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Beyond the Black
 
by David Alexander


I feel impelled to speak today in a language that in a sense is new--one which I, who have spent so much of my life in the military profession, would have preferred never to use.
That new language is the language of atomic warfare.
-Dwight Eisenhower 12.8.53
 
 

11.06.1959:0054
    No one was supposed to survive. No one.  For a moment there was peace. Silence. Then the rush of fission and fire. And all was cold.
Cold. Wet. Death. It comes quickly. Comes quiet, like a thief in the night. A bright flash of hot, burning pain. It melts the flesh from bones, concrete from steel. The cities to the north fall first: New York, Boston, Providence, and Quebec.
Down south and to the west, knowledge is power. Knowledge is safety and survival. It gives a few more moments of life and safety. Time to think.
Time to act. 
Donna Creskin finds herself locked in a white walled room after a rude awakening. Bells and sirens are screaming all around her. It is DEFCOM 3 and she is the only hope for survival. This is a city of two hundred thousand souls. Two hundred thousand men, women and children, healthy and infirm. 
Two hundred thousand reasons not to screw up. But this is all new to her. She is a scientist, not a savior. She is no soldier. Two of the souls were hers. Two more reasons not to screw this up.
It takes a while for the generator to start up; there is a whirr and a hiss. Her heart races to the sounds of popping circuits and floodgates opening. A red light enflames behind her eyes making her head throb. The pulsing of blood to her veins mingles with the music of magic at work. 
She struggles to turn the knobs and flip the switches in time. The alerts get louder, more urgent. A news man shows up on the big monitor in the war room. New York is dead. Swallowed by a great tidal wave. The Russians found the answer.
There were three or four bursts of nuclear energy, detonating the polar ice caps. We missed it. And now the ocean has come to swallow us whole. Cronkite blathers on, she half listens. Too much is at stake.
"Status report!" The General barks, his cold voice makes ice water puddle in her veins. The metal slams behind him and seals them in the lab.
"Still working, general. Shields are at 15% and still counting. We're going to need at least an hour, maybe more."
"We don't have an hour. Damm it, Donna. My children are out there."
"Sorry Jack, right now your children are the least of my worries." Her voice was just as hard, just as angry.
"How are we supposed to protect them? How the hell does this thing work? Where - why? Eisenhower just met with him last night."
"Do you want me to save the world or listen to your stories?"
"He said they wouldn't attack. Not us, not anyone. He promised. He stood on television and shook hands with fucking Eisenhower." 
"Ice caps. Melting. He didn't target us." Donna looks at the blinking green cursor and sighs, pushing hair from her face. She bangs on the keyboard, desperately trying to make the blinking, mocking lights shine brighter. To work faster.
Twenty percent and then static on the TV. Cronkite is cut short as a new voice takes his place. Eisenhower, speaking. Praying.
"My fellow Americans. I have no words of salvation or of hope. An hour ago, Russian forces detonated a series of bombs deep within the polar ice caps. They are melting as we speak. Most of us will die. Some of us may survive. The ocean is rising right now; it has already swallowed up Quebec and New York City. Our forces are working to try to stop the ebb of the tides. It is not going well. We will not go down without a fight though. I promise you this. We have launched six nuclear missiles. Within the next ten minutes, Russia will be nothing more than dust and bones. In thirty minutes you will see the full power of the United States of America. We have safe holds here. Safe holds that were most classified up until tonight. Some of you will survive to rebuild. Most of us, myself included, will not."
Shocked silence filled the room; Creskin steals a brief glance up at the monitor.
"For the benefit of this country as a whole, we must give the illusion of failure. Of defeat. I am willing to sacrifice my life so that others may live. May God have mercy on our souls. I will see you on the other side."
The television feed went black, static snow danced through vacuum tubes as the noise reached critical mass.
Forty-three percent. 
The door opens again and a small metal man wheels through. He speaks; his voice modulator has a sweet tinny sound. "North and East quadrants secured. Twenty minutes to full security. What are your orders?"
Donna looks up, shakes her head. Brown hair falls about her face. She reaches up and to her neck, fingering a small orange stone spinning slowly on silver chains. "Give this to him. Tell my child that we tried. Plane's going in five. Hurry." She glares at the General. "Take him too. His part is not yet written. Go."
The metal man grabs the General by the arm. He looks around despairingly and then follows him out towards a waiting plane. It takes to the heavens as the tides come in. 
The city is swallowed whole. An angry wave washes over the world, drowning all.
 
 

A child's fear is a world whose dark corners are quite unknown to grownup people; it has its sky and its abysses, a sky without stars, abysses into which no light can ever penetrate.
-Julien Green

Ch 1: The Fall
12.14.2015.1025
 
"Alpha Three, do you copy?"
Radio silence.
"Alpha Three?" There was a trace of frustration in C-Com's voice as he tried to radio the third platoon.
"Bravo One to Command."
"Go Ahead, Bravo One." 
"We've got some wreckage about sixteen clicks from our rendezvous. Looks like Hawk Eye's tail feather. I'm going in for a second look."
"Roger, Bravo One. Good luck."
The plane arced lower, banking to the left as it crossed the canyon wall. Dots turned to blobs. Blobs turned to colors. Colors to things. He pushed the plane lower still; his altimeter blinked and flashed red. 2500, still descending. He'd only tried this once before in a training exercise. The lower he pushed himself, the higher the chance for something bad to happen.
Bad means boom. Big booms with blood and guts.
"Not how I want to go out." The pilot said to himself as he pushed down to triple digits. 
He pulled up the yoke to level off and looked through the glass bubble at the world below him.
At around 1500 feet, he could just about taste the ground. Any lower and he would risk destroying himself and the plane. The closest landing spot was ten clicks southwest, where the rocky terrain leveled off just enough to make for a runway. But coming in at around 500 miles per hour would be difficult. A task he didn't want to undertake.
The wreckage sprawled for miles. But Hawk Eye's tail feather was nowhere to be found. Instead he found the burnt out shells of concrete buildings and what used to be a small city. Three or four hundred different sets of bones lay bleached, discarded like a giant's play thing. A two story tower laid smoking and blackened, its husk all but destroyed. He circled above it, looking through the roof down to the basement. 
Inside was death. He didn't need to get any closer to know what that place had. Super Soldiers, mutants and monsters. They were 'genetically enhanced.' And they could grab his plane and yank it down without a second thought. Three of the brown-gray blobs paced through the basement. He saw the white of their unnatural eyes as one tilted its head up.
Before he could blink, the pilot found himself taking evasive action. Climbing. Climbing, banking suddenly. He narrowly avoided the first volley of shots from the rail gun before several hundred more rounds pierced through the aluminum shell of his safety. He was hit and he knew it. The rocks didn't look so tempting anymore. He climbed back up to 15,000 and screamed into the radio. "Bravo One. Alpha Three is down. Six of the SS are in the tower. Approximately three clicks north by northeast from our target location. I've been hit. Mayday. Mayday."
"Bravo One, we show you at Drop Point Zero. Adjust heading south by southwest. You can land there. We'll have ground support waiting." 
"Negative sir. Negative. I'm coming down fast."
His heading took him towards the ocean and towards certain doom. He let go of the yoke long enough to pull the rosary from his flight suit. With a kiss and a prayer he went down.
The decimation went smoothly enough. As the plane got closer and closer to the black of the sea, he tried unsuccessfully to release the rip and hit the ejection button. The seat wouldn't budge. He gave up, the pressure in the cabin would let him live long enough to say goodbye to his wife and kids. He pulled the picture from the dome light and cried as the sky kissed the ground and everything went black.
The sea rushed up to greet him, swallowing the plane whole. The wings shredded, ripping from the fuselage with a great piercing howl. Water rushed around him, white caps and eddies danced at the windshield. They played gently at the glass and came back two - three times with force. It shattered, spilling gummy safety glass around the pilot. 
"Bravo One?" said a distant voice to the dead. 
***
He came to in a dark place. There was nothing. No one. All around him was darkness. He stood shakily, feeling the ground beneath his feet. He touched it, bending down and finding himself off balance. It felt like grass. Honest to God grass. He breathed, tasting the musty salty air. Copper danced around his tongue and he spit twice, feeling the coagulated blood free itself from his throat. He flexed. Every finger, every toe. Moved his limbs to make sure they were all still there. He touched his face, checking to see if he was real.
"Hello?" He called out to the darkness, half expecting the booming voice of God or the angelic choir to announce his presence. 
No answer came.
Heat washed over him and he was struck suddenly by the smell of gasoline and ozone. All at once the world came alive with a fiery blast from somewhere behind as the fuel tanks exploded, sending shrapnel in all directions.
He ducked for cover.
In the flickering of the flames, he saw land. Land stretched out as far as the eye can see. Here was a world of twisted trees and brown grass. A path was carved into the ground beneath him. A strange orange line zigzagging off somewhere to the south, or what he imagined was south. It bent around a small copse of deadwood and continued on around a small ridge.  He followed the path and glanced upwards to confirm his heading.
No light shone above. No stars twinkled. The moon didn't wink its pale gray eye. All was black. And still. No wind blew here in this strange land, yet he could hear it whispering through the trees around him. Their gold leaves did not sway. Nothing moved. Nothing stirred. There were no creatures, no animals or insects.
Weird. Freaky. 
The path continued onward past the hill, he rounded a bend and found himself face to face with nothingness again. He had walked too far from the plane to get the eldritch light of survival. The acrid smoke still pierced his nostrils, but no light passed this far south. He looked down, making sure the path was still underfoot.
It glowed. Like a neon sign pointing the way towards salvation.
He followed obediently. 
"Hello?" He called out again, after traveling what felt like miles. No reply came and he sat down, dejected. He put his back to the tree and faced into the void. He felt his pockets, checked for his duty rig. 
The Smith sat patiently, waiting for him. The leather on the holster had cracked and started to fade. He pulled it out, feeling the cold steel against his hands. He cradled it lovingly, respectfully. He clutched it like a faithful friend. 
He pulled the slide back, press checking for the live round. One in the chamber. Check. He tapped the magazine, hard, making sure it was seated. He aimed the barrel up and pulled the trigger, not really caring where the round ended up. There's no point checking for back stop in a world of ghosts.
Purgatory. 
The round exploded with a deafening crack, the muzzle flash briefly lit the world in a pale white light. 
No, Hell. 
"Good soldiers don't go to Heaven. We regroup in Hell." He said to the silence. 
He wanted to sleep. He hoped that the sun would come up soon.
The orange light blinked in and out of sync. Its pulse quickened. 
There was a sharp crack against his skull as the world ignited in fiery, sudden pain. 
He didn't know how this world could get any darker.
***
He awoke to the faint glow of a candle flickering. This was civilization. Or what he could gather was civilization. People. Living, breathing people. 
So I'm not in hell. Where the hell am I? He was lying in a small bed, goose down feathers were soft against his naked skin. His gear was a mess. But it was hanging nearby on a peg. Not a prisoner. He checked his arms and legs. Nope. Definitely not hostiles. He was not bound to anything. The room didn't have a door, a small curtain swayed in a gentle breeze, filling the room with the sounds of burning lard and meat.
His stomach growled in protest. He couldn't help but think of his last meal. How many days? Six? Seven? The mystery meat casserole they served back home would have been a welcome treat for his starvation. He tried to stand, but found his body weak. His arms shook with effort and he collapsed back against the pillows.
Pathetic.
He couldn't move. Couldn't stand. Fear filled his heart with adrenaline. Drums sounded in the distance. There were cheers outside. Someone was speaking, faintly. He strained to hear them. "Feast....God has graced us with a gift....tonight we dine like kings."
"Oh. Shit." He groaned, tried once more to sit up. Found the strength to sit up. He pushed a leg up from under the covers. Swung it over the bed and forced the second one to mirror. He tried to stand, his legs were weak. Wobbly. He blinked, images flashed before his eyes.
He's in boot camp. A soldier. War. Marching double time to a tenor cadence. The first time he tasted blood, his first kill. 
His legs gave out and he found himself falling, falling backwards. The world spiraled out of control and the tiny flickering candles gave out. 
They're coming for him. A feast. He was dinner. He knew it. There was nothing else to stop them. Too weak to fight. Gun's too far away. He lost. A loser, a prisoner of war. Not his fault, no - he tried. Shot down by the damn SS. 
Shot down by the damn SS.
To be dinner for some sick fuck.
No, he didn't want to go out this way. He swore, forced back the pounding headache and told himself he wouldn't go down without a fight.
It materialized in front of him, fading into the room through the curtains. He could picture its dripping fangs, hungry for the taste of blood. His blood. He tried to stand again, tried to pull his fists in front of him.
"You won't take me alive." He croaked out as the thing moved closer. He could smell the charcoal and sweat from its body. It took another step. Then another. He tried to swing at what he thought was the monster. 
He found himself face down on the bed.
"Good morning." Came a sing-song voice from behind him. 
And then there were three. 
He felt steel against his spine. 

Ch 2: Hunting
"Stop squirming, damn it." The singer said to him. The voice betrayed frustration. Two other pairs of hands started groping him. Their touch was cold and hard as steel. He found himself spinning around and he sat face to face with his captor.
"That's better. Well hello there." She said to him, "I'm Amber. And you're a pain in the ass." 
He shrugged sheepishly.
"The hell was you thinking?" A voice called to him from somewhere to the left. 
"What's your name boy?" The third said, staring at him from behind a full face mask. His expression was hid by the amber glass.
He looked down, a scolded child.
"We're not going to eat you or something." Amber giggled.
"You sure?"
"You'd be dead by now." Facemask put his hands on his hips.
He saw the handgun. And nodded obediently. "Good point."
"So what's your name?" Amber wasn't looking at him anymore. She was nose deep in a book, flipping pages at warp speed.
"Sarge. Just call me Sarge." He said, "How long have I been out?"
"Who knows, you've been here for like three days now. How long you were out in the Black, well...that's debatable."
"Ryu's the one that found you." The old man came into focus; he pointed at Facemask and laughed. "He pegged you at around five days, based on your smell and that shadow on your face."
"Why you're not dead yet is beyond me though." Ryu said, unsnapping his helmet. The glass parted with a loud hiss. "Grandpa thinks you've been gone longer than that though."
"So? Sarge, is it? What's your deal? You with the City and lost on patrol or something?"
"Depends. That make me a prisoner?"
"No, silly. You're not prisoner. Never were. You're free to go, just as soon as you pay your bar tab."
"Bar tab?" Sarge blinked, confused.
"Yeah. You don't think we work for free, do you?" Grandpa asked. "Everything has a price. Amber used up an awful lot of our supplies trying to fix you up. Who knows how long it'll be before the City brings back more Rastonol. We can't make it anymore, you know. Thanks to you-know-who."
"Hell of a cut you got there, Sarge." Ryu said, "Oger sure musta liked you. I don't know how those claws didn't take your damn face off."
"Oh-Oger?"
"Yeah. Definitely was Oger. Don't know why he didn't finish the job. Usually does."
"So, total for healing will be about 600 atoms. I don't have a credit machine, so we'll need that in paper only. Thanks." Amber said, looking up from the book and adjusting her glasses. 
"Atoms? Uhm. I'm sorry?"
"Yeah. Didn't think he had the money anyway. Doesn't look like he's in the Business." She flicked a stray pink hair away from her face and went over to Grandpa.
"We know he doesn't have the money. He's not Business. He's obviously not City. What do you think we should do?"
"Well. You know we can't refuse treatment to anyone based on ability to pay."
"Yea. I took the Oath, but we won't be able to eat for another two weeks without this money. We need it. Bad."
"Can we last another few days, or are the supplies running in the red."
"Grandpa, we're below the red. I think we have maybe another day of supplies at best."
"What about Ryu? Can he hunt?"
"We can't leave the walls without Oger chomping someone's head off. We're in it bad."
"What if - we barter?"
"His gun's rusty. His clothes are torn. I don't think he has anything we could get more than a nano for." 
Grandpa looked down at her and pulled his white robes tight around his body. "He has - other value."
Amber scratched her head. "What do you mean?"
"Stranger - I assume you know how to use that rusty weapon of yours?"
"I hope so. It's saved my life more than enough times in the past five years. I'm sure if you pushed the issue, it would save my life again." Sarge answered back, his voice weak. He tried to drip venom and let his words hang.
Intimidation did not work. "Good. That could come in handy." Grandpa said. "You want freedom? I think I have a solution that would be mutually beneficial."
"I'm listening." 
"We've had some - problems of late. There's something out in these woods. Probably a tool of the City to scare us all. It's working. It's scaring us to death. We've lost ten men to him this month. My soldiers leave, but don't come back. We've sent caravans and metal men to the City. They still haven't returned. That could be another ten that we'll be missing come Sunday."
"I don't see how this helps me."
"You want to be free of here, and you obviously want to be healed back to full strength. One way or another, this task will provide you both salvations."
"A suicide mission? You're serious?"
"Stranger, I can assure you that the penalty for criminal theft is far - far worse than any death out in the wilds."
"Well - this sounds like fun. What happens if I tell you to fuck off?"
"That's easy. You'd make a fine dinner."
"You'd never take me alive."
Ryu stepped forward. "Please, don't tempt us. Look, we're starving to death here. It's out there. It's killing us. Either we die in the village or we die in the streets. The City doesn't want to help. The caravan's three months behind. There are four hundred people in this village. Four hundred women and children. And we're all going to die."
"You don't seem the type to want our blood on your hands." Amber said softly.
"But you've no qualms about putting mine on yours. I don't like it."
"If you help us, we'll make you better. Whatever happens. I promise."
"Can you bring me back from the dead?"
"We already did that, once." 
"Waste of supplies. Waste of time. He's already dead anyway." Grandpa seemed angry.
"Look, if you survive you'll pretty much be the world's biggest hero in this town." Amber's eyes got big, dreamy. "You know what kind of perks that brings?" She batted her eyes seductively.
"I'll go with you. Your primitive weapon won't have much effect on Oger. I'm pretty sure he's made of steel or something. We have guns. Weapons we can give you." 
"What's stopping me from agreeing, then going out into the woods, killing your guards and getting the hell out of Dodge?"
"Nothing. Except the guilt that you'd feel sentencing a village to death."
"I'm a soldier. That happens every day. Why should I care about you or your people? I don't know you from shit." 
All she said was "Honor."
Sarge sighed. "What time you got?"
"Around sixteen. Probably another hour or two until they turn the sun off." Grandpa said.
Tears welled up in Sarge's eyes. The levy was about to break. Right around now, Charlie would be throwing the ball. Hopefully striking out his opponent. Who was he playing right now? Sarge couldn't remember. All he knew was no one was there for him. He was out fighting so that Charlie would have one more day to live. Sure, the world was shit. Polluted and decimated, but there was honor. And hope.
Hope keeps people hanging on. Hope gives them another day, another meal. It was six more minutes in a clock whose second hand stopped a long, long time ago.  
He cried and knew he could not say no.
 
***
At eighteen, the sun turned off. Whatever slim sliver of light was shining before had just winked out. Almost like a candle snuffed, there was no gradual darkening of the sky. No beautiful red, pink, and orange sunset. It just went dark. And cold. He could feel the damp chill seeping through his bones. His teeth clattered against his mouth. He could feel them about to burst loose or shatter into hundreds of tiny pieces. 
It had been two days since he rested. Today he had the strength to move. And with that strength, he knew his responsibility. He knew his promise. It was time to hunt. 
Sarge had never much cared for the game of stealth, or the sport of hunting in general. A part of him died every time he thought of the poor beast taking its last breath. A part of him he would never get back. It had been ten years since his father took him hunting. That was before the world was gone. That was when the creatures of Earth were still furry. Some were even cute. He had been hunting deer that day. Somewhere in the mountains of Tennessee, his breath would wisp in front of him. That night was cold, but nowhere near the chill of tonight's expedition. 
They had tracked a deer for two miles. It had been slippery, dangerous. He remembers dad grabbing his hand and holding him tight. He remembers hearing the plink plink of the stones falling infinitely down to the ground below. Remembers how close to death he had come that night. They sighted the deer at around midnight. It was beautiful. The image of its dying breath still carved a slice out of his humanity every night. Dad wanted him to pull the trigger. Dad wanted him to get his first kill early in life. Wanted him to feel the blood on his hands. 
He was ten. 
Dad wanted him to know the fear of death, the finality. He knew the lesson he was supposed to learn. He knew it by heart. 
There was always someone stronger, faster, better. You're either the hunter, or the hunted.
Sarge saw the great big eyes of the doe, the fear in its soul. It had still been kicking, begging for its life when he pulled the trigger and sent a hot metal slug deep into its brain. Right behind the eyes. 
Its eyes that stared at him while he pulled the damn trigger. Its eyes that begged, pleaded.
How many had it been since then? How many had he killed? They were different. He told himself this every night when he prayed to God and fingered the rosary. They were bad. That's what the boss said. That was his order. 
Survive and kill the bad guy. Kill the enemy. Save the country, save the world. Everything that wasn't part of the Shattered Empire wasn't worth the air it breathed. But he knew at the end of the day, the other guy felt the same way.
This would be different. Ryu had told him this was a monster. Incapable of rational, coherent thought. An animal bred and designed to reap death and destruction. 
It all sounded so fucking familiar. 
The orange light showed the way. Ryu told him they were heading due east. There was a copse of deadwood out there, due south of that was where they would make camp. He told him it was safe there for the night. They were still too far out to have the Oger find their trail or scent.
Still, he set the metal man to guard the camp. It popped and clicked. It whistled as steam whooshed from its exhaust pipes. Sarge knew the damn robot would give their position away. He knew it would make enough noise to wake the dead, especially in the still silence of this world. 
He was surprised when it didn't. The night passed uneventfully by. His dreams were fitful and frightening. He froze mostly in the thin blanket they gave him. 
Ryu woke him at eight. They walked east. 
"Cold last night." Sarge said to break the two day silence. 
"Cold today." Ryu replied. "Sometimes the City doesn't turn the Sun on. We freeze. Our crops die. No one leaves the house. Sometimes they'll make it Rain when the Sun won't shine. It falls like stones to the ground. Frozen water that we can't even shit with. You can't drink stone. You can't melt stone."
"What do you mean? The sun doesn't shine every day?"
"The City tells us when we can have Sun and Rain."
"And what happens when they don't tell you?"
"This happens. Drew, a coat please."
"Yes sir. One moment." The little metal man whistled and started to shake. 
"What's that?"
"Wait and see."
"Presenting. Two coats. One blanket. Can I help you with anything else?" Drew beeped and made a sound similar to the dinner bell. His little metal belly popped open and two coats were waiting there. Neatly folded.
"Take one. You're going to need it in about an hour." Ryu handed Sarge a small bundle.
"Thanks." It was warm to the touch. "What else can he do?"
"When we break, I'll show you. Just around that bend. It should be a little bit warmer there. There's a small steam well."
It took twenty minutes to reach the bend. There, a small geyser whooshed up clouds of steam. A small black pond was nearby, still in the unnatural calm. Sarge bent to the pond to take a drink.
"Whoa! What are you doing!?" Ryu ran over and pushed him away before his lips touched the hole. "I'm not gonna let you kill yourself that easily."
"What? I'm thirsty."
"Trust me; you don't want to drink that. Here. Drew, two waters please."
"Dispensing...one moment." His little robot belly opened a second time and two steaming cups were pushed out from somewhere Sarge didn't want to think of. "Fuel cells low. I must recharge soon."
"Status report?" Ryu asked.
"Main cell is at ten percent. Auxiliary is at thirty-five. I do not detect any Sun to recharge auxiliary. Estimated survival time is one day."
"That thing you were about to drink was Fossil. It gives life to our robots. And death to just about anyone who touches it. Except the Selechai. It doesn't even faze them."
Sarge just nodded.
"It powers our Sun, our Rain, and our homes and light. Without it, we'd all pretty much be dead."
"Oh."
"Here. Watch. Drew, come here and fill up."
"Yes sir." Drew buzzed over to the pool and put his little legs right into the black hole. He sunk to his chest. A large gray hose popped out of the back of his head and there was a loud sucking noise as it swallowed the Fossil fuel. "Thank you sir. This should only take a moment." 
"Well. Shit, that's kinda cool." Sarge sipped at the hot water. It was sweet and tasted of peaches. 
Ryu shrugged the sack off of his back and bent to unzip the top. "Hungry?"
"Feels like I haven't eaten in days."
He fished around a bit and pulled out two large pieces of flat bread. "Eat this. It should hold you over until later tonight. We should be able to make camp in a few more hours. We need to head a little north, see that rise?" Ryu pointed three clicks left of where they stood. "Oger lives there. Far as I know he's the only one. He won't leave the cave until the Sun is on. Looks like we may have two more days before the City decides to give us some light again. Once Drew recharges, we shouldn't have to worry about losing his light any time soon."
Sarge smiled, thankful for the little robot's light. He had first seen it when they left camp. It was a strange thing, something Sarge had never seen before. Ryu had given him goggles to wear while they walked. With them on and the robot in front of them, he found he could see forever. Once he took the goggles off, the world went black as pitch and he was walking blind. 
"Fuel cells complete. Thank you sir. I feel much better. Shall we be off?"
"Not yet, Drew. First I want an Analysis."
"Fuel cell: One Hundred. Auxiliary: Thirty Five. Food Supply: Two weeks at three times daily. Water Supply: Six weeks. Heating Element: Fifty percent. Ammunition supplies are favorable, as are my shields and battle equipment."
"Thank you, Drew. What's for lunch?"
"I have created two cheeses. They will be grilled by my burners. Would you like some?"
"Sarge, you like grilled cheese?"
"I can't say no to that."
"Preparing...please wait."
Within the span of minutes, Drew's belly popped open and two grilled cheese sandwiches were sitting on the ledge. They were made with the same ration bread he had just eaten. The cheese was a little rubbery, but more than satisfactory. "This beats M.R. Hands down. How does he do it?"
"It's...complicated."
"Good enough for me." Sarge dropped the subject and munched happily on his sandwich, washing it down with the peach water, which had cooled to almost freezing. "Can you make me some more of that warm stuff?"
Drew dispensed a second glass. Sarge gave the empty to Ryu, who placed it in a small slot on Drew's back. He whooshed out a gush of steam as the glass sanitized.
"We should be off." Ryu said, standing up.
From the little light, Sarge could see the endless expanse of savannah. The land appeared almost subtropical in nature, with small palm trees and large pines dotting the landscape. The terrain was mostly flat, though every few miles or so the path would curve up and around or down below the valley. Scrub grass popped up and caught Sarge unawares every now and then. He swatted casually at passing weeds that rose above his knee. 
"What is this place?" Sarge asked after a while.
"We call it the high plains. Supposedly before the breaking, it was part of some nature preserve area. See that rusted out gate over there?" Ryu pointed to the right, highlighting a small valley. Pinkish stones jutted out from the landscape. Between the stone walls stood a rusted iron gate. Its hinges creaked as it swayed back and forth, off track. "Used to be an enclave before the end. Bunch of rich people lived there. The Gray Snake which leads up and out will take you to some more ruins, an old shopping center or something."
"What happened to everything?"
"War, mostly." 
Sarge nodded. War always makes things happen. 
"The enclave hasn't been used in about six years or so. We can make camp there. Just inside there's a small lean-to. We can spark a fire there to keep warm. It's around twenty, maybe twenty two. We should head in."
"How much farther will we have in the-" He paused. Using the word morning seemed so out of place in a world where day is eternal night. "When we wake up?"
"Probably about two miles. We'll follow the gray snake. The old market hill should be his new house."
The walk up was eerily quiet. Drew didn't whistle once. No steam sprouted from his exhaust pipes. Something was amiss.  Ryu looked about, anxiously.
Footfalls sounded off in the distance. They were far, but picking up speed. Sarge could hear two different pairs, at least. He did some quick calculations.
"Whatever it is, I'd count about twenty before it’s on us. We should get up there and try to set up a choke. You know this place better than I do. Any hostiles around we should concern ourselves with?"
"No. No." Ryu shrugged. "This is City territory. The only people out here are their militias and some ghosts. They're mostly harmless and don't need to run. That's what they have droids for. I heard the City got a few that fly." 
"Uhm. Ghosts?"
"Ghosts are an electronic anomaly usually caused by pressure difference between the surface and sky. Studies have shown that they are mostly harmless." Drew's voice was hollow, unemotional. "Still my atmospheric sensors do not detect anything out of the ordinary. No life forms sentient or otherwise within one hundred yards. Shall I keep scanning?"
"No. Thank you, Drew. They could have spybots out."
"Ghosts? Spybots? Mostly harmless? You've got to be kidding me." Sarge was getting flustered.
"There's a ten in twenty shot we've got nothing to worry about."
"So we're pretty much at fifty percent dead."
"Yeah. I liked my thought better though."
"Me too." Sarge said.
Drew's light guided them through the rusty gates. They waited.

Ch 3: Savior
Forever passed in silence when suddenly a light showed distant on the horizon. It arced slowly through the midnight sky, casting pale gray shadows through the night. The frantic footfalls faded away into distant screams and a low tremor of fear. The ground rumbled in protest and there was the great tearing sound of a frenzied beast. Sarge could feel his blood run cold as his heart raced to catch up with the thoughts in his head.
"Shit. Shit. Shit shit shit." Ryu rose from the cover of the fallen rocks. He sighted downrange and checked the wind, which did not blow. 
"Gentlemen. I detect trouble ahead. Sensors are picking up some sign of life. Three hundred yards north by northeast of here. Company will be here soon." Drew whistled, sending gouts of steam into the gray sky.
"That's just what I want to hear. Thanks for reassuring me."
"This isn't supposed to be happening. We shouldn't have the Sun for another day."
"So big and hairy is up and out?"
"I'll do you one better." Ryu pointed over the rise and sighted the rifle on a brownish blob. It was faint in the distance, barely a shape. "Have a look."
Sarge bent over the scope and blinked twice. Big and hairy was an understatement. The thing was massive even from hundreds of yards away. He could see the claws dripping a red path of crumbs back to supper. It had four hands. Two were holding human heads. Numbers three and four cracked open a femur. He watched as it sucked the marrow from the bone and tossed it aside for the scavengers.
"You've got to be kidding me."
Things were starting to look bad. Instinctively he tilted the rifle a hair. The beast lined up perfect in between the crosshairs. He took a deep breath and squeezed the trigger, blowing out his stress and anxiety. He became one with the rifle. It went off, cracking the silence and splintering it in two. The round flew. Faster and faster as it spiraled towards the target. There was a sharp growl of pain as it hit home. It looked perfect. Text book perfect. Right between the shoulder blades, right where its heart should have been. The monster recoiled in horror, dropping the two skulls. It did not flinch after that. Instead it turned, sniffing the air. 
Ozone and sulfur let out a distinctive smell. It's even more noticeable when you're twelve foot two and pissed off. The thing charged. It was quick. Quicker than the SS. Quicker than anything he had ever seen before. It was inhuman. 
And it was madder than hell. 
Sarge emptied the rifle into Oger's chest. It swatted the projectiles away like angry bees. It was closer than he would have liked. There was maybe time enough for two more shots. He had to be careful. Aim.
Breathe in. Out. Aim and fire. 
His first shot took the beast between the eyes, smashing into the brain pan. There was a gush of blood but the thing carried on. The second shot took it in the mouth, shattering its jaw and tearing it to pieces. With a giant leap it bounded the wall and set sights on Ryu. It lashed out, mauling him, shredding him to pieces. He didn't have time to blink, to cry out. 
No time to move. He died instantly. Quick and violent. 
And then it was on him. A rabid wolverine with a bone to pick. There was no time to mourn, nothing to do but act. His instincts took over. Sarge ducked the first volley from the claws. The second caught him in the shoulder. He struck out with the rifle, smacking the butt against the thing's shattered jaw. He transitioned. Dropping the rifle and reaching for a knife, a pistol, anything. 
The first thing he found was on his right hip. Low rise and at the ready. He pulled his gun and waited a half second. Just enough time for it to climb on top of him. The creature lashed out, fighting for his life. It was now or never.
Sarge shoved it deep into the thing. He aimed the barrel up and pulled the trigger. And pulled it again.
And again.
He emptied the clip, and knew he was dead.
There was a sudden and sharp buzz from behind his ears, he felt hot. Heat washed over him and he knew this was the end. 
The laser had cut right through him, taking out a pound of flesh. His meat mingled with the entrails of Ryu's carcass and the brain matter of the thing on top. As he fell back, the laser fired a second time. Arcing over his head and catching the thing in its snout. It fell over the ravine and the smell of flesh and burnt fur filled his lungs.
When he recovered, he surveyed the carnage. There wasn't enough left of Ryu to shove in a box and mail back home. 
"My grief sensors detect unease. I am displaying sadness for our friend. If it would console you, there is nothing that I could have done to save him." Drew's voice was inhuman, emotional.
"Thanks. Thanks for your sympathy."
"Shall I continue to serve you? Or would you have me return home and find a new master?"
"Depends, what would Ryu want?"
"He would want his friends to know. He would call you friend. I believe we should return back."
"Okay. Take us home."
The walk back was cold and lonely.
 
***
It Rained. Sarge stood outside the doors of the meeting hall, droplets fell like cold hard tears against the cracked pavement. It had taken two days to find the way back. He didn't bother to wash the gore off his skin or clothes. He could hear arguing inside. There was the smack of a hammer and a call to order. The rabble settled down and he could not hear another sound.
The cold water cleansed his body and eased his mind. Water fell in rivulets down his shaggy brown hair. His beard was dirt stained and his clothes torn. He couldn't remember how long he'd been here. He didn't want to think of it. He was a failure, yet they called him Hero. The village was not used to the sight of death. They knew the others were gone, but they would not accept the fact. He was still an outsider to them. Some even whispered murderer. 
He agreed with them. It was his fault Ryu was dead. 
"Master Sarge? The Leader will see you now." A wizened old man came to the door. He was decked out in pale blue robes; a gold sash was cinched off with a silver lion head. He was an Orator, second in rank to the Leader.
Sarge stepped into a steel semicircle. Behind him rows of chairs grew rambunctious. The sharp smack of a gavel against the podium brought sanity to reality. The crowd silenced and he looked up at the Leader himself.
Green eyes glinted with mischief. He wore a powder wig of order and deep black robes. His face was aged, wizened with time.
"Your Highness." Sarge forced a low bow.
"So. You're the Hero we've heard so much about."
"Murderer!" A voice called out from somewhere in the crowd. There was a sharp smack and a yelp of pain. The doors opened and closed suddenly.
"I suppose, sir."
"Strange. I would have thought you taller." The Leader said with a wink. 
They both smiled, sharing a private joke.
"Sir. I want you to know that as the officer in charge of this expedition, I take full responsibility for the death of Scout Ryu. I am ready to accept whatever your Highness deems appropriate."
"Your android has recounted to me that incident. I have reviewed the video captured by his monitors. I find your actions just and honorable. You did what must be done. For that, my village gives you their gratitude."
"Thank you, Sir."
"Scout Ryu had no ward. There was no charge assigned to him, nor any living family available for his estate. His salary has been awarded, in custom, to our healer and librarian. They shall receive the sum of sixty thousand atoms, effectively immediately. The estate will grow to save many more lives in education and restoration."
"We are honored, revered Leader." Amber stood up and bowed her thanks.
"There is still the matter of Wardenship, though. Will you agree to penance?"
"I don't understand, Sir. I am an outsider and unfamiliar with your customs. But if this is what his Highness wishes, I will accept my duty and my punishment."
There was a murmur of understanding and some agreement in the crowd. 
"Will you agree to Wardenship?" The Leader asked again, forcefully.
"I agree."
"Very well. I hereby promote you to Warden. Your penance shall be assigned in the morrow." The Leader stepped down from the podium. The ceremony began. "Kneel before me." He spoke, his voice deep and commanding.
Sarge knelt obediently. He counted floor tiles. Each of the lion heads was a name carved in stone, a fallen soldier. The Leader reached out, tapped Sarge on the shoulder. The gold on his fingers danced in the candlelight. 
"Take my hand." The Leader said firmly.
Sarge grasped the old hand, like old worn wood, it was hard and shriveled. He eyed the lion head, confused.
"Kiss it; swear your allegiance to me." The Leader whispered to him.
Sarge complied, unsure what else to do.
"He's no Warden!" A female called out from the crowd, several more voices joined in the chorus, shouting their displeasure.
"Penance! Penance!" Cheers broke out in the crowd. The gavel had no effect as the riot began to spiral out of control.
"This meeting is adjourned." The Leader smacked the gavel against the podium.
"Leave now or you'll find yourselves on the chain with him!" Three uniformed guards rushed forward, boxing in Sarge. They stood, steel at the ready, until the crowd parted.
"A word, Warden?" The Leader whispered to Sarge when all were gone.
"Yes. Yes sir."
"Son. You can stop all that formal crap now. They're all gone. We're just two grown men having a chat."
"Yes sir." Sarge replied.
"Son, I'm gonna level with you. Ryu was the best damn soldier we had. There was nothing you could have done. Hell, you probably saved more lives just by killing that thing. We need a soldier. Bad. As you can see, the City turned off our Sun. We've been in the abyss for God knows how long now. People are getting antsy. We need help. I need your help."
"What are you asking of me?" 
"Be my soldier."
"Or?"
"Or don't. The choice is yours."
"People spend their whole lives training to be Wardens, but never get the chance. Sometimes things stop them though. You know: money, politics, skill. You obviously know your way around a weapon. You handle yourself under pressure. I think you'd be great for our team. And it doesn't look like you're going anywhere anytime soon."
"You may have a point." 
"The only way I could get these people to accept you as a Warden though is through penance. Basically, you need to do a good deed or three. Help an old lady cross the street, save the world, that sort of thing."
"They seemed to have a different outlook on that."
"You're a smart man. I'm not gonna lie. Some of these people, they want you dead, see?"
"I noticed."
"We could avoid that. You could do penance for me as my own personal assistant. Bodyguard. They like me. They like you. It's simple."
"What's the catch?"
"No catch. I just so happen to be in the market for an assistant with your skill set."
"I'm listening."
"Here's what I need done." The Leader told him the plan.
 

Ch 4: Magic Man
He didn't like it, didn't understand it. A small part of him was just so disgusted at the thought of it that he didn't even want to go on anymore. But yet, he was fascinated with the idea. Fascinated with a chance to rewrite history or save the world. To save a life and right a wrong, it was a reward offered to very few. He wasn't sure if it was going to work though. There was one small problem.
The life he had to save wasn't a life at all. He was already dead. He watched him die on the hill.
Sarge and Drew were heading back to pick up the pieces. He wore the armor of a Warden. It was an odd sensation. The green and yellow didn't match. Didn't blend with his eyes, his hair, or his morality. He felt sick. He pushed down the mask, letting the yellow glass hiss shut and seal him in a walking tomb. It was the same armor Ryu wore the day he died. The same lion was on his chest. He had the same bodyguard. Only, he was alone this time. 
Drew was in a strange spirit, he didn't speak, didn't whistle or whoosh. He just followed orders. Obediently. Any questions were brushed away, ignored. Drew told him it was to preserve energy cells. In case there was trouble, he said. Sarge didn't buy it, but he humored the tiny metal man anyway. 
They took a different route this time, up and around. It seemed more direct. It was quicker, less stressful. The light flickered with each step Drew took; his steel boots clinked softly as his feet bounced against broken asphalt and mortar.
Late afternoon came and they stopped to rest inside the shell of a gas station. The pumps stood empty and abandoned, like broken fingers against a broken sky. It was bruised today, the eerie gray mixed with the encroaching black.  The air hung heavy and humid. As the sun blinked off, ice crystals formed on the clouds of breath. They danced seductively in the dying light. Fog crept against their boots, circling its wispy tendrils around their legs. It tried to drag them down. 
Drew let his light waver against the icy fog, trying to cut through the gloom and mist. It pierced out, searing through the chill. Sarge could see his fingers and toes. Nothing else dared show itself to the light. He blinked, scraping a crystal or three from his eyelashes. He let his teeth clatter as he tried desperately to stop the cold.
"You should wear the visor." Drew said his first words of the day. "It will help."
"Th-thanks."
"My people do not feel cold. But I sense your vitality levels are dropping off, significantly. If you do not protect yourself, you will not have long to live." 
Something about the matter-of-fact tone in the robot's voice made him put the visor down. It worked instantly, sending a warm gush of air through his vents. For a moment the shakes stopped.  It was then that a new problem emerged.
Ghosts danced in the back of his mind. He could see shadowy, wispy forms walking in front of him. His pulse quickened. He freaked, breathed deep and reevaluated. After a beat he came back to reassess his surroundings. The ghosts were still there. Wavering, dancing, one called to him. 
It was Ryu.
He popped in at the twelve and out at the seven, fading off into the distance. As he vanished, there was a sudden bust of light. Sarge found himself seeing clearly for the first time. Everything was bathed in a wash of green and red. The world was alive with life he never thought existed. It was alien, foreign and familiar all at once.
Overwhelming.
The grass was knee high and gently blowing in a wind that was no longer still. It swayed left and right as a gazelle grazed and danced happily nearby. The sky was a brilliant green, dotted with black stars that flittered and flew by. There was a wash of color as a large red object passed over the sky. The moon preceded it and faded as it flew by. And for a moment, he thought he saw birds. Carrion and carrier, they arced in slow circles above his head. One dipped, diving low. It scooped a kingfisher from a nearby pond and squawked away, soon to be fed, fat and happy. 
The ruins whispered away into tiny fragments of civilization, concrete blocks fell upwards and reaffirmed their place in the world. Ghosts became people. Became animals, became lives. The echoes in the still silence soon became voices, angry and happy, sad and fearful. They all joined as one into a bitter cacophony of thunder and sirens. 
It drove him mad.
With a cry he ripped the helmet off and fell to the ground, panting and heaving. Tears sweat and bile spilled out of the oval, dripping onto dead brown grass. He wept penance.
Such is the life of Wardens.
 
***
He cleansed himself in a cold river that flowed upwards towards the heavens. As his spirit recovered, he knew he was not alone. Drew was nowhere nearby, he had been cast away. Sarge tore into him, throwing the stone's weight of burden back the robot. He bore it all in good faith, though his little metal shoulders sagged at the seams. It was all Sarge could do to rid himself of the images burnt into his brain. 
And in the end, it didn't do a damn bit of good. He was lonelier than ever. Frustrated and lost, he wandered the wasteland. The path had vanished into the black. Up and down became one. Days and nights blended together and Sarge couldn't recall how long he walked. It felt like forever. He did not dare to wear the Warden mask. Did not want to wake the sleeping ghosts.
It took five trips around in circles before he knew he was not alone. 
The hairs on his neck pricked up, he could feel the sense of dread and adrenaline dump into his veins. He closed his eyes, centering himself. Whatever it was would be close. He could hear it now between the thrumming of his heart. Instinctively he crouched down, unsure if he was even under cover. He made himself a ball, a smaller target. Drew was gone. And with it, his light and whatever chance he had to win the fight. His rusty old Smith was running low. There were no more hollows in the world. He hadn't seen them, hadn't found anyone that knew what they were. At best he had three rounds and then a really small hammer. 
He could use it. To knock someone out.
If he knew where they were.
The little voice inside his head urged him to push the button. Called on him to drop the mask and raise the shields. To let light into his world. To again let him walk the path of death. It was a chance at survival. It was a chance to become hunter again. He smiled a wicked smile, licked his lips and let death take over his soul.
The mask dropped down with a hiss, the world around popped into color and life. No ghosts walked his path tonight. A small voice inside his head told him that too would change. He would give this world their ghosts. He knew this. And inside him a sinister light began to shine. There was chaos here now. And anger. 
He was hungry.
And out for blood.
He stalked his pray now. A caravan approached from the west. It was guarded by a small half squad. They looked like vagrants, mercenaries. They looked weak. It was easy prey. He would eat tonight. He would feast like a king. 
He knew it to be long, too long, since the last good meal. He was still somewhere else. It was Thanksgiving Day. He had turkey with all the fixings. Uncle Sam had been good to him, had promised more after the next battle. Sam was strong again. The troops were well fed and happy. It was a war they could win.
Then it happened. 
War. Happened. It was a blast from the south, incendiary explosions that caught them completely unawares. He could feel the heat and smell the charred flesh and cranberry. He saw the red juices fly to the floor as the tables turned and emptied. 
They were pinned down. Six S.S. With railguns and heavy brutes up front. One punch crushed Tommy’s skull to pulp. A second brought down Jimmy. He dodged a volley and found himself sneaking away. He felt a coward as he watched his squad slaughtered. When they were done, they feasted on the bones of fallen soldiers. 
So he waited.
And hunted them down. One by one. Each one died a more gruesome death. He smiled again, remembering the last one. His favorite.
Some big ugly with a scar three feet long. He knew it well. The thing that ate Jimmy. He would make this one pay. After culling the herd, he saved the fattest for last. And as he spoon fed it the brains of felled comrades, he remembers laughing. And then bathing in the blood of the damned. 
They gave him a medal.
He shook his head again, flashes of black and white faded into reality. He was behind them now, ten feet. Five. Closing fast.
They were dead by Sunrise.
He sat against the steel carriage. He felt the cold calm his head, relax his troubled mind. He was hurt. Someone caught him sleeping. He looked around the carnage and saw the glowing net. He tried to move. Couldn't. He wanted to breathe, to say something, to sound the alarm.
Nothing.
He tried to whisper for help. But Drew did not come. He feared the worst. Thoughts and images came to him. He saw the tiny metal man frying under the Sun, its circuits sparking and popping. He saw Amber flayed alive by the razor whips of the many heads. He saw their purple faces warp and smile. Heard the odd echoing laugh of their joy. He knew they were coming.
Many more, with bigger guns. With wings of steel they would swoop down. He knew the City would not, could not come. He tried to eject the mask, to breathe the air around him. It would not move. He was getting claustrophobic. Getting sick. 
The enemy approached, eyeing him suspiciously. He spoke strange; his voice was lilting and carried the tranquility of a bubbling brook. Its words were brief, well chosen.
"Who are you?"
Sarge's answer was unsatisfactory.
"I ask again. Warden, who are you?"
Sarge tried to explain, but his voice was gone. Every word he spoke came out twisted. 
"Who do you work for?"
More nonsense spewed from within.
"Very well. You are under arrest for treason."
"My men will escort you back to the City. There will be no need for trial. Our mechs have seen enough."
Sarge looked around to find himself surrounded by tiny metal men. In the center stood a monstrosity never seen in this age. It was larger than most man. In the middle was a bubble, which popped open with a spark. Inside was another man, this one flesh and bone.
He looked familiar.
"Ser Jorell?" The man who was not metal turned to the speaker.
"Yes, Master Browne?" 
"Make haste with word to the City. Tell them the Merchant's Guild has been attacked by rebels. We are now out war with ourselves. The town of Prosper will be placed on the Do Not Fly list. No supplies will get in or out."
"Yes Warden."
"Send the metal men forward. They will burn their crop. We cannot trust their food. It is poison. Burn it all to the ground."
"As you command."
"Their Wardens and Leader are to be executed on sight. We will not have insurrection on our hands. I refuse."
"Sir." Jorrell nodded and vanished into the ranks of robot soldiers.
There was a strange echoing laughter in his head as he drifted off to sleep.
His dreams were filled with fire. The sparks did not crackle, did not fly. The only sound was laughter. Pure fanatical laughter that echoed and danced about. He saw the old man standing atop a flaming tower. There was a sudden explosion in his head and sunlight faded into inevitable black. Blue robed feet danced on his corpse.
He cried out for salvation. 
 

Ch 5: City of Bones
He awoke to the steady chug of the steam ships drifting forward. They rumbled and clanked, hissed and sparked. There was a roar of flames behind him. The boiler cried out, starving, begging for more fuel. To his right stood three guards. They spoke in hushed tones and cast sidelong glances his way. He blinked away the pounding in his head. He stood on achy legs. The top of his hair brushed against the metal bars above. With a yelp of pain, he crouched back down and felt to the back of his skull where thin rivulets of blood now wept. 
It was lined with spikes. He hoped for a smooth flight. 
The bars were thick as any he'd seen before. The smell of manflesh and sweat was rank in the acrid, smoky air. He guessed he was somewhere below decks. He could hear the steady churning of the engine as the flame fed fuel pushed it onward through the black. He spun slowly around, circling, looking for an out. One never came.
The three stooges stood guard at the only door to the room. Opposite was a giant boiler with flames the size of man. Two greasy men shoveled coal into the fire pit. They stooped low and wiped the sweat from their brow as he caught the eye of the oldest.
Fish Lips. It was as good a name as any he had thought of. The man was oddly shaped, a bluefish with legs. His head flared out into a spade. His nose and ears were small cities. His pupils were pink and hollow. His eyes sagged low, drooped in sadness and stress, He wiped one greasy, three fingered paw, against the blue of his coveralls and bitched in pigeon speak to a younger, greasier man.
"Oi eight that we here lad." 
"Cram yer yappin' you git us in bad. Then wheeze end in cage like chumboy 'ere." The younger of the two spoke clear in an accent sharp as steel.
"Wot o'yer motha? Hear back yet?"
"She sick, Papi. Ain't got long t'go." Greaseball lifted a crummy hand and swiped it through long blue hair. He scratched off a scab and sent a blizzard of dandruff into the air. 
"Wot t'do, wot t'do?"
"Don't suppose much we kin. I owe bossman three month 'n' a year."
"Wot he say bout seein' her one last time?"
"Say I got better a cloud inna sky ahfor I kin go."
"Ain't right wot that man be doin' t'us."
"Said E gun bury her ahfor them monster get her. Guess that good. Kin affor no funeral."
The flames started to flicker and die down, the room dropped twenty degrees. There was a sudden lurch in his stomach as the airship fell out of the sky.
It landed softly in a patchy copse of trees and grass. They didn't let him go. The three stooges brought in a small pallet and a half squad of metal men. Hydraulic arms whizzed open and picked up the cage, cradling it softly. There was a tearing sound and liquid being poured out. He felt himself dropping, falling. He looked up at the spikes as the cage tipped on its side. He scrambled up the bars, climbing backwards. He scurried to the back of the cage. The spikes stared at him. He looked at the three that had tasted his blood. 
He was moving now; torque pushed him back against the solid steel. Rubber screamed and he could feel the wind rushing past. It felt like flying. 
The wheels rushed forward in silence. What felt like forever passed by. The road began to wind and curve, it pulsed its blue-green smile up at him. He tried to follow the direction, got lost. Shadows loomed in front of him, fading into view and becoming shape. Shape turned into mass. As he got closer to the monoliths tiny brass lanterns came into being. They lit the world in bluish haze. Tiny green flames flickered and danced rhythmically in glass globes. Some were held by pipe and iron. Others floated freely in the abyss before him. 
Life returned to his world of ghosts. Beggars in tattered clothes clawed at him, at his guard. Asking for alms, atoms, and nanos. One of the stooges stooped low, bending at the waist. He pulled a piece of crusty bread from a sack at his hip. He bit into a piece and gave the rest to an old woman. She thanked him through yellowed and gaping teeth.
They were frail, emaciated. It was like stepping into the Night of the Living Dead. Sarge had been this close once before to the pain of their reality.
He was somewhere overseas in a base owned by the New Earth. Americans and Mexicans grouped together and talked in hushed tones. Father and child wrapped themselves in blankets to stay warm against the nuclear winter. He was in the badlands, one of the new deserts. He knew the captain, his father. 
The living were not welcome here. It was a village of ghosts. They were the model for the future of war, they were.
Expendable. 
In the face of an economic meltdown, it was an offer no one could refuse. Millions upon billions of dollars had been spent in federal funding. It was decided that those few brave enough to witness the future would never work another day in their life. He was ten on his father's lap when the NOK form was signed.
There was a phone call made, wires transferred. His mother just became a very rich woman. Today they would test the shields. 
Delta Three was decades in the making. It was programmed to create a living, atmospheric bubble. It would replicate the exact conditions of the world (down to each individual atom) and multiply it tenfold. Oxygen became charged electronically. It was infused with something called "X." It was irradiated and mutated. 
Studies had shown everything thrown at it was decimated instantly on contact. Studies had shown immortality was in their reach. 
The red lights flashed and the sirens wailed. Dr. Janus had just completed a new formula. Sarge and his father were designated "Safe Zone" today. Tomorrow, they would be "Hot Zone." 
And then they would be free on Friday. In three days they would become millionaires. It was the American dream. 
It turned into a nightmare. 
One of the lost souls had rushed up and started rattling his cage. It screamed, babbling in tongues. It spoke words unheard of. Sarge shrunk back, helpless. Hopeless. It pointed one long skeletal finger at him. It pierced him in the heart and he felt fear wash over him. It screamed just one word before being cut down in a hail of bullets.
"Devil."
Sarge shivered as the caravan rattled on. 
***
That night he saw the moon for the first time. It hung low over the north side of the world, staring down with one pale eye. The caravan pushed forward hiding it briefly behind the dead boughs of an old elm tree. It flickered from white to grey and finally a pale green. The colors drifted on the sea of grass, guiding them home.
They approached a gate of stone. Men huddled together for warmth. They were taken aback when the metal army approached. An alarm sounded somewhere between the walls as the first of the unlucky few stepped into the light. He called out a greeting.
"Come back tomorrow. Gates open at Sun shine."
"Bal? Well hello to you too." The first of the stooges said, his curly head bobbed up and down. "I thought your wife would have you under lock and key by now. Put the shotgun down. You know me."
"Klaus? That you. I wish she'd burst already. The boss won't let me off until First Born. Got third watch tonight. Joe's running the ship."
They shuddered. 
"Well, what have you got for me tonight? We need a couple slaves on the wall. If for nothing else than to keep the fire warm."
"He's not yours, Bal. A present for the King. He is to be hand delivered, at any hour."
"Leo's on a hunting trip though tonight. He's not expected back until second Sun." 
The stooge looked up at the pale moon. "How much longer before second Sun?"
"Give or take an hour, I'd say. But with the bugs lately, I don't buy any of it."
"How long's it been now?"
"First Sun? It's been going on for about a week over here. We can't get it off. Nothing is growing. Things are dying, Klaus. Things are dying fast." 
"What about the auxiliary generators? They've got to have enough juice left over to at least turn the damn thing off. How do you sleep like this?"
"Under a blanket. Head on pillow. How else do you think?"
They laughed. 
"Well, do you need to see my papers or are we good to go?"
"Major Klaus Einhand can go or do anything he wants." Bal saluted. "You better hurry inside. I hear we're expecting a freeze tonight."
"Why would he do that? Not with everything dying. It wouldn't make sense."
"The whole damn thing doesn't make sense." Bal said. "We've got problems. Big problems. Bluefin and his crew hit us hard last night down south. Sixteen dead, all civilian farmers. They took what they could shove in that car. Who the hell knows where they're at. They've pulled back some and been taking pot shots at us all day long. Bossman wants to freeze the crop, kill the problem right there. No food for them. No food for us."
"I didn't think we had the rations for that."
"Last we checked, we don't. But neither do they. Our soldiers are good to go. Can't say the same for Bluefln. Boss thinks they'll starve off long before we even start to hurt. So what you got there?"
"Rebel from out in the Tar Bay area. He's a warden for the farms out there. Got his colors for you. Give it to your wife, a present for the first son." He reached out and grabbed Bal's hand, pushing a small silver object into it. He closed his fist and tapped his head. "Our secret, you know."
"Thanks."
"Tell her you won it in combat for all I care."
Bal nodded.
"Anyway, caught him attacking one of our supply caravans leaving the town. Ambushed us good. Wiped the whole squad as I understand. He even set fire to the corpses. No one was left. Our scouts caught up to him. Took him while he was sleeping. Think it'll go over real well for me come promotion time. This guy killed ten of ours without breaking a sweat. Things are getting bad out that ways too."
"Things are bad all over." 
The moon winked out.
"You better get going. Gonna get cold real fast." 
Gaslight showed the way through the maze of cobblestone and asphalt. Inside the gates, the ruins of the outside world washed away and filled with a new filth. It felt late, but no one was inside. No one slept. They passed tents still hawking and food still cooking. Two quick lefts and a sharp right brought them into the middle of a bar fight. Sarge watched as two half naked men beat each other within inches of their life. There were screams and cheers. A broom smacked against the ground and the crowd dispersed back into the bar. As it faded in the distance, he saw the two walk out counting change.
"Almost there." Klaus said, buttoning his red coat back up. He pulled down his hat and shuddered against the chill of the air.
Sarge's breath misted and iced. Hypothermia would set in soon. He could already feel his naked feet start to lose feeling. There was a small tickle and then pins and needles tracing their way from his toes to his chest. The chill climbed higher and higher still, spider webbing out and chilling him to the core. His lips faded from a healthy pink to the deathly pallor of purple and blue.
There was a sharp thud as the cart hit a bump and got stuck in the mud. Klaus and the two stooges wrestled with it, pushing and pulling. It popped, dislodging from the hole. A small part of the cart broke away. The metal man came back into form, crackling as sparks arced across its feet. 
"Diagnostics?"
"Terminal, sir. I have failed you." There was a sharp brrp as the red lights of its eyes winked out. The arc stopped. Dead robots were trouble, so Klaus and the two stooges picked up and gave Sarge a traveling buddy. 
The walk eventually came to a dead end. The pathway butted up against a looming structure. It was larger than any he had seen before. Large stately columns stood like silent soldiers. The pale white paint had faded to a slate gray. Above the building hung a single flag. 
It looked familiar. 
They stepped through the doors and the cart fell apart. Robots spun back into their tiny humanoid shapes then clanked away to see to other tasks. One stayed behind; with a command it transformed itself into a large metal square. It wrapped around his wrists and legs, binding him tight. 
The three stooges escorted him down a flight of stairs which culminated into a darkened alley. They traveled several hundred paces and found themselves going down more stairs for eternity. Above him, Sage heard the steady drip drip drip of condensation. Lichen lit the way here; their small green forms glowed faintly. A dim light shined from a hole above. They walked him to a hole in the wall. Sarge stepped in and the robot came to, walking out of the cell and taking position outside. 
There was a sharp click and the bars closed in.
There was no escape
He held on till morning.
***
The sun rose on cue at six. The sky lit up with the fire of morning's first light. Life milled about, people rose and stretched. They walked out to greet the day. They went to work or came home from work. The morning was pleasant, not too hot and not too cold.
A tiny slit opened through the concrete door and a steaming plate was pushed through. A soldier grunted morning cheer before closing up and leaving him to the sounds of civilization. In the distance he heard the faint calling of birds greeting the day. 
Breakfast was acceptable at best. As he feasted on the savory tastes of stale bread and moldy apples, he looked about the cell. He washed it down with fresh water and something resembling apple juice. 
The cell was solid concrete and bars of steel. He could barely stand his full height. The cell was wide enough to pace in a small circle. He did this several times. A dingy light shined down from the skylight above, making spider webs sparkle in daylight. He heard the brief skittering of claws as a rat between the walls. 
He got tired of walking and sat in the corner, huddled close and squeezing his knees to his chest. He rocked back and forth, shivering in the damp air. He was dressed in what was left of his aeronaut uniform. The light Kevlar was torn and blackened in spots where blood coagulated and stained. His pants were sheared above the knee; their brown dyes had washed out to a pale gray.
He couldn't figure out what he did to end up here. This was the last place he belonged. He was the good guy. Always the good guy. What would his dad say? How would his mother feel? He was a prisoner of the government. But he was a soldier, a survivor. He had given his life to protect the government he remembered. The last thing he remembered was being attacked. 
There were six that he remembered. He was leaning against a tree, lost and about to give up. He had closed his eyes for a moment when they attacked, surrounding him. He gave up without a fight.
And woke up here. 
Trapped, a prisoner of an army fighting a war he did not understand.
There came a hollow knock on the door in front of him. A grunt sounded and the panel slid forward. He was on his way to meet his fate.
They took a new route turning northeast towards the mansion. He saw smoldering ruins and could hear the faint din and rat-a-tat-tat of automatic gunfire somewhere nearby. There were screams and smoke. The city smelled of copper and sulfur. Wardens marched in rows of two, rifles held ready. A small child stalked the ruins. Her clothes were tattered and hung like filthy rags on her body. Her eyes were haunted, distant. She cooed softly and looked at the guards with hopeful eyes. 
"Papa? Have you seen me papa?" She tugged on the coattails of the nearest guard. "Papa? I miss him." 
"Sorry love."
They kept walking, leaving the desolation behind them. Sarge figured he had nothing to lose. "The kid. Why'd you leave her?"
"She'll be dead soon." 
"If you do nothing." 
"Not worth our time. We've got a job to do." 
"You've got to be kidding me. She's a child."
"Not my kid. She's Tarbean."
"What's that got to do with anything?"
"She's rebel. Like you. I'd just as soon cut me eyes out and feed me tongue to the dog. They ain't worth the food we feed 'em."
"She's lost. A child."
"Rebel child. Your kind and mine ain't the same."
"I can see that."
"Keira. Come here!" a gruff voice called out from somewhere behind cover. "Get down!"
"Daddy!?" She ran to the voice.
Rifle rounds pierced the concrete. The men guarding Sarge had opened fire, sending dozens of rounds downrange in the span of seconds. All missed their marks. They struck nearby towers and burnt out houses. Sparks flew and the smell of sulfur filled the air. No more voices called out from the dust. 
***
The man was not what he expected. He was a she. And she was mad. The mayor wore a powder wig under a black top hat. Her eyes were a dark green, starkly contrasting with the simple black pantsuit she wore. 
"What have you dogs brought me today?"
"A rebel, from the Tar Bay. Caught him raiding caravans out in the wastes."
"You don't look like Tarbean. Explain yourself." She said, cold.
"Lady, I don't know what you're talking about."
He felt a sharp crack of pain as his mouth erupted in blood. "You will not address our king like that."
"You've got to be kidding me." Sarge said, sucking on his lip.
"Why are you here?" 
"I woke up here. Why are you here? Your people are out there killing each other. Shouldn't you be - Oh, I don't know...trying to stop this silliness?"
"You will not speak to me like this." 
"Or what? You'll hit me? Kill me? If that's what you want then do it and let's get this show on the road. You're up here in this...this palace. Have you even been to Tar Bay? I woke up there and they - Helped me. I walked through here and your people won't even feed your poor. There's starving children in the streets. They're dying! Children. Dying.  Tell me, Lady, do you enjoy their blood on your hands."
"What can I tell you of Tar Bay? I was born there."
That shut him up for a minute. Sarge struggled for something to say. He settled on "Oh."
"You speak true. This fight has gone on too long. I want my people happy. They want to be happy. We just don't have the resources to make the village glow. I can't afford to equip and outfit another village. It's not just Tar Bay. Everywhere on this damned world is that way. The sun can only shine so long." She looked around at her opulence and sighed.
"Why do you do this? Why do you let them die?"
"They are soldiers. They know their risks."
"Fuck the soldiers. Your own almost cut down a child today. Came within an inch of shooting her dead in the streets. They took pot shots at her father when he called her name. He knew she needed him. He would gladly have died for his baby. Would you do the same?"
"I would die to see my people live in peace."
"You just may get that chance." The voice was familiar. It was close.
His guards popped their masks. The amber glass faded away with the hiss of the airlock breaking. The rifle came up. Sarge blinked, confused. He knew the voice, knew the face. But it wasn't the same. Something was different. It was - inhuman. They shed their human shells and took on their true forms. Skin melted from them like heated wax. Their scales shined bright, reflecting the light from the heavens above. Under their shells, they wore a brown legging. Their chests were bare and rippled with sinew and muscle.
Sarge thought of the Super Soldiers that ripped his plane from the sky. He thought of the Oger and its fur soaked with blood. He could see Charlie's face smiling at him as he made his decision to act.  
An alarm sounded somewhere within the mansion. Sarge looked on horrified. The men weren't men at all. Weren't anything close to the men he had seen in the ship. They were killers. They were monsters. Their skin was blue, their voices raspy.  
"Drop your weapons." Klaus was saying to the two guards remaining. They hurried to shield the Lady, their axes hummed with a white hot energy. They took up flanking positions, covering the Lady as best they could.
Bal laughed and leveled the rifle. "Didn't anyone ever tell you? Don't bring a knife to a gun fight." He fired off the first round. There was no deafening explosion. There was no slug or buckshot. It discharged with a soft sound, like bubbles being blown. His ears popped as the sound grew louder, echoing in the meeting room. Blue flame belched out of the barrel, it danced in the still air. It grew and shrank, grew and shrank. 
It caught the first guard in the chest, growing and swallowing him whole. His body exploded into ash that crystallized into mud. The mud exploded, scattering pieces of guard everywhere.  
Klaus dropped the second guard with a quick double tap from his pistol. The gun was silent as it shattered the skull. He fell suddenly; Sarge hoped the man saw peace at the end of his tunnel. Klaus charged forward, a dagger at the ready. Its blade was wavy and strange. It dripped green ooze. The blade was blackest steel, it flickered down and tapered into a long jeweled handle. Sarge could see a T shape there, it resembled a hammer. There were thin blue jewels on either end, like the eyes of a great beast.
He got too close to the Lady. Sarge knew he had to act. He knew she wasn't entirely innocent, but this wasn't a fair fight. He hated when the odds were against him. This wasn't an attack. It was an assassination. 
He set his jaw and looked down; Klaus had dropped the pistol when he drew the dagger. Sarge picked it up, sighted down the barrel and fired two rounds. It didn't take long. It didn't shock him one bit. Fish Lips fell first, his head torn into tiny chunks of meat and brain splash. Bal knew when he was beat. He jumped up suddenly, his legs folding together into a giant fin. He flew upwards, out the window and vanished out of sight. 
Sarge wiped the red from his face and looked around. It didn't look good.
Three guards were dead. The Lady had fallen. There was a deep red gash opening up across her midsection. The white of her shirt was slowly staining a reddish black. She was gasping for air and trying desperately to hold her guts in. Sarge looked around, tried to think. Couldn't breathe. His shirt. He needed to stop the bleeding. He tore a piece of the rags from his body and stuffed it into the hole, the brown faded to crimson. He ripped her shirt, ripped his pants into a tourniquet. He cinched the knot as the door burst forward.
He found himself surrounded, went to pick up the gun. Unsure if they were friend or foe. He was surrounded. They screamed at him. 
He got down to his knees and knew he was screwed. The gun smoke settled and the barrel cooled. 
Beside him the Lady gasped for breath. She coughed and sputtered, spitting blood. 
This didn't look good.
 
 
 

When beholding the tranquil beauty and brilliancy of the oceans skin, one forgets the tiger heart that pants beneath it; and would not willingly remember that this velvet paw but coceals a remorseless fang.
-Herman Melville: Moby Dick

Ch 6: Hero for a Day
They couldn't decide on shooting him there or letting him stand a fair trial. The Lady was laying in a pool of her own blood dying slowly. The guards just stared, confused. It was carnage.
The meeting room had been grand before today. The floors were of solid marble and there was a small dais in the center of the room. The Lady had frequently held her addresses there, all were welcome to attend. The walls soared thirty feet into the air. There was no ceiling.  Here the sun and rain came as called. A dove flew from somewhere nearby and landed in the courtyard. Its tiny feet stood in the puddle of red and brain. It saw some meat, bent to pick at it. 
There were four bodies in the central dais. On the floor two white axes hummed their song and glowed faintly. The light pulsed slowly, keeping with the rhythm of death. It rose and fell in time with the chest of the Lady. The guards did not stir, did not move. 
Healers were milling around. A medico arrived quickly and glanced around, his face picture perfect in an "oh shit" stare. He began barking orders and stretchers flew into the room, carried on tiny metal legs. A bronze aeroship hovered above the courtyard. Steel cabling flew down from portholes. Ninjas dropped like giant flies on the carrion feast. The ship hovered lower, whipping up the wind with great gusts that rattled the windows and sent dust devils flying. 
"What happened here?" A young officer appeared from within the maze of humanity. He wore a dress uniform of red and blue. His eyes betrayed his experience. His shirt and tassels were perfectly pressed, perfectly adjusted. Sarge stole a quick glance at the triple chevron on his sleeve. It was embroidered in gold.
"This'll be fun." Sarge whispered to himself.
"Officers, take this man into custody."
Three of the metal men came up, marching in single file. They surrounded him. There was the whispering buzz of ports opening and closing. Their eyes went red. Sarge guessed they were adjusting their combat parameters. Within seconds shoulder mounted rifles popped up. The head robot spoke to him in a mechanical voice. "Surrender yourself peacefully."
Sarge complied. It wasn't because of the three super scary robot killers. It wasn't because he was horribly outnumbered six to one. He didn't surrender because he knew he was innocent. He surrendered because he wanted answers. And the only person who could provide them was knocking on death's door. 
He dropped to his knees and felt something stab him. It was a quick pain, a sudden poke. It was gone in a minute. As he knelt, he scooped it up with his hands. He palmed it and slid the object into his back pocket as he put his hands behind his back to let them handcuff him. 
He stood up and was escorted out of the courtyard into a narrow hallway. The hallway became a door, which became another door that led to the holding room. He sat on a hard wooden chair and felt his back start to go numb from the dull pain that had been stabbing him. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the little silver brooch. He looked down at it.
A lion's head. It had garnet eyes and a red mane. The fit and finish was ornate and royal. It was not something a common soldier would wear. He knew exactly who would wear something like it.
 He had his bargaining chip.
Pressed shirt man came through the door and gave him the evil eye.
"Is she okay?" Sarge said, before Stuffy could get out his first words.
"No." Stuffy said, firm. He took a seat across the table from him. "Looks like you failed. The way I see it is you got two choices. You go home and get off'd for failing your mission, or you stay here and rot to death at the bottom of the manse. My guess is the minute you walk out our gates, a sniper blows your head off."
"Gee. You know, both of those sound really exciting.”
"Or you tell us who you work for; we get him and bring him back. Then maybe we let you live."
"I like maybes." Sarge was spinning the tiny brooch in between his fingers. "But I like my idea better. You let me figure out who the hell did this. I bring his head to you."
"We know who did it. We just don't know why. Or how you even got those weapons in here."
"Oh. That's easy. I just walked in with the damn things strapped to my waist. You guys didn't care enough to search me, so I figured everything was cool."
"I didn't see.”
"Look, genius. As much as I'd love to take credit for four simultaneous kills, it just isn't possible. Especially when you're shackled like this." Sarge lifted his hands and jingled the chain.
"The two guards you brought me in with. They were monsters."
"There's no such thing. Especially in the City."
"News flash, genius. Yes. There are. It was kinda gross actually. Can I see the prison shrink now? I've gotta tell him I saw people shed their skin and turn into giant blue monster things. Maybe he'll buy it."
Stuffy sighed. 
"Can I see her?"
"We don't negotiate with your kind. And I highly doubt anyone in their right mind would let the man that just tried to kill the Lady anywhere near her."
"Look. I didn't kill anyone. Well, except those two guards. But they weren't really human."
"Is that what you think of us?" Stuffy smashed his fists against the table.
"Hey, whoa. Don't get all stuffy on me man. Here." Sarge sighed, "Look, I found this on the dead guy." He flicked the brooch to Stuffy.
"What is this?" Stuffy fingered the brooch, eyeing it suspiciously. "More of your trickery?" He threw it against the wall, it fell with a clink.
"Easy there, Wild Bill. I didn't kill anyone."
"That is mostly true." There was a female voice that called out from beyond door. It opened with a loud grating, piercing yowl. 
"Lady?! You should be resting."
"No need, Miles. I'll be dead soon anyway. Thank you for your assistance, You can let him go now."
"Your majesty?"
"This man saved my life. You will release him at once."
Miles looked around, dumbfounded.
She explained the battle to him. When she was finished, he sat for a while and thought it out. Finally, he nodded acceptance.
"I wanted to say thank you for putting your neck out there for me." She said to Sarge. "How can we repay you?"
"I just want to go home." 
She nodded. "I can have the Bronze Dragon take you back to Tar Valley first thing in the morning."
"I'm not Tarbean. I'm American."
The Lady stood perplexed for a while, unsure of how to respond. 
***
Sarge sat next to the Lady at the table in the meeting room. She stared at him in silence. Food came and went, drinks were refilled and people milled about. The sun rose and hovered, slowly sank on the horizon. Seconds turned to minutes. Minutes turned to hours. Finally, she spoke.
"We're all American. I'll admit it's been a long time since anyone spoke that word though. Mama was born in north Tennessee. We moved around and around and I'm not even sure where we ended up the day America died."
"She's not dead." 
"No, not as long as you keep her in your heart she's not."
"I'm a soldier. American Air Force. I was flying a rescue mission. The SS shot me down and I ended up here, wherever here is."
She fingered the long, jagged scar. 
"Where is here, anyway?"
She gave the only answer she could give: "America."  She told him of her world.
A bent old man came to the table, his face was gaunt and his eyes were withdrawn. "More tea, madam?"
"Certainly." She looked at Sarge.
"No thanks. Another glass and I might float away."
"Very well then." He took the teapot and left out the main door.
"This can't be America." Sarge said when the man had left.
"Believe it. This is what happens when war destroys the world.
"No. No. It can't be. My plane didn't crash onto land. The wings fell out and I..."
"Here you are, madam." He smiled a wicked smile and poured a cup of the sweetest smelling tea. "Can I bring you anything else?"
"No, thank you Giles."
"Very well, if it pleases the Lady, I will retire to my room."
"Enjoy your night, Giles."
He limped off.
She stared at the teacup. Its blue flowers faintly faded into the cup, leaving a pale white ceramic. Her fingers wrapped around the mug, hiding the warning. She paid no heed and leaned forward, looking into Sarge's eyes. "So you were saying?" She took a sip. 
And then fell to the floor, convulsing. 
The scar bled black.
 
 
***
He was escorted back to his room. Asked a thousand and one questions. He couldn't provide any answers. Just sat there, dumbfounded. He knew no good could come from this. Knew they were going to blame him anyway. He had to do something to make it better. He had to make it better. It was a while before they decided he was safe. Even longer before they let him use the bathroom or take a step that wasn't supervised. 
"How is she?" He said to his captors.
"Not good. Nowhere near as good as we had hoped."
"I want to help."
"Not much we can do except wait. And pray."
"Right." Sarge shrugged, he knew praying didn't work. Wasn't worth the time.
His crash wasn't the first time he prayed for salvation. He had his first dance with destiny five years ago. His eyes misted and he fell back in time. It was five years ago in September. He remembered praying for the salvation that never came. He begged the heavens for the negative, got the positive instead. She was dying.
It didn't take long for the virus to take hold. He listened to her beg him to end it all. He fought with himself for days. He cried at night. He washed his tears down with vodka and felt the fire burn down into his throat. Prayed for it to get easier. She cried too. She begged him to make the pain go away. It hurt him to watch her hurt. Charlie was there. He didn't know how bad it was. He didn't want him to know. Didn't want to have his only child watch his mother die. He sent him away towards the end, asked him to live with friends. Asked him to stay with family. 
He cried when he pushed the barrel to her head. He drank heavily that night. She thanked him with her dying breath. He pulled the trigger and made the pain go away. Thought hard about ending his too. Decided it wasn't good, wouldn't be smart. Someone had to raise the boy. Someone had to save him. Somehow he had to make sure his son didn't lead the same life. 
He wasn't allowed in the military. He blamed it for taking away his last moments. It was the army's fault he couldn't see his wife, couldn't spend more time with her. He refused to let the boy have the same fate. It was three years later when the call came.
America was on its last legs, they needed help. Needed a hand. Grudgingly he agreed She was dead a year. Charlie was becoming a man, the man of the house. The last man of the house.
"Sarge? We found something." A soldier shook him from his guilt.
"What?" Sarge blinked away the haze.
"The medico traced the source. We may be able to help her."
Sarge nodded, agreed.
He wasn't going to let the virus take another soul. 

Ch 7: The Woodsman
It had been a day of disappointment. He stayed up until nature took its hold on him. His dreams that night and been fearful and full of rage. He felt himself sailing, flying through the air. There was fire behind him. He could heat the crackling of the wood; he could smell the burnt and acrid heat. The wood snapped and roared. the smell of smoke hung heavy on the midnight air. He was running, running from something behind him. 
It was too far back, but he knew it wasn't a friend. He knew it wanted blood. There was a whoosh of air and he could see a form fading in from beyond the black. It was large and solid. The steel glittered against the flames behind. He ran to it, knew it would help him. He hoped and prayed he would get there before the thing swallowed his soul. He could feel tentacles wrapping about his feet, tripping his stride. They were sharp, with barbs that stuck and dug into his flesh. He was bleeding from dozens of cuts. He kept going. He kept running from the pain. He ran from the pale horse, ran from the reaper. There was the sharp whipcrack of pain slicing down across his arm now. A second shot out, catching up below the neck. He was starting to fade. His blade swirled in silver arcs behind his head. He tried to sever the arms of the beast. Couldn't. Tried again. Felt them give way. 
He broke their hold and slowed. Fatigue was starting to take hold. The airship came in closer. He could see it in full splendor. The mermaid reached out, cried to him with her siren song. The steel lurched forward. He watched her dance at the bow, seductive in the firelight. A woman's voice called from the mast. There was a whoosh of steam, a flash of smoke rose from the pillars. It gained speed, lost altitude. He could reach out and touch it. He knew it was salvation. Knew that he would be safe.
He heard a voice cry out in pain behind him. It was a yelp, low and mournful. He didn't know the man, but he looked so familiar. He tried to turn his head to see. The man called out again, screamed his name. Then screamed another he had never heard. 
Sarge turned and stole the glance that sealed his fate. Meat scattered in piles. The blue thing feasting on the flesh. It looked up, blood dripping from its fangs. He saw its eyes, it saw him. The thing recognized, forget his feast. It charged on with a holler. Closing the gap in a blink. 
The airship thundered lower, he could hear the girl screaming now, calling to him. A ladder fell to the ground, he grasped at the rope. Felt the heat of the hemp sear his skin, cut his flesh. He flew on, hovering feet above the ground. His grip slipped. The thing jumped.
He fell into its waiting jaws.
And woke with a start, sweat pooled about his face and brow. He had soaked through his bed sheets. He wasn't hungry, but knew he must eat. He looked for Drew, remembered him gone. He sat up, slowly coming around. Awake now, he knew he had to leave soon. 
They had told him where to go. They had given him a map, offered him a gaslight lantern. He would be alone in the dark. 
He stood up, put on his boots and grabbed a coat. Its fur was soft and comforting. He could feel the warmth. They had packed him a sack for the journey. He went to it now, opening and checking the packages. He stole a snack, hard bread with jam. Washed it down with ice cold water from the tap. He thought about a shower, checked his smell. 
Decided it was a good idea and stripped the warmth from his flesh. He stepped into the ice, not wanting to wait any longer for the gas to take hold and warm the chill from his bones. It set his teeth shattering, he ran out holding himself. He waited for the warmth to come, checked the heat after a minute and stepped back in to the luxury he had missed.
The water was warm and inviting, it wrapped its arms around him like a long lost lover. He savored the feel, opened his mouth and sucked in the sweetness. He gulped down the heat and splashed it around his body. He scrubbed and washed with soap that smelled of lavender. It was calming, relaxing. He felt a little bit of peace and the closest he had come to heaven and home in a long time. 
He stayed until his fingers turned to prunes. He soaked until the little voice told started to nag. It told him to get moving. He turned off the gas, shut the water and took care of business. When he was finished with it all, he flushed the toilet and watched the water spiral down. It vanished into parts unknown and he toweled off with the softest linens. 
He dressed and set his jaw. The door opened outwards with a groan. He checked his step, careful not to wake the dead. The floor stones made his steps echo hauntingly in the still night air. He met little resistance. The few guards that remained had repositioned to the Lady's room. The hallway and rooms leading to the master suite had become a fortress over the past day. He could hear the howling of the night dogs and see the flickering flame from the gaslamps. The world was lit in a faint blue light.  The courtyard shimmered like a fairy ring. He could see sparkles behind his eyes. There was the moon hovering above. He glanced up, blinking into the green gray light.
He left the manse behind and was guided by green, gray, and blue. The colors clashed together in a jarring juxtaposition of his new reality. He headed west and then south, following the steady orange lights below him. The sky was lit with the blue flickering starlight of the gaslamps above. He found his mind wandering, trying to comprehend the world he now walked. 
The moon and stars were gas powered. The only hovered inside the city. People still milled about. He could hear the thumping of bass somewhere to his left. People were laughing, giggling and dancing in the pubs. They were unaware of the drama and terror that gripped the manse. The media was controlled by the City. No one knew their leader was dying. Without knowledge, there was no care. He could smell the booze and piss stained streets as he ducked into a back alley to avoid a crowd forming. 
There was a cough off to his right. He felt himself reaching for the double barrel at his hip. Hoped he wouldn't have to use it so soon. It was heavy on his waist, he wore it hidden. Concealed below the tails of his new coat. It flared out about the waist, coming to rest just above his ankles. The guards had given him new boots too. Brown leather with a fur lining. The only thing left of the world he used to know was his ripped flight suit. He wore this underneath the ruffled shirt of nobility. His pants were finer than the buckskin he'd wear to hunt. They wore warm and fit loose. The brass of his buckles sparkled faintly against the blue stars in the sky above. 
He left the alley and found himself in the ward of the commoners. He glanced around, hoping he wasn't in the seat of the rebellion. The only sounds came from the skittering of street urchins as their feet clawed against the cobblestone. Here no stars shined. The moon was blacked by the heavy smoke from the larders. He remembered the meat packing plant due east. He could smell the death and decay. It stung his nose and made his stomach dance. The sky hung low against him, gently teasing his head. It danced and pooled above his hat, circling. Circling.
He walked on and left the industry behind. The orange road darted off into a right angle. He followed obediently and stepped into the residences. Here the smell of lard and death was replaced with wood smoke and unwashed masses. Those too poor to afford an apartment huddled together. Their unwashed bodies shivered as they threw more logs onto the grease can fires. The firmest of the infirm was chasing after a rat, which skittered away and danced in the flames. He caught it, spiking it on a fork. Its impaled body danced weakly against the metal spikes before going numb and still. With a toothless grin the hunter hobbled back to the grease cans. He talked to his chums, regaling them with stories of ne'er-do-well as he shoved the spike against the flame.
The dogs began to salivate as the skin warmed and popped. 
Sarge jogged past the urchins. They were too busy enjoying their feast to notice his passing.
The next turn brought him to the commercial wards. The wood smoke fell away into the faint scents of clove and perfume. He eyed the gaudy signs of Business. The shops were shuttered up. Inside one, he could see the faint flicker of the gas lamps. He heard a muted conversation. The voice was arguing with himself. He could only make out bits and pieces, he stopped to listen. He glanced up at the mortar and pestle sign above. Its clapboard was painted in gaudy green and pink. A lamp hung above the sign, illuminating it.
The apothecary was one of the wealthiest Businesses. They were constitutionally limited for the protection of the citizens beyond. Too many explosions did not make people comfortable. He thought about Amber and the Rastonol. He knew they would need some, wondered if he could stop and pick some up. Decided against it when he realized he'd probably never see her again. He wondered what other potions and pills the wizards of main street had. 
 He caught the faint flicker of movement off to his right and hurried on. He turned his head as he passed. A thief was scrambling up the clapboard. His rags hung limp about his body. A dagger was cinched tight into his waist. He saw the waves of steel. He eyed the red bandana about its head. The thief scurried up, made it to the second story balcony. It bent down, fingering something from out of the leggings. The thief stood back up, fiddled with the window. He heard the silent snikt of a lock coming undone. The window rose slowly, barely audible in the still air. The thief bent low and climbed through. Inside, he could see darkness. Hoped the Businessman was asleep. He looked up at the sign, caught the sight of the gold coins. They fell into a red purse; it was crossed by two daggers. 
Weapons Merchant. A successful one. 
He heard the sounds of a struggle within. There was the call of an alarm and then the sharp cry of gunfire. He saw a body fall from the window. It fell to the ground with a thump to lay in a pool of blood that gradually grew. The gutters ran red.
He knew her warning and felt a sharps tab of pity. He reminded himself again to stay away from Business at all costs. If he met a Businessman, he was to do his best to politely decline their offer. A signature on the dotted line was like a bargain with the Fae.  You just don't win. Those that accepted the life of wealth and privilege soon regretted it when Business came back to ask for payment on its debt. He wondered if the thief was a Businessman or a Collector. 
He could hear sirens in the distance, there was a blue light spinning behind him. It came closer. He saw the brass and chrome of the grill. The two headlights looked out towards him with menace. He heard the roar of the engine, it wouldn't be long. The car turned the corner and he caught the outline of its wings, the red of the taillights. It came back up the road, moving towards the shop.
He sprinted now, knew there would be trouble if the cops found him out at night. He remembered her saying something about a curfew, figured it was long beyond that. The gates came into sight. Their spiked parapets were lit by the glow of gaslamp. He looked up as he ran, not seeing the shadows of soldiers. He hoped it was open. Ducked into alley between the iron gates. Looked up, saw that it was safe. Sprinted out beyond the walls and ran until he could no longer see the gates.
He panted as he slowed, came out into the wilds beyond the gate. The stars did not shine here. The moon was faint and far in the distance. He took a breather and checked for his gaslamp. Flicked it on and heard it hiss to life. The world came alive in a pale blue flame. 
He took his first step into the world of things that go bump in the night.
***
The world was cold and lonely. He breathed tiny ice clouds as he walked. The birdsong faded as he left the city proper. The only sounds were his footfalls in the frozen grass. He could hear their crunch as he took a step. He glanced around, shined the lantern every which way. He hoped he no one was listening. He hoped that nothing was out here. He remembered the Oger. He remembered his dream and found himself freaking out. He aimed the little light upwards. He looked into the bows of a crooked pine tree. Its crown was top heavy and hung forlorn against the infinite sky. He looked around for its partner. He found the tree just as lonely as he. Its boughs draped towards the ground, crying to anything to hear. 
It was starved and dehydrated. Its base was starting to turn brown. The upper arms were caked with a slight frost as the last of its water seeped out in tears. There were no birds to feed on its cones. The tree was so far out, no one came to visit. No one came to dress it with lights and bows. No one drank its sweet sap. 
He stopped and bowed his head under the tree. He looked up at the branches from below. They spiraled on in infinity. There was no nest to break the pattern. No eggs or berries to splash color. Just green and brown. More brown than green. It didn't have long left of this world. He took two of the dead branches. He laced up a tiny cross with the living needles. 
He laid the cross at its legs and left, heading north.
It was going to be a long walk.
He broke his fast a few hours later, leaning against the dead husk of an old oak tree. Its trunk was dryrotted and cracked, splintering up in a V. He looked around for the other half, but couldn't find it anywhere. He figured it was in a better place. He left the gaslamp on, opened the little vent and warned his sandwich. The jelly heated and fused to the graham cracker crust. He munched happily on it and killed the light. 
With a sigh he eyed the endless sky. Far south of him he could see the faint slivers of daylight approaching the City. The light was too far to give him any comfort. He wrapped his coat tighter about his body and closed his eyes for a brief rest.
He was startled awake by the scurrying of feet. He opened crusted eyes and stared into the face of a tiny creature. It looked to be smiling through its hard shell. He spotted six small legs. He studied it a moment, squinted and then let his face show his surprise. The tiny thing looked almost like a tiny horse. It clicked at him and looked up with big doe eyes. It clicked again and walked over to the sack. It rubbed its face against it, clicking louder. 
Sarge shrugged and pulled out the leftovers from his sandwich. He broke a piece of cracker off and put it on the ground in front of the creature. "There ya go, little fella." He tapped the ground softly with his index finger. "Ya hungry? Go ahead, I don't bite. You can have it."
It took two steps closer. Sniffed quickly and then dug into the crumbs voraciously. When it was   done, it climbed up his leg, tickling him. It curled up into a tiny ball and clicked softly. Sarge reached out to touch it, felt its tiny hairs against his skin. He tapped it lightly on the head and went back to sleep. 
The rest of his night passed without incident. He woke up to find the horse gone. He looked off in the distance, saw the Sun shining brightly against the City. He could see its outline. It was faint against the light; he was almost too far to even know it was there anymore. Farther north, he could see a sharp decline in the road. The hills crested and fell away there. He looked down at the orange path and stood up, stretching. He crested the hell while there was still the faint glow of the Sun. The light didn't make it this far out into the wilds. While he guessed it to be around mid afternoon, the world around him was steeped in sunset and twilight. 
It was at the bottom of the hill when he saw the birds of this new world. There was a small flock of them circling above another broken tree. They took turns diving into the tree, emerging shortly after with struggling prey clenched against their massive jaws. The beasts flew slowly in circles. It was beautiful to watch. They had long pointed tails that trailed gently in the air currents. Their bodies flared outwards into soft spikes. Their white bodies contrasted with the deep purple and black of the sky above. He could see their mouths from the ground. Several rows of sharp teeth ended in points that would make a vampire jealous.
Oh my, what big teeth you have. He thought to himself as he watched a pair of them break from the pattern of their peers. They circled slowly over Sarge's head. He shivered. The better to eat you with, my dear. He unbuttoned his coat and loosened the double barrel on his hip. He pulled it from the loop and held It leisurely against his right leg. He hoped they couldn't see that well, hoped they didn't know a gun when they saw one. He didn't want to give them the impression that he was looking for a fight. Didn't want to let them know he was afraid either. 
But the wobble in his legs betrayed his confidence as he continued north. The hill was behind him now and the light from the Sun no longer shined. He pulled the lamp off the loop at the bottom of his sack and worked the flame with his thumb. The button on top gave easily and soon he had the pale light to give him some relief from the encroaching darkness.
He walked for hours more, always following the orange path. After a while he found himself confused, strayed off the path. He looked down and saw it right under his feet again. This time it trailed off east in the direction he was heading. He stopped, readjusted to the north. It followed, shining in front of him.
"Holy shit." Sarge said to himself. "Now what?"
He had been following the path, hoping it would lead him off to where he needed to go. He sat down, crossed his legs and dug the note out of his sack. It was short and to the point. He looked at it again, making sure he was reading it right.
To the north lies a path into the woods. If your intentions are true, your heart will guide you to where you need to be. Then you will find that which you seek.
Fuck. The more he read it, the less sense it made.  He felt the hairs on his neck rise, looked down to find the pulsing beating red of the path before him. There was a sharp temperature drop and he shivered, buttoning the coat again. Superstition took over. He saw ghosts and goblins. He stared out into the endless black and waited to see Cthulu's dripping jaws. He listened for the crashing in the woods. No sounds came. He stood up, double barrel at the ready. He flashed the light to the left and right. Looked up and down. 
He did a complete circle and found himself staring into big brown eyes. His little friend had come back for dinner. He laughed and heaved a sigh of relief. The pulse slowed, turned back to its neon orange. He bent low and fed the horse some more of his leftovers. It rubbed against him lovingly. He stood up and turned back to the path.
The orange light held his gaze. He walked on. The little horse followed. 
The path led him to a forest of wonder. The gaslight was starting to grow dim; he wondered how long he had been walking. Before him flittered tiny sparkles of purple and pink. He looked up, hoping to find the moon and stars again. No dice. The little sparkles bounced from left to right, flew up then back down.
He approached one and reached out a hand. He felt warmth and calm. Euphoria washed over him. He felt his body relax and the tension vanish. The temperature climbed, he felt like shedding his coat. His eyes got heavy and he closed them for a second. As he closed his eyes, the Zen surrounded him, enveloped him a bubble of ecstasy. He saw his wife and child. He saw Ryu. They were all waving at him, pulling him further into the forest. He drifted towards them. Charlie fingered a baseball, and then tossed it to Ryu. He caught it in his canvas glove and threw it back. Sarge watched as they threw it back and forth. A smile played across his lips. 
His wife came close; he could smell her flowery perfume. She brushed a finger across his lips and whispered in his ear. He put down the double barrel. A small house appeared off in the horizon. He could smell the sea salt as an ocean breeze blew softly. The sun came out and lit the world in a paradise glow. 
He forgot why he was here, walked towards his house. The door swung open and his dad was standing on the porch. Charlie had the ball, threw it to Sarge. It fell short and hit him in the ankle. He felt pain.
Sharp. Biting pain. 
The world grew dark, the sunlight faded. 
His little friend was biting him again, tugging at his pants. It pulled and pulled. Sarge bent and tried to swat it away. He wanted to go back home. 
The world shimmered. He found himself somewhere between fantasy and reality. His family and friends were setting up a barbeque. They had just finished place setting and there was one waiting for him. His wife pulled a cheeseburger off the grill, put it on a plate. She set it on the table at his place setting. He tried to walk towards her again. 
There was another sharp bite. It drew blood.
Sarge blinked away the dust and tears. Consciousness returned and he opened his eyes to see terror incarnate.
It was as if all those stupid horror movies had come to life. They all got together and gave birth to baby death. 
Its face was covered in thousands of tiny spikes. It opened its mouth, fangs dripped putrid red ooze. Its voice was a dinosaur's deep bellow. It charged forward, hurtling on arachnid legs. It came within a foot of him and could almost reach out one clawed hand. He'd seen these movies before. Knew the monster wanted to eat his face.
Sarge leveled the double barrel, throwing thunder and lightning downrange. Two slugs launched from the barrel at light speed. It took two shots to bring it down. The first splintered its head into tiny chunks. The second landed in the breadbasket, exploding a fist sized hole into its chest. The thing fell with a startled cry, dead before it hit the ground.
He shouldered the double barrel and followed the little horse out of the maze of death. 
***
He double backed down the road less traveled. He had seen the face of greed and vowed never to go back. He chastised himself while the little horse trotted behind him. He knew better, couldn't understand how he let his guard down.
Home. He had wanted it so bad. He was willing to die for it. Almost did. It was then that the letter made sense.
He glanced down at the orange light. It took him to what he wanted most; it always guided him to his heart's desire. His focus was renewed. The path split the darkness and headed south and drifted off to the west beyond a small valley. He killed the gaslamp, following the light behind his eyes. The path wound on and he found himself passing more ruins.
These were old, probably ancient. A large dome swallowed the landscape, he walked towards it. Ancient skyscrapers wilted away, opening the canopy of the concrete jungle. A dim gray light was rising slowly from behind the tallest ruin. The tower stood massive, dwarfing the rest of the world. He could see the dome clearly now as the Sun came to life. It was half crumbled. The copper roof had oxidized into a faded green. He stumbled over the concrete, pulled himself together and found his footing. Shattered glass crunched underfoot. 
Something caught his eye above him. He looked towards it, seeing the rusted turret of a cannon, long taken out of commission. He looked around and saw more like this. They ringed the dome, facing towards him. Instinctively, he crouched in the shadows of the largest buildings. Walked under concrete canopy. The orange light faded and died slowly as his feet found purchase on cracked asphalt. 
He made it to the steps of the domed building when he was hit from behind. He had the wind knocked out of him as he stumbled forward. A broken copper pipe steadied his fall. He grabbed at the handrail and wheeled around. Half expecting to find more horror movie rejects. He looked into the face of another human being. 
A hungry human being. 
Its clothes were dirty and blood stained. They frayed off at the elbows and knees. They hung tattered like a strange scarecrow. He looked into its eyes and tried to find a scrap of humanity left. There was only madness. Its hair was rotted and falling out. He could smell the unmistakable scent of death and decay. It was rotting from the outside in. Pinpricked holes lined its exposed skin. He could see the pallor of putrefaction. There was a bubble on its chest, it oozed slowly. A thick white liquid dripped out. Its nails were long and yellow, claw like.  
It clenched iron hands around his throat and squeezed.
Sarge felt the air sucked out of him, his windpipe caved, he could feel the life being crushed out of him. Stronger and more powerful than Super Mutant 2.0.
Sarge struck, flailed hopelessly with the gaslamp. The metal connected with its temple. There was a loud ringing sound. The glass shattered against its skull, carving a tiny sliver of flesh from its head. There was a temporary relief. Sarge sucked in one last breath and tried again. The lamp worked better as a surprise. The monster paused for a moment. The ringing continued.
And then there was anger.
It fought on, shrugging the blow off. Sarge tried to level the double barrel, wanted to bring it up and squeeze off a round. It was a desperate move he hoped would work. It didn't.
 The beast caught the barrel, twisting it in half. Sarge lost his grip, found the gun lost. The monster tossed it like a useless plastic toy. The gun fell to the ground with a hollow clank. Sarge swore he heard it laugh.  He kicked, flailed hopelessly against the beast's strength. Pounded on a hollow skull. He pushed at the bubble on the thing's chest. Hoped it was the source of its power. The bubble popped with a loud wet smack. Weird liquid covered Sarge's face and arms. He could smell its musk and taste the grave.
It opened its mouth and bit him. It drew blood and drank thirstily. 
He heard the sharp crack of a repeater. Two. Three shots in quick succession. He knew he was dead. A wave of sadness washed over him as he realized he failed. 
His mind flooded with thousands of thoughts. He saw his life flash before his eyes. The house lights flickered and went down. The speakers crackled loudly and the filmstrip ticked forward. A hushed silence fell over the crowd. He looked around from the top of the theater. It was mostly empty. He could see maybe three heads down below. Charlie felt the heat of a gaze on the back of his head. Turned around and waved at his father. He pinched his mother, who smiled and waved. She called out to him to come down. She had a better seat. Ryu was nearby. His arms were folded across his head and he shook his head sadly. He saw his childhood, saw the great hunt. The film transitioned to high school. He heard the crash and saw the shattered glass. Blood washed his hands as his first love died. He was in college, pledging a fraternity. He watched the poor dumbfuck put on the blindfold. He heard the sharp crack of the paddle. Laughter filled the theater.
He was celebrating his twenty-first, the sirens filled the air. He woke up in the hospital. Tubes were everywhere. He graduated college on the day the first bombs fell. He accepted his diploma and saw the flash in the distance. 
It was bootcamp, he was marching. Drilling. Then there was war. Victory came and peace filled the world. He met and married. Gave life to another. There were Christmas lights and a big green tree. He was standing there, video camera in hand. His son opened the first present. Eyes went wide as he got the fire truck. He played with it then and there. Not caring what else was under the tree. His brother was there. There was no cancer. There was no death. Snow fell to the ground, turning the browned grass into an untouched field of grayish yellow. 
He was older now. He had heard the news. The sickness had taken her. His son was gone. The world erupted into madness again.
He agreed for one last mission. He fired the engine, launched forward at warp speed. There was terror and death. He could see the smoke from the funeral pyres as he circled above. Radar showed them all milling about. Like some sick cattle drive. He saw the whirring sawblades, heard the grind. He heard the screams. He was only supposed to launch one rocket to bring down the death towers. He emptied his payload and climbed back to the sky. He opened the gatling up and let hot lead fly. He sees the world spinning hopelessly out of control.
The screen faded to black. The credits rolled. The audience clapped and cheered. They turned and waved goodbye, then blinked out of focus. 
 He was back in the here and now. 
He thought of the City and Tar Valley. He wondered if Amber would ever get her Rastonol. He wondered what would happen to this world if the Lady died. Thoughts of the Sun never shining again crossed his mind. He thought of home. He thought of the world he used to live in and the world he grew up in. He wondered if there would ever be peace. He wondered if the grass would ever grow again, if he could drink the water. Thoughts of a world run by them came into focus. He pictured the death camps. He remembered what he was fighting for. He saw the battleships in the blackened, burning water. He saw what was left of a world gone mad and then he saw his son.
His wife was waiting for him. The sun was shining and the world was lush, it was green. There was life everywhere. He smelled flowers, tasted the fresh rain on a wet morning. He saw snow fall. It fell white, not the strange gray and yellow he had grown up with. The ruins around him came to life. The dome reflected the sun, casting happy shadows down across the lawn. He saw palm trees dancing in the wind and people shaking hands.
Taxis honked, picked up passengers. Night time came and the bars filled with friendly faces. He was smiling and talking with long lost friends and family. He was the star of the show. It was his party. He opened presents and sang songs. 
He heard the rush of the afterburners as his plane took to the air. The blue sky mixed with the fluffy white clouds as he took his last flight into sunset.
Everything blinked out of focus as the world went black.
***
He woke up in a hut. He could hear the faint patter of rain on a tin roof. He sat up, confused. 
"Good morning." A man said from behind the door.
"Do I know you?" 
"You could say that."
"My head hurts too much to think. No games, please."
"Well - you've got a nasty cut there. I did everything I could to keep it from turning you into rancid meat. You can thank me later."
Sarge grunted. "You know I can't pay you, right?"
"I figured." The man said from the shadows.
"You don't expect me to go kill Big Foot or something do you?"
"God, no."
"So. What do you want?" Sarge sat up.
"Right now? You to sit back down. I worked hard on those stitches. I don't need you tearing them open again." The man materialized out of the shadows. 
He walked over to the tiny bed and busied himself with gauze and bandages. He reached out a palm, touched Sarge's forehead. Pulled back, wiping his hand on a small white cloth. "Jesus, you're burning up. This isn't good."
"Obviously. It hurts like hell. That's usually never a good sign."
"You don't know the half of it, Sergeant Montgomery."
"Excuse me?" Sarge bolted up, he felt the tear of silk and skin. The pale skin on his face turned three shades whiter. "What - did you say?"
"You don't know the half of it. The thing that bit you is not friendly. Accent on not."
"No. Not that. Accent on not that. The hell did you call me?"
"You know what I called you. You know who you are." The man inched closer, candlelight danced across his face. "We've got big problems."
Sarge blinked through blurry eyes, staring at his savior. He saw him, recognized him. "Damn right we do. You're supposed to be dead."
 

Ch 8: Justice Sold
There was no rattling of chains, no sudden drop in temperature. No sweet smells or spooky sounds. Sarge spent several minutes staring in disbelief at the ghost before him. He rubbed his eyes. Sarge reached out a hand, touched him. He pulled back and blinked a second time. Feeling. Testing. It was tangible. It was real. Right down the scruff on his neck. The man before him had a pulse. He was definitely not dead. "Jonas? What the hell happened? I watched you die, damn it. Why are you here? How are you here?"
"Well. I did die, or at least I think I did. But then I got-" the ghost paused for a moment, searching for the right word. "-better."
Their conversation was cut short by the sound of sirens in the distance. They came closer with each passing minute. 
"Jonas?"
"Sarge. We've gotta go. We're about to have company. And it's very bad company. The kind that invites itself over for dinner and doesn't bring dessert. Actually, if the Altered are involved, we may just be dessert. Time to split. Can you walk?"
"Do I have to?" His wounds hurt like hell.
"Well bud, you can either get off your ass and get to running."
"Or?"
"Or you get to choose your fate."
"I like choices."
"Okay. Option A: The City finds you and puts you through the inquisition."
Another second wasted.
"Or, you stay here and let the poison run its course."
Seconds turned to minutes, death grew nearer.
"Poison?" Sarge gulped, fingered his cut. The bandage wept green goo. Pins and needles shot up his mangled arm. 
"You'll probably be eating brains by tomorrow. Most likely mine. It's no fun."
"Maybe for you. Wait - how do I know you're not going to eat my brain?"
"I wouldn't dare. There's nothing but empty calories there."
The goo thickened and stained the white of his linens. The sirens grew closer.
"Besides - you'd probably already be dead by now if I didn't blow that thing's head off."
"Good point. So, which one doesn't involve me dead?"
"Running."
Sarge stood up, slowly, shakily.
"I'll get your shit. There's a safe house not far from here. Hopefully we can beat the train." He made it to the closet before the door flung open. Six grunts in full battle rattle were standing at the threshold. The ugly one was tapping a baton against his empty hand.
"Haven't you guys ever heard of knocking?"
"Woodsman - you are under arrest by orders of the Lady. You are to surrender yourself immediately."
"Or else?" Jonas bit back, his hands reached into one of the big pockets on his duster. He fingered something, started to draw.
One man stepped forward; he parted the sea of grunts with a wave of his hands. He wore no armor. His blonde hair spiked wildly around his eyes and face. The blue dress uniform sparkled from a fresh polish. His eyes were ruby and ready. A silver badge glinted in the candlelight. The head of the lion roared from within its metal prison. 
Sarge knew him from somewhere, couldn't place the face. 
"If you don't take your hands out of your pockets..." The man left the rest of the threat unsaid as the grunts lowered their rifles, setting up their backstop. A red dot danced on the chest of Jonas.
 He complied.
The man turned to Sarge, eyes full of fire. "You couldn't follow a simple order, could you?"
"I did my penance. What was asked of me."
"Shut up, Warden." The man’s words tore through the tension, dripped acrimony.  "This will be fun."
"Sarge, get down."  Jonas said, his hands moving frantically inside his coat.
"I warned you." The man lowered his hands, chopping at the air.
The world erupted in fire and steel. Rain washed down from the heavens, covering, burning the world. The conflagration moved quickly, swallowing his surroundings. There was silence and the echoing hollow call of the bells tolling. Life faded of color, the world went black and white, an old filmstrip of bygone days. The rain fell in sheets, soaking through the thatch roof and turning the floors into small lakes. 
The hut burned to the ground. It didn't take very long. Once the skies darkened and the heavens wept, the world faded away into a smoke filled hell.
Jonas was down. Sarge dragged him out of the fire and into the fresh air. The damp, stale smell of heaven's door was a miracle to them. The air was still, the rain dripped slowly. There was a sputtering somewhere up above and then a great crash of metal shrieking. It fell to the earth in a thump.
The rain stopped. 
Smoke lingered, dancing in the stillness of the night. Fading embers shed small security on the two. Everything flickered in an eldritch glow, littered with the haze of safety gone away. Sarge looked down, checking for a pulse.
It was there. Slow. Ragged. The bleeding had stopped. 
Jonas stirred, groaning in pain. The wound in his chest sucked in the smoke and haze. It was big. Close to fatal. Shock would take him soon. There were shivers coursing through his body, hacking coughs wheezed against the silence.
Sarge bent and groaned. Hefted up the black man with his broad shoulders. Carrying him on his back, sideways. A fireman's carry to split the weight, make the journey easier.
He walked north into the darkness forever and days. Stopping when he could not go on. His arms and shoulders burned, hurt like hell. The sutures on his hand had tore back open, oozing softly. Jonas shivered at night, cried out in pain. He begged for relief that never came. 
It was a long time coming before civilization found him again. Sarge's clothes had become dirty, tattered. His shirt hung in rags from where he had sliced away to give Jonas another blanket, another few minutes of life. Food was hard to come by those many days. He survived on willpower alone. Old soldiers never die. 
The village was in ruins, shattered and mad. The tiny horses skittered and whinnied, hiding from the giants that came in from the cold. Dust danced in pillars of faint gray light. The Sun barely reached this far north. Concrete structures long since fallen hid prying eyes. Whispers carried through the stillness, growing louder and echoing. 
They recognized him. Knew his name. 
They knew his Penance. The Warden returned. 
He headed straight for the medico, kicked the door open. Slammed it shut. He called for Amber. She did not come. 
"Damn it." He cursed, slamming Jonas down like unwashed potatoes. The smell was sickening. Putrefying flesh mixed with unwashed bodies made the room smell like a mortuary. The sweet stench of chemicals mixed in, burning his nose. He sniffled, sneezed.
The door opened. She came in, all blonde hair and sad eyes. The lab coat was dirty, stained. Dried blood. He knew she had been working hard. Fighting to survive.
"Long time no see." He tried to say with a crooked smile.
"Can it. You don't know the hell we've been through since you showed up."
"You don't know the hell I've been through since I left. See this?" He pointed to Jonas. Then his wrecked hand. "Checkmate."
"The City's been here, looking. Asking questions. They have a funny way of getting answers. Grampa's dead, Warden." 
"Dead? How?"
"He didn't have the right answers. They cut him. Right here!" 
"Jesus."
"They're just playing with us! The supply caravan hasn't been here in months. The Sun barely shines. We're running out of food, out of medicine. Every day they bring us more. Do you know how hard it is to bury half a village? They're gone. They're all gone. Because of you. So, just take your problems and get the fuck out of here. Go now before you cause us any more trouble."
"Amber. I'm so sorry." Sarge said, unsure of what else to say. "Jonas is dying. They did this to him. Can you at least do me one last favor?"
"Get the hell out."
"Your Oath, Amber. What about your Oath?"
"To hell with the damn Oath. To hell with everything." She broke down, the floodgates opened. The tears came. She ran to him, smacking him in the chest. Once, twice. Sobbing. "Why did you have to come?"
He reached out, tentatively. Touching her, holding her. She was warm, soft. "I don't know. I don't fucking know."
She wiped her eyes. Sniffling, she said: "He needs help. He's hurt. Bad. What happened?"
"The Lions were hungry. They came."
"What did you say?" She looked up, doe eyes pleading. "The Lions?'
He pulled the small silver piece out. Handed it to her, "Them." 
Her doe eyes died. Horror came to play on her face. "Where - where did you get this?"
"The City." He took the silver one, put it in his pocket. "And this - from the guy that did that." He walked over to Jonas, touched his face. His other hand fingered a small gold piece in his jacket. He threw it on the ground.
It fell to the stone, shaking the foundation of everything she had ever known.
"It can't be." She looked down at the floor. Gold spun slowly in circles. Round and round it went, slowing, spinning, stopping.
It was a button, from a gentlemen's jacket. She bent closer, doubting what she saw.
The lion smiled up at her in a grin of teeth and terror. Its paws held a massive rifle. From the background, a devil rose in flames. Its hands outstretched, a clawed V. The enamel was still fresh; she could see the blue of the lion's coat. The threads behind the button were even more frightening. One blue. One white. One silver.
Sarge stared dumbfounded, "You recognize it?"
She nodded and took off her lab coat. She blushed and unbuttoned her shirt. It was above her breast. On her heart. The scars were plain to see, the shape of the brand was outlined in the red of dead flesh. It was the lion. 
She turned away and covered up. Then ran. The door shut behind her as she locked herself into her own private prison.
Jonas groaned from the table. He cried out in pain. Sarge looked around the workbench searching for something he knew. A pill. A patch, anything. He found a needle hidden in a drawer, looked for a vial to fill it with. There was a clatter and clash as glass fell, shattering to the floor.
"Fuck." He screamed. Breaking another.
"Top shelf, third box to the right." She said, coming back into the room. "That's my last one. It'll buy some time." 
He found it, pushed the plunger down, sucking the liquid of life. He stabbed Jonas hard in the arm, pushed down, and emptied the syringe. Jonas coughed and moaned. Sweat beaded his forehead and chest. He was shivering despite the heat. Shock had taken him.
She moved quickly, lithe like a cat. She pushed Sarge out of the way without a second look and went to work immediately. Blood and gore stained her coat. She pushed it away, a cold professional. "Hand me the forceps." She said after a while. She was bent over. Over her eye she wore metal glasses. One lens telescoped out, extending well beyond her nose. A cone of white light shined from up the lens. 
Sarge fished around, found them in a drawer. Handed them to her obediently. 
She thanked him with a grunt and shoved them down into his friend's chest. Sarge closed his eyes, blocking out the visual. There was a scream of pain and a tearing sound. He could hear the meat shred. She tossed the object onto the ground; it bounced up and skittered away. Six pairs of legs carrying it under the door and out into the black. 
"Was that supposed to happen?" 
"What?"
"The bullet ran away."
"It won't get far. Probably be dead in a few minutes. I'll grab it then."
"Oh" was all he could say.
"We're not out of the woods yet. Without Rostanol, he'll be dead by Sunrise."
"When's that supposed to be?"
"Two days from now. At thirteen."
***
This was going well. He hoped Jonas would be able to last and hold out long enough for help. He had known this man a long time. Never forgave himself for his death, now finding him not quite so dead; he was conflicted. It had been over a year now since the incident.
They were taking heavy fire. The war found them holed up in a bunker of smoldering tires. They were trading potshots with zero accuracy. Thousands of rounds had flown downrange. Supplies were running low. Sergeant Montgomery had just emptied his clip. He ducked under an incoming mortar to reload. The shell went high and right. Just grazing the burnt out shell protecting their rear flank. It exploded into the steel and concrete, ripping the skyscraper from its perch. Blocks fell hard and heavy, raining death down on his unit. 
As he ducked, Jonas stood up, throwing covering fire. Distracting the mutