and a rebellious Marshal, that in retrospect had some excellent points, this one had guards in power armor, drones, and turrets guarding it. It had nearly the same level of defenses as the fort that housed Masters and his cabinet. To attack it alone would be a death sentence, even for me. I was fairly certain I couldn’t recuperate from my body being completely evaporated. Luckily, I wasn’t alone.

      To my right stood thirteen power-armored deadmen. I could feel the radiation leaking from their suits and suffusing the air around us. Each suit was based in deep black paint, sharply contrasting the shining silver of those worn by the Rens. Most of the deadmen had also added their own personal touch to their armor, just as they did with their domes in Pott’s. One of them had added a gaping maw full of sharp teeth to his helmet, another had painted intricate patterns like circuit boards in white across their armor, one had simply splashed red across it as if it was stained in blood, and their leader had painted plants and flowers all across it, reminding me of the tea gardens that occupied many of the cellars in Pott’s homes. These decorations weren’t exactly camouflage, but then the point of the armor wasn’t for them to hide.

      I activated my shield bracelet, drew my sword, and nodded at Daisy, the leader of the Entombed.

      She returned the nod, raised her hydra staff high in one hand, and brought it down to point at the factory. At her gesture, the ground shook as we began running toward the factory, straight at the front door. This wasn’t about being subtle, this was about shock and awe.

      The squad pointed their Hydras and started to unload the combined power of 117 lasbarrels on the factory’s entrance. Before the defenders could react, five turrets, two drones, and four guards were evaporated.

      The defenses whirled around and started firing, unleashing an almost equivalent amount of counterfire onto us. My vision was a blur of lasfire, bullets, and explosions dispersing across my shield, as well as the ones surrounding my allies as we charged.

      Before we could completely close the distance, five power-armored figures in jump packs landed in front of us, all wielding the heavy power hammers and mauls favored by the Remnants.

      I leapt at the nearest one, activating my sword’s vibrating edge, and drove it through his chest before he could firmly find his feet. The Entombed with faux blood splatter across his armor secured his Hydra to his back and jumped at the next nearest, his servos squealing as he launched himself forward. The arms and fists of his armor were heavily reinforced and crackling with the same energy as the Remnants’ hammers. He slammed his fists into his enemy’s chestpiece, breaking through the hammer’s handle in the process and cracking it. Once he was on the floor, the Entombed with the decorated-blood armor smashed a hammer fist into his helmet and killed him.

      Two of the Entombed stayed behind with us while the rest pushed forward to the bunker, eliminating defenses. One of them dodged swiftly around hammer blows before jamming their Hydra under their enemy’s helmet and firing until he fell, headless, to the ground. The other lifted her Hydra, clicked some kind of switch on it, and a spear point arcing with electricity jutted from it. She beat back both of those who remained with a series of rapid strikes, forcing one to back into me and another to fall into the hands of the one marked in blood. Once we’d finished those five off, we moved to join the rest of the Entombed at the bunker’s entrance.

      I saw those ahead of us tearing gun emplacements out of the ground, jumping onto drones to fire their Hydras point blank, and gunning down unarmored STAR soldiers who were still struggling to rally.

      Before we could fully assemble to make our way into the facility, a dozen more power-armored figures emerged from inside, laying down lasfire and pushing toward us. As they exited the factory, it began to sink back into the ground, sealing us away from the entrance.

      We met the Remnant forces head on, one of the Entombed moving ahead too fiercely and being pummeled with mauls and hammers until they couldn’t move anymore. The rest of us met them as one, and the difference between the power armor the Remnants used and what had been modified for use by the Entombed became abundantly clear.

      The Entombed moved fast, looking graceful, whereas the Remnants looked like walking statues by comparison. They also hit harder, catching the silver-suited Remnants’ weapons in their black gauntlets with ease and tearing through their armor with force far beyond what they could muster.

      Julian had explained the changes he’d made to me, and the Entombed themselves had frequently discussed them amongst each other as we walked. The original power suits had a well constrained power supply that gave out the same output at all times to ensure user safety. It also limited the user’s movements to a certain degree, not allowing a normal human to move too fast and end up pulling their limbs from their sockets, or pivoting with enough speed to break their own backs. The Entombed suits didn’t have those limitations. The power supply waxed and waned with usage, allowing them to draw more or less power based on what they were doing. That leaked a significant amount of radiation, but for us that was no issue. They also allowed full range of motion at any speed, which didn’t impact deadmen due to their far greater toughness and strength when compared to the average human. In a head-to-head fight, it was basically the same difference as that between a regular human and a deadman, except the suits the Entombed wore could also block bullets.

      There was a weakness of course, and that was in the manufacturing. The factory the deadman had control of was only able to produce things based on plans that had been approved before the war. Each of the suits the Entombed wore had to be modified individually. Julian had only managed to create sixteen suits so far, most of which were with me in this fight.

      One of the silver suits managed to bring a hammer blow down onto my arm as I was distracted watching my allies. I felt my bones crack and pop from their socket. I grunted, shifting my sword to my off-hand and blocking a follow-up blow aimed at my head. I kicked out and the silver suit was thrown back into one of his allies. While they were in a pile, the Entombed with the spear drove her blade through both of them at once. Their bodies jerked for a moment, then went still.

      I gave her a nod as my shoulder re-knit itself together, then I popped it back into place without a sound. I looked around; the other Entombed had managed things well, all the defenses were crushed, defenders slain, and we’d only lost a single soldier.

      Daisy moved over to the Entombed who had died. The power armor had what I realized were song lyrics written in white all across its black surface. Daisy kneeled at the corpse for a few moments, then pointed to another of their number, this one wearing pure black that was unadorned.

      “Burke, carry her body back to Pott’s.”

      He nodded, moved over to the body, and lifted it with ease before running for our deadzone exit. In some circumstances I would have suggested waiting to transport the dead until the operation was complete, but considering the value of the Entombed’s suits, I understood Daisy’s priorities and said nothing.

      Once Burke was out of sight, Daisy turned to everyone else. “Alright, we don’t have much time. You remember the instructions Julian provided. We can’t enter the Factory, but we can make it significantly harder to re-open and operate. You know your roles, get to it.”

      The Entombed moved in pairs to different spots above the Factory. We weren’t going to be able to break in. The factory bunkers were meant to survive a nuclear holocaust, after all. Our goal instead was to make it difficult, perhaps impossible to re-surface. Julian had found a weakness in a number of the mechanisms related to raising and lowering the facility, and I watched as the Entombed targeted those weaknesses, using a combination of their Hydras, explosives, or even raw strength to reach and damage them. They needed to move quickly, as it was unknown when the Remnants would be able to send reinforcements our way.

      I heard the dull thud of an explosion below ground, followed by a kind of horrific metallic creaking sound. I looked over to see each of the pairs returning to Daisy and my position.

      Daisy nodded at them. “Good job. There’s only the emergency exit to worry about.” I could practically hear the smile in her voice when she gave her next order. “Let’s seal that off too, do them the honor of making them Entombed as well.”
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      Between us and Medina were still nearly a thousand soldiers. They’d heavily fortified the area around the city with turrets, mobile cover, and drones. A good quarter of their remaining soldiers were suited in sleek silver power armor, the rest armed with lasguns. The mine field around Medina had been completely obliterated, but the walls showed no signs of having been breached.

      We’d spent the last several weeks ensuring the siege didn’t get worse and doing everything we could to distract the Remnants from pushing forward with their siege and taking Medina, or more importantly, killing the Khan, who as far as we knew was still recovering from the wound he’d suffered. Losing Medina would be painful for the war effort, but losing the Khan and the men and women within the city would be a wound that might be impossible to recover from.

      Our intel indicated that the Remnants were going to make a push to fully breach the walls soon, we hoped due to desperation after all the havoc we’d brought to them behind their lines, but it was also possible they simply thought they could win. If they breached the walls, it would be very difficult for Horde forces to hold up against them. Their vehicles wouldn’t exactly have room to maneuver, and the average Horde soldier would have tremendous difficulty bringing down so many power-armored forces. The Khan himself had never meant to trap his fleet in the city, but in the panic from his injury and with him out of commission, they’d been in too much disarray to think properly. The Khan’s strength as a leader and love he received from his people had become a weakness with his life in danger.

      Outside of the city, further away than even the Remnant forces, I sat with Nix, King Leroy, Shayera, Angela, Nico, Daisy of the Entombed, and the Khan’s ex-wife Violetta of the Kaijin. We’d gathered all the forces who remained outside the walls. The deadmen and Rens had done the heavy lifting of raids in STAR territory, but the next phase would rely heavily on the forces the Horde and Kaijin could muster. There were a little over five hundred of us. Even combined with the forces within the walls, we were outnumbered, so we had to play things smart.

      We watched, and waited. If we were right, we’d managed to gather on the day the Remnants were planning their final push. It was early morning when they started to get into position. They didn’t try to hide their intentions. They mustered all of the power-armored soldiers to one side of Medina’s wall that already looked significantly weakened and the mines had been thoroughly cleared, then they started to march forward. At the distance I was standing, I could see the flashes of lasfire and hear the rapid fire of traditional arms. This is where things got tricky—we needed them to fully commit or else we’d be marching into a battle we couldn’t win, and the only way we could make sure they were committed was to attack when the walls fell and trust that Medina’s defenders could hold while we ground the Remnant forces to dust between us.

      The Remnants continued their assault, slowly closing in on the wall. The gun emplacements peppered Medina’s walls with steady fire, keeping them from being able to properly defend against the attack. When the silver-armored Remnants reached the wall, I saw several grenades dropped or thrown on top of them. After the explosion scattered and knocked several of them down, they poured gasoline on top of them and quickly lit it on fire. The power field the armor produced was meant to stop objects moving at high velocity, and lighting them on fire was a great solution. Unfortunately, before they could attempt it on the next group, they were pinned again by the gun emplacements, several of them falling dead from the walls.

      A group of the power-armored men and women made it to the wall carrying a massive pillar I wasn’t able to identify. They placed it against the wall and I watched as it lit blue, shot back with enough force to slide those holding it backward, then slammed forward into the wall with a smashing noise I could hear even at the far distance at which I stood. The wall started to crumble where it had struck.

      “Now!” yelled Angela.

      Her call was answered by the roar of dozens of engines coming to life. We all surged forward on the Horde transports, each group to a different target in Medina’s perimeter. Leroy and his Rens moved toward the eastern portion of the city, Violetta and her Kaijin to the northern one; the Entombed were divided into different groups to target the gun emplacements, running at slightly reduced power to keep from irradiating our allies; Nix and our people took the south alone where they could fully unleash the full power of their Cerberus without harming anyone. The majority of the Horde forces would be attacking from all angles, circling the city with heavy weapons fire.

      A force made up of myself, Angela, Daisy and three of her Entombed, as well as a mix of soldiers from every group, made our way for the breach the Remnants had created. Just as the gun emplacements and soldiers started to take notice of us, Angela pulled a hard turn and launched me and Daisy out of the back. I landed and rolled around a hundred feet, finding myself in the midst of a host of unarmored STAR forces. A few of them started firing on me, but the press of them was so thick that they mostly shot their own men, the few shots that would’ve met their mark dispersing across my shield. I started to unload with my shotgun with one hand while slashing out with my sword. I didn’t bother aiming—the enemies were clustered so closely around me that there was no reason to. I didn’t activate my sword, saving its charge for the silver-armored enemies still focused on breaching the walls.

      I started working my way through the enemies toward the breach. The press of bodies kept me from picking up too much momentum until I heard the sound of one of the gun emplacements firing. I ducked instinctively but it fired in a wide arc around me, shredding those soldiers who had been pressing toward me. I risked a glance to see the black-armored form of one of the Entombed behind the gun, using it to clear the enemy.

      Before I could return to the fray, Angela and her squad rode through the path cleared by the gun, wreaking havoc with the .50 cal on the back of her truck even as she took the time to crush a few STAR soldiers beneath its tires. She moved quickly through, and in her wake I saw Daisy and two of her Entombed join me, a few dozen Kaijin and Ren following them.

      With their support, we were able to push through the rest of the Remnant forces, carving a bloody path to the breach. There were still a number of power-armored Remnants outside of it, which boded well for the defenders inside. Several of them turned to face us. I activated my sword’s edge and carved through the first two to turn their attention to us. Daisy leapt over my head to crash into a third, her black-armored people launching themselves like her shadows, jumping directly into yet more of them.

      I spared a moment to worry for our Kaijin and Ren allies and turned my attention to them. I needn’t have worried: those Rens who’d accompanied us were wearing the forged scrap metal armor that marked them as ursan hunters. I watched as groups of them would attack power-armored foes as one, slipping their spears into the gaps between armor and shifting who attacked to keep them off-balance. The Kaijin, on the other hand, were using thick rope woven from vines, along with heavy rocks as bolas to trip the armor before driving their own spears into their joints. The Remnants had introduced a powerful new type of warfare into the wastes, but wasters were nothing if not adaptable.

      I moved through the breach to find a pile of dead, both Remnants and defenders, the sounds of battle raging deeper in the city. I ran toward it, noting how the battle had unfolded. Medina’s defenders had clearly been ready for the Remnants to breach this particular wall. There were deep pitfalls dug with scrap metal spikes lining the bottom to skewer or at least entrap the heavy invaders. I saw a number of heavy machine guns that would’ve normally been mounted to the Khan’s fleet placed in strategic locations to create firing lanes as they entered as well. There was even clear evidence of explosive traps meant to bury the invaders in rubble.

      I made it to the sounds of battle. Armored soldiers were laying down laser fire while I could see the Horde, Kaijin, and a few scattered deadmen posted behind thick cover returning fire where they could, though clearly losing ground. I noticed Bastien engaging two of the enemy alone with his spear, bashing one of them in the head with enough force to crack his helmet. I saw Mercy, popping up at different points and throwing explosives that exploded with ink that blinded the enemies or such intensely focused shrapnel that it tore them to shreds. Atlan too was shouting orders, shooting down on approaching enemies, and I even saw her drive her metal leg directly through a power-armored enemy’s eye lens, killing him instantly as he attempted to climb up to her position.

      Before I could throw myself into the fray, I saw five power-armored figures fly through the air behind the defending forces.

      “Ignore them, focus on holding the line!” yelled one of the defenders.

      I ignored that order and adjusted my path. There was only one target I could think that they’d be after deeper in the city. The Khan himself.
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      I carved my way through another Remnant as I bolted down Medina’s alleys toward where I’d estimated the jump troops had dropped. I stabbed through a third power-armored troop and a bullet hit the wall next to me. I looked toward where the shot had come from to see a wide eyed, scared deadman looking at me.

      “Sorry- I just thought-”

      I tackled him to the ground, a bolt of lasfire hitting my shoulder before I landed.

      “Work on your aim, and don’t let your guard down,” I said as I began moving further into Medina, past the defensive lines.

      There were a few more close calls, but no other defenders took any shots at me as I moved, the majority of them having fought with me in the recent ambushes, if not sooner. I didn’t see anyone else breaking off to protect the Khan as I was, but I assumed they were either ahead of me, too hard pressed in their defense to do anything, thought whatever guards they left behind could cover him, or some combination of all of those factors.

      The sound of fighting faded behind me and started to rise in the direction I was moving. The scent of gunpowder and death was wreaking havoc on my sense of smell, but now that I was closer I could tell there were at least fifteen to twenty humans in front of me.

      I broke through an alley to the sight of a dozen of the Khan’s personal guards, and one of his wives, Fen, fighting desperately against the power-armored assailants, defending a building with their lives.

      The moment I arrived, one of them broke through the door.

      I let out a roar and threw myself at the nearest of them, slamming my sword onto the top of his head with so much force I nearly bisected him. The power in the sword chose that moment to reach its limit and I left it buried in the corpse, immediately lunging toward the next one with my bare hands.

      He stabbed at me with his stave but I maneuvered around him, grabbed his arm, and threw him to the ground. His jump pack activated, seemingly against his will, and he was launched screaming into the air, clipping a roof as he flew toward Medina’s outer wall.

      Fen was lifted by the neck by one of the armored invaders, and she lifted her knife from her boot and jammed it into the eye lens of his power suit, earning a scream from its occupant as she was thrown against a wall.

      While he screamed and writhed, I moved behind him and snapped his neck. The last of them was brought down by the sheer weight of gunfire brought to bear by the Khan’s remaining guards.

      I moved past the fight and into the building myself, hoping I wasn’t too late to save the Khan from getting murdered in his sickbed. I saw several dead servants and Sara, who I’d just recently cleared of betraying the Khan, a hole in her chest and a blank look in her eyes. I saw a door open with blood pooled on the ground and leapt through it, ready to kill.

      What I found was the Khan, panting as he stood above the still form of his would-be assassin, a wicked-looking sawed-off shotgun with a bayonet affixed to it in his hand, dyed crimson with blood.

      The Khan absentmindedly rubbed his now-empty eye socket absentmindedly. “That explains why my aim was off.” He looked up at me. “Donovan.” He looked around. “If you’re here I don’t suppose there’s much left to kill.”
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      Once I was certain the Khan was safe, I made my way back to where the defenders were holding and found that the siege had been broken. Those who had breached the walls had been killed to a man as they’d been smashed between us and the defenders. From there we’d moved out to the walls to find what was left of the Remnants’ forces broken and retreating. There were still hundreds of them out there, but they’d been thrown into such disarray that recovery was impossible.

      I spent the rest of the day helping to clear out whatever pockets of resistance were left, then assisted in several of the Horde attack runs on those Remnants who had managed to retreat. The Remnants had underestimated the wastes, thinking they could break the Horde, Rens, Pott’s, and the Kaijin but instead had their own forces broken. Our victory had not come without a cost—our forces had taken significant losses and the Remnants themselves would no doubt be able to rally their forces and raise more of them. STAR territory had always been populous, and with the addition of the Remnant tech and fanatical Republic manpower, the war was certainly far from over. I kept those thoughts to myself of course and let my allies enjoy themselves.

      When I returned to Medina, I found the Khan standing in the city’s square, looking over the dozens of bodies covered in white sheets, several men and women painting the runes, gears, and other symbols that represented honor and rank within the Horde. I noticed one in particular being decorated by several of the Khan’s wives and realized that his own hand was stained black from the oil used to paint. I watched as he knelt at each body, drew a small rune, then moved on to the next one. His eye socket was bleeding through a fresh bandage, and the pain must have been intense, but in spite of that he didn’t waver or stumble, just kept moving from body to body and giving it his personal mark of honor.

      I approached him carefully, watching and waiting for him to finish what he was doing. My teeth had been itching since the fighting had ended. First the Khan was caught in the crossfire and shot by his own people, then a group of jetpacked Remnants flew straight toward where he was lying in his sickbed, facing little resistance. It didn’t add up. It was certainly possible for it to have been a mixture of bad luck and good planning on the Remnants’ part, but I didn’t buy that, and I needed to discuss it with the Khan.

      He didn’t acknowledge me until he finished marking the very last body with his personal mark. He turned and started walking, gesturing for me to follow him. I complied, and we made our way through Medina and toward where I’d so recently found him after he’d overpowered his would-be assassin. As we entered the room, he gestured for his guards to leave. They hesitated, clearly concerned for his health, which earned them a glare that sent them, not scurrying, as that would be too undignified, but certainly moving as fast as their pride would allow.

      Once the Khan and I were alone, he collapsed into the nearest chair and began panting heavily. The color visibly drained from his face, and he sagged in the seat.

      I reached into my pack, grabbed my canteen, and offered it to him. He took it and took a few sips, sitting for a few moments before he started to regain his composure. After a few moments he started drumming his fingers on a nearby table, weakly at first, but slowly building into making steady audible thuds on it.

      “Those gun emplacements STAR was using… they may work on top of some of our heavier vehicles, and if they don’t, we can certainly find any other uses. I’ll need to make a decision about whatever prisoners were taken as well. Could have them quartered, do a siege of our own and crucify them in front of the enemy, have them fired out of a cannon over their ramparts…”

      “All good ideas.”

      He looked at me, shaking his head. “Thoughts are scattered. Still waking up. Feel,” he tightened his hand into a fist, “weak.” He looked me in the eye. “What did you want?”

      “Your wound, do you remember what caused it?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No. I remember riding ahead of the group, feeling one of those black-booted bastards crushed beneath my tires. My raiders changed formation for some reason, I assumed some element of the battle I couldn’t see in the midst of the enemy… then blackness.” He took a finger and reached for the area his eye had been. “I was told it was friendly fire.” He looked at me, seeing my inquisitive expression. “You believe otherwise?” he asked.

      “I think I need to investigate the possibility. I had a bad feeling about it, but once I saw how quickly the Remnants were able to locate you… I need to determine whether or not you have a mole.”

      He shook his head. “After what happened the last time? I oversaw the deaths of all traitors myself. Mounted my former wife’s head on a spike. Betrayal so soon after witnessing its price… it feels unlikely.”

      “Even if it’s not a betrayal, the Remnants may have other ways to manipulate and deceive. Tools we don’t know about. Rooting out either a traitor or a method will have value.”

      He nodded. “Let it be done then. You are my Marshal, you still have my authority and may use it as you see fit to find the information you desire.”

      I nodded and went to leave the room.

      “Donovan.”

      I paused and turned around to look at the Khan.

      “Wait here with me for a moment. We spoke once of the necessity of pageantry. Aid me in not showing my people weakness now. If they think I am alone here resting, they may begin to feel fear for me, pity, and I cannot allow that.”

      I nodded and sat at the table across from him, taking out my weapons and ammo to inventory and clean.

      After a few moments, the Khan grabbed my 9mm and began taking it apart to clean himself. Even resting, he needed to keep his hands busy.
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      I emerged from the Khan’s temporary quarters an hour later. My guns were cleaner than they’d ever been, and the Khan himself followed behind me with a healthy color restored to his face and strength back in his movements. It would likely take him much longer to fully recover, but I saw the value in his subterfuge when I saw his men stand straighter, as if their spines suddenly gained the support of steel bars. The Khan himself approached one of his honor guard.

      “Accept any of Donovan’s instructions as if they were my own. I must speak with Atlan.”

      The guard gave a deep respectful nod and turned his attention to me, the cogwheel jewelry he wore jangling a bit as he moved, his body nearly black with tattoos representing honors among the Horde.

      “All of the men and women involved in the attack in which the Khan was injured. I need to speak with them.”

      I expected a bit of pushback or some additional questions—in the past the Khan’s men had difficulty showing me the respect he expected them to—but this time no such thing happened. The guard moved to another set of guards, then another, and before I knew it people were being assembled for me to speak with.

      I cleared out one of the smaller Medina buildings, one that must’ve been some prostitute’s hovel based on the decorations and unfortunate smells, and started calling them in one at a time. My questions were simple. “What happened?” and “Did you attempt to kill the Khan?”, all while my Lie Detector Ability was active and I scanned their jobs.

      The first person I called in was a woman. She had a fresh tattoo on her arm, the scent of blood and ink providing a welcome retrieve from the smells of the room I was in. She had a hard look in her eyes as she saw me.

      I didn’t bother with small talk. “In the attack in which the Khan was injured, what did you see?”

      “We attacked, crushed many of them beneath our treads or tore through them with our guns, the Khan led us twice, doing us great honor both times. As he retreated the second time though…” she paused, choking up a bit. “Five, maybe seven cars broke formation and fired near his location… he was hurt, we circled him while the enemy pushed to make sure he died, circling like vultures. We retreated and lost many cars.”

      TRUTH.

      “Did you attempt to kill the Khan?”

      She stood and spat at my feet.

      “Answer the question,” I said, meeting her angry glare with neutrality.

      “No. I would NEVER!”

      TRUTH.

      I nodded. “Get out and send in the next one.”

      She bristled for a moment, but showed herself out without raising any more of a fuss.

      With each interview, the picture began to grow clearer. They mustered and attacked as they always did. The Khan led the way on the first pass, then the third, and on that third pass a group of about seven vehicles broke formation and started firing in the direction of the Khan as he went to begin passing back toward safety. From there it was confusion, death, and a rapid retreat.

      When I got to those men and women who were in that group of seven, the story was much the same, but in their eyes the mistakes were everyone else’s. They’d heard someone yell the order to change formation and fire and had followed them to the letter. They’d seen the Khan’s vehicle and aimed away from it, and around it, as they’d trained to do.

      “And what did this voice sound like?” I asked.

      The man shrugged. “Dunno, a man.”

      “Did he sound like he was from Fette? Have a Kaijin accent? A STAR’s drawl?

      “Fette. Definitely wouldn’t have been able to hear anyone else over the engines, and damned sure wouldn’t have listened to anyone from fucking STAR.”

      “And you don’t know for sure who it was?”

      “Nope.”

      TRUTH.

      I sighed. It had been the same story with all the others who had heard the voice.

      “I would never attack the Khan on purpose.”

      I looked at him.

      “The idea that one of us could have done this… we would never bring harm to him on purpose. You have to believe that.”

      TRUTH.

      I nodded; I didn’t believe the Khan’s people would fire on him without reason. He was too beloved or feared for most to consider it. That didn’t mean there wasn’t a reason to investigate though—there were always possibilities of betrayals or lies, or any miscommunications, and all of those things could’ve happened independently or through outside interference. I had to determine what the case was either way.

      Not a single man or woman was noted as lying by my ability, and all of them had professions like Soldier, Mechanic, or in one case Farmer, nothing that would allow them to avoid my Lie Detector ability. When the stream of people ended, I left my makeshift interrogation room and approached the member of the honor guard the Khan had assigned to me.

      “Was this everyone?’ I asked.

      He nodded. “Everyone who didn’t die during the attack or siege.”

      I nodded. I’d asked the same question of those who I’d interviewed to make sure no one had avoided questioning, and they all stated that everyone living was in the queue waiting to speak with me.

      I stood there, thinking. The voice was the key. Whoever had given the order was the person I needed to talk to, but no one had given the order, at least not according to my Lie Detector. That wasn’t the end-all be-all though; I already knew it had several weaknesses. Agents like Leah could ignore it, as could I with my Marshal abilities. Some individuals with strange physical readings were also difficult for the ability to read, like Graves and the First. I needed to look into other avenues.

      I looked back to the guard. “The bullet, the one that struck the Khan. Has what’s left of it been saved?” I asked.

      He looked taken aback. “I’d have to ask.”

      I nodded. “Do that, and then round everyone up again, along with all of their guns.” If I could narrow down who had fired the shot that actually struck the Khan, it may help to narrow my search, or even find the exact culprit. Perhaps someone had used the cover of a false order to make their play to kill the Khan themselves. Even if the exercise proved fruitless, it may create enough pressure to flush something out.

      After a few moments, the guard returned. “The bullet was preserved. It was found lodged in the Khan’s car and placed next to the tool that removed it during repair. The men and their guns are being assembled again.” He paused. “Can I ask…”

      “I want to see if we can figure out which gun harmed the Khan by matching the bullet to the gun it came from.”

      The guard looked surprised. “I’ve never heard of any such thing, that’s something you can do?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Absolutely not. I’m not even sure if it’s possible. If it is though, I know who would be able to do it.”
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      Bill, who I’d never known to be fazed by anything, was maintaining that streak behind a neutral, almost-bored expression as he was escorted into Medina by several of the Khan’s personal guards. Bill’s nephew, who now that I wasn’t in Murphy’s I had no name for, looked some mixture of excited and scared, neither reaction I could blame him for. Bill stepped out of the vehicle slowly and carefully, as if it was just another day, and then walked at an even pace toward where I was waiting for him. His nephew leapt out of his seat so quickly he nearly tripped and began a kind of stuttering stop/start as he caught up with his uncle but clearly felt like he needed to be walking behind him and so forced himself to stop moving, then sped back up the second he could.

      When Bill reached me, he didn’t bother with any hellos or acknowledgements, he just said, “I don’t like to be away from my shop.”

      “Sorry Bill. Did they offer to pay you like I asked?”

      He nodded. “We haggled.”

      One of the Khan’s honor guard shook his head with a look of shame on his face. “I’ll never get those points back,” I heard him mutter.

      “What, uh, what did you need us for?” asked Bill’s nephew.

      “Let’s say that I gave you a bullet fired from a gun. Would you be able to determine what gun fired it? If you had access to it?”

      Bill’s nephew spoke first. “I uh… I’m not sure.”

      Bill rubbed the stubble on his face for a moment, took his dark glasses off and polished them with his shirt sleeve for a moment. “Show me the goods.”
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      I escorted Bill over to the pile of guns and handed him the bullet. I’d already narrowed the number of guns down by which ammo types they used and which guns were fired by the group that had said they’d heard the voice. That left nearly a dozen guns for him to examine. There was a chance the shooter had attempted to rid themselves of the weapon, but that seemed unlikely. I still wasn’t even sure that matching the bullet to a specific gun was possible, and besides, it was a hard thing to give up something of value in the wastes, particularly a weapon.

      Bill and his nephew began going through each gun one by one, lifting them up, checking the straightness of the barrel and then turning them over in their hands. Somehow they managed to narrow the guns down even further, frequently moving back between the guns and looking at the bullets. Once it was narrowed down to around five guns, I started to watch those hordesman they belonged to. All of them looked nervous, but that was understandable. Even if it had been by accident, one of their guns had shot the Khan—a possible death sentence, or worse, awaited them.

      With the last five guns, Bill and his nephew took out their tools and started actually disassembling each gun and examining each part. The nephew was very methodical about this and for the most part I understood the what and why of what he was doing, but Bill was another story. He would smell and occasionally taste the parts of the gun, weighing them in his hand and making minute gestures I couldn’t hazard a guess as to the purpose of.

      The honor guard who had been helping me approached. “Are you certain that man is…sane?”

      “What’s your name?” I asked, realizing I still didn’t know it.

      “Valdes.”

      “Well, Valdes, I am absolutely not sure he’s sane. I am certain of his competence though. If he and his nephew can’t do it, then it’s impossible.”

      “You’d bet the Khan’s respect and your authority on this?”

      I nodded, even as I watched Bill spit down the barrel of a gun and watch as it slid through and out onto the ground. “Yes, absolutely.”

      I heard Bill’s nephew actually gag in disgust at one of the guns he was holding and watched as Bill moved over to him to look at the gun. Even from the distance I was standing at, it was filthy, and I could smell the grime of frequent use and infrequent or even non-existent maintenance.

      Bill nudged his nephew to the side and quickly reassembled the gun. Even as I was watching him do it, my own experience reassembling firearms being not insignificant, I still lost track of what he was doing once or twice. Once it was together, Bill lifted it, pulled a bullet seemingly from the air, loaded it, and fired a single shot at a nearby slab of concrete. His nephew jumped, as did a few of the others assembled nearby.

      Bill moved over to the wall and found where the bullet had hit the wall. He examined it, turning it over in his hand and even lifting the lenses of his dark shades to get a clearer look. He grunted, seemingly satisfied with whatever it was he had been trying to determine. He walked over to me, gun in his hand, and held it out.

      “This is the one,” he said. “Pulls heavy to the right. Owner takes shit care of his things.”

      I held the gun, finding it to be somehow…sticky to the touch. I looked to Valdes. “Whose is it?”

      Valdes pointed at a man who was shaking in his chair. The guards near him didn’t need to bother grabbing him—the other hordesman near him were holding him fast in his seat, I assumed they’d been doing so the moment the gun had been selected. I moved over to him, seeing and smelling the fear on him. I looked at the gun and looked at him. He was a large man, covered in tattoos, but none of the gear or cog jewelry given to those effective with vehicle repair or smithing. I could tell immediately I’d gone down a rabbit hole and come up empty. The shot itself had been an accident. Judging by the wet pool at the man’s feet, he was no mastermind.

      Still, that didn’t mean he didn’t know something of use. “What car did you ride in?” I asked.

      He flinched and started talking in a series of ums and ahs that I found frustrating.

      “Just get up and show me.”

      He managed a nod and stood unsteadily. I could hear and smell the foul liquid sloshing in his boots as he walked through Medina toward the makeshift garages. When we reached them, he pointed at a particular truck. It was parked in the middle of four others, a few fresh bullet holes on it and the image of a dragon painted across the side. I looked around to see a mechanic walking by, her gears jingling as she walked.

      “These trucks, have they had any maintenance since the Khan’s injury?” I asked.

      She jumped a bit, surprised, and looked at the vehicles. “No. Priority was defenses while the Khan was injured, and we triaged the rest of the vehicles damaged since the siege was broken. They haven’t been looked at.”

      “Thanks.” I turned and walked toward the truck he’d pointed out and started going over it, looking over every inch. I found nothing, but I still had a feeling in my gut that told me I was moving in the right direction.

      I looked to the terrified man again.

      “What other cars broke formation with you?” I asked.

      He pointed at two more, and I called Bill and his nephew back to help me search, along with several mechanics. It was easy for someone witha lot of vehicle experience to find something that was hidden.

      “I found something!” said the nephew, raising his hand to show a small device I couldn’t identify.

      “Me too!” said one of the mechanics, raising up the same type of device.

      I approached them both and looked at the small pieces of machinery. I didn’t recognize exactly what they were, but I did see speakers on each of them, and that was near enough to confirm my suspicions. As I stood there, several more were found. When we spread our search to include all the vehicles in the fleet, we found even more. This was why they’d heard that false order—this was why the Khan had been shot.

      I had the shooter taken away by the guards, let Bill examine the devices when he’d shown an interest, and made my way to find the Khan. I could smell him at his makeshift throne stage, along with his daughter, Leroy, and a few others. I made my way there, walked through the guards at their door to find them all sitting at a table and eating while they discussed the recovery and next steps in the war.

      The Khan broke away from discussions when he saw me, not even waiting for Carmilla to announce my arrival and instead gesturing for me to join him and his family upon the dais.

      Leroy and Atlan were wearing blood-stained clothes but didn’t appear too tired. Atlan was tearing viciously into a plate of something avian, while Leroy picked at a similar meal carefully with a fork and knife. I wondered where their child, Kublai, was. I assumed they’d left him back at the Rens’ castle. There may be ursans about, but it was still likely safer there than in a battle zone.

      I leapt onto the raised stage, which I could now tell had once been meant for slave auctions, feeling my lip curl in disgust at the thought, then approached the Khan.

      “Something to report so soon?” he asked.

      I nodded, placing the gun and the speaker device on the table in front of him. “Here’s the gun that shot you, and here’s the reason it happened.”

      The Khan lifted the speaker device, twisting it in his hands and holding it to his remaining eye. “This is the cause?”

      “The men who broke formation and fired in your direction. They all claimed to hear an order telling them to do so and were speaking the truth to a man. I believe the order was relayed through this device to create confusion among your ranks.”

      Atlan took a break between bites of poultry. “Our men wouldn’t necessarily disagree with the order or question it. Risks like that are common to us.”

      The Khan lifted the gun and scowled slightly at its touch. He then aimed it and scowled even more deeply.

      “The man who shot me… he was not aiming for me, was he?” he asked.

      I nodded. “No. His gun pulls to the right severely.”

      The Khan placed the gun back on the table. “So… it both is and is not his fault… I will deal with him. You, I assume, will be looking into how these,” he held up the speaker, “found themselves among my fleet?”

      I nodded. There was more work to do.
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            PUNISHMENTS AND PLOTS

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked out with the Khan and we headed toward Valdes and the man who’d shot the Khan. The Khan led the way, holding the man’s gun and an apple. The Khan gestured to Valdes and two other guards. Two guards brought out a table and Valdes brought out the prisoner, who was sat in front of the table across from the Khan. He was trembling terribly and didn’t seem able to look him in the eye.

      The Khan laid the apple on the table, then knocked it twice with his knuckles.

      “Shank. Look at me,” he said, his one remaining eye drilling into the man’s skull.

      Shank slowly looked up at the Khan. “You… you know my name, my Khan?”

      The Khan nodded. “I do. I know the names of all who ride with me into battle.”

      “I… I am honored.”

      “This,” the Khan unwrapped the bandages over his now-empty eye socket and pointed. “Was caused by your bullet.”

      Shank looked at it for a moment, then looked away.

      “Look at it.”

      Shank managed to bring himself to look at the Khan’s wound without turning away, though he was trembling.

      “Now. You were obeying orders to fire in my direction after changing formation. You did not shoot at me with the intent to kill. In fact, based on the state of this,” the Khan placed the gun onto the table, the pathetic rusted and pitted thing that had seen hard service and no servicing, “you were likely not even aiming for me at all.”

      “I am sor-”

      “The injury I suffered was not intentional, and so the punishment will be one in which I can only unintentionally hurt you.” He tapped on the rifle. “You have one hour. Clean and repair your gun in that time. When the hour is up, I will load it and shoot this apple off of your head. I will fire for as many attempts as it takes.”

      Shank looked pale as he checked the state of his own weapon, seeming to pay full attention to it for the first time.

      “If your gun is in order, I am less likely to miss.”

      Shank nodded furiously, reaching for the gun to get started.

      “Of course… with one of my eyes missing… my aim is likely not what it once was either way.”

      Shank blinked and looked back up at the Khan, still trembling.

      “I will see you in an hour.” With those last words, the Khan left him there to disassemble and clean his gun with shaky hands and terror in his eyes.

      I thought that the “punishment” was more than fair. I’d seen what type of punishments the Khan could dole out when his fury was raised. Still, it seemed to have the right impression on Shank. From what I could tell, the man was very loyal and devastated by what he’d done. Judging by the fury with which he now serviced his weapon, however, I got the impression that he didn’t feel so badly that he wanted to die over it.

      I took a deep breath and followed my nose to find Bill, sitting at a table with a number of small tools laid out in front of him and one of the small speakers disassembled.

      “Figure anything out?” I asked.

      “It’s a speaker. Loud. Received a long-range signal.”

      I nodded—that was about what we’d already guessed. “Would there be any way to detect them?”

      Bill’s nephew came into view then, holding a small device that looked like a radio had been butchered and its innards connected to that of several other devices I didn’t recognize.

      “Thanks, Jeb.” Bill took the device looked at it, fussed with a dial, held it over one of the speakers. It squealed, then went quiet. “You can use this.”

      I moved to grab it and he put his hand on top of it. “Credit, trade, or points?” he asked.

      I sighed and looked around, seeing Valdes in the distance. I called him over. “Pay the man,” I said, leaving him behind as collateral as I took the device.

      I started walking through the city, starting in the garages, where I uncovered only two more devices. Our earlier search had apparently been thorough enough to find the rest. After that I began going through everything else, walking the entire length of Medina as I searched for any more devices. I found only three more, all of them on the battlements where Atlan had been holding back the forces of the Remnants when they broke through the wall. I thought back to the siege, remembering the order to hold and ignore the Remnants who had used jump packs to make it deeper into the city.

      I took a deep breath and began following what I believed to be the scent of either Atlan or Leroy; their smells had so intermingled at this point that I could no longer tell them apart. I moved back toward the buildings the Khan had made his dwelling and walked through the front door. Atlan and Leroy were together, performing their own weapon maintenance, Leroy sharpening the claymore he’d adopted as his primary weapon and Atlan making adjustments to her prosthetic leg. The picture of domestic bliss as far as the wastes were concerned. I activated my Lie Detector ability.

      I went to approach them more closely and Atlan’s guards, a short woman with a scar across her face and a large, serious-faced man stepped in front of me. I recognized them from my first encounter with Atlan, but I hadn’t seen them in quite some time. I noticed a few new scars and some fresh armament, but otherwise they seemed much the same as they had the first time I’d met them, which is to say in my way and inconvenient.

      “Move,” I said simply.

      I saw a flicker of hesitation but they complied, sliding out of my way. I remembered the big one, Ba’al I think his name was, trying to block my path at one point and simply lifting him and moving him to the side. It seemed they’d learned their lesson since then.

      “Atlan.”

      She looked up at me. “Donovan,” she gestured to her prosthetic, “you’ll forgive me if I don’t stand.”

      I took the speaker I’d gathered at the battlements and placed it in front of her. “Do you recall in the defense of the city, when five of the Remnants in power armor leapt over your defenses?”

      She shook her head. “No. I was focused on the ground at the time. I didn’t hear about it until the fight was over.”

      TRUTH.

      “Did you hear someone give the order to ignore them?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I have been trying to find whatever bastard did that…” she looked at the speaker device. “No one did.”

      TRUTH.

      I nodded. “Exactly. I found this speaker near where you’d stationed your defense. The order didn’t come from anyone in the Horde, just like the order given in the heat of battle that led to the Khan’s injury was also falsified.”

      She gripped the speaker, and I heard it crack. “Cowardly pieces of shit. Nearly killed my father, TWICE!” She dropped the shattered speaker on the table.

      “While you were preparing for the siege, even before that, would it have been possible for someone to slip into the city to place those?” I asked.

      She looked thoughtful for a moment.

      “Before the siege began, it would’ve been possible, but once we were sealed in? No. We had human eyes on the no man’s land during the day, and deadman eyes watching it at night.”

      Leroy put his sword down. “Your battlements, where Donovan found the devices, were they erected before the city was sealed?” he asked.

      Atlan shook her head. “No, after.”

      I saw where Leroy was headed with that line of thinking. “Whoever placed the speakers on the battlements would’ve had to have been here when the siege began… that means that whoever placed them was almost certainly not an outsider.”

      That thought hung in the air for a few moments when the door opened and Valdes appeared.

      “Marshal Donovan, the Khan has requested that you witness his judgment of Shank.”

      I nodded and began to walk out of the room. I’d narrowed down the potential suspect pool, but this type of espionage was harder to investigate than a simple murder. I needed some way to flush out the suspect. I could certainly keep interviewing people, using the Lie Detector, and gaining more information, but everyone in Medina wouldn’t be static forever, and the longer it took me, the less possible it became to solve. I noticed a notification in the corner of my vision.

      
        
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned a rank in Investigation! Here in the US we have the right to question everything, except freedom!

      

      

      Well, that made sense. I just needed to keep putting that skill to use.

      I arrived at Medina’s square, lost in thought until everything came into view. There were dozens of people there waiting to see what happened, none of them standing anywhere near the victim, who stood still in the center of the square, not tied down, expected to stand tall and still on his own while the Khan fired in his direction.

      The Khan called me over, and I obliged. I eyeballed the gun the Khan had given him—it was spotless, so clean I could see my skull-like visage in the reflection of the barrel. He was slowly loading the magazine when he spoke to me.

      “Would you balance the apple on his head for me?” he asked as if discussing the weather.

      I nodded, grabbing the ugly fruit and taking it over to Shank. He was shaking so severely I wasn’t certain I could balance the apple. I Froze him and gently placed it on his head.

      “You’re welcome,” I said quietly to him as I walked back to the Khan.

      I stood next to the Khan while he took aim, noticing an incredibly slight adjustment in his stance before he squeezed the trigger. The gun fired and winged Shank across the shoulder.

      The Khan rolled his neck and aimed again. “Still adjusting to the missing eye,” he muttered, though I was certain he’d clipped Shank on purpose.

      The next several shots were similar, all clipping Shank without actually hitting him head on with any bullets in an incredible show of marksmanship.

      “Hmm, last round,” he said, making a final last-millisecond adjustment. He squeezed the trigger again and the apple exploded off of Shank’s head.

      I stopped renewing the Freeze on him and Shank fell to the ground.

      The Khan approached him with his gun. “Good job cleaning it.” He handed the gun back to him. “From now on, whenever you are within the same settlement as I, you are to bring me your gun and we are to repeat this. Do you understand?”

      The man brought himself back up to one knee, blood seeping from wounds on each of his limbs. “Yes, my Khan.”

      The Khan nodded and looked around at the people gathered. “Leave,” he said simply, and the crowd dispersed. The Khan lifted a piece of apple from the ground as he walked back to where I stood and bit off a piece of it. “How goes your investigation?” he asked.

      “Bill created a device to let me detect those speakers. I’ve determined that whoever placed them is not likely an outsider.”

      The Khan looked thoughtful for a moment, eating the rest of his apple. “It is a shame this man could not simply create a device that could detect the culprit.”

      I nodded slowly. That wasn’t a bad idea.
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        * * *

      

      While considering my next move, I took a walk through the Medina, seeing a number of people drinking and cavorting in exactly the manner I would expect after a hard-fought victory. I was surprised to see Mercy and Nix at a table sharing a drink.

      “Donovan!” called Nix, drawing more attention to me than I’d prefer.

      I approached the table, nodding at her and Mercy. “Nix, Mercy.”

      “Sit, have a drink.”

      I inhaled, smelling the incredibly mild alcohol content. “I may as well drink water.”

      Mercy smiled. “You can sit and drink water with us if you’d like.”

      I frowned but relented and took a seat, letting Nix pass me what I guessed was some type of Horde swill. I took a sip to clear my throat.

      “So, did you hear that Mama won the nomination?” asked Nix.

      I shook my head. “No, but that’s good news. How’s Pott’s taking it?”

      “No one is too upset about it, though there was some tension for those first few days after. Solomon himself started telling people to fall in line though and has become one of Mama’s most ardent supporters.”

      I frowned.

      “He wants what’s best for Pott’s, same as the rest of us.”

      I shrugged, conceding that was probably true in spite of whatever my personal opinion on the man was.

      Mercy reached into her pack and slid a book toward me. I glanced at it, recognizing it as the one I’d loaned to her. In the center of it was a bullet hold that cleaved through all but the very last few pages and the back cover.

      “Sorry to return it to you in this condition. It was in my jacket pocket during the siege and took a bullet for me.”

      “Hrm… better the book than you… did you finish it?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I enjoyed it a lot.”

      “Why?” I asked, starting a conversation that kept my forebrain occupied just long enough for my hindbrain to come up with a plan that would hopefully complete my investigation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FORTY-FOUR

          

          

      

    

    







            RUBE GOLDBERG MACHINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Bill and Jeb worked with a number of circuits and machinery spread out across a table. They were putting pieces together, soldering and occasionally flipping switches on and off. I’d read about something that existed in the old world, before the bombs fell, called a Rube Goldberg machine. They were machines meant to perform a simple task that did so in the most convoluted way possible. A very old-world concept. Nowadays, things needed to be practical. Machines were made for purpose, not for fun, and the entire point of them was to accomplish something as quickly and efficiently as possible, since often the alternative was death. It had probably been a few hundred years since someone had made a machine that was purposefully obtuse, but here we were, at the first step with our own Rube Goldberg machine.

      “This device will allow you to detect whoever had the most contact with those speakers?” I asked. Bill had set up near the town square and a number of people were passing by.

      He looked at me, his glasses obscuring his eyes. “Yep.”

      Jeb put down his soldering gun. “It actually detects the number of transverse waves that have passed through a person using a-”

      I held up my hand. ‘That’s enough. I don’t need details.” Details could easily damn us if someone heard them. “How much longer do you think it will take?”

      “Mostly done today. More work in the morning and it should be ready,” said Bill.

      I nodded. “You know, with all the work you’ve been doing here, we might need to find you a new sign for a second location in Medina.”

      Bill stopped working. “Good idea.” He started working again.

      I nodded to them and marked the device for Special Delivery so I could keep track of it. The Rube Goldberg plot had been kicked off, now was the time to go through the remaining convoluted steps. I took a deep breath and located the Khan, Atlan, and Leroy in the same spot, along with Nix, Mercy, and a few others. It seemed that some kind of plotting was under way. That worked for me, meant I could tell everyone at once.

      I made my way to the Khan and his allies’ meeting area. There was no need for introductions or even hellos at this point. We’d all been in each other’s midst relatively constantly since the siege had been broken.

      I went directly to the Khan, who was silently listening to Carmilla, list off the status of vehicles in his fleet and the state of resources to keep them repaired. He waited for her to finish, nodded, then looked at me expectantly.

      “Remember how you mentioned creating a device to discover who planted the devices?” I asked.

      The Khan nodded.

      “Turns out Bill can do exactly that, and he’s almost done.”

      “Really?” asked the Khan, incredulous.

      “I was surprised too, but he says it’ll be ready by the morning.”

      “Is he some kind of wizard?” asked Leroy.

      Bastien nodded, “A Hoodoo practitioner, eh?”

      I saw a raised eyebrow from Mercy and the others there as well.

      I shook my head. “It’s all science. I trust him on it. He was able to identify which gun shot the Khan and create a device to detect the speakers. At this point, I’d be surprised if he said there was something he couldn’t do.”

      “What if the culprit has already left Medina?” asked Nix.

      “Then it doesn’t matter anyway. In that case, the device will still help to prevent that kind of espionage from happening again.”

      The Khan shook his head. “I’d rather find them, wrap my hands around their throat.”

      I nodded. “I think that’s a shared opinion.”

      With my message delivered and the next phase in motion, I went to leave when I heard the Khan speak again.

      “Donovan. This woman among the deadmen who vies for leadership. Mama. Tell me your opinion of her.”

      I blinked, surprised by the question, my mind still focused on my plot. “She’s the reason I’m alive today. She and the Undertakers who found me.”

      “She’s strong?”

      “Yes.”

      “She’s capable? Reasonable?”

      “Yes.”

      The Khan nodded. “I will vote for her then.”

      “What!?” asked Atlan, beating me and Nix to the question.

      “It was not as if I intended to vote for the candidate the Remnants provided.”

      “What about you?” asked Atlan.

      The Khan laughed a booming laugh I found surprising. “I am not suited for such things. Debates? Policy? Voting? I am not a politician. I am a Khan. I do not win with words but with actions. The deadmen may have this battle of words, and I will support them against our mutual enemy. Your people’s actions have shown that you can be trusted with that.”

      “Khan, surely we should not leave such power in other’s hands,” said Atlan. I noticed her guards exchanging a glance.

      “If we are divided in this, the Remnants will take it for themselves.” He turned to Atlan. “My word on this is final.”

      She seemed on the verge of saying something else but held her tongue. “Understood, Fath-, my Khan.”

      Returning my attention to my original purpose, I nodded and left. I found that I wasn’t that surprised by the Khan’s decision. What he’d said was true, he was no politician. He was a king, a feudal lord who wasn’t sorted for that kind of work. The system was a powerful tool, but whatever changes were made to it, he’d still have an army of warriors, a fleet of vehicles, and the fear and respect of everyone in the wastes. Besides, he was right. The Remnants’ territory contained an enormous amount of people; every vote would count, even those several thousand brought forth by Pott’s. If we divided our votes among multiple candidates, we’d surely fail.

      I shook my head and returned my focus to the task at hand. I checked the coordinates of the device I’d marked as Special Delivery. It appeared that it was still where it had been when I’d first marked it, meaning Jeb and Bill were still working on it, as planned.

      I’d set all the pieces in motion, so I found a nice piece of leftover battlement, took a deep breath, and started tracking everyone who came near the device by scent. With all the complicated steps out of the way, now came the completion of the simple task.
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        * * *

      

      It was very late at night when the device was moved. I could smell the person moving it and was surprised at who it was for a moment, before the reasoning behind their actions clicked in my mind. I saw the Special Delivery marking vanish as the package was destroyed. It had been placed in a makeshift workshop off one of the garages for storage.

      
        
        Terrible work, Postman! You’ve failed to perform the primary goal of your job ‘Delivery’! You receive no Patriot Points! Failure to do your job is a weakness of character!

      

      

      I stood up and began walking toward the device’s destroyer. I was in no rush; they almost certainly wouldn’t leave the city. I got within a block of them when I realized they were headed to where Bill and Jeb were bunking, a small former brothel near the edge of town. That made sense. As far as the saboteur knew, they were the only two who could make such a device. If they destroyed it but those two lived, then it wouldn’t matter. They could simply build another one.

      Before they reached the brothel, I turned down an alley to cut them off and waited until they were about to pass me. I stepped out of the darkness between the buildings and into the path of Ba’al.

      “Headed somewhere?” I asked.

      I saw his eyes dart around. “Atlan requested I check the status of her bike.”

      “Before dawn? On the opposite side of Medina from where the garages are?”

      He was silent, clearly thinking over his options.

      “You broke the device.”

      He didn’t answer, which was fine—it was a statement rather than a question.

      “You didn’t have to do that, you know,” I said, smiling in a way that showed all of my teeth. “The device didn’t work. There was no way to detect who had been placing those speakers.”

      Ba’al’s face scrunched up in something between rage and confusion.

      “It was just bait. I appreciate you taking it though.”

      He let out a kind of groan.

      “Alright. You can come quietly, or you can fight and lose.”

      He was a large man, but in that moment he made himself small, seeming to surrender to the inevitability.

      I nodded and approached to search him for weapons.

      When I got close, he went to bring something out of his coat. I Froze him before he could complete the movement. I sighed, opened his coat, and saw what looked to be a modified laspistol with a massive barrel. I peeled it from his waist and holstered it. Before he unfroze I drove a punch into his gut, holding back to keep from killing him but putting in enough force to lift him off the ground and wind him. After that, I grabbed him by the collar and started dragging him through town. I checked my notifications. A simple task completed. My Rube Goldberg machine had worked.
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      When I reached the Khan’s temporary quarters, his honor guard looked at me and my load with surprise. I tipped my hat to them.

      “Morning. Wake the Khan, Atlan, and everyone else. Bring me Atlan’s other bodyguard too, the one with the scar, and do not let her come armed.”

      They looked at each other, then me, clearly debating if what I was asking was beyond the authority I’d been granted.

      I sighed and raised my pistol into the air. “You can wake them, or I will. Up to you.”

      That got their attention and they went back into the house, rallying several other honor guard and then waking the rest of the household.

      Atlan and Leroy were the first to arrive, and when she saw Ba’al on the ground in front of me, she drew her pistol without hesitating.

      “What did you do to him!? Release him at once!”

      I shook my head. “Can’t do that.”

      She took a step toward me, steadying her aim at my head.

      Leroy rested a hand tentatively on the hilt of his sword as she moved forward.

      I looked to Atlan. “Your bodyguard here just destroyed the device meant to detect who’d planted all of those speakers… then he made his way for Bill and Jeb with this.” I held up the pistol. “A laspistol unlike any I’ve ever seen… though I have a good guess as to where he got it.”

      Atlan lowered her pistol slightly and looked at Ba’al in askance. He simply averted his gaze. She took a step back and sat on a loose chair, a disgusted scowl on her face.

      The Khan arrived after, appraising things with his one eye before calling for a guard to bring him a chair and some water.

      The last guest, Atlan’s other bodyguard, arrived shortly after. She’d clearly struggled. I could see bruises forming on her and scratches bleeding on the guards who grabbed her. I gestured for her to be placed next to Ba’al.

      I gestured to them both. “These two are the ones responsible for the speakers, and the attempts on your life.”

      The Khan nodded. “Your device?”

      I shook my head. “Yes and no. The device was fake. There was no way to build a machine that could detect who’d placed the speakers. I told everyone about it loudly and visibly, making sure everyone knew about it, marked it with an ability to track it, and waited for the culprit to expose themselves in fear of being caught.”

      The Khan nodded. “Go on.”

      “Ba’al destroyed the device, and I intercepted him on the way to Bill and Jeb, I assume to kill them and keep them from creating another one. He had this pistol on him. I assume he got it from the Remnants.”

      The Khan stood from his chair and walked toward them. “Why?” he asked.

      Lilith looked up at him. “Because you should no longer be in charge.”

      Ba’al looked at her. “Stay silent, talking benefits nothing.”

      She ignored him. “You’re getting old…weak. You waited to attack STAR for too long, and now they’re stronger than ever. Your own wives betray you, and you refuse to name Atlan your heir in spite of all she does in your name.” She spat, hitting the Khan’s bare foot. “You’re unworthy to lead the Horde.”

      The Khan leaned down, grabbed her by the hair, and slammed her head against the floor with a heavy thud. While she was dazed, he wiped his foot clean against her face.

      Ba’al strained against the two guards who held him back when Lilith was struck.

      I activated my Lie Detector ability. “So, you did this so Atlan could take over the Iron Horde?” I asked.

      Ba’al nodded.

      “Yes or no.”

      “Yes.”

      TRUTH.

      “Who gave you the tech, the instructions?” I asked.

      “A woman, an agent with the Remnants named Leah.”

      TRUTH.

      I didn’t exactly need the ability to tell me that was accurate. She had been who I’d suspected all along.

      “Was anyone else within the Horde, aside from you and Lilith, involved?”

      “No. We acted alone.”

      TRUTH.

      I paused. I needed to be sure. “Was Atlan involved?”

      He spoke without hesitation. “No.”

      TRUTH.

      Atlan approached now, reaching Ba’al, and drove her fist into his face with enough force to make his head snap back. “You idiot!” She struck him again, and again, until the force of her blows actually caused the guards holding him to drop him to the ground. Once there, she began kicking him with her metal leg.

      “And if the Khan had died here, what did you think would happen!?” she yelled. “Your betrayal could’ve cost us the war! Would you have me rule over nothing!?”

      Lilith spoke up. “We were promised you would still govern! The Horde and its territory would be ruled by you, under the Remnants’ old-world flag.”

      Atlan ceased her beating of Ba’al and approached Lilith, lifting her by the hair. “You have known me my whole life. Helped to raise me, been my friend, yet you believe I would be content as a puppet? Enslaved to the nation that attempts to remove us from these wastes!? I considered you both family, but you are fools.” She drew back her hand and backhanded Lilith with such force that it produced a sound like a thunderclap. She lifted her metal leg to kick her, but the Khan interrupted her before she could strike.

      “Daughter.”

      She froze, looking back at him as she placed her leg back to the ground.

      “The beating is earned, but it is not punishment enough.” His eyes flicked to Atlan’s bloody knuckles for a moment, and I saw something resembling pride flash across his expression for a moment. “They will be placed in a cell until morning. By midday you, my daughter, will decide their fate.”

      She inclined her head. “Yes… Father.” The words sounded almost alien coming from her mouth, as if she was using the word for the first time.

      The Khan looked to me. “Once again, Donovan, you have done me a great service.”

      I nodded. “I have.”

      “There is no reward great enough to honor what you have done for me.”

      I stood there and thought about it. I hadn’t asked for a reward. He hadn’t threatened me into having it done, or demanded tribute when I’d arrived to assist him. It was out of character for both of us in many ways. Our relationship had changed. I was no longer simply a vassal, and he was no longer a means to an end for me. I had very few people with whom I had such a relationship.

      I shook my head. “I ask for no reward. That your life is secure, or as secure as it can be for now, is enough.”

      He smiled. Not his usual thoughtful smile, or grim one, but a true one, an expression I’d never seen on his face, and I found myself returning it. He held out his arm.

      “Brother.”

      I clasped his hand and inclined my head at him.

      “Brother.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Excellent work, Marshal! You’ve successfully performed the primary goal of your job ‘Completing Investigations’! You’ve earned 575 Patriot Points!

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, Citizen! You’ve earned a level in Marshal, justice is an American tradition. You have received +1 Strength, +1 Intelligence, and +1 Perception.

      

      

      
        
        9th level also unlocks:

        (TEST): Modifier- Mass- can be added to any ability. That ability can now apply to 10 Citizens at once.

      

      

      I blinked the notifications from my vision as I was making my way out of Medina, pausing before I left. Mass modifier? I hadn’t ever seen or even heard of anything like that in the system. The language around it was similar to the messages I’d seen when I’d deputized Nico. I turned around and looked at a group of busy people pushing one of the gun emplacements that the remnants had been using, deeper into the city for either defense or scrap. I placed them all Under Arrest but added the Mass modifier. Instantly, all seven of them were highlighted in my vision. I tried again, focusing on another group and Mass Arrested them as well. I blinked and dismissed the ability. Well… that was going to make fights a bit easier.

      I began walking out of the city, considering what my next move would be. The siege of Medina was broken, the Khan recovered, the Remnants on the back foot, and all of Pott’s allies were united. I could take a moment to go back home to my boat, I could see what targets I might be able to hit deeper in Remnant territory alone, or I could make my way to Pott’s to see what other help they might need. It was possible I could search some additional bunkers to see what additional weapons or information I could find to help in the war effort, or assist with whatever effort was being made to counter a future vaccine if it ever came into being.

      I was pondering all of this, wandering vaguely in a direction between Remnant territory and heading back to Pott’s when I smelled the approach of eleven deadmen, ten of them in power armor.

      I slowed down and let them approach. They had their weapons ready, and when they approached me I realized it was all of the remaining Entombed and Nix. I watched calmly as they surrounded me.

      I crossed my arms, trying to keep from picking at my itching teeth. “What’s going on?”

      Nix looked uncomfortable but took a step toward me. “Donovan… the Honored Dead have requested you return to Pott’s. To answer for crimes against the deadmen of Eden.”
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      I stood there for a moment. The Entombed, all ten of them who remained in modified power armor—I’d seen them in action, tearing through Remnants like they were paper, leaping through the air, smashing drones—I could take them if I needed to.

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      Nix relaxed, and I felt the tension go out of several of the Entombed as well.

      I held out my arms. “Do you need to cuff me or anything?” I asked.

      Nix shook her head. “We both know that would be pointless… I would appreciate if you’d surrender your weapons though.”

      That made me grit my teeth a bit, but I complied. I took off my pack, my holsters, and my sheath, handing them to one of the Entombed, his armor decorated with images of intertwining snakes.

      I held out the sword last for him to take. “Don’t squeeze the handle. Easy to hurt yourself that way.”

      He nodded, deciding to hold it from the sheath. All of them had seen that sword cut through power-armored Remnants at this point.

      Nix looked at me. “That everything?” she asked.

      I nodded. “All but my hands. You can cut them off, but they’ll grow back. Probably quickly.”

      One of the Entombed laughed, his voice coming out with a bit of static.

      I gave him a blank stare.

      “Oh…” he said.

      After I was metaphorically disarmed, we all stood awkwardly for a few moments, everyone seeming at least slightly uncomfortable with the situation we’d found ourselves in.

      I looked around at my allies-turned-wardens. “So, are we going to start moving or what?” I asked.

      They all turned to Nix, who simply nodded and made a sweeping gesture. “Let’s move.”

      We began walking, deviating only slightly from the path I’d already been taking.

      The Honored Dead had discovered what I’d done in Eden. Knew that I’d killed my way across their territory, broken down their walls, freed their slaves, and killed their leader. I’d known that they would’ve been against it. Even if they’d seen firsthand what Eden had done, they’d never have condoned violence against them. They were fellow deadmen. They may have gone against what Pott’s preached, but that didn’t justify, at least to the Honored Dead, attempting to destroy them. In light of our potential extinction, what I’d done would be seen in an even worse light.

      I thought of Eden for a moment. The human woman who’d been drowned for trying to escape, the deadmen and women enslaved in their factories, the maddened deadmen they’d left to be tormented unceasingly in the hallucinogenic gas nearby, the madness in the eyes of the First. Whatever the Honored Dead thought of my actions, I’d done what needed to be done.

      That didn’t explain how the Honored Dead had found out though. I didn’t believe Nico or Deux had told them, they wouldn’t betray my confidence like that. And if they had, why would they have chosen now to do so? Had the Honored Dead found some way to contact Eden? Sent another scout across the Cut? They had my notes of the dangers in the area, but knowing what was out there and surviving it was a very different story.

      I shook my head. None of that felt very likely. What about the opposite? Had Eden somehow brought people across the Cut? An individual accomplishing it was unlikely, but an army… could they have recovered from what I’d done so quickly? Found Pott’s in such a short time? If that was the case, why would they bother going through Pott’s to get to me? I didn’t have enough information.

      “Who’s my accuser?” I asked.

      Nix looked back at me from where she was walking in the lead. “I was told not to give you any additional information until you speak with the Honored Dead.”

      “Is it just one person? A group? An army? That’s all I want to know.” If it was an army, everyone in Pott’s was in danger if they were to trust them.

      Nix shook her head. “Two people.”

      “Two…” I muttered. That threw a wrench into my theories. I kept considering possibilities as we moved, day turning to night. Pott’s… what would they do to me if they found me rightly guilty for what I’d done? In the past, their strongest punishment was exile. Removing people from all contact with Pott’s and its people. Even the First and the original founders of Eden had been exiled rather than killed or jailed. If that was the punishment, I wouldn’t be able to support Pott’s directly anymore, they’d refuse to speak or acknowledge me in any way. Nico and Deux… that thought caused me more distress than I expected. The thought of exile in general I found much more painful to consider than I had in the past. I forced myself to let out a long breath. Exile or no, the main reason to return and stand trial was to see these Edenites myself and determine if they were a threat. Pott’s was the priority, even if my actions could damn me in its eyes.

      We began to search for a place to camp for the night, my escort not having my endurance even encased in power armor. A dust storm was building, and I found myself retrieving my goggles and bandana from the depths of my bag. It had been quite some time since I’d used them. I remembered when I would travel everywhere with my face as hidden as possible, avoiding the conflict that would come with my existence as a deadman. Things had changed since then. Now I welcomed that conflict, and those humans I encountered were the ones who went out of their way to avoid it.

      Shortly after I got everything on, the dust storm hit. It was thick and heavy, and I considered slipping away from my captors, but that was more based on instinct than desire. We found the ruins of an old gas station to take shelter in, and Daisy, the Entombed’s leader, prepared food for everyone. It smelled good, with what I could tell was a heavy amount of spices and a lot of meat.

      I sat in the center of the building. The Entombed were watching me but seemed unsure of how closely they should be doing so. Kind of milling about, not sure if they should really settle in, or remove their armor, or even take their eyes off of me. Nix was checking the perimeter and so wasn’t there to give them any clarification.

      “Tea?” asked Daisy, holding out a small mug, steam rising from it.

      I shrugged, taking it. The mug was hot enough to burn my palms slightly, but I ignored it, blowing softly across the top of the mug until I judged it cool enough to drink. It was good, sweet, with a hint of mint and something else I couldn’t identify.

      The rest of the Entombed relaxed a bit when I took the drink, as if a prisoner with a hot drink was less of a threat. It would be hard to call them green based on what I’d already seen them do, but a bit naive, certainly. I heard Daisy order five of them to exit their power armor and the other four to remain armored and focused on me; they would take turns eating. I noticed that she herself had kept hers on, only revealing her face to taste what she was cooking.

      Eventually she came back over to me, this time holding four skewers of warm, spiced meat. I smelled it deeply, picking out the spices and identifying the meat as something bovine, but only barely. I took them with a grateful nod and began tearing into the meat with gusto. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t eaten recently, but I was always hungry.

      “You know, a guilty person would never eat so easily,” said one of the Entombed out of his armor. A young deadman with pale-yellow eyes. “They’d be too concerned with what could happen to them.”

      I laughed, surprising myself.

      “What’s funny?” asked a deadwoman sitting next to him, placing one of her skewers onto the floor. “I mean, all of us think you’re probably innocent. We’ve fought with you. We know you’re not a bad guy.”

      I picked at my teeth for a moment with a skewer. “Do you think the Remnants think they’re the good guys or the bad guys?” I asked. “Do you think they think you’re the good guys? Slaughtering them in black armor?” I put the skewer down. “I am guilty… guilty of doing what needs to be done. Same as anyone worth anything to Pott’s.”

      I drank more of Daisy’s tea, clearing my throat. It had gone cool but still had a pleasant taste and aroma to it. The Entombed all looked distinctly less comfortable than they had before. The armored ones, who’d been lax about watching me, brought their attention back to me in full.

      I looked up at Daisy, a brief inhale and search of nearby scents answering my question before I asked it. “Any food left over?”
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      We walked for two more days, keeping a very good pace with the Entombed in their armor, Nix being a skilled Undertaker and myself able to walk for days at a time without stopping, but in less of a rush considering what was waiting for me. The conversation had died down a bit after my brief discussion the first night, and everyone’s guard was up more because of it, but I found that to be more of a positive than anything. With a lack of conversation and being forced to rest at night by everyone else’s pace, I wound up having an unusual amount of time for myself. Once I’d utterly exhausted myself thinking of every possibility of what could be waiting for me in Pott’s, I had nothing left to do but read.

      I was finally able to turn my attention to Gavain and the Immortal Empire. I read it cover to cover on the first night after finishing off the skewers Daisy had made. Then I read it a second time the next night, and twice more the night after that, this time focusing on certain sections more heavily and skimming through the rest. After all of my re-reads, I came to a conclusion I almost couldn’t believe. Gavain and the Immortal Empire was the worst piece of shit book to ever exist on the face of Earth. Everyone who read it was almost certainly poorer for the experience, and perhaps dumber and of worse character than they had been prior to reading it. Favorite characters who had existed since book one were killed off, their roles replaced with two-dimensional stand-ins that could be described in such original terms as “elf with a bow,” “dwarf with an axe,” or “halfling who steals.” Old plots were left to rot and new plots introduced and resolved out of nowhere, romance featured heavily in a way that made no sense for Gavain. And worst of all, at the end of the book, in spite of what the cover implied, Gavain, who’d been born and lived as a lizardman, was made human… and he was happy about it. That went against the theme, character, and overall point of the books.

      It was so terrible that in a way the failure of it was in and of itself incredibly fascinating. Between reads, I wondered what could have possibly led to such a decline in quality and storytelling. It was truly amazing, and in a way all of the negatives about it made it impossible to put down. At the end of my last readthrough before making it back to Pott’s, I simply slipped it into my pack. I had been searching for that book since I’d first left Pott’s to be on my own. It was, in many ways, the only true ambition I’d had beyond survival before I’d become a Marshal. Had I gotten it before, it would’ve been devastating. Now it was… deeply unfortunate, but livable.

      The Entombed were talking excitedly about the upcoming presidential debate when the domes of Pott’s began to come into view. I smelled something strange. The smell of deadmen, mint, and bloodmanes was there as usual, but there was something else. I smelled humans, and exhaust. It wasn’t coming from Pott’s but rather from behind us, and it was approaching quickly. I whipped around to see three Shrikes flying low and fast directly toward Pott’s.

      “Nix! Behind us, in the air!” I yelled.

      She whipped around to look in the direction I’d indicated. Without my sense of smell, and with the silence in which the Shrikes flew, it took her longer to pinpoint them than I’d like, and by the time she saw them it was almost too late.

      “Entombed, draw weapons and fire!” she said, pointing at the oncoming vehicles.

      They listened and followed their orders with as much speed and discipline as they could muster. They opened fire with their weapons and sent blasts of red light in the direction of the oncoming vehicles.

      I watched in frustration, weaponless and unable to see the pilots and use my Freeze ability, as the Entombed fired, the Shrikes taking evasive action, two of them avoiding damage while one of them began to make its way quickly toward the ground after it was clipped by a Hydra blast.

      As they flew over us, I realized why they were flying so low. Slung to their underside were what looked to be massive cannons weighing them down, or perhaps they needed to be low to be within an effective range to use them.

      We began running after the vehicles, the Entombed still firing at them. Our actions must have roused the city’s defenders as well, because our own lasfire was joined shortly after by fire coming from the city itself. They managed a few hits on the Shrikes but didn’t manage to bring them down before they reached the city.

      I saw, felt, and smelled the activation of the Shrike’s weapons, burning ozone, white-hot beams of light, and enough power to make the ground tremble hit me all at once. I pushed myself to run further as I watched their beams of light cut straight lines through Pott’s as they reached it. Screams rang out from the city, and I found myself running with such speed that only Daisy, her power armor groaning with the effort, was barely keeping up with me. I noticed the Shrikes turning for another pass and quickly scrambled onto the nearest dome, gesturing for Daisy to follow me.

      I turned to her. “Throw me!” I yelled.

      She regarded me with a silent stare from behind her floral facemask, then she kneeled, making a foothold with her gauntlets.

      The Shrike was nearly at us when she threw me. Her timing was perfect, and the front of the Shrike slammed into the front of me with the force of a train. I kept just enough of my consciousness to grip the edges of the glass just in time for the Shrike’s pilot to begin weaving madly in an attempt to remove me. Once I had a grip, I activated my Handle with Care ability to stay in place until I healed and regained enough focus to see the pilot, just in time for him to jerk his flight control upward and start sending us hurtling into the sky.

      I smashed my hand into the glass in front of the cockpit. It was reinforced, capable of withstanding bullets or even small explosions. It took three hits for me to break it completely. I could feel the oxygen thinning around me as I reached into the cockpit and tore the pilot from his seat, throwing him out and hearing him scream as he plunged downward at a rapid clip. I fell into the cockpit, the Shrike still climbing into the air, and pushed the controls vaguely downward. I had no idea what I was doing, but at least that control seemed vaguely intuitive.

      There was a terrible moment of weightlessness, then I was moving down toward the ground, fast. Pott’s went from vaguely city shaped to well detailed in moments, and I started to pull up the stick, hearing the machinery involved creak in the first sounds I’d ever heard in a Shrike. I saw the last one doing another pass with its laser below me, and I jerked the flight stick one last time. I could swear I saw the last pilot look up and scream. After that everything was a blur of fire and metal as we collided and everything spun in my vision.

      I blacked out, but only for a moment, then I opened my eyes and tried to get my bearings. There was a large piece of metal impaling my leg to the ground and my arm to what remained of someone’s home. I saw a few deadmen approach me. One of them, a woman, came closer than the others.

      “Don’t move. We have help on the way, I’ll divert them to you.”

      Her voice was breaking a bit as she spoke. I pegged her as someone who likely hadn’t left Pott’s before. I respected that she’d tried to comfort me in spite of her obvious fear. She probably just thought I was a random resident.

      I shook my head at her. “Don’t waste their time with me.” I yanked my hand downward, feeling my arm tear open deeply. It re-knitted itself shortly after, and I sat up to rip the metal in my leg out with a grunt. It hurt worse than I’d expected, but I didn’t want any help to go to me when it could assist a deadman or woman that actually needed it. I stood up as my leg healed and wiped some of the blood from my hands while a small crowd gathered around me.

      I looked left and right at them. “What are you doing!? There’s fires to put out and people to help. Get the fuck out of here!”

      They all scurried away quickly, surprised at my volume. With them gone I took a deep inhale, trying to scent blood, and followed the trail to see who I could help. Wouldn’t do any good just standing there myself either.
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      I spent the next several hours pulling people from wreckage, dragging chunks of the vehicles into Julian’s lab, and helping to put out what fires I could. The Entombed and Nix located me quickly but let me continue what I was doing, even helping me where they could. By the morning, the majority of the recovery had been completed. I stood by one of the cuts through the city and held my hand to it. The radiation coming from it was intense and familiar. The cuts themselves were incredibly smooth, leaving deep impressions in the earth that deadmen and women were already filling in with dirt, even as they were assessing what other damage had been done.

      It didn’t take a Marshal to figure out that the weapons the Shrikes had used were of the same origin as whatever had created the Cut itself. The idea that the Remnants had access to that type of technology was terrifying, but what was even scarier than that was that they’d managed to attack Pott’s itself, an area everyone had presumed would be safe. Looking over the pilots, I found they were all wearing the same anti-radiation suits I’d encountered before. In the past Leah had said that flying Shrikes was incredibly dangerous, and that the vehicles themselves were costly. Either she’d lied to me, or they were just that determined to hit us where it hurt.

      Once we’d done basically all we could, Nix and the Entombed brought me to the Mausoleum. There was a single cut through it on the far-right side, but otherwise it seemed to avoid the majority of the damage. That was a mixed blessing. The building itself wasn’t as important as the lives that had been lost, and from what I could tell, the attack had been focused on the residential portions of the city. I hadn’t heard fully counts of the dead yet, but from what I could smell, there had to be at least one hundred casualties.

      We entered the Mausoleum, finding white robes moving quickly around and everyone as busy as could seem possible. I was escorted to the Honored Dead’s chambers and walked inside, where I saw all of them gathered, sheets of paper in front of them, board marked with chalk, and Mama standing in the center, a look of focused determination on her face. To the side I saw Solomon. He was missing part of his foot, as if it had been cleanly burned away. In spite of that, I saw a grim focus on his face as well.

      When we entered, they all turned to us. Mama approached me, wrapping me in a big hug and looking over everyone else. “I appreciate you bringing him, and we will hear his case, bring forth his accusers, and go through the proper traditions as soon as we can, but we cannot do so now. The first debate is going to begin in just moments. Take him to one of the empty audience chambers and keep him there for now… and get some rest. I’ve heard of what you,” she looked to me, “what all of you did during the attack.”

      We all nodded and were swiftly spirited to a room nearby by one of the white robes. The attack, the risk of it, and the timing were all starting to make sense. The Remnants knew we were bringing a candidate forward, and they’d likely found out the Khan was supporting her. They were… scared of it, scared of losing the one thing they seemed to crave beyond anything else in the wastes—the presidency.

      As we settled, the Entombed all sat around me but were too tired to pay much attention to actually guarding me, on top of realizing that at this point their job was complete. And why would I choose to escape now, when I’d already had so many other opportunities? Just as I finished taking a long sip from my flask, my vision was overtaken by a message.

      
        
        Welcome, Americans! The first debate will begin in 10 minutes!

      

        

      
        The candidates who qualified for this debate are as follows:

      

        

      
        Michael Masters

        Mama

        Gary Garyson

      

        

      
        Please stand by to see what our potential future leaders have to say!

      

      

      Well, I knew who two of the three candidates were, and had a theory about the last one that I hoped would prove wrong. I waited in silence with my jailers, wondering exactly how the debate would play out. Would it simply be a series of messages sent through the system, or would I actually be able to hear the candidates when the spoke? Would I be able to see them? I hoped it wasn’t going to be the third, as even with the strides deadmen had made, Mama would be at a distinct advantage if people were able to see what she was.

      It didn’t take long for me to find out.

      

      “Hello, citizens of the United States of America, and welcome to the first presidential election since @!*($&amp;(&amp;.” The voice sounded like it was speaking directly in my mind, a semi-robotic and vaguely feminine voice that briefly became a blast of static toward the end of what it was saying.

      “Our candidates are Michael Masters, Mama, and Gary Garyson. We will begin by allowing each of these candidates one minute to introduce themselves before we begin the debate.”

      “Michael Masters, you have one minute.”

      “Thank you. I am Michael Masters. Secretary of Reclamation and leader of what remains of the true United States government. I will bring this country back into the light. Take back this country and return America to its rightful place as the most powerful country in the world. I will bring peace and stability to this savage land and return the rule of law and order. Together, under my leadership, we can rebuild and reclaim our destiny!”

      I gritted my teeth as he spoke. He managed to emphasize and phrase things so that his speech would take exactly one minute, without a second wasted. He likely knew beforehand what the rules of this would be. His voice had a kind of entitlement to it, like his victory was an inevitability.

      “Thank you, Mr. Masters. Next will be Mama. You have one minute.”

      “Well hello, dearies. I’m Mama, and unlike Mr. Masters, I’ve lived here in the wastes my whole life. I’ve dug the harsh earth to scrounge up enough to eat. I’ve raised children here, and I’ve defended my land and my family with nothing more than a rusted-out revolver and grit. Masters wants to talk about making things how they were, but he doesn’t even know how things are. He was too busy hiding in space. I know what wasters need, because I am one. I’ll never pretend to be anything else.”

      I nodded along as Mama spoke. I was more than a little biased of course, but I thought her speech had more sincerity to it and seemed more like the kind of thing the average waster would really listen to.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Mama. Next will be Gary Garyson. You have one minute.”

      “This country isn’t Gary enough, but I’m here to change that. My opposition, you’ll notice, isn’t even named Gary. The idea that a non-Gary can be in charge of anything should show you how much needs to be fixed. I, Gary Garyson, son of Gary Garyson, will do everything in my power to make things even more Gary than ever before. I will turn this country into the United Gar-.”

      “That is the end of your time. Next we will go into questions and rebuttals. Each candidate will have one minute to answer the question, then the other candidates will be able to provide a thirty-second rebuttal.”

      There was a brief pause.

      “Mr. Masters. In the current United States what are your plans for the economy?”

      That question seemed incredibly vague, but I supposed that made sense. The questions were likely pre-programmed back before the war, and they had no way of knowing what specific issues might exist at this point.

      “To start, I will use my executive authority to strengthen the Patriot Point and move us away from the primitive system of bartering that exists now. I will invest in building infrastructure such as roads that will allow communities to better reach one another and engage in stronger trade, protecting those roads with a police force to ensure that communities can trade safely with one another. All of this should allow for improved commerce and create economic stability within the wastes. I will-

      “Mr. Masters, your time is up. Mama, rebuttal.”

      “You’re going to try to move away from bartering? Last time I checked, I can’t eat, smoke, or shoot Patriot Points. And how will you pay for this infrastructure? I’ve heard a thing or two about STAR territory taxes, and it sounds to me like you want everyone to start paying those.” I heard some mirth enter her voice. “Sounds like this poor spaceboy doesn’t know how things work down here.”

      “Mama, your time is up. Mr. Garyson, rebuttal.”

      “All this doesn’t sound very GARY to me, and if it’s not Gary, it’s garbage.” He paused there for several seconds.”

      “Do you cede the rest of your time?” asked the announcer’s robotic voice.

      “Gary cedes his time.”

      From there on, the questions went back and forth. Masters would speak in long complicated plans that clearly had a lot of research and were based in the America of old. Mama would tear his ideas down with some folksy wisdom and a put-down or two, then lay out a simpler plan closer to what was already in place and worked. Gary would… add some flavor to the proceedings. I’d been to a settlement of Gary’s a long time ago, and I was very surprised they’d managed to put together enough nominations for him to participate. Once the debate was over, I felt like Mama had made a good case for herself. Whether that could overcome the propaganda and numbers behind the Remnants remained to be seen.

      A white robe entered a few minutes after the debate had ended. “The Honored Dead will see you now.”
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      I stepped into the Honored Dead’s chambers, following Nix and flanked by the Entombed on either side of me, as well as walking behind me. The council themselves were all arrayed in their usual positions in a semicircle from which they regarded whoever entered. Mama was seated to my left, then clockwise were Kit, Julian, Solomon, and finally Jim. Mama seemed animated and alert, likely still coming down from her debate performance, but she had no smiles or warm greetings for me as she had in the past. She’d already wrapped me in a hug when I arrived, but now she held back. Kit was looking considerate, as was typical, Julian regarded me with a small smile, and Solomon—now missing a foot, though it looked to have been treated—was focused on me, and in spite of the pain he was clearly in he managed to keep his expression neutral, even as Jim cast frequent looks of concern in his direction.

      Julian spoke first. “First, Nix, Daisy, Entombed, thank you for bringing Donovan back to us to stand trial. And thank all of you for aiding in the defense of Pott’s. We’d heard chatterings that they may attempt something to disrupt us during the debate, but we didn’t expect them to be able to reach us here.” He shook his head. “So many resources were wasted defending our smaller outposts and allies under the assumption we could ignore our own defenses.” He turned his attention fully to me. “Donovan. You know why you have been brought before us?”

      I nodded. “For taking out the trash.”

      I saw Solomon’s expression shift suddenly, and he slammed his fist on the table. “You attacked fellow deadmen! Slaughtered their leader! Drove an entire people to ruin!”

      “A people who enslaved humans and other deadmen, who ate human and deadman flesh, who hated us and whose leader plotted our destruction. Who exiled their own people into a cloud of madness and despair for them to languish within forever.”

      Solomon went to stand but grimaced as he was reminded of his injury. “With everything happening to us here, Eden may have been the only place left that was safe for deadmen! And you removed that possibility. Destroying their gate! Releasing their slaves and encouraging them to rebel! Unleashing a monster from the wastes around their enclave!”

      I shook my head. “I will not apologize for releasing their slaves.”

      “You’re sorry for the other actions you took then?” asked Kit.

      “No.” I paused. “I don’t recall anything about releasing a monster though. Who told you that? Who are my accusers?”

      Solomon nearly spat on the ground but held back when he remembered he was in what many deadmen considered a sacred place. “If you don’t deny the majority of the accusations, what is the point of you seeing your accusers?”

      “Do you deny any of these accusations, Donovan?” asked Julian.

      I shook my head. “Only the one of unleashing a monster on them. Sounds like a beast from the Cut may have made its way to them on its own. I don’t deny the accusations, but I do want to know who my accusers are. You don’t know these people, what they’re capable of.”

      Mama shook her head. “How could we, Donovan? You didn’t give us the chance to meet them for ourselves, judge them ourselves. I don’t deny that your assessment was accurate, your accusers themselves have more than admitted much of what you’ve told us, but you are just one person, you can’t make the decisions for everyone else.”

      “That’s what we’re already doing to the rest of the wastes, how is this any different? I made the choice that was necessary to ensure that we survive. Eden couldn’t be trusted.”

      Julian stood up. “If you don’t deny the charges, we don’t really have a choice, Donovan. We need to consider exile. Tomorrow you will face your accusers, and the people of Pott’s will come forward to make the case either for or against you.”

      Kit shook her head. “Can we really consider this?” she asked. “Even with what he’s done, Donovan is an asset. Traditions, laws, what about survival? Can we afford to lose him?”

      “Put me through it,” I said, surprising everyone. “I’m not above Pott’s and its traditions. Try me as you would anyone else.”

      Kit nodded and sat back in her chair.

      “Very well. We will give a day to those who wish to speak for or against you to gather before we of the Honored Dead pass judgment. Your trial shall begin at dawn.” Julian nodded at the Entombed. “Escort him to Nico’s and keep him under guard. I do not believe he would seek to avoid judgment, but I do believe he would seek to find his accusers prior to tomorrow. Do not allow him to do so.”

      I raised an eyebrow at Julian. He was savvy, as always. I had been considering doing just that if left to wander freely, though I’d doubted that was going to be a possibility.

      With Julian’s final words, I was escorted from the Honored Dead’s meeting chamber and through the city to Nico’s house. We drew a number of stares, though in general everyone seemed too busy with recovering after the Remnant attack to really bother with what we were doing. I did notice a number of younger deadmen and women making their way to the perimeter of Pott’s, Cerberus lasrifles slung under their arms and grim determination on their faces. Up until this point, the patrols and guards had been more about preparing mentally for war, getting deadmen and women acquainted with weaponry and duty. Now it was no longer an exercise but a necessity.

      In general there was a kind of grimness settling over the city. Pott’s was a place that reveled in the macabre but was in actuality a kind and friendly city to live in. Now that true violence was with us, that sense of macabre had taken on a different tone.

      We arrived at Nico’s plain house, still standing out for its lack of ostentation, and I knocked on the door. Nico opened the door, looked over everyone, her eyes settling on me, and sighed. She was covered in dirt, her hands cut and dusty, and I could tell that she had been assisting with the recovery. I could smell coffee in a cup on the ground in front of the couch, and I could see a book hanging over its edge.

      Nico cracked her neck and started walking inside. “I’ll grab my gun. What’s going on, is there another attack?” She paused. “If there was another attack, why would you be here?” Her voice sounded tired. She was clearly exhausted.

      “They escorted me here. They brought me here for crimes I committed against Eden. I know I didn’t tell you about it,” I lied, “but I’m on trial for it tomorrow. To decide whether or not I’ll be exiled.”

      She stood still for a moment and pinched the bridge of her nose. She moved back to her couch, drained her coffee, and then walked back. “Come in. I’ll make you coffee.” She looked over the Entombed. “You all can’t fit in here. Why don’t you take shifts and I’ll make whichever of you stays some coffee.” She squinted. “Daisy, come in and cook. I’m too damned tired, and you’ve just brought me a bunch of bullshit I don’t want to deal with.”

      Daisy nodded, ordered four of her men to leave and come back later, and she herself went into the kitchen after stepping out of her armor.

      Nico sat, placed her book back in one of the many stacks littering the apartment, and gestured to the couch for me to sit down. I obliged, feeling oddly uncomfortable. Nico had always reacted strongly when I’d done something like this, but at the same time she’d already known what I’d done. I expected a lecture, or even a slap, but how casually she was taking everything took me by surprise.

      She came back to the couch, ignoring the Entombed who were crouched down, trying to find ways to sit that wouldn’t cause books to tumble or paintings to fall off walls and mostly succeeding. She handed me a cup of coffee and gave me a hug.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      I blinked, surprised by the question. I took a long sip of coffee. I’d given a lot to Pott’s and still felt like I owed them everything. The idea of being Exiled… it wouldn’t stop me. I would survive, I would keep fighting for them, even if they did decide that was my fate. Still, the idea of it…

      I shook my head. “Not really.”

      She nodded. “That’s okay. Whatever happens, I’ve got your back. I know Deux does too.”

      I shook my head. “If I’m exiled, you won’t be allowed to speak to me anymore.”

      She laughed. “They’re not going to exile someone for talking to an exile. Even if they did…” she paused. “You’re the only family I’ve got.”

      I laughed. “That sounded really weird how you said it.”

      She smiled. “It felt as weird as it sounded… still true though.”

      I nodded. “Thanks.”
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      Somehow, I slept. Even knowing my trial was at midnight, and even after several cups of coffee and well-radded meat, I slept the longest and most restful sleep I had since the war had begun. I was blessed by a dreamless void, though I still awoke to the pain of the scars on my back as the sunlight hit my face.

      I had slept in the living room. Under the guard of the Entombed. Nico was awake and brought out a cup of coffee, which I drank gratefully. I felt no need to speak, we had said all we’d needed to, and I knew now that even in exile we would still be a part of one another’s lives.

      There was a knock on the door, and Nico answered to find Nix standing there. Nix was holding my pack and my sword, which she offered to me. I nodded and took them gratefully, understanding the implication. If it was decided that I was to be exiled, then there would be no going back to retrieve my things. I would need to leave immediately—there would be no goodbyes or final leisurely strolls through Pott’s. All that would be left was a long, lonely walk through the deadzone.

      I re-holstered all of my weapons, slung my sword at my back, and slid the pack back onto my pack.

      “You ready?” asked Nix.

      I nodded, and we started walking. Nix in the lead, the Entombed at either side of me, and Nico a short walk behind. The streets were oddly clear as we walked, but I could smell that the majority of the city was gathered near the Mausoleum. That wasn’t unusual, it was the center of the city and the hub of most of its business—of course it was busy. As we got closer though, I began to realize that the gathering was not the natural buildup of foot traffic that happened every day but in fact was concentrated at the Mausoleum.

      When we entered the square, we found a massive crowd gathered. I could hear animated discussions, arguments, and even yelling as we got closer. There was a brief quiet as we came into view, and the crowd parted to let us through. All eyes were on me as I walked, and it set my teeth on edge. Some of the crowd shouted encouragement at me, or regarded me with gestures of strength and resilience, others offered gestures of a different kind and spittle-covered insults, though none got anywhere near close enough to me for their spit to land.

      We made our way into the Mausoleum itself and past the chambers in which I usually met the Honored Dead into the central chamber that existed for larger trials, or grand meetings that involved the entire community. It was rarely used, typically only seeing occupancy once or twice within a year, but today it was filled to the brim with observers, and those with a stake. I recognized a number of faces as I was escorted through, but I was so overwhelmed by the press of people that I found myself unable to focus on any one person for long. I think I’d have been more comfortable had they been trying to kill me.

      I walked to the center of the room, feeling everyone’s eyes on me, and looked up at the gathered Honored Dead. They were all wearing their robes that marked who in Pott’s they represented. Julian in white, Solomon in purple, Kit in deep brown, Mama in black, and Jim in red. In between us was an additional podium where those for or against my exile would speak where they could be witnessed. Exiles were rare, but the traditions were old and well known. First the council had to decide if exile was to be considered, then Pott’s itself would plead for or against the defendant. After that, the Honored Dead would weigh everything and make a final decision.

      Julian stood, drawing the hood of his white robe over his head as he did so. He raised his hand, and the chattering that had filled the room ceased. He spoke easily, raising his voice just enough to be caught by the natural acoustics in the room and heard by all who attended. “We have come here to hear those arguments both for and against the exile of Donovan, a deadman and citizen of Pott’s. We shall begin by hearing those who would speak against him, who believe he should be banished, and then we shall hear from those who would have him stay and remain as one of us.” He gestured to the space between us. “His primary accusers may speak first, as it is their right to be heard and his right to see them.”

      As he finished speaking, a door to the right of the chamber opened, and I waited with anticipation to see who would walk through. I saw a woman, a cloth wrap around her eyes, wearing long robes with burgundy skin and long black hair down her back in a braid. To her right was a massive hulking figure of rippling muscle, gently clasping her hand as they walked toward the small podium at which they’d speak. Behind the blindfold she wore, I saw a faint green glow.

      I ground my teeth together with such force that the grinding was audible to those near me. I recognized my accusers immediately—it was Mary and Sampson. Red tinged my vision for a moment, and I felt the temptation to leap at them, but I held back. I would honor Pott’s traditions… once I was exiled though, that might change.

      Once I’d calmed myself down and was able to take a better look at them, I realized that they’d changed. Their clothes were clean and well kept, and they’d clearly been taken care of since they’d arrived in Pott’s, but they themselves were worn down. They seemed thinner, their bodies scarred and their eyes weary. The fact that they were in such a state in spite of the “gifts” they’d been given by the First was a comfort to me. Clearly the slaves I’d released had taken full advantage of the chances I’d created. I activated my Lie Detector ability before the testimony started.

      Once Sampson had guided Mary to the podium, he stepped to the side and looked at me with unrestrained hatred in his eyes. Mary, too, turned to look at me as if she could see, which I assumed she could and was lying about to garner additional sympathy for herself.

      “Before I speak, I wish to say that mere exile is not remotely the level of punishment this filth deserves.”

      Julian nodded. “Noted. Please speak your peace, both of you.”

      “I come from a place, similar but different to Pott’s. A place we called Eden. It lived up to its name. It was a paradise for deadmen and women. Our every need was met, we were safe and secure and even lived in harmony with those who were not so blessed as us.”

      I bit my tongue. I was not able to defend myself in this trial. The actions I’d taken and the words I’d spoken were meant to act as my defense.

      “When Donovan arrived, he was treated with the highest of respects and honors. We fed him, offered him shelter, and he was even allowed to meet with our go— our leader by himself to receive his blessings.” Mary shook her head, her voice taking on a deep sadness. “He was even offered the chance to live among us and join us as a brother.” She shook her head. “He rejected that chance. He left us briefly, performing some act for those you now call enemies—the Remnants, I believe you call them—then he returned to our lands in secret. He destroyed the facilities which armed us and protected us from the raiders who existed upon our borders. He destroyed our gates and turned many of our own people against us. The First, our leader, in his great mercy captured him and offered him the chance at repentance, but he tricked him and killed him in cold blood.” She clutched her arms. “The worst thing he did though was lead the beast to us… it tore through Eden. Killing not only us, but those who attacked us, those he’d pretended to befriend. Our homes were completely and utterly destroyed. We were forced to flee Eden to escape the wrath of the creature, forced to follow the path he himself created in his flight from us. At the start of the journey we were thirty… by the end of it, only Sampson and I remained.” She pointed at me, her finger finding its mark easily in spite of her covered eyes. “He is damnation. A stain on all deadmen, a murderer, and apostate, a demon.”

      I met her supposedly blind gaze, looking past her pointing finger. Everything she’d said had been marked as true by my ability, but she’d neglected to mention Eden’s cannibalism, slavery, torture, my own incarceration and attempted brainwashing, or any number of other reasons behind my actions. I still had no idea what beast she was referring to, but it sounded like a happy coincidence to me. Overall, her accusations sounded like a job well done. It wasn’t as if I’d never been called a murderer or a demon before. Apostate was new though.
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      Mary stumbled back to be caught by Sampson, as if the exertion of her testimony had drained her of all her energy. While she did appear to be worn down compared to when I’d seen her before, I highly doubted she’d been so robbed of her vitality as she made it appear. Sampson gently escorted her back to some seating at the side of the room, helping her to sit down before he himself moved to give his testimony.

      “When I met Donovan, I offered him only my friendship and warnings. We shared a meal, stories, and traveled together in peace. During that time, he spoke little but seemed kind and level headed. In spite of that, he betrayed our hospitality and kindness. I will not repeat what Mary has already said, his betrayal of our kindness has already been spoken. I feel compelled though to speak as well, as he betrayed me personally, and I feel the keen cut of his actions should be spoken as well.” He shook his head. “To have a knife twisted when it is least expected… such a person would not be welcome in Eden, and I’m certain you here share those standards.” He stepped away and sat down next to Mary, who was still doing an impressive job looking as if she was withering away.

      After Sampson was done, a woman I didn’t recognize wearing a black robe, a Cerberus slung across her back, and no left arm, took the stand.

      “I have never met Donovan, but in spite of that, he has had a disproportionately negative effect on my life and everyone else’s. I know it is common knowledge, but Donovan is the reason we first came in contact with the Remnants. He aided them many times, finding them information, activating the advanced R.A.S., and helping them to conquer the Republic. If not for him, we wouldn’t be at war. We wouldn’t be at risk. Pott’s would be safe.” She clutched the stub where her arm had been. “His actions have hurt all of us. He doesn’t belong at Pott’s.”

      With her piece said, the woman walked, not toward the bench to sit and observe, but out of the building. Unlike the words of Sampson and Mary, hers stung. I had been foolish in my dealings with the Remnants, trusting them when I should have been more suspicious from the start, even continuing to work with them after they’d lied to me personally. I had run many of my decisions by the Honored Dead before acting, but that didn’t excuse that they were my actions, primarily done of my own accord. I regretted my trip into the rEvolution Virus bunker the most strongly. It was before I’d known I was working for the Remnants, but had I been smarter, more careful, and thought things through, then maybe it was something I could have avoided. My lack of foresight might have cost Pott’s its future.

      At the same time though, I had to consider that even without my intervention, the Remnants would still eventually come for us. They hated things that didn’t fit into their mold for a perfect America. Deadmen, the Iron Horde, the Kaijin—I couldn’t believe they wouldn’t have come for all of us eventually. I wouldn’t ignore my role in what had happened already, but the conflict was inevitable, I’d just been an accelerant.

      After the woman spoke, there were a few more of Pott’s natives who came to speak against me. There were none I’d harmed directly, but many felt that I’d done them or Pott’s a disservice indirectly. I didn’t always agree with what they said, but more than enough of it was valid enough to give me pause. In the end though, it didn’t harm me as badly as it likely would have harmed many others. I was used to being disliked, to being blamed, this was just the most recent example of it, and at least this time there was a much stronger basis in fact.

      Once they were done, Julian stood again. “Is there anyone else who would like to speak against Donovan? Who wishes him to be exiled?”

      No one rose, and the room was silent for a short period with only the occasional muttering from one of the observers and the sound of Kit writing something down.

      “In that case, those who would speak for Donovan may now approach.”

      Immediately, I saw more than a dozen people stand and make their way to where they would speak. Their faces were familiar, but I couldn’t place them for the most part. They formed an orderly line, and the first of them moved between the Honored Dead and me to speak. He had a pencil mustache.  “I’m uh, Saul. Sorry, I’m not really sure of how to start this. I’m not a native of Pott’s, so I don’t really know all the uh... details and such.”

      Solomon spoke. “You just need to speak why you think Donovan should not be exiled.” Solomon’s words were curt, and I could tell he was eyeing the long line of people waiting to speak with disdain.

      “Ah, well, I was a slave. Used to live on the outskirts of a settlement called Derry, in STAR territory. I was uh… sold out by the settlement, people I’d known my whole life, and taken into slavery. The raiders marched me, and a lot of others, across Horde territory. When we were about a mile out of it, I’d accepted what had happened and given up on living my life unchained. Then, the men and women who had taken us started dropping like flies. Heads exploded, and me and the other slaves took that chance to fight back. Well, to sum things up, it was Donovan who’d done it. Killed the slavers I mean. He gave me directions to Pott’s, told me I’d be safe here. I’d known about Pott’s of course, met a few Undertakers but never took it seriously. Donovan saved me, gave me hope, and I like it here, a lot. Wouldn’t be here without him.” He gestured at about four of the others behind him. “These fellas were with me too. I’m sure their stories would be pretty much the same.” The men and women behind him smiled awkwardly and nodded at the Honored Dead, one of them shooting me an awkward wave I wasn’t sure how to acknowledge. “Anyway, uh, that’s it. I’ll go sit down now.” With that, he and those who had been with him went to sit down on the same bench as Mary and Sampson, seemingly oblivious to the hateful stares they were receiving from both of them and the benches that were empty on the other side.

      Next to speak was a woman in Undertaker garb. Her eyes were solid black, and she radiated a kind of warmth. She was familiar to me, but I couldn’t place her until she spoke. “I met Donovan twice, and both times were brief. Once while he traveled with myself and other Undertakers in a caravan on the way to Fette, and the other time was when he was investigating a murder here in Pott’s,” said Rhea, her voice jogging her name loose from the vaults of my memory. “He did some heroic things, including helping us to fight off some raiders, capturing a deadly murderer… I could tell you about those things, or about how his actions have given us immense respect among the Horde and the Kaijin that has made it safer for all deadmen there, but I only want to mention one thing. While he rode with us, he heard me struggling to feed one of the freshly dead. He took some meat from his own pack and asked me to give it to the child to soothe him. I did so, and Donovan refused my thanks.” She smiled. “It was a small gesture, but I believe it’s important to mention.”

      With that, she went to sit on the bench opposite of where everyone else had sat. Realizing that they were in the wrong place, Saul and his companions moved to join her.

      The next one to speak I recognized immediately, though the last time I’d seen him he had been cursing me, my bloodline, and the earth I walked on. I couldn’t remember if his name was Raven or Crow, but I was glad to see him sane and coherent enough to be up and moving, though I was surprised he was speaking for me. He seemed… bigger than when I’d first met him. He radiated a bit more rads than I was used to sensing, and his scent smelled somewhere between my own and Sampson’s.

      “I was sent on a mission by the Honored Dead to investigate a bunker in the Black Woods.” he looked at the crowd. “It’s a shithole, if you haven’t heard of it. Full of massive fucking bears and a whole bunch of other bullshit. The Rens are nice though, I suppose.” He shook his head, as if clearing excess thoughts from it. “Anyway, I went into the bunker, flicked some switches I shouldn’t have, and found myself trapped in a kind of bliss I can’t even begin to describe. I sat there, happy and starving, for days until Donovan came and found me.” He gritted his teeth. “I hated him when he saved me. I cursed him, tried to attack him, and did everything I could to get us both killed… he saved me anyway.” He laughed. “He wasn’t nice about it, mind you, but he made sure I was safe, and even made sure my mission could be completed. I’d be dead if it weren’t for him.” He said those last words looking directly at me, and I nodded in acknowledgement as he finished speaking and took a seat.

      Another deadman, this time one I didn’t recognize, went to speak but was interrupted when one of the side doors swung open and loudly slammed against the wall. Through it came Deux, his expression animated and his eyes a little wild. He was wearing his old Undertaker garb rather than an altered band shirt as had become his custom recently, and he walked past the line to cut in front and speak.

      “I didn’t miss it, did I? Had to set a playlist going for the Triple R so I wouldn’t be playing dead air…. fuck! Dead Air would’ve been a great radio name too.”

      Solomon stood. “Deux, take your place at the back of the line. There are others who waited patiently to speak!”

      The deadman he’d cut in front of shook his head. “I’m fine with it actually… I’d like to hear him speak.”

      There were nods of agreement down the line.

      Solomon gritted his teeth but sat down. “Fine! Speak!”

      Deux nodded, smiling. “First time I’ve ever heard you ask me to talk.”
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      Deux smiled and gestured expressively at the crowd. “Friends, countrymen, fellow punk rockers and sons of bitches, I just want to say that exiling Donovan would be the dumbest fucking thing to ever happen in the history of Pott’s.” He lowered his voice a bit and leaned forward, still speaking loud enough for everyone to hear. “Let me let you in on some little secrets about his main accusers over there.” He pointed to Sampson and Mary with his thumb. “They’re a cannibal cult that enslaved humans and deadmen. Forced them to work themselves to death and held them in check with religion and fear. The Honored Dead know this, of course, but aren’t allowed to tell you because of their traditions. They can’t testify, per rules some dickhead wrote decades ago, so I’m letting you know for them. Eden was an evil place, and Donovan did the world a favor by burning it the fuck to the ground.”

      I saw a flicker of movement from Mary and Sampson and turned quickly to them, but all she was doing was glaring with sightless eyes while Sampson muttered under his breath.

      “Even aside from all that shit,” continued Deux, his smile fading slightly and his tone turning serious. “Donovan deserves to be here. I remember when he first came, he was already a teenager. No one gave him the time of day, but he still showed up, did everything he could to become an Undertaker. Even after he left us, anytime he got any new information, scouted a new deadzone, mapped a new settlement, he’d tell us whatever he found. The moment he had the strength to help Pott’s, to help deadmen, he used it. In spite of many people not making him welcome, he has done everything in his power to make things better for Pott’s. There have been missteps, but I know that they were only ever made with the best of intentions. THAT’S why this line behind me is still so long, and THAT’S why he doesn’t deserve this shit.” He paused, and I realized that for the first time in a long time, he wasn’t smiling. He corrected that quickly though as he looked around the room one more time. “All that isn’t mentioning, of course, that Radiation Revolution Radio, the Triple RRRRRRRRRRR, wouldn’t exist without his help, and I know for a fact all of you are listeners.”

      That generated some light laughter, and one teenage deadman in a black shirt yelling out “hell yeah.”

      Deux held up a fist in that kid’s direction. “Alright, I’ve said my piece. I need to get back to the station before my playlist runs out.” He looked at me and offered a full-faced smile. “Visit me after this shit is over. I’ll even let you pick a song to play.”

      With that, he turned around with a flourish of his Undertaker robe and walked back out the door he came through. I wasn’t really sure if he’d hurt or helped considering Solomon and Jim, while staying quiet, were now nearly frothing at the mouth, but I appreciated his support either way and found myself smiling back at him at his goodbye.

      After he was done speaking, the deadman I couldn’t identify was next. I’d never met him, but he’d lived in Boon. When I’d briefly visited and cleared out the raid on his home, he decided to move to Pott’s and was training to be an Undertaker. Next was the lover of one of Butcher Pete’s victims, who spoke about how much she’d appreciated the justice I’d been able to dole out to him and hadn’t been able to sleep soundly until she’d heard he’d died. Then was the one of the deadmen I’d protected when our ambush was itself ambushed outside of Medina. He credited me with saving his life by giving me his friend’s body to carry back to Pott’s. Many spoke, some who credited me helping them directly and some indirectly, but with each speaker I felt some measure of gratitude, but also some discomfort. I didn’t feel I deserved their kind words, or their pride in me. In spite of all of the kind words, I could only think of the woman who’d spoken against me. Scarred, and one armed, who seemed to have every reason to hate me and what I’d caused her. The praises I received didn’t absolve me of the damnation she placed at my feet. I knew that, in my heart of hearts.

      Even as my thoughts raced and anxiety built, I noticed Mary acting strangely. She was staring at what to me looked like a random portion of wall. The glow behind her blindfold seemed to still be building, and I could smell fear on her. Her breathing had substantially quickened as well, her body trembling. I was surprised that the testimony was having such a strong impact on her. She was my enemy, but she’d seemed more solid before than she was now. She was ruled by fear without the First it would seem.

      The last of those speaking in my defense finished talking. Julian waited a few moments, then stood, his white robes ruffling. “Is there anyone else who would speak in Donovan’s defense?” he asked.

      Nico walked through the door at that moment. Her timing was, as always, calculated for maximum effect. It was typically something she did ambushing raiders or Remnants, but in this case she’d applied the logic to the Honored Dead. She moved between myself and the Honored Dead and stood there. I noticed then that she was wearing a full pack and armed with all of the weapons I’d seen her with in the past. She took a moment to stare down each member of the Honored Dead, then spoke a single sentence.

      “If he’s gone, then so am I.”

      With that, she moved to sit at the bench opposite of Mary and Sampson. Looking me in the eyes and giving me a firm nod, which I returned, though I felt enormous anxiety at the thought that my own exile could affect her.

      Julian stood again. “I ask again. Is there anyone else who would speak in Donovan’s defense?”

      This time the room was silent for a full minute, aside from hushed conversations being had by those who were there to observe.

      Julian nodded. “In that case, the Honored Dead will now convene for one hour. We shall weigh what has been said here and decide Donovan’s fate based on the will of Pott’s.” He bowed his head for a moment. “We shall move to our private meeting chamb-”

      Mary very suddenly stood and screamed at the top of her lungs, clutching the sides of her head and ripping the blindfold from her face.

      Everyone in the room flinched as they reacted to the sudden noise, some of them ducking, others reaching for weapons.

      I just stared at Mary. Her eyes were still damaged where I’d sliced across them. It seemed her advanced healing hadn’t been able to restore them to full function. They were still orbs of electric green, but now they were interspersed with cracks, reminding me of broken glass.

      Sampson grabbed her, clearly gripped in panic himself, and she began to scream again, this time managing a few words.

      “It’s here! It followed us!” I saw tears of blood stream down her face. “I thought we’d escaped.” she collapsed into Sampson’s arms. “The beast, the snake in our garden, the bane of Eden has come to claim the last of what remains!”

      Her eyes were still focused on the same set point they had been for part of the proceedings. I turned my eyes to it too, orienting myself. She was looking directly in the direction of the Cut.

      I turned toward the door, sensing someone approaching. A young deadwoman in black, a Cerberus strung across her back and fear in her eyes, pushed through the crowd and into the chambers, making a beeline for the Honored Dead. “A-” she stopped to catch her breath and calm herself enough to speak, her black eyes wide and wild. “A creature from the Cut-” she pointed wildly to the door. “It’s coming.”

      Solomon stood. “So? We have patrols, we have guards, we’re on high alert from the Remnants’ attack. Can’t those available deal with it?”

      The woman shook her head. “You don’t understand. The creature, it’s enormous! We’re firing on it but it isn’t slowing down, and it’s…” she shook her head. “It’s glowing.”
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      I didn’t listen to any more discussions, just ran out of the Mausoleum. The deadmen parted for me or got pushed aside. When I was out of the room, it seemed as if dawn had come. There was a faint glow as if the sun was just starting to rise. It threw off my sense of time for a moment, but I realized it couldn’t be dawn. Not enough time had passed, and aside from that, the dawn’s light was warm reds, oranges, yellows. What was lighting the sky now was a pale green coming in the direction of the Cut.

      I started running through the city, drawing my sword and inhaling deeply. I could smell a large number of deadmen gathering, the smell of burning air from the firing of Cerberus lasguns, the gunpowder of traditional guns, and something else. The scent was incredibly powerful, pure radiation, blood, flesh, decay, but also fresh meat. It had a touch of the man-wyrms to it, as well as the earthy scent of the Edenites’ forest. Below that was the scent of death clinging to it, and below that was something familiar. A scent I hadn’t encountered since I’d left Eden. The scent of the First.

      Before I reached the outskirts of Pott’s, I started to hear the sounds of weapons fire and screaming. There were several others running in the same direction as me, carrying weapons of their own with looks of determination on their faces. I quickly outpaced them, reaching the edge of the city, where I was finally able to see what was coming.

      The monster was the size of a building. In the past, the largest rad-mutated beast had been the ursans. Beasts large enough to rip men in two, crush walls, and topple houses. This monster looked as if it would be able to eat through an ursan in three bites. It looked vaguely like a man-wyrm, with a massively distended face and mouth, but it was covered in bumps and tubes that, as it walked closer, I realized were arms, large eyes, and even bone ridges extending from its flesh in horrific ways. It was glowing with such intense brightness that it took my eyes several moments to adjust to what I was seeing, and my mind several more to fully digest the horror in front of me.

      I saw its mouth open and heard a familiar roar. The creature didn’t just smell like the First. It was the First. I wasn’t sure what had happened to him. Mary had said the beast had begun attacking and destroying Eden shortly after I left. Had the damage I’d done to him resulted in him mutating into this creature? If so, then why had he destroyed Eden? Had our battle cost him his mind, or was he still sapient, trapped in the horrifying form now lumbering toward Pott’s?

      I watched as concentrated lasfire slammed into him, melting his flesh, tearing chunks of bone from him and leaving scorch marks. None of the damage lasted long though. Even as I watched, what wounds were dealt to it were stitching closed, the flesh near the wounds flowing over and sealing them like water over sand. It wasn’t going to be enough, and I wasn’t sure anything would be.

      I unslung my pack and strapped what few explosives I still had together to my belt. It was possible I might be able to do enough damage to the creature to overload its ability to regenerate, and even if I couldn’t, I could at least buy some time for the rest of Pott’s. I grabbed my shotgun and started running, straight for the monster.

      I heard cries of concern and people telling me to turn around, but I ignored them, pushing forward. As I got closer, I started to feel waves of intense heat emanating from the monster. They crashed against me, again, and again, and suddenly I found the rads I’d gathered to be out of sync. I ignored it, letting my own rad level run wild and my skin start to glow green, matching the monster I pushed myself toward.

      Its immensity became more harrowing the nearer I got to it. Its legs were as thick as three men, and when it opened its maw to scream, its teeth were jagged pieces of bone like broken glass, the size of my head. I wondered if it could even see me as it continued to move toward Pott’s, its attention seemingly focused on its defenders on the domes.

      My wondering was answered when, the moment I found myself nearly beneath it, a dozen eyes the size of dinner plates that covered its body whipped toward me to affix me with a horrifying stare. I met the stare of the glowing eyes with one of my own and the monster suddenly stopped moving. There was a horrible moment when we just stood there in silence. I showed all my teeth and let out a defiant roar, and the beast responded in kind, at a volume that left my ears ringing as if a gun had been shot directly next to my head.

      I slid beneath the creature, slicing its stomach deeply with my sword and firing my shotgun at the same time.

      The monster attempted to fall onto me, using its weight to crush me, but I was out from beneath it too quickly.

      I raked its side with my sword, driving it as deeply as I could, and was rewarded with a spray of hot green ichor. Where it landed, a kind of steam rose from the ground, the blood burning as if it was acid.

      For a moment, I felt as if I had a chance at winning. The creature’s size made it slow, and I may be able to damage it enough, and keep it away from the walls long enough, that we may be able to slay it.

      Just as I was moving for the creature’s back leg, a tendril sprouted from its back and shot toward me. It was almost too fast for me to see, and while I was able to keep it from stabbing into my heart, it was driven deep into my shoulder and slammed me into the ground.

      Several more tendrils appeared and shot toward me, even as the monster started to shift around, bringing its maw toward me. I swept my sword in front me. Severing the tendril that had me pinned and slicing across the incoming tendrils at the same time. I pulled myself to my feet, ripping out the bone barb that was still embedded in my shoulder, then firing off two more shotgun shells at yet more tendrils flying toward me.

      I started to circle the beast that had been the First, avoiding yet more tendrils that sprouted from his tumor-like body. I tried Freezing him but activated the ability as a tendril entered my vision and found that only that individual tendril was stopped. I tried using Mass Freeze then to halt more of them, but it didn’t matter, the First just produced more and kept turning toward me, the small arms that jutted randomly from his body reaching toward me like beggars asking for fresh water.

      I had managed to turn him away from Pott’s, and his back was being peppered by lasfire every second. I wasn’t certain, because the difference was almost imperceptible, but it seemed as if his healing was starting to slow down, whether from whatever process was creating the tendrils or simply being overwhelmed by mine and Pott’s attack.

      When the monster was finally facing me, it lifted its entire body and slammed it down, missing me with its strike but shaking the ground with its enormous weight.

      I jumped up as it came down and avoided losing my footing by leaping onto the creature’s back. I pulled the pins on all of my grenades as I ran across it and drove my sword deeply into its spine, resulting in its entire body undulating as it screamed out in pain. I threw the belt of explosives into the cut I made, even as it was starting to heal, and leapt from the monster’s back.

      It spun, hitting me in the chest with its tail.

      I heard my ribs crack and felt the air leave my lungs as I was flung at least a hundred feet from the creature. I started to stand, feeling myself healing, and fired my shotgun.

      The beast completed its spin facing me, and as our eyes met there was a rumble and the creature’s flesh expanded for a sickening moment, several chunks of its flesh violently exploding outward, the air clouding with smoke so thick I was temporarily blinded.

      I reloaded my shotgun, feeling my ribs put themselves back into place, and ignoring the discomfort to watch the smoke clear.

      Before it could, I felt something wrap around my leg and then my neck, and stabbing sensations riddled my body. The smoke cleared, and I found myself lifted into the air, the creature’s maw in front of me and getting closer as the tendrils that had impaled me moved me toward it. I struggled, screamed, bit, and tried to tear free, red overtaking my vision. Then, the creature’s jaws closed around me.
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      I felt jagged teeth start to stab into me from a dozen angles, slicing me to ribbons even as I healed. The intense radiation I felt outside was translated to pure heat inside the mad creature the First had become, adding burns to my injuries. I started to maneuver to try to slice my way out, but as I did so tendrils began forming within the creature and began to skewer me, holding me in place as the chewing continued. All of this was completely visible to me—the monster’s innards glowed just as brightly on the inside as they did from the outside.

      I let the red take me completely, channeling all my strength to struggle against my restraints. I ripped several of the tendrils out of myself, enough to release an arm, then I began ripping and tearing. I used everything, slicing with my sword activated, tearing at whatever I could find with my free hand, even biting anytime the walls of flesh that surrounded me came close enough to do so.

      Everything was blood, light, and fury. I could feel the beast struggling against my internal onslaught. It shifted, more tendrils whipping out toward me, more teeth appearing to slice at my flesh, and even eyes began to appear within the creature’s body to watch and counter my attack. It didn’t matter—I just kept slicing, biting, and struggling. My mind cleared of all thoughts as I struggled. It was almost relaxing to completely lose control, surrounded by blood, radiation, and madness, swallowing chunks of the monster’s flesh to keep my own healing factor going, even as it moved me further down into its digestive tract.

      The tendrils ensnaring me began to grow their own teeth, wrapping and cutting into me at the same time. They became thicker and more muscular, then suddenly some of them were arms, thick and muscular, ending in tooth-clawed hands grasping me. Eventually, I was completely encased in arms, tendrils, and teeth.

      I let radiation explode out of me as kinetic force, slamming my bonds, shredding them into viscera so that I could continue to rip and tear. Whatever bodily crevice I was in began to fill with liquid that was a mix of blood and other substances I was blessedly in no right mind to identify. I didn’t stop, fighting and tearing, still watching the wounds heal almost as quickly as they were created, still being gripped by arms and tendrils, still nearly blinded by the beast’s green glow. I was restrained again and let out another explosion, then the fluid surrounded me forcing me to hold my breath.

      I was restrained several more times and fought out each time with blasts of kinetic force followed by fierce fighting, but I could feel the strain in my lungs and my own healing factor beginning to fail. My sword overheated and lost charge, but I kept using it to cut and stab, even as my consciousness began to fade. Feeling my death approaching, I gathered up all the radiation I could and prepared for one more expenditure of energy. I concentrated it all deep inside myself, feeling the liquid around me start to boil from the intense heat emanating from my skin. Then I released it.

      For a moment, I was light. My skin seemed to cease existing, and the radiation inside me and outside of me was all connected as tremendous heat and force emanated from me with colossal force. The walls of flesh around me expanded but didn’t break. It was over in an instant, but it was all for naught—I was still drowning, and my strength was spent. I drove my sword into the nearest patch of flesh in a last defiant move, letting out a scream that faded into bubbles. I could see a wall of eyes watching me drown. I could swear they were smiling. I lifted a middle finger to them. That was all I could manage.

      Before my consciousness fully faded, I saw those eyes widen in surprise. A beam of light tore through the wall of flesh in front of me, and the foul liquid that surrounded me started to drain out, carrying me with it. I gasped fresh air as I flowed in viscera and bile a further two yards. I could see a patch of night sky above me and the bulk of the creature in front of me. It seemed larger than it had first been, now covered in so many new growths of arms, legs, and eyes that there scarcely seemed a bare patch left.

      Another white-hot blast of energy arced out and hit the fleshy mass in front of me, eliciting a kind of roar of pain. Red Cerberus fire continued to pepper the beast’s flesh, and even as I watched tendrils shoot out to reconnect the parts of its body that were coming apart, I saw a massive black form slam into the top of it, slamming two large fists into the back of the creature, shattering two of its exposed spinal ridge. Another black form landed and stabbed a spear into its side, the tip of which lit as it released a salvo of high-powered Hydra fire directly into the creature. Finally, a third black-suited figure dropped from an incredible height, flowers across her armor and a freshly manufactured jump pack on her back. I could hear the crack of bone as the monster’s flesh cratered where she landed, and she began adding in her own Hydra fire and crushing blows to the attack on the beast.

      In the few seconds this was happening, I felt a pair of arms wrap around me. I looked up to see Nico, a grim expression on her face, pulling me back away from the fray. I went to struggle against her, not wanting her to risk herself, but I didn’t have the strength for it. Before we could get out of the range of the monster, a half dozen tendrils shot out. Nico drew her knife from her hip and deftly began slicing through them, even as she dragged me back with her other hand. Using grace and precision to accomplish what I’d just been doing with raw strength and rage.

      The monster began to try and move closer to me, not wanting to release me from its clutches, even to the point of ignoring the ongoing attacks of the Entombed, the massive white-hot blasts that were slicing it into pieces and the ongoing lasgun fire from Pott’s militia. It made it a step closer and shot more tendrils bladed with teeth, but before they could reach us, six shots rang out in such quick succession that it only sounded like a single gunshot had fired. I managed to turn my head just enough to see Deux behind us, using a quick-loader to slot in six new shots, fine white powder under his nose and a pissed-off expression on his face that I’d never seen before.

      “I wanted to fucking quit,” he said, stepping to stand next to Nico and fight off the tendrils. “I wanted a way to no longer fight and kill and still help Pott’s.” He fired six more shots and slammed in another quick-loader. “I was tired of the fighting, and less than a year after I quit, the fighting came to me.” He shot another tendril the second before it was about to bury itself in my leg. “Bunch of fucking bullshit.” He lifted a glass tube with white powder to his nose and inhaled it deeply.

      As I was being dragged away, the monster kept pursuing me while also fighting off the Entombed. It started to get slower and slower and I was pulled away faster and faster, Deux and Nico unloading their pistols with pinpoint accuracy, aiming for any eyes that formed on the beast to observe them or any tendrils that whipped out to attack or grab us. Nico would occasionally throw handmade explosives that looked and sounded like Mercy’s handiwork.

      The militia began to close in, bringing their Cerberus to bear at closer range. The Entombed continued to tear through the beast, deflecting its attacks while dealing devastating damage. There was another massive laser blast that hit the center mass of the beast, and for the first time it completely stopped moving. Its flesh continued to ripple and draw back together, but the rest of the attackers didn’t let up and began to rip it to shreds.

      By the time it ceased moving entirely, it was in dozens of human-sized chunks scattered across the ground in front of Pott’s. I could see and smell more than a dozen dead on the side of Pott’s.

      When we reached the nearest dome, I had regained enough of my strength to stand and look across the battlefield that had been carved by laser fire, explosions, and the monster’s attacks. It had drawn the full might of Pott’s, and it had been crushed by it.
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      I managed to cling to consciousness as every individual piece of the creature was found and burned. Many of them gave out last-gasp attacks, but no more deadmen died to it. The Honored Dead, as well as the rest of the city, was gathered at the edge of the dome watching its thorough destruction.

      I was leaning against the same dome Nico and Deux had dragged me to. My strength was returning, but slowly. My clothes were tattered, my wounds knitting themselves together but slowly, my breathing heavy and labored. Red and black played across the edges of my vision, and I couldn’t remove the stench of the monster’s innards from my nostrils. It was horrible, a mix of smells that made my mouth water, mixed with those that made my stomach want to empty itself, leaving my senses confused.

      I was vaguely aware of someone approaching me, but I wasn’t sure who it was until I heard her voice.

      “This was your fault!” screamed Mary, her voice on the edge of madness. “You brought the creature here, the same one you unleashed upon us in Eden!”

      LIE.

      I’d left my ability active, not having the time to turn it off. I shook my head, tried to speak and found my voice weak and hollow, coughed up some mixture of glowing blood and viscera, then tried again.

      “That was the First.”

      Mary blanched at that. “What!? How dare you!”

      “It was him. I’m certain of it… and I’m guessing you knew too.”

      “I… I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      LIE.

      “You do. I know you can see me, even with your broken eyes. You said when I first met you that I was ‘almost as bright as him.’ You knew. I’m not sure if you led him here on purpose, or truly were fleeing from him and brought him here by accident, but you did know it was him.”

      Sampson looked at her. “Is that true?” he asked.

      She looked down. “I…”

      “You’re right though. It is my fault.”

      “Donovan,” said Nico, a warning in her tone clearly warning me off of a line of thought she herself had already worked through.

      “It was my fault he was aware of us. My fault he became that thing. I blew him up, and he turned into that. For all I know, he was looking to kill me for revenge and would’ve come here to find me eventually even without Mary’s help.”

      I pushed myself off the dome wall and cracked my neck, flexing my hands, hearing my knuckles crack as I opened and closed my hands, my body’s healing seeming to speed up as I regained focus. “My fault the Remnants had the information they needed to create the vaccine. My fault Pott’s went to war. My fault people have died. My fault Deux had to fight again. Probably my fault the Remnants know where Pott’s is.” I tore off what remained of my shirt and absorbed enough radiation to glow, eliciting a few gasps, then I gradually distributed the energy throughout my body to return my strength even faster and started letting the energy flow out of me.

      At this point there was a large crowd gathering around me, mostly silently watching me. I looked around and was gratified to see my pack where I left it. I slid on a spare shirt, buckled my remaining guns on, and slung it over my shoulder. I looked toward the part of the group that had the Honored Dead gathered.

      “I accept exile.”

      “Donovan-” started Mama, stepping in front of the rest of them.

      “No Mama. I’m leaving. I’m still going to fight for you, try to fix the problems I’ve started, and you can always ask for my help, but I draw too much fire to be in Pott’s. Or even to visit.”

      I started to walk.

      Julian moved to block me. “Donovan. I was not going to vote in favor of your exile. The supposed sins you list are not your fault. The Remnants would’ve come at us eventually no matter what. Eden may have as well. Your actions have consequences, but so do everyone’s, and the negative consequences don’t outweigh the positive you’ve done for us. At least wait to hear the final verdict.”

      I shook my head. “No. It’s dangerous to be around me. I’m leaving.”

      Nico stepped toward me.

      I held out my hand. “This is voluntary, Nico, please stay. They need you here.”

      She tightened her grip and gritted her teeth but held fast.

      A few others started talking, trying to convince me to stay. I turned around and walked toward Sampson and Mary and crouched down, meeting her cracked eyes. “Did you lead the monster here?” I asked, my Lie Detector ability still active.

      She glared at me. “No.”

      LIE.

      I shook my head. “Thought so.” I sent my hand out with my fingers flat like a blade and drove my hand through her skull, killing her instantly.

      Sampson cried out and swung an arm at me which I caught, broke, then drove my own fist into his face with enough force to shatter every bone in his skull. They both crumpled to the ground. It was over so quickly no one could react, though a number stepped forward, stepped back, or froze in place all around me. I stood, wiping the blood from my hand. “There, I made the hard decision for you.”

      The Entombed and some of the militia looked around for guidance but found none. I retrieved my sword from Deux, who’d recovered it for me. He forced a long hug, and while it made me uncomfortable, it also made me regret what I was doing for a moment, as did the last look of Nico I got before I walked out of Pott’s and out into the deadzone.
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      I walked through the patrol I’d Mass Frozen. Walking up to one, removing his head from his shoulders, then the next, then the next. It was dull, but it was what I had to do while I waited for some kind of instruction or guidance. The Khan had been busy consolidating his gains as he pushed toward the Remnants’ center of power, the newly dubbed Fort Matthews, named for the Cabinet member I’d killed in the opening salvo of the war. There were no bunkers I needed to investigate or any raids I needed to avenge.

      With the last soldier killed, I looked into what they’d been transporting. I sighed, finding only food and a handful of lasguns. I destroyed both and left the scene without bothering to do any cleanup. It would act as another reminder of what this war had cost STAR.

      I walked into the nearest deadzone, pulling some radded deer meat from my pack and eating it as I walked. I hadn’t slept in a few weeks. There were always more patrols to kill, and they hadn’t tired or injured me enough that I required convalescence of any kind. I spent my days listening to Deux on the radio, severing heads, and checking the dead drop in the hopes that I might find something there with leads I could follow. I’d tried interrogating people in patrols, even letting some of them live when they gave me what I asked for, but had turned up nothing of value. The patrols increasingly had fewer Remnants in them and were just made up of rank-and-file STAR soldiers. They were no challenge, and I took no satisfaction in what I was doing.

      I made it to the dead drop. It was hidden, not for the risk of Remnant forces finding them but rather to hide that I was getting any communication from Pott’s at all on the off chance a Pott’s patrol traveled through on their own mission. I had run into a scouting party or two in other deadzones nearby, but they’d done what was proper and not spoken with me, though some of them looked regretful of it. One had even started to speak, and I’d simply shaken my head before he could talk and he’d nodded in understanding.

      I was bored, but in some ways the way things were now suited me better. I wasn’t a natural to play the part of a hero, to receive praise from my fellow deadmen, the Horde, and even the occasional waster. Not having to interact, being separate even as I worked for deadmen and Pott’s, was ideal for me. Being a secret, a boogeyman was a role I was better suited for.

      I moved the large stone and was gratified to see a metallic tube sitting under it. I uncorked it, twisting the metal cap, which let out a hiss of trapped air. I tilted it onto its side and a rolled-up piece of paper came out. I read it slowly, absorbing the information and finding myself happy to hear from Nico, even if it wasn’t the way I’d prefer to.

      
        
        Donovan,

      

        

      
        The Remnants have moved the majority of their forces into Fort Matthews. Their power-armored troops, what Shrikes they have, and all of their scientists and engineers. The fort’s security has increased drastically as the Khan’s forces push closer and closer. Laser batteries, increased soldiers on the walls, additional layers of walls, and even trenches and mines. Shipments into the fort have increased dramatically, but nothing is coming out. I haven’t been able to ascertain all of what’s flowing in. A large amount of it is raw materials, but Julian and his people can’t determine exactly what it may be being used for, there are too many possibilities. My sources have dried up—the majority of them were killed. The last piece of information I received was that most of the shipments were coming from the deepest parts of STAR territory, in its northwest region. From the maps you provided, there were three bunkers closely bunched together in that area. We need to know what the Remnants are planning. Things have tipped in our favor, but the Remnants’ tech has proved decisive for them in the past. I’ll be checking this drop for any information you recover.

      

        

      
        P.S. Be safe

        Nico

      

      

      I smirked at the final part of her note. “Be safe,” but also I need you to infiltrate deeply into STAR territory, explore bunkers that could have god knows what inside, and bring me any information you find. Still, it was exactly what I was looking for. A useful, difficult job I could do in support of Pott’s. I went to return the rock to the hiding spot and saw, hidden in shadow, a hat sitting inside. I lifted it out of the hold and brushed it off. It was flat topped and wide brimmed, the style I’d always favored, as it hid my face well and kept the sun from my eyes. Inside the hat was a note.

      
        
        Donny,

      

        

      
        figured I’d get this for you in return for your coffee.

      

        

      
        XOXO Deux

      

      

      I slid the hat onto my head. I’d lost my other hat somewhere inside of the beast that had been the First. It was very like Deux to realize I would be searching for a new one. I’d taken to wrapping my head in black cloth, but that was never quite the same, and unfortunately while the people of STAR had the best boots in the wastes, their hats left a lot to be desired.

      With everything retrieved from the dead drop, I returned the stone to its place and started walking along the outside of the deadzone. The quickest route to the bunkers would be to cut straight through STAR territory. I felt relatively confident I could manage it, cutting a bloody swathe through the entire country to reach my goal. I felt tempted to do so after the doldrum I’d experienced while waiting for a new job, a new target, but then I remembered the final part of Nico’s message and decided against it. Which was likely precisely why she had made sure to include it.

      I input my mission into the investigations window and it was accepted, then I reoriented myself. I’d go up to the Cut deadzone and stay along the edge of it as long as possible until I could cut across the smallest sliver of active STAR territory possible to make it to the bunkers. That would limit the danger to myself, and far more importantly, it would allow me to keep my travel secret. Based on the letter Nico had given me, the Remnants were taking the utmost care to protect whatever it was they were up to. If they suddenly had a hundred reports of dead patrols and slaughtered guards moving in a straight line to the bunkers…. That concern was based on the assumption that whatever the Remnants were doing had something to do with those bunkers, but even if they didn’t, broadcasting what I was doing would be a bad idea.

      I walked through the day, and night, moving across the deadzone while keeping my enhanced sense of smell active and scanning for any threats. I’d gotten cocky before and found myself in danger from wasteland threats, and I was endeavoring to keep that from happening again. I ran through a mental inventory of my supplies. My ammo, food, and water supplies were in good shape. I had managed the majority of my raids on convoys with only my sword since I’d gained my Mass modifier. The modifier felt… deeply unfair. I’d never had any issue being significantly stronger than my opponents, but simply Freezing an entire group and holding them in place was a different level. Still, the wastes were unfair. That’s just how it was.

      The rads increased and I balanced the level between myself and the air around me, feeling that odd sensation in which I couldn’t feel where I began and the wastes began. I existed in that state for a long time until something changed. I felt a kind of shift in the air and my teeth began to itch. I couldn’t smell anything, nor did I sense anyone’s eyes on me, but something was off.

      I stopped in place. There was a kind of pressure in front of me, as well as some kind of discoloration in the air. I turned around and found that the pressure and discoloration had appeared behind me as well. I reached a finger out, tentatively pushing against it, and immediately yanked it back, showing a blackened, flat nub where the tip of my finger had been. I gritted my teeth and watched as the fingertip regrew, then looked around. I’d wandered into an unknown deadzone anomaly, and from what I could tell, I had no way out of it.
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      I began to move, slowly, to determine where the invisible barriers were. I considered ways to detect them. I could throw bullets, but that was a waste of resources, and I had no idea how the field would react to gunpowder. I tried throwing some loose earth, but it had no effect, which to me indicated it only reacted to certain substances and not others. I was forced to use my senses, and occasionally lose a fingertip as I maneuvered and searched. I realized that I wasn’t trapped. There were areas I could move through, that wrapped maze-like all around me.

      I moved through deliberately, frustrated by my slow pace and frequent pain in my fingers. At one point, just as I was about to exit it, the unseen walls shifted and I found myself cut off. In spite of the frustration I was feeling, I considered myself lucky. The unseen anomalies hadn’t yet moved on top of me. I could recover from a lot, but being bisected, or evaporated when one of the anomaly fields plopped down onto me, could be too much for me to come back from.

      Eventually, the anomalies forced me deeper into the deadzone, and I found myself looking at what appeared to be a garage, though it took me some time to identify it. The garages that existed within Horde territory were all stripped clean and their materials taken either to Fette or other outpost garages. By the time I’d seen them they were bare, used either as shelter or storage. From what I could tell though, the one I was looking at was untouched. I slipped between two anomalies to get closer to it, singeing my jacket a bit as I pushed through.

      Once I entered the garage, I carefully scanned for anomalies and found none there. Either the concrete walls prevented them somehow, or I was just lucky. Given my experience, I assumed the former rather than the latter. Inside was grimy, with old calendars on the walls, a small windowed waiting area, and a broken TV. In the garage itself there were still a number of cars that appeared to have been abandoned in the middle of service. The walls of the garage were covered with images of women in compromising positions that reminded me of Deux’ walls when we were younger.

      I searched around for anything useful. All I found were a number of tools that likely would’ve made the average mechanic incredibly happy, a few long-expired candy bars, and a small old canvas bag. I decided to take a brief break, napping in one of the cars for an hour while I considered my options. I could risk jumping through an anomaly and hope I’d survive, but even if I did, I’d lose my equipment. No, from what I could tell the only way out I had available to me was the slow one. I’d just have to move through the anomalies until I found my way out of them.

      I took one last look through the shop and picked up a small bag that I filled with nuts and bolts. I took a step out of the front door of the garage, held a bolt in my hand, and threw it at an area where I saw a slight distortion. The bolt evaporated. I nodded, satisfied that my fingertips would no longer need to suffer, and started walking.

      I tried to stay mostly on the same path I was initially following when I’d first entered the deadzone, attempting to make my way to the bunkers that were my primary target, but the anomalies gradually moved me off that path, then back onto it, then off it again. It took a full day of tossing bolts, moving carefully, and occasionally just waiting in the hopes that the anomalies in front of me would move out of my way, but eventually I made it through. I tucked the bolts into my pack and felt immense relief as I walked unimpeded for the first time in more than a day.

      Just as I was finding my rhythm again, I got a notification.

      
        
        Welcome, Americans! The second debate will begin in 10 minutes!

      

        

      
        The candidates who qualified for this debate are as follows

      

        

      
        Michael Masters

        Mama

      

        

      
        Please stand by to see what our potential future leaders have to say!

      

      

      I nodded. It looked like Gary’s stunning debate performance last time wouldn’t be repeated. I suppose there weren’t enough Garys to nominate him for the second round of debates. I recalled that they were harder to qualify for each time. I walked for nine more minutes, then the debate started.

      “Hello, citizens of the United States of America, and welcome to the first presidential election since @!*($&amp;(&amp;.”

      It was the same vaguely feminine robotic voice, speaking in the same inflection as last time.

      “Our candidates are Michael Masters and Mama. We will begin by allowing each of these candidates one minute to introduce themselves before we begin the debate.”

      “Mama, you may begin.”

      “Hello, dearies. You know me now. You heard the last debate about who I am and what I stand for. I don’t want to bore you with a bunch of titles you don’t care about that came for lord knows where. I’m not running for accolades and grand plans, I’m doing it because I care for you, and every other waster.” She paused for a moment. “I cede the rest of my time.”

      “Thank you, Mama. Next will be Masters. You have one minute.”

      “You know me. Mama, you know me well. I’m the leader of America, and I’m giving you a chance right now to back out. If you leave this debate now, or stay silent through the rest as I speak, I’ll let you and yours rot in that shithole you call a city. If you continue though, I will bring the full force of the reborn United States down on you like the hammer of god.”

      “That is the end of your time. Next we will go into questions and rebuttals. Each candidate will have one minute to answer the question, then the other candidates will be able to provide a thirty-second rebuttal.”

      I’d almost stopped in my tracks when Masters uttered his threat. I’d met him only a handful of times, but the way he’d just spoken surprised me. He’d always seemed in control, affable, a smile on his face that was hard not to return. The fact that he’d take this moment to make a threat meant there had been a shift. I wondered what force he could be talking about. Was it an empty threat? He’d just sent two Shrikes to attack Pott’s with clearly experimental weapons. If he had more to attack with, why hadn’t he done so already?

      The system clearly had no way of monitoring what he said beyond the time so hadn’t reacted in any way to what he said. It simply continued speaking.

      “Mama. In the current United States what are your plans for the diplomatic relations with other countries that may or may not still exist?”

      “Masters. You have already sent all you could against me and mine. I will not be silent and we will not cower in fear from idle threats. If you could get rid of me, you would have done it already. I have only two words for you. Bring. It.”

      “Do you cede-?”

      “I cede my time.”

      “Mama, your time is up. Masters, rebuttal.”

      Masters came back on. “So be it.”

      From there, the debate became more or less “normal,” With Mama and Masters going back and forth on more or less the same issues they had gone over during the first debate, just without the third wheel of Gary Garyson chiming in every so often. By the end of it, I got the same impression I had last time. Mama had appealed to people on a personal level and cast Masters as an outsider. Masters had made himself seem like a beacon of progress and American idealism made flesh who was there to reunite the contiguous United States back under government rule. My impression was still that Mama had the upper hand, and I wasn’t sure how the average citizen would respond to the threat Masters made at the beginning. Many might actually find such a bold declaration would cast him as the kind of strong man they could fall behind, but on the other hand, I didn’t think the average waster liked the sound of him threatening an old woman named Mama.

      I thought through all of this as I walked, and after another full day I reached my destination. The bunker was clear, as was the outpost that had clearly been set up by the Remnants outside of it. The only strange thing was that I didn’t smell anyone inside.
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      I peeked out of cover, inhaled deeply, and listened but didn’t see, hear, or smell anyone. There was a hint of gunpowder and a metallic tang in the air, but as far as I could tell, nothing living or even dead was nearby. I cautiously moved out of cover and toward the outpost. I saw a number of tracks in the mud that prompted the system to ping me with a notification.

      
        
        Congratulations, Citizen! You have earned a rank in Tracking! Like the brave Indian on the fertile grasses of the west following herds of buffalo, you carry on a proud tradition!

      

      

      I searched around, but from what I could tell the outpost was much like the ones I’d raided since the war had begun. There were a number of places for gun emplacements, taking cover, or staging patrols, but it was empty, just a hollowed-out shell. Behind that shell was the bunker. It had a much wider entrance than the ones I’d seen before. It was somewhere between the size of bunker and factory doors. I slipped inside, still on guard for any potential threats, but saw nothing.

      The entrance had the usual security screening section, but it was completely bare. No posters on the wall with instructions, no computers sitting idle, only the faint buzz of fluorescent lights and old furniture, perfectly preserved in the safety of the bunker itself. The only hints that people had moved through were boot prints, and scuffs in the wall that indicated to me something heavy had been dragged through the halls and out of the bunker.

      I walked deeper inside. The residential portion of the bunker was a bit more full, though the entire place had clearly been tossed and searched. Bedsheets and blankets were strewn across the floor, as were dresser drawers and broken picture frames of people long dead. There was a bit more of a human smell here, an accumulation of old dust and fresh sweat.

      I left the residential portion of the bunker and headed down the main hall toward what would normally have been the main work area based on what I’d explored in the past. This time it was clear that the project name had been removed from above the main doors leading into the lab room. I dragged a chair from another room to see if I could trace an imprint of any indication of what it had said, but I couldn’t. I pushed my way through the main doors and found a massive workroom. It was easily four stories, maybe five, as it was difficult to judge levels underground in comparison with above ground. In spite of its size though, there was nothing inside. No computers, no documents, no bulletins boards, absolutely no indication of what had gone on in the lab aside from the fact that it was big and had likely been centered in the room so it could be worked on level by level.

      I searched around a bit more, climbing the stairs, searching each level carefully, then moving on to the next one, but it was becoming clear very quickly that the Remnants had been very thorough in removing all evidence from within. At the top level, I saw a door at the far end of the level, across from the stairs. There was, once again, no sign, but based on my previous experience I assumed it was the project leaders room.

      I went to open it but found it locked. Not just locked actually. Looking along the edges of the door, it was completely sealed. I squinted. Was it possible they hadn’t been able to open the door themselves? If so, the room would hold the key to whatever information I needed. The alternative was that they were hiding something inside. Either way, I needed to determine what was behind the door. I unslung my pack and placed it back by the stairs, then returned to the door. I tried pushing it with all my strength. It started to give, the door itself beginning to bend, when my strength gave out. I cursed and pushed at again, this time activating my Adaptive Empowerment ability and letting the red overtake my vision.

      This time I was successful. The door bent back further, and further, until whatever was latching it gave and the door swung open from the force I was applying to it. The slight smell of gunpowder I’d picked up when I’d arrived suddenly became overpowering, and I heard a loud click.

      “Stupid,” was all I managed to say as the room in front of me ignited. The explosion was so fast and powerful that it totally engulfed me even as I was blasted back. I felt an intense pain all over my body, felt my eyes boil in my head, felt the fire cross over every inch of my skin before burning through the nerves and mercifully ending the pain. I was blind, and deaf, and spent a few moments wondering if I was dead before I realized I could smell my own burnt flesh. I couldn’t tell how much of me was left, and felt almost like I was floating in nothingness as my brain seemingly shut down my ability to feel or sense anything.

      Then it all came back. The pain arced through whatever was left in my body, and I could actually feel my flesh begin to ripple and writhe, bursting heat blisters from the explosion and reopening scars. I needed to heal, and my body was on fire attempting to do so. It was screaming, crying out for a form, for shape to appear where it had once been, but it didn’t care if that shape was the same as before. I could feel limbs trying to form where they shouldn’t be, briefly see out of an eye that appeared somewhere on what was left of my back, and feel bone start to protrude from whatever flesh remained on my shoulder. Whatever part of the virus that healed me was trying to do its job, but it couldn’t do it right. In the back of my mind somewhere, I put together that this must’ve been what had happened to the First.

      I focused on the burnt smell of my own flesh and started concentrating, experiencing every painful sensation but embracing it, and in doing so forcing my flesh to return to what it once was, and to do so slowly and deliberately, rather than exploding into whatever form would guarantee immediate survival.

      I guided my body to rebuild what was damaged of me piece by piece. It was agonizing, but I refused to let myself become a mindless monstrous beast like the First had become when he’d attacked Pott’s. I mean, it was possible that was the best thing I could do, become a mindless, near-unkillable monster in the midst of STAR territory. That thought broke my concentration, and I felt my body go into panic for a moment before I wrestled back control.

      I wasn’t sure of how long the process took, but eventually I had completely rebuilt myself. I opened my eyes and raised a red right hand into my vision. I was able to see it clearly, to hear the fluorescent lights of the bunker and smell the burnt flesh stench that still hung in the air. I sat up and flexed each of my muscles, making sure everything was as I’d left it. I brought a hand up, and cut my finger on the tip of a razor-sharp tooth, tasting blood for a moment. I was still me—still a deadman, not a monster. Well, no more of one than I’d always been.

      I sat up and stood. I was naked except for a few scraps of cloth that covered me. I retrieved the energy shield from my old wrist and clasped it onto my new one. I pulled my only remaining spare outfit from my bag and took a moment to mourn the loss of the hat I’d only just received from Deux. Once I was dressed, I slung my backpack back on and made my way out of the bunker.

      The Remnants clearly didn’t want us to find out what they’d been doing, but I was surprised at the depths of their paranoia. They could’ve just destroyed the computers and equipment, or sealed the bunker, but instead they removed everything pertinent that could provide even a hint of what could have happened, and then left a trap that would entice anyone researching the bunker to trigger it. This bunker was across the entirety of STAR territory, and only one of three. I was impressed—it was the kind of thing only a truly distrustful person could do. It had Leah’s fingerprints all over it.
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      After leaving the bunker, I made my way into the nearest deadzone to take stock. I kept flexing my fingers and toes, counting them to make sure everything was where it should be. I would work my attention from the bottom of my feet through to the top of my head, where the conspicuous absence of the hat Deux had just given me could be felt. I noticed that the scars on my back were still there and still ached, though at this point I had to assume the pain was a phantom memory of when they’d been caused rather than anything real. While I did all of this, I ate almost the entirety of what food I’d brought with me and drained a full canteen of water. The ambient radioactivity in the air I was taking in helped to ease my hunger and thirst and assisted with the recovery of my energy, but I needed both to recover.

      I considered my options. If this first bunker had been trapped, then there was a distinct possibility the others were as well. If I went to explore them, then I would be putting myself at risk deep in enemy territory. There was also the chance the bunker I’d just been in was being monitored somehow, or at least routinely checked. By walking into the trap that had been laid for me, I could’ve alerted all of the Remnants to my presence. At the same time, I had no information on what had been in that bunker. Nothing, aside from the fact that it was physically large and the Remnants didn’t want anyone to have even the slightest idea of what it was. That, of course, meant that I needed to know what it was.

      Once I was done eating and regained enough strength, I got up and moved. It was possible that even if I’d notified the Remnants of my presence I may be able to move quickly enough to avoid the majority of potential trouble, though that was a long shot considering the care with which the trap in the first bunker had been laid.

      It didn’t take me long to reach the second bunker. The three were in a cluster, and I managed to reach this one by nightfall. Just like the first one, I smelled no one nearby and saw the signs that, while the bunker had been active, it no longer was. This time I tread much more carefully, keeping my eyes scanning for threats and inhaling deeply for any signs of traps or forces hidden in ambush. I detected nothing, just like the first time, but that only made me more wary. The earth in front of the bunker looked fresh, as if it had been recently dug up.

      I threw a heavy rock onto it, but there was no explosion or sign that there were any explosives lying beneath it. Still, I took the long way around to make my way inside. This one was smaller than the last one, more the size of a typical bunker. I felt a tinge of radiation in the air that indicated whatever had been worked on within was giving off a fair amount of rads, but just like the first bunker, there was no indication of what it might have been. The computers had been cleared out, as had any relevant documents, and once again even the names on doors and above hallways had been destroyed so that no hint could be gleaned from them. Unlike the last bunker though, there were no sealed doors or other traps inside.

      I stayed cautious anyway, making my way outside with the same care in which I’d made my way in When I set foot outside, there were no new smells, but greeting me were a half dozen drone platforms. They were covered in guns, and dirt, having dug themselves out from beneath the disturbed earth I’d noted before. The moment I walked out of the doorway, every one of their guns swiveled with a mechanic whirring in my direction.

      I activated my shield bracelet and dove toward the nearest of them. Bullets lit bright lights across the shield as they bounced off, and I unslung, then unsheathed my sword, activating it as I approached the first of the drones. I was moving quickly, but the automatic tracking of the platforms was effective, and my shield was running out of juice quickly. I drove my sword into the drone and jumped onto it, rending a deep cut through it and putting it in the line of fire of the other drones. I gave it a few more quick slashes, and between that and the fire from the other drones, it died. I took cover behind it momentarily and checked the status of my bracelet. It had only a bit of juice left, and I still needed to deal with five weapons platforms. At this point, it was likely possible I could just sit and let myself be carved to bits until the drones were out of ammunition, but I didn’t want to risk that. Relying on my healing too much was dangerous, and while I’d been able to put myself back together this time, I didn’t see any reason to push it.

      I heard the remaining drones begin to move to flank me. I drew what explosives I still had left and started throwing grenades where I predicted the next of them would appear. I was right on the money, but it took all of my explosives to take it out. From there, I ran toward the nearest drone and slid to the right of it to take cover from the others, putting that one between myself and them, then I slammed my sword deep into it, deactivating it as I did so. With three left, I started to understand the drones’ weaknesses. They had a routine they followed, and it was a very simple one: search and destroy. They couldn’t behave unpredictably, and that gave me an advantage.

      Just like the last time, as I waited behind the destroyed drone, the other three began to move in order to flank me. I pulled out my Cerberus and fired where I knew the first one would appear. It moved directly into the line of red energy and barely managed a small salvo of fire before exploding. I moved to stand with my back covered by the destroyed drone I’d been behind, facing another of them. This one fired a bit longer, depleting the last of my shield and hitting me with a few shots to the gut, but I managed to take it out with more Cerberus fire, finding it easy to follow their movements.

      My Cerberus was out of ammo at this point, and I tossed it down, crouching behind the downed drone as the last one tried to circle around, and from there I simply walked in a slow circle around it as the drone tried to flank me. As it tried to target me it got closer and closer, so all I needed to do was wait until it was within reach of my sword. Once it was, I leapt at it and drove my blade deep into its chassis, disabling it before it managed to get even a handful of shots off.

      With the last one dead, I made my way away from the bunker entrance and started heading toward the third bunker. I was now nearly out of food and water, my explosives were used up, and I was completely out of heavy laspower. This one was the furthest from the other two and on the furthest edge of STAR territory. I was surprised to find, in fact, that this one was located in a deadzone. I thought myself lucky, thinking that would make it more likely to be intact, but was disappointed to find that wasn’t the case. There was no subtlety this time. No trap. Just a massive crater where the bunker would have been. Perfectly circular, leaving no hint to what might have been.

      I walked the edges of the crater, feeling the presence of a massive amount of radiation. It was clear that the initial blast rivaled the power of one of the old nuclear explosions that had made up the opening salvo of the war that had created the wasteland. The radiation itself was at the same level of the deepest parts of the cut, where the wyrms resided.

      The only hint this bunker gave me was a number of tire tracks leading away. Clearly, the remnants had thought whatever was within the bunker warranted risking the rads. There was nothing for me here. My teeth itched as I thought of all the possibilities of what the Remnants might have got their hands on. I brought a hand up to pick at my teeth and started walking again.
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      I spent the next several days doing what I could to ambush any convoys that seemed to be transporting goods to Fort Matthews. Every one of them was a dead end. They’d occasionally be actual deliveries of raw materials or food, but just as often they were transporting nothing and existed only as a distraction. A way to drain anyone trying to discover what they were doing of resources and manpower.

      It had worked on me, and I was nearly completely drained of ammunition, had been shot more times than I’d care to admit, and was forced to rely on my sword. Power-armored Remnants and STAR patrols hunted me constantly once they realized I was in their territory, and I was unable to rest. In large part this worked out poorly for them, but it did serve to wear me down. By the end of the week, I felt raw and on edge.

      I made my way back to the dead drop over the next few days  and found a small care package of bullets, a laspistol, and an update letter from Nico.

      
        
        Donovan,

      

        

      
        I’ve joined the Khan at the front. He’s been steadily pushing toward Fort Matthews and intends to surround it and cut it off from the outside, sieging them the same way he himself was besieged at Medina. I will have a contact collect from this drop in case you have any information regarding what the Remnants are planning, but we can’t wait forever, especially when the end of the war is so close. The Kaijin, the rest of the deadman militia, and the Horde all agree that this is the time to cut them off. Many of the STAR forces have deserted, the Republic is in open revolt, and all the major players of the Remnants are in the same place at once. Hard not to miss this opportunity, even if my gut tells me something else is going on. The siege won’t begin until around a week after the election, so don’t rush here to support if you don’t need to, but I know we could use your help when the fighting starts. You may be exiled from Pott’s, but the Khan, Bastien, and I bet even Leroy would be grateful to have you here.

      

        

      
        Hope to see you soon,

      

        

      
        Nico

      

        

      
        P.S. Mama says don’t forget to vote, and Mercy says hello

      

      

      

      Beneath that message was another hat, an almost exact replica of the last one. This one had a simple note beneath it.

      
        
        Donny,

      

        

      
        Knowing you, you’ll need this already.

      

        

      
        XOXO Deux

      

      

      I chuckled and placed the fresh hat on my head. That was just like Deux. I opened up the R.A.S., navigating to the election information.

      
        
        Voting begins in 3 days! Get ready to perform an American’s greatest duty!

      

      

      I nodded. That would give me time to head back to my boat, resupply, take a day to rest, then turn around and reach Fort Matthews before the fighting began. Should even have time to participate in the planning or maybe be involved in any pre-siege operations.

      I wrote a short message explaining what little information I’d found, then placed it in the dead drop and sealed it back up. After that, I turned in the direction of Jasper and my deadzone and got to walking.
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        * * *

      

      I made it back to my deadzone in record time, with a hunk of meat I couldn’t identify as either bovine or avian that I placed in the usual spot for Gus, who didn’t wait long to lumber to shore and eat. After that, I went back into the comfort of my boat. I was tired but took the time to prepare my pack for the next day, put together an updated list of items I wanted acquired by Bill, and took the time to update my journals and maps. Once I was done, I walked through the boat and took my usual moments of satisfaction with what I’d acquired, mapped, and accomplished. My maps on the walls, journals in neat rows beneath them. My old science fiction and fantasy paperbacks that had survived a war, and then some. I also had the stack of weapons, and items I still hadn’t determined a use for from various bunkers and other situations. Maybe with the war coming to a close I’d finally be able to rest and figure everything out, or even just spend a month in my deadzone reading with nothing else to do. I smirked; I doubted highly I’d be able to stay still that long. It sounded nice in my head for a moment though.

      I stayed up until it was the next day and cast my vote for Mama at 12:01 am. I received a notification as I did,

      
        
        Congratulations, Citizen! You’ve just earned an additional rank in NATIONALISM! You’re doing your part in recognizing that America is the greatest country in the world!
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        * * *

      

      As I dreamt, I was surrounded by enemies. They were faceless, attacking from all sides. I cut into them, one after the other, with blade or claw until I was surrounded by blood I⁠—

      Something crashed into me with the force of a small missile. I felt my rib cage disintegrate and my spine snap as I was hit from above with enough force to slam my body though the bottom of my boat. I opened my mouth to cry out and irradiated water filled my lungs. Before I was able to fully realize what was happening, blows began raining down on me, barely slowed by the pressure of the water, caving in my face with incredible strength.

      I managed to bring my arms up to cover my face, and the blows kept raining down with such force I could feel my bones cracking and mending with every strike. The figure attacking me was in full power armor, the eye lenses lit bright blue, heavy scarring all across the suit and each blow raining down with a grace and efficiency I recognized. It was Graves.

      I struggled beneath him, trying to escape, but between the drowning, the strikes slamming into me, and the initial hit, I was heavily weakened, not even including the arduous journey and harsh experiences of the last week. I focused, drawing in rads and letting them explode out of me in an attempt to get him off of me, but he held firm, continuing his onslaught. I caught his hand in mine to stop the blows, and he threw himself upward and began kicking me instead, striking me with even more force then before. My consciousness started to drift with each blow, and I started to lose seconds of time here and there. My boat was sinking around us, papers drifting in the water all around us, books and maps soaked through and chunks of wood and metal hitting the ground, kicking up little puffs of sand.

      I lost another second, and when I came back I focused all my strength into a single strike, slamming my fist into his chest with enough force that he finally lost his grip. I pushed off the ground. I needed to make it to the surface, to catch a single gulp of oxygen, and I might be okay. My body screamed at me even as my spine reconnected the halves of my body and I regained enough use of my legs to kick to the surface.

      Before I reached it, a hand gripped my ankle and began dragging me back down. I looked down to see blue eye lenses lit beneath me. I reoriented my body to fight, but I didn’t need to. A massive white collection of scales, a billion of years of evolution, and rad power hit Graves with enough force to slam him into the other side of the lake.

      With Graves occupied with Gus, I shot toward the edge of the lake, through the debris of my life, loose pieces of paper clinging to me where I swam through them. Before I surfaced, I hesitated, even with every part of me screaming that Graves wouldn’t have come here alone. I activated my shield bracelet, then surfaced.

      The second my head peeked out from the water, a bullet that could’ve pierced a tank lit my shield like a Christmas tree as kinetic force danced across it. I’d been right: Leah was there too.

      I quickly pulled myself up onto the shore, but instead of running for cover I ran in the direction of the shot, where I could smell Leah hiding. There were several additional shots, one going wide and two right on the money, the last one breaking through my shield. I reached the source of the shots in a small patch of forest, and as I passed between the trees there was a small explosion and a liquid shot from around me, covering me.

      It smelled worse than anything I’d ever experienced before. Shit, death, and sulfur, all multiplied by my enhanced sense of smell. I stumbled forward, no longer able to smell where Leah was, scraping the gunk from my eyes as I staggered to see a gun sitting there with the barrel still smoking.

      “Hey, Donovan,” said Leah, her voice as scratchy and damaged as ever.

      I whirled around and lunged at the sound but saw nothing.

      “You won’t find me that way. I’m already preparing my next ambush.”

      Leah wasn’t there, she was somewhere else. I steadied myself, taking a moment to breathe for the first time since the attack began.

      The second I slacked, I heard a whirring behind me and a small turret opened fire, filling my back with small arms fire. I leapt at it and stomped it down with my foot, destroying it. I started to look around but didn’t let my guard down this time.

      “Not going to ask how I found you? Or why I’m attacking now?”

      I ignored her and the voice and looked for any signs of where she went, finding a small broken branch that indicated she’d fled back toward the lake.

      “I’ve done so much, Donovan. Sacrificed more than you can imagine for a dream you seem determined to crush.”

      I left the cover of the small thicket and was immediately struck in the chest by a sniper rifle round. I ran, moving serpentine in the direction the shot had come from, avoiding one shot and taking another in the shoulder that spun me around completely, forcing me to the ground where I rolled to stand back up. Even as I ran, Leah kept talking.

      “Graves and I were the first down. The ones who got to work out all the kinks in the drop pods.”

      The moment I stood up, I dove and rolled again, narrowly avoiding another shot. Leah’s voice seemed to be coming from random spots all around me, and the effect was disorienting.

      “I was the luckier of the two of us. When we crashed, a piece of metal lodged in my throat. Graves though… he was crippled completely. If we hadn’t had the power armor… I’d have had to put a bullet through his head right there to end his suffering.”

      I got up and kept running, keeping my movements erratic as I moved and struggling to scrape the goo from my face to maybe be able to find Leah’s exact location. A shot struck my knee directly and I fell as I ran, sliding through the muck on the lake’s edge. I could see bubbles still coming up from its depths and the occasional thrashing of a tail.

      “We liked you, you know. Enjoyed working with you. I want you to know, unlike a lot of the Remnants, I understand why you’re doing what you’re doing.”

      My knee recovered, and this time I bolted for a nearby boulder, but the second I got behind it I noticed a number of blinking lights. The explosion slammed me back toward the lake, my face briefly engulfed in flame before I managed to roll in enough muck to put it out.

      “It’s not just about your people dying out. It’s about who they are. Their culture, what they’ve done for you. For the record, I recommended against the vaccine project. Masters didn’t have much time for my thoughts on the matter though. Didn’t like the idea of your people’s ‘hideous blemish’ existing in New America.”

      I brought myself to my feet again and finished making my way to where the shots had come from, but once again Leah was gone and all that was left was a smoking gun. This time, four turrets appeared and fired at me at once.

      “I fell in line, because that’s what good Americans do. What I was raised to do, and trained to do.”

      I smashed one turret into another and smashed the last two with a punch and a kick respectively.

      “Now Masters is using our greatest resource just to stop you and your kind. If we still had Matthews, we’d may be able to use it more than twice, once for the test and once for the execution, but without her technical expertise, it looks like my old home will die with yours. Fitting, huh?”

      I moved out of the thicket back toward the lake. My sense of smell was starting to recover. Before I could fully use it though, a massive white mass smashed into me, knocking me from my feet. It was Gus’ head.

      “It wasn’t the best home, but it was a hell of a lot better than here. Clean, sterile, safe, equipped with a laser capable of leveling a city, great view. If they’d followed my advice they would’ve simply wiped out Fette with it before they even arrived, but they wanted to keep their ace in the hole… I don’t think they expected it to work anyway. Besides, Masters has his new superweapon now.”

      I held Gus’ head for a moment and found a wail coming from my throat unbidden. There was a cracking sound and I was thrown backward, the full force of a power hammer slamming into my chin. I flung myself to my feet and snapped my shattered jaw back into place as I charged Graves.

      Graves charged right back, his armor covered in fresh teeth marks and scars, leaking water from random holes, its servos screaming as he moved.

      Before we reached on another, Graves brought his hammer down where he predicted I’d be. I slid to the side and he quickly brought up his leg to kick me in the chest, sending me several yards backward.

      “Masters is very excited to see how all the enemy forces are gathered before him all at once. In his mind, he’s expecting to have the presidency, absolute victory over the Horde, and an end to Pott’s almost simultaneously.”

      Graves went to strike me again with his hammer, but this time I caught the head of it, superheating my grip and melting it in my hands. He let it go to slam his fists into me, and I let him strike me, tearing into his armor with my hands as we both ripped into one another like mindless animals.

      “Personally, I’m not sure it’ll be as easy as he thinks it will be. But he’s our leader. Descended from the president who went up. Heh, we’re as bad as the Rens.”

      While my skin and bones healed with every blow, Graves’ armor didn’t grow back, and soon it was too damaged to strike me with more than the weakest of blows. His skin was exposed in several areas, and what I saw was shriveled flesh and atrophied limbs. I knocked him to the ground and tore off his faceplate last. I saw his eyes for the first time. They were gray, and I was surprised to see no hate in them, just determination and maybe respect.

      “Do it,” he said, his voice barely audible.

      I thought he was referring to me, and moved to oblige, when I noticed small lights start to flicker across his armor. I jumped up off of him, but it was too late, and again an explosion consumed me. The force of it was as great as the one in the bunker, perhaps greater, and I could feel myself fly into a dozen different directions.

      It didn’t matter though. I’d already done this once, and this time I was deep in a deadzone and ready. I reassembled myself with ease, and the moment my senses returned I smelled Leah. I looked up to see her standing above a crater where Graves had just made his sacrifice, pouring what smelled like alcohol onto what was now his grave.

      I approached her, ready to end this, but something was different—her smell, something was off.

      She looked up at me, a smile on her face as always. “I actually thought that might work. The bunker traps were Masters’ idea. I thought wearing you down with those, the traps here, Graves and me. I thought it would work.”

      I stared at her silently. She was wearing her anti-rad suit, but the hood was off her face. She was already dead, not to mention the poison I could smell moving through her blood.

      She nodded understandingly at me. “An agent ability. I can release the poison into my blood at will.” She looked at the sun. “Huh, that’s odd. Looks like I attacked you a little too early. You may actually have a chance to warn Pott’s of what’s coming. The satellite’s not meant to fire until the election has officially ended.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “We were never going to win. That’s what I realized when Graves and I first got here. Even if we did, we wouldn’t be what we were when we arrived, we wouldn’t have been what we were in space. We would have been scarred.” She raised a hand to her throat. “Maybe if we’d just kept to ourselves and waited longer… looked for a different way, taken the time to figure things out.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.” She took a swig of what remained of the booze in her hand and sat down, picking up a piece of Graves’ faceplate. She gently traced it with a forefinger. “The version of this story where Graves and I got to arrive whole and together, where we got to do things with as little bloodshed as possible, that was never going to happen, it was just what we were told to convince us to get into the pod.”

      I noticed her breathing start to speed up sharply and saw her start to shake, but in spite of her clear weakening she kept herself sitting up straight and looked at me, her smile at odds with the look in her eyes.

      “You better get moving.”
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      I ran for my motorcycle, pausing only to gently run my hands along Gus’ side before ripping a chunk from him to eat as I ran. He wouldn’t mind—I’d’ve expected him to do the same had I been the one that died. My motorcycle was untouched, sitting under the tarp right where I’d left it. I put in the key and turned it, the engine’s roar as it came to life cut off as I immediately gunned it. I didn’t have my pack, my sword, or anything else, but they also wouldn’t slow me down.

      I considered that Leah may have been lying. That this was yet another part of the myriad traps she’d set for me, but I didn’t think so. I could’ve used my Lie Detector ability, but I didn’t have the presence of mind to use it after I’d been drowned, shot, smashed, and exploded. Still, I believed she was being honest, and even if she wasn’t, I didn’t have much of a choice but to head to Pott’s and do whatever I could to warn them. I’d seen the crater the Remnants’ weapon had created at the bunker—it was the same as the beam that had created the Cut. If they hit Pott’s with it, everyone there would die instantly.

      I chewed through the strip of meat I’d torn from Gus, aware in my hindbrain that he was one of the most delicious things I’d ever tasted. It made sense: I’d fed him meat from across the wastes, and he lived in a particularly high rad zone. I was grateful to him, not only for the meal he was providing me with, which I sorely needed after the battle, but for saving me from Graves. I’d been blown up, shot, stabbed, and hacked to pieces, but drowning may have worked on me.

      I felt a brief sharp pang of loss in my gut as what had happened just hit me like a truck. The length of my drive gave me nothing to do aside from worry, and mourn. I’d lost my home. A lifetime of work on maps and journals. A library of books I’d collected and bought, some of which I knew would never be replaced. The boat itself, the project of many hard years of hauling materials, repairing it, and making it my own. Gus, a silent companion with whom I’d shared more time than almost anyone or anything else in the wasteland. I’d created a little jewel for myself that was all my own, and it had been taken from me. I shook my head, trying to physically shake the sadness from it, and put my focus back on the road. I had to focus on saving Pott’s. On reaching Deux, Mama, Nix, and everyone else who was simply going through their day, none the wiser that soon their home would be wiped off the face of the earth.

      I wove between old hollowed-out cars, sped over ruined portions of road, and kept my attention fully on moving forward. Unfortunately, even as I watched everything fly by, I still felt as if I was going too slowly. I was too worried I wouldn’t make it before midnight, when the polls would close and an official president would be decided. I pulled up the R.A.S. and moved over to the voting portion. On it was a breakdown of the vote so far.

      
        
        Mama: 49.2%

        Masters: 48.8%

      

      

      I ignored the remaining names on the list, as their proportions were so minor that they didn’t bear mentioning. Mama was in the lead. It looked like between Pott’s, the Horde, and maybe even the disaffected people in STAR territory, she had a solid chance of winning. Masters’ desperation made sense. I hadn’t met the man many times, but it was clear he felt the presidency was something owed to him. Leah’s words had confirmed as much, and the lengths he’d been willing to go through to cement himself as the frontrunner showed he’d be willing to pay or sacrifice anything to make it happen. In spite of all that he’d done though, Mama was still in the lead. He’d overplayed his hand too much, been too separate from the wasteland he sought to claim, and now a true local was in the lead.

      I twisted my handle, eking out a bit more power from my motor. If things looked too grim, he may order his strike even sooner than Leah had told me it would arrive. When I was almost halfway to Pott’s, my engine began to sputter as I ran out of gas. I had a canister strapped to the side, but when I looked at it I remembered I hadn’t had a chance for a refill. I’d foolishly put off the task for the next day.

      As I slowed down, I began to hear other engines approaching, and doing so rapidly. I smelled blood, gunpowder, and tobacco. I smiled—it seemed like I’d have a bit of luck today after all.

      The raiders came into view quickly, just as my bike was slowing to a complete crawl. There was a truck that had clearly been stolen from the Iron Horde with a .50 cal in the trunk and two smaller cars armored heavily and covered in ridiculous metal spikes. The raiders themselves had eyes nearly blood red from redeye use, and their muscles pulsed in the telltale sign of blitz.

      They whooped and hollered as they circled me, slowly closing in until they stopped and got out of their vehicles, approaching me. I let them, noticing they were too high to think of simply gunning me down with the .50 cal.

      One of them approached, closer than the others, wearing heavily dusted goggles and smiling in a way that displayed four well-rotted teeth.

      “Now, what’s a deadman doing with a bike like th-”

      I activated Mass Freeze and stopped him and the others dead in their tracks. I stepped forward and pulled his pistol from his waist and calmly gunned down each of them with a single bullet to the head. I didn’t have time to enjoy myself. I hopped into the truck and checked to find that it had a nearly full tank of gas. I got out and hopped into the bed. I tore the .50 cal out of it with a screech of metal and tossed it to the side. I then threw my bike into it, turned the ignition on the truck, and slammed my foot onto the gas, shooting it forward.

      I selected the truck because I wanted to be able to take my bike with me, and of the three vehicles I was certain it had come from the Horde, and recently. That meant it was likely the best maintained of the three of them. I wasn’t as comfortable driving something with four wheels as I was with two, but I made do. I didn’t have time to siphon the gas from it to put into the bike, nor did I have the materials to do so on hand.

      I drove, finding myself actually grateful for the truck as I went. It may not have the maneuverability of the bike, but it handled rough terrain well, and I was able to move through deadzones much more quickly than I’d expected. Before long, Pott’s came into view. It was pitch black out, but the city itself was well lit with multicolored lights, and even at the distance I was, the smells of feasting hit my nostrils. They were celebrating the near completion of the election.

      I drove straight toward the outer domes and was met by a sudden powerful blast of Cerberus fire. It shredded through the truck’s engine, my right leg, and one of the back tires. I slid to a stop and kicked open the door, rolling out as I raised up my hands. I was a good distance from the domes, but they must’ve recognized that I was a deadman, because the shooting had ceased.

      I ran forward toward the dome, ignoring the pain in my leg as it healed. A squad of deadman militia ran out to meet me.

      “Donovan!” exclaimed one of them. I recognized him as the man who’d stood at my trial and thanked me for saving him. The one who’d carried the body of his friend back here to Pott’s.

      “I need to get to the Honored Dead. Pott’s needs to evacuate.”

      “What!? You’re exiled, you can’t come into the city! I shouldn’t even be talking to you.”

      I stepped forward and put a hand on his shoulder, not threateningly, just to get his full attention. “Listen to me. The minute the election is over, the Remnants are planning on firing a weapon down on Pott’s that will destroy the entire city.” I pulled up the R.A.S. “We have less than an hour to move thousands of people. GET MOVING!”

      He looked at me and nodded, looking at the other militiamen. “You heard him. Notify the others on patrol and have them move in a pattern inward, letting people know what’s happening. GO, GO, GO!”

      I nodded at him. “I’m heading for the Mausoleum.”

      He nodded at me. “The Honored Dead are all there celebrating the election results.”

      I ran into the city, drawing confused or angry looks from the deadmen and women in the streets as I passed by. I couldn’t blame them. Not only was I an exile, my clothes were in ruins, my mouth stained with blood, and I likely reeked of gasoline.

      I reached the Mausoleum and found a large crowd gathered there. I considered pulling my pistol and firing it into the air to get their attention, but I didn’t want to risk a panic and a stampede. Instead I pushed through to the center, and there I saw Mama, wearing a warm yellow robe and glowing from her victory. When she saw me her eyes widened, as did Solomon’s as he saw me.

      “What are you doing here, exile!?” he roared with such volume that the party came to a halt immediately around us.

      Julian, wearing a white robe and nursing a drink, stepped closer to us, as did Jim and Kit.

      I looked at all of them. “The Remnants are planning to destroy Pott’s. They have a weapon, of the same kind that created the Cut. They’re going to fire it the second the election is over, maybe sooner.”

      Mama took a moment. Just a moment to consider my words. A moment of silence from her and the crowd, as she appraised the state I was in and absorbed everything I’d just said. She looked into my eyes. “Go to Deux. He’s at his station. I think most of the city is tuned in to listen to his commentary. Have him get the word out as soon as possible.” She turned to a nearby Undertaker. “The children, get them to safety NOW!” She turned to Solomon, but he had already moved to a white robe and started giving orders. She nodded, then started going to anyone in authority and giving more commands. Kit yelled to a few clothed in green to go and empty out the food storehouse and bloodmanes. Julian hollered to a white robe to follow him into his lab to save what data they could.

      I didn’t wait around to hear any more, instead making my way toward Deux’s house. I hadn’t been there since the last time I needed to steal coffee back from him. It had an additional dome built on top of the original one, with a ladder leading up to it and a massive tower of metal on top of that. At the top of all of it flew a Radiation Revolution Radio flag, high and proud. I leapt up the ladder, climbing it two rungs at a time, and threw his door open.

      He jumped in his seat, spilling hot coffee on himself as he stood and pulled a pistol on me. “Jesus, Donovan, I’m way too high right now for people to sneak up on me.” He shook his head. “Wait, Donovan? What the fuck!? Why are you here?”

      “Deux. The Remnants are going to destroy Pott’s when the election is over. Send out a warning, NOW!”

      Deux didn’t even hesitate. The smile dropped from his lips for the first time I’d ever seen in a long long time, and he quickly and calmly turned off the music, removing a record and bringing his mouth to the microphone while flipping a switch. “Everyone, LISTEN UP! The Remnants are planning to fire on Pott’s Field imminently and destroy it. Please evacuate. Don’t grab anything but the people you love. GO!”

      He flipped the switch back and his voice began speaking, giving the same message he just said on repeat. He looked up at me. “Let’s go. We can move house to house to clear people out.” I checked the time—we were down to less than forty five minutes.

      We hopped out of Deux’s studio and both leapt to the ground rather than wasting time with the ladder. We began moving house to house in a simple pattern. Most people we encountered had heard the message from either the broadcast or someone else and were already on their way out. As we moved, we slowly became separated from one another. Deux knew a number of people who had difficulty moving who he wanted to prioritize helping, and I used my nose to locate those who seemed isolated or immobile.

      I had to resort to threats and screaming a number of times to get people moving. Even literally throwing people from their homes in several cases, but once they were out and saw others moving, they tended to get a move on. All along I was keeping my eyes on the countdown, watching it tick down to less than thirty minutes, then twenty, then fifteen, then ten. I took a deep inhale and could tell that the majority of people had made their way out, but I still smelled Deux. I wasn’t sure how far we’d need to get to avoid the blast, so I ran for him, following my nose.

      I found him running through an alley near the edge of the north end of the Pott’s. He looked at me but didn’t stop running.

      “Miss Tasha is over this way. She can’t walk. If we reach her, I can carry her out.”

      I nodded, falling in line behind him, I could smell the woman—she seemed to be the only one left in the city. We had less than five minutes left.

      I felt an odd kind of pressure in the air and Deux and I stopped in our tracks. There was the scent of ozone and a slight red tinge to the air around us.

      He looked at me and shook his head. “Well. I guess we’re not making it to Tasha.” He smiled, looking at me and throwing up devil horns with his hand. “I love you, Donny, rock on for me.”

      I leapt at him desperately, trying to cover him with my body. Then we were struck by the hammer of god.
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      I got to enjoy oblivion. Everything was pure heat, light, and force, and my mind was completely gone. It lasted a moment and an eternity. I’m not sure if I died and regenerated or if my body absorbed the energy around me. All I know is that I didn’t exist for a moment, then suddenly I did again.

      I was on all fours, naked. It was bright all around me, almost blinding. I looked beneath me, hoping that somehow I’d see Deux, but he wasn’t there. I clawed at the earth where he would’ve been. Where he should have been, and all that came away was ash. Glowing tears fell from my face. I took the ash that was in my hands and I rubbed it across my face. I realized then that the brightness that was casting light all around was coming from me.

      I was shining more brightly than I ever had before, and far brighter than even the First had. I also felt… good, at least physically. Strong, full, clear, and focused in a way I never had been before. I could feel radiation and power flooding every cell in my body. It didn’t matter though. Pott’s was destroyed and Deux was dead.

      I took another handful of ash and drew it across the rest of my head, then my chest, then my legs, covering myself in my failure. My skin was so hot, it burned away most of it, causing acrid smoke to rise from my body. Once I was covered, I stood up.

      Around me was a perfectly flat and smooth circle where Pott’s used to be. The entire area was flooded with radiation and glowing nearly as brightly as I was. I took a moment to orient myself and started walking to the edge of the crater. Once I was there, I crouched and launched myself with more force than a jump pack up and over the side.

      I clenched my fists, rolled my neck, and stretched, aiming myself toward Fort Matthews. Then I started running. The wastes flew by like a blur as I ran faster than even Betty had ever taken me. I could smell thousands of deadmen nearby, evacuees who were likely still trying to process everything that had happened, but I ignored them. Leah had told me the truth about the attack on Pott’s. That meant she had probably told the truth about Masters having another superweapon in play.
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      When I got within a few miles of Fort Matthews, I could see smoke and smell death hanging heavily in the air. I moved toward where the smoke and scent were the thickest. It didn’t take long for me to start seeing the devastation. I began passing wrecked cars with massive holes blasted through them, piles of ash and silhouettes of humans and deadmen who had been evaporated, and even the crushed forms of a half dozen Kaijin, smashed almost beyond recognition. I wasn’t sure what type of weapon could cause such total and diverse devastation, then I saw it.

      At first I wasn’t entirely sure what I was looking at. It looked bipedal, and metallic, with the sunlight reflecting off of a red, white, and blue paint job. Its arms were in the shape of cannons, each of them lighting with the occasional blinding flash. What gave me the most pause was when I noticed that an object moving near its feet, reaching nearly half the size of the foot. It was a truck, and I watched as it was crushed beneath the massive machine as it lifted up a single foot and brought it down.

      I’d never seen anything like it. I’d read about similar constructs in books but never expected such a monstrous weapon was possible. I ran straight toward it. As I moved, the picture of what was occurring in the battle became more clear. I could see hundreds of shapes scattered all around, running directly away from the machine as it fired its massive cannons, evaporating everything it could hit. Cars, trucks, and bikes were moving in to attempt to distract or destroy it, but it was clearly futile as everything in its path was destroyed.

      Next to the machine were dozens of squads of power-armored men and women acting as support, firing their lasguns at small targets and overall seeming to enjoy themselves. I aimed myself like a missile for the nearest group of them.

      I wanted to mark them as Under Arrest and Mass Freeze them, but neither ability worked. I pulled up the R.A.S. and found it to be a jumble of random characters and error messages. That was okay, I didn’t need the help anymore.

      The first group I hit didn’t even know what happened. I didn’t slow down as I hit the first one, slamming my fist clear through his power-armored helmet. The second had the first thrown at him with such force that it crushed him. The third found himself falling as I lifted him and threw him straight into the air, sending him more than a hundred feet. I drove my fist through the chest of the fourth, then tore the fifth in half, superheating my fingers to cut through his armor like butter. I caught the third as he landed and broke his spine across my knee. Once I was done, I ran straight for the next group.

      It took four squads before they were fully able to react to me. Finally noticing the glowing figure moving through them. It didn’t matter. They blasted me with lasfire or tried to smash me with their power hammers, but it wasn’t enough. I was moving too quickly for them to get clear hits or shots in. When they did, I barely felt it. I was healing so quickly that any wounds I suffered were sealed completely before I felt more than a flicker of discomfort. Even the heavy impact of what few hammers were able to hit me didn’t register, melting when they came into contact with my skin for more than just a moment. Even the blood I was covered in evaporated before it could settle.

      When I got closer to the Remnants’ superweapon, I started to hear noise emanating from it. It was playing the national anthem, interspersed with messages spoken in both Adams’ and Masters’ voices.

      “America will not be lost to the savage, the communist, the mutant. It will instead RISE UP from the ashes of the false inheritors and once again take its place as the rightful leader of the world!” There was a brief pause, and Adams’ voice shifted to Masters’. “I will pilot Freedom’s Cry deep into the nest of vipers that besiege us true patriots and stomp them out!”

      As it spoke, I noticed another truck approaching the feet of Freedom’s Cry and recognized the smell of those driving. It was Nico and Mercy, being driven by the Khan himself.

      I started running toward them as they closed in with the mechanical monster that still had not yet taken notice of me, in spite of the devastation I’d wrought.

      As I got closer, I saw that while the Khan was driving, Mercy and Nico were manning a massive cannon in the back. I saw Mercy load some kind of payload into it and Nico aimed it, calmly and carefully lining up a shot even as their vehicle was barreling toward the massive mech.

      Freedom’s Cry noticed them and aimed their cannons, firing. I felt my heart sink for a moment before I noticed that the Khan had dodged that attack, whirling the truck through both blasts with unmatched talent and grace. He repeated the feat two more times as he closed in to give Nico a good shot.

      Nico was steady, and impressive, as always. The moment she was ready, the cannon fired, and I watched the payload fly through the air in what was a surprisingly slow arc that I realized must’ve been intentional to avoid whatever force fields protecting the machine from blocking it, just as my bracelet would. The mech wasn’t able to dodge it, and when it impacted I found myself blinded momentarily by the ferocious blast of flame that engulfed it. For a moment, I wondered if my own intervention in the battle was going to be needed. Then a single foot stepped out from the flame, and the mech emerged from the blast completely unharmed.

      I sped up and launched myself at the machine just as it raised its arms to bring down another blast onto the Khan, Nico, and Mercy. I somehow hit it with enough force to slightly tilt the guns, but that was all that was needed for its attack to miss them. I landed and rolled, finding myself close to the truck.

      “Donovan!?” yelled Nico.

      I turned to answer her, and in the moment the mecha fired its lasers at me.

      I heard a heartrending cry from Nico before the dust cleared, showing that I was fine. I turned to the truck. “I’ve got him. Get out of here.”

      “But.”

      “They killed Deux,” I managed to say, glowing tears evaporating on my face. “I can’t lose you too. GO!”

      Nico started to move toward me, not heeding what I said, but the Khan swiveled the truck around and gunned it in the opposite direction, not giving her the chance to jump out.

      Mercy lifted her eyepatch and grabbed the explosive she always kept in her eye socket, tossing it onto the ground. It gave off a cloud of smoke, covering their retreat.

      I was hit by another blast and thrown backward as most of my body was evaporated but landed on re-grown feet.

      “YOU!?” The mecha began moving toward me. “I see Leah failed her country yet again!” He pivoted toward me, aiming his lasers at me again.

      This time I ran, using my newfound speed to dodge a half dozen salvos he sent at me in quick succession. I moved to turn him around toward Fort Matthews and was gratified when he didn’t hesitate to do so.

      “You INSECT!” roared the machine with Masters’ voice. “You aren’t a general, or a leader, or a king. You’re just a tool that refuses to recognize when it was cast aside.”

      I moved closer and closer to the fort, the Freedom’s Cry moving closely behind, its massive stride allowing it to nearly keep up with the enhanced speed I was moving with. The first few layers of the fort’s defenses had already been broken, likely by the fighting that had occurred before they’d unleashed their superweapon. As I moved Masters kept firing, evaporating several of his own people in the process.

      “You and your filthy deadmen should’ve just moved aside and died in peace. Instead you challenged ME, challenged the UNITED STATES!”

      I made it to the main wall and dodged out of the way as he blasted a hole in it before making my way inside. Even though I was within his base, he kept firing on me, blind to the damage he was causing.

      “You would deny me my BIRTHRIGHT! My MANIFEST DESTINY!”

      I found the tallest building and started climbing it, leaping up flights, killing whatever troops were in my way and dodging the continuous laser blasts Masters sent in my direction. Eventually I reached the top, just as the mech took its first step into the fort.

      I leapt, throwing my body with full force at the mechanical monster, superheating my body as I did so. The building I leapt off of collapsed, and I slammed into the mech’s chest. I drove my superheated arms into it and began tearing through the metal of it.

      “We were meant to be done with this piddling part of Louisiana by now. We’d have reclaimed everything through to DC had it not been for you and the rest of these mistakes that have taken root in our absence!”

      The mech began twisting and firing wildly, trying to dislodge me from it, but there was nothing that could stop me. The fort was being destroyed even as metal chunks fell from the Freedom’s Cry in red-hot heaps onto the ground.

      Eventually, I got through it completely and revealed the cockpit. Masters was attached to it, a spike of metal through the back of his head, madness in his eyes as he stared at me with a kind of hatred beyond even what I had ever seen before.

      “You can’t kill me!” he cried. “You can’t kill America!” He lifted a pistol and fired a series of lasbolts at me the size of a fist, but I just walked through the blasts as if they were nothing.

      I grabbed his head on either side, feeling the fragility of his skull, and remembered Deux. Remembered what it had felt like as his ashes and those of Pott’s Field had evaporated from my flesh.

      “America is already dead,” I whispered, and released all the energy inside me at once.
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      The Kaijin elder wore the skull of a gator over his head, the pelts of wild dogs across his back, and his body was painted the color of blood as he stood over the fire. Wild shadows danced from him as he paced around, looking at the villagers who had gathered around him. He took a handful of something and threw it onto the flame, causing it to rise massively in a momentary flash. When that flash cleared, he was standing just behind the flames, looking downward.

      “The beast…. it prowls the wastes slowly.” He crouched and slid a hand over the flame. “It moves with a purpose, a terrible one.” He made a fist and launched himself upward, bringing himself to full height. “It has the power to bend steel, to run fast as a river flows, and freeze men and women with a glance.” He began stalking around the flame. “His skin glows with sacred fire, and to so much as be close to him while that fire burns can leave you cursed to die, your heart melted into slop.” He stopped suddenly and whirled around. “He is Donovan. The Loup-garou. The beast of the wastes.”

      A child in the crowd began crying.

      The elder nodded. “It is right to be afraid, but he is an easy thing to avoid.” The elder moved calmly back to his place behind the fire and sat down. “He punishes only those who break the divine rules set by the old Chief Bastien. We do not enslave. We do not attack the deadmen, the people from which he was born, and we seek justice when it is called for… if we can do these things…the beast will leave us, for we will not be prey to him.”
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        * * *

      

      Kublai sat on a throne, watching his daughter duel three men at once. It was a regular occurrence, and Kublai knew it was important that he watch her, both for her pride and for appearances, but he ached today, and the throne did little to alleviate it. He had thought of staying in his bedchamber, of taking just a single day to himself to rest, but then he thought of his grandfather. He remembered seeing him at the same age Kublai was now. He could not recall a single time he took a day to himself. A single day he had not kept his hands and mind busy. His mother had been much the same when she’d acted as regent before he’d taken over. That had been a surprise to many, that his mother would choose to be a regent rather than rule herself, but she had, and sometimes Kublai cursed her for it, though he never brought it up when he visited her and his father.

      “Did you see, Khan?”

      He looked from his throne to see that his daughter had dispatched not three, but five men in a fight. Her golden eyes were alight with pride, her skin sleek with sweat.

      “I did, my princess, you continue to do me proud.” He hadn’t ever seen his grandfather lie either, so that was a skill he’d learned from his own parents instead. The greatest of Khans could afford not to have that in his arsenal, but Kublai found it too useful to go without.

      She nodded and took a breath, as if literally absorbing the praise from air itself. Then she looked pensive. “Father, am I the greatest warrior you’ve seen?”

      “You are greater than any of the soldiers of the Horde. Among them you have no equal, you’ve proven that many times.”

      She fixed him with a stare that reminded him far more of his mother Atlan than he’d have liked. “That wasn’t what I asked, Father.”

      He sighed. This was something he could not lie about. “No, my light, you are not.”

      She looked downward. “Grandmother? Grandfather?”

      Kublai shook his head. “You are their equal in skill, and their greater in strength, in fact.”

      “Then who?” she asked, incredulous.

      “Donovan.”

      She blinked. She had clearly not even considered him. Not because she thought him weak, but because she had trouble thinking of him as real.

      “Was he truly that strong?”

      Kublai sat and considered the question for a moment. “He is beyond strength.”

      “Did you ever meet him?

      “I have, yes. When I was youn,g I led more than a hundred Knights of the Horde deep into the Black Woods seeking to end the threat of the ursans once and for all. I was young, proud, and foolish. We were attacked by more than a dozen of the creatures at once, and they tore through us like paper. One of them reared up to strike me, and for a moment I saw my death, then it was suddenly dead. Cut in half. Its death was followed by the rest being torn to shreds in quick succession. In the middle of their corpses stood a man. Tall, taller even than Grandfather. He wore a long black coat, in his hands were a massive sword and a shotgun, and on his head was a wide brimmed hat. He walked up to me, and for a moment I thought I would vomit from fear, but he stopped just a yard in front of me and said one thing I’ll never forget.”

      “What?” she asked, leaning close as she listened to the story.

      “You seemed smarter as a child,” Kublai said, letting out a loud laugh as he did so.

      His daughter shook her head. “Ah, so you’re joking. Of course no one could fight that many ursans.”

      He shook his head, his smile dropping and his tone becoming serious. “I am not joking, daughter. Any tale you hear of Donovan, take to heart. No matter how outlandish. Myself, your grandparents, the Great Khan himself, we would not be here had his strength not been with us during the war. Had he not destroyed the Remnants last bastion of defense. One day he may choose to meet you, and you will need to show him the respect he deserves.”

      She nodded slowly, bearing the weight with a grace that made Kublai proud, as she did all responsibilities given to her. Then she smiled. “Do you think if I ever do meet him, he’d be willing to spar?”

      Kublai laughed. “From what I remember and what I have been told, I don’t think that would be something he’d refuse.”
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        * * *

      

      It was late night when she realized the children were still awake, whispering to one another in the dark. Rather than wake their parents, she went to their room and opened the door, hearing the blankets just begin to settle as the children had brought them up over their heads to hide that they were awake.

      “Oh, I guess you’re both fast asleep then. And just like usual, you sleep with your blankets completely covering your heads and neither of you snoring like the radbeasts you are.”

      There was no response.

      She sighed. “I’m happy to leave you here in the dark… or you can both tell me what it is you’re whispering.”

      She stood there for a few moments, and just before she closed the door Jake flung the blanket off his head.

      “Auntie M, is the Glowing Man real?”

      She moved and sat at the end of the bed. “Who, dear?” she asked.

      Sara flung the blanket of her head. “I told you he isn’t real, Jake. You should just shut up and go to bed.”

      M sighed. “We’re already up, Sara, let Jake talk.”

      “The Glowing Man. Dominic told me about him. He’s a monster that shines in the dark, with long teeth and sharp claws. He says that the Glowing Man killed his grandpa during the war and that he hunts humans, and that he killed like a thousand people during the war, and that-”

      “He’s made up, Jake. Nothing could do that,” interrupted Sara.

      Auntie M nodded, understanding. “Well, actually I’m afraid that Jake is right, Sara.”

      “What?!”

      “Though I don’t remember Donovan having claws, and he only hunts people who wronged him or those he cares about… or slavers… or outlaws in general… I also wouldn’t be surprised if the thousand people he killed is an underestimation.”

      “... what?” said Sara.

      “I TOLD you, dumbass.”

      “Fuck you, Jake.”

      “Kids…” said Auntie M.

      “So he IS real?” asked Sara.

      “Yes. He’s a friend of mine, in fact. Though I haven’t seen him since he exploded.”

      “Exploded?” asked Sara incredulously.

      “Yes.” M rubbed the edge of her eyepatch wistfully. “It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen…” she paused for a few moments. “That’s when the sight in my eye started to go. I never heard from Donovan again, though I’ve heard of him, and I routinely get large print and Braille books from him, not to mention that no town I’ve ever lived in has had so much as a whiff of raiders or radbeasts. Probably his way of saying he’s sorry for my eyes. Wish he’d stay still long enough to tell him it’s okay, and I forgive him.”

      “Donovan? We were talking about the Glowing Man,” said Jake.

      “Donovan’s his name, dear.” She stood up. “The point is, you don’t have to worry about him. So go to sleep and don’t wake up your parents.”

      “Fine, Auntie,” he said.

      “Goodnight, Auntie M,” said Sara.

      With that, she blew them a kiss and walked out the door.

      “I think Aunt Mercy may have a screw loose,” said Jake.

      “Go to sleep,” responded Sara, and they did.
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        * * *

      

      The Warlord was drenched in nervous sweat as he sat alone in his throne room in the House of Light. He could hear the storm raging outside but had ceased his illumination of the port anyway, hoping that somehow that would keep him safe. That somehow it would render his tower on the edge of the world invisible.

      There was a pounding on the door that made him jump. Then it swung open.

      Appearing in the doorway were three men, drenched from the rain, wearing thick coats decorated with the fishing nets and buoys his people wore to mark special honors. They looked terrified but approached the throne anyway, the one in the lead taking off his hat before he approached.

      “My Lord of Light. The army… it’s retreated, sir.”

      The Warlord gripped the arms of his driftwood throne tightly, his knuckles white. “Has the outer wall fallen?”

      “Not yet, sir, though all but one of the guns have been destroyed.”

      He forced himself to loosen his grip. “The enemy?”

      “Just… just one man, sir.”

      The Warlord brought a trembling hand to his face. His land, his men, his legacy. All were going to be lost to one man. He’d heard the rumors as the Glowing Man made his way to the coast. Slavers, raiders, rapists, murders, all of them dying suddenly and violently as the Glowing Man walked the land. The Lord of Light had thought himself safe. He wasn’t chaff like those common men. He was a lord, he’d inherited the safety of the port and the secrets of the House of Light from his father, as he had from his father before him. Then the news had come that his enemy to the south, of Ar Mory, had been killed. His men scattered, his slaves freed. That was when he had started to be afraid. An enemy he’d been unable to conquer, defeated by a single man. He thought he’d been smart. He’d begun fortifying, placing Geiger counters to track the Glowing Man’s movements, to have his slave shipments avoid them, but it hadn’t mattered, and now because of the storm he couldn’t even take a boat to retreat out to sea.

      He stood. “Go, seal my door and stand guard.”

      “Sir”

      “GO!” he screamed, the fear causing his voice to crack slightly as he raised his voice.

      The men exchanged glances and left the room. He heard them seal the door, then he heard their footsteps move quickly away.

      He sat back down. Gripping his chair again. There was a thunder strike that made him jump, but he managed to settle himself back down. He thought he heard another, but there was no lightning to accompany it. Then he heard the same sound again. Then the sounds of gunfire. Then screaming. Finally, there was just silence, and rain.

      He was trembling when he began to hear heavy footsteps approaching. Then he heard a hand on the door, which swung open.

      Rain blew into the room, and in the doorway, lit by flashes of lightning, was a tall figure in black. His skin glowed bright green. In his right hand was a longsword, and his left was empty, but steam rose from it where the raindrops hit.

      The Warlord was frozen for a moment, but when the figure in the doorway began walking toward him, he managed to speak. “Please,” he whispered. “Please, spare me.”

      The figure walked toward him, letting his left hand lightly skim the wall as he walked, leaving a trail of green fire wherever he touched.

      “I’ll do anything… give you anything.”

      The figure reached him and stared into his eyes. He felt frozen. He realized he was frozen.

      The Glowing Man brought his left hand toward the Warlord’s face. He could feel the heat emanating from it. It was the last thing he felt.
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        * * *

      

      Nico brought the coffee to her lips, watching as her brother approached where she had set up the table and chairs. She poured hot coffee from a thermos into a mug and slid it to sit at the other end of the table. Her brother slowly stopped glowing, releasing whatever energy made him do so, and sat across from her. He was exactly the same as he had been fifty years ago. He was a bit larger, his eyes never seemed focused, but he hadn’t aged a day. Nico herself had aged. She was still strong, and spry, but every year she lost a bit more of the pep in her step.

      “How are you?” he asked. It was the first thing he’d said since sitting down, and it sounded strained. Not as if he didn’t want to be there, but as if he hadn’t spoken aloud in a long time. Nico wouldn’t be surprised if he hadn’t said a word to anyone in the year between his last visit and the current one.

      “I’m okay, Donovan. Working to help train Elysium’s Undertakers.”

      Donovan grunted.

      “I didn’t pick the name, Donovan. I told you, the Honored Dead chose it more than forty years ago.”

      Donovan sighed and took a sip from his coffee. “How are things in Elysium?”

      “Good. Better than ever now that the first ever child has been born to deadmen.”

      Nico watched his reaction as she spoke. His expression didn’t change.

      “The boy was named Deux.”

      Donovan’s eyes twitched.

      “He has a handprint on the side of his face that glows.”

      Donovan looked away.

      “You visited him?”

      “I had to see. Make sure he was real. Make sure he was safe. Make sure… the war.” He trailed off.

      “If the war hadn’t happened and they’d completed the vaccine, there would’ve been no fertile deadmen who could’ve benefited from the work Julian did. The war saved Pott’s, Donovan.”

      He nodded but said nothing.

      “And the handprint?”

      Donovan looked her in the eyes again, his eyes still unfocused. “A gift. To help him stay safe.”

      Nico waited for him to continue, but he didn’t elaborate.

      “So you snuck in and saw the child without his family noticing? Did you ever consider just asking to see him? You could’ve even pretended to be a regular citizen. Random people ask the family to see him all the time.”

      He shook his head. “Can’t take the time. Work to do.”

      “Donovan. You haven’t stopped walking since the battle at Fort Matthews. It took me three years to find you after that, and another year to convince you to at least stay still once a year to see me.”

      “The wastes need justice. Need order. Need fear.” He began to glow again slightly.

      Nico felt her stomach knot. This is what it always came down to. Something had shifted in Donovan during that last battle. After losing his home, after Deux died. That, along with a kind of power no one in the wastes could match, had made him less and more than every other living thing on the continent.

      “Donovan. Take a breath.”

      He did, and as he let it out the glowing stopped.

      “What will you do when they’re all dead? When the slavers are gone, when deadmen are accepted and safe? When you’ve walked every inch of walkable land?”

      “I… I don’t know,” he said. “I thought something would have managed to kill me by now.”

      “Peace is coming, Donovan. Slaves are freed at the mention of your name. Deadmen are nearly free to roam the wastes without fear, or at least without any more fear than the average waster. Elysium thrives, built on top of the ruins of Pott’s. Mama weakened the presidency to the point that it’s more of a title than anything, and most citizens actually understand how to get the most out of the R.A.S. Eventually, you’ll need to stop walking for more than a day. You’ll need to see the good parts of the wastes that you helped to create instead of the dark corners at the edges.”

      He started breathing more quickly, and Nico could tell that the idea was painful to him.

      Nico reached out and took his hand. “Donovan. At least take a week. Come see Elysium openly. Meet the people I share my time with.” She could see him start to consider what she was saying. “You and Deux are heroes to the children there. The idea of you makes them feel safer and freer than we ever did as kids.”

      Donovan stood. “Not yet. I can’t.”

      Nico sighed. She got closer every time, but it looked like it would take more time. Maybe more than she had left. She stood and wrapped Donovan in a hug, squeezing tight enough to kill an ursan.

      He returned the hug, and when she released him he turned away and started walking across the wastes, his skin starting to glow brighter the further away he went.
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        * * *

      

      I stood at a stone marker, holding a mug of coffee in my hand and staring into the distance. Nico was dead. That’s why she wasn’t there to meet me. That’s why there was a stone marker exactly where we’d always met before. Below the marker was a sealed container that hissed open when I placed my hand on it. Inside the container was a mail bag, a pack of instant coffee, three Gavain books, and a radio. There was no note, as the objects were meant to tell me everything I needed to know.

      I took a sip of the coffee. Above the stone marker were hundreds of flowers. That made me smile. Nico had never had the same issues socially that I had, but she was still limited in that way. I was glad she’d meant something to so many people. I knelt down and placed my hand on the stone. It was cool to the touch, and I felt myself shuddering as sobs welled in my throat.

      After an hour, I poured the coffee that remained in the mug onto the grave. I picked up the mail bag and the other objects, placing them carefully into my pack. I had traveled for a long time. Existed at the fringes of the civilizations that were taking shape across what used to be America. I’d killed kings, generals, self-proclaimed gods, and thousands of monsters. I’d seen things beyond imagining, strange craft lighting the sky, serpents the size of trains slithering through deserts, bridges floating in the air, and more. What I hadn’t seen was normal people, wasters. I’d been fighting and killing for decades. I’d become a boogeyman, a god, a concept, and I’d enjoyed it. I’d enjoyed not needing to think beyond the next target. But there were fewer and fewer targets left. Things were changing, becoming better, and a god, a monster, didn’t have a place in that world. At least not a constant one.

      I slid my hand across the canvas mail bag Nico had given me. A Postman though… that was a job that was always needed. That was Nico’s message. Her last will and testament. I pulled the strap over my shoulder and started heading toward Elysium. I needed to find a new route.
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        If he hopes to survive, he must discover a whole new kind of magic.
        
        Ekavir is a hardworking lumberjack's son. It isn't his fault crows speak in eldritch voices when he walks through the forest, or that his blood-red eyes leave the village kids shaking in their shoes.
        He might be the latest incarnation of a dreaded god known as the Primordial, but he never asked for that. He doesn't even know.
        When knights arrive hunting for the Ender of Realms, Vir loses his idyllic life along with his chance to be anything else. To grow strong enough to survive, he'll have to become the Primordial.
        There's just one problem: Vir can't do magic. Not even the simplest spells to light a fire or conjure a breeze.
        To take back control of his destiny, Vir will have to find a new kind of magic. He'll have to forge his own path, and he'll have to do it while running, fighting, and clawing for survival.
        It might be that Vir is destined to live out his days without magic...Or maybe his brand of magic just defies all the known rules.
        Don't miss this epic new progression fantasy from bestseller Vowron Prime. Featuring loads of action, detailed worldbuilding and magic system, unforgettable characters, cultivation elements, LitRPG elements, weak-to-strong progression, a rational MC, a combat power ranking system, and so much more.
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        A world destroyed. A lone warrior. A chance to start again.
        
        Ever since he was little, Merrick had been blessed by the Great Spirits granting him an unusually strong connection to the Song of the World.
        With his Warrior Ceremony approaching, Merrick was sure his greatest wish was about to come true, never expecting he was going to be thrown into a torrent of change that would threaten to sweep away his whole world.
        Invaders from another world were beginning to creep into his people’s land, intent on devouring every resource they could find, and when Merrick offers to act as a guide for a rich young prospector’s group, he finds he may have bit off more than he can chew.
        Fierce wolves stalk the dark, and poisonous insects hide under every leaf, but the true danger lurks in the hearts of his companions as he ventures out into the untamed wilds to seek a treasure he knows nothing about.
        Armed with a Guardian Spirit he doesn’t understand and strange knowledge of the future, it will take every ounce of courage and fortitude Merrick can muster to make it out of the mountains alive.
        Don't miss the next action-packed LitRPG adventure from Seth Ring, bestselling author of Battle Mage Farmer & Nova Terra. It's packed with epic fantasy action, survival adventure, magic, and a mysterious and wild world just waiting to be discovered.
        Perfect for readers who enjoy exploring rich worlds and complex characters who grow to match the incredible challenges thrown their way. Grab your copy today!
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        In the ruthless world of cultivation, one man refuses to play by the rules.
        
        When Yao Shen, Patriarch of the Heavenly Sky Sect, ascends and regains memories of his past life on Planet Earth, he realizes that he can no longer allow himself to accept the cruel and violent ways of Eliria, the realm of cultivation.
        So he decides to change it.
        It was time to found a new sect. One based on the values of honor and equality over senseless violence and discrimination. A sect where all, from the mortal farmer’s son to a sect elder's daughter, were held accountable to the same rules.
        Welcome to the Modern Sect.
        Don't miss the start of this unique xianxia progression fantasy epic perfect for fans of The First Law of Cultivation, Beware of Chicken, and Cradle. Join a cultivator who is already at the peak of his power, but now must learn to evolve so that he may forge a better world.
        About the Series: Filled with detailed world building, martial arts action, multi-faceted characters, an overpowered but rational main character, magic and more, it's everything you love about cultivation yet with a fresh point a view!
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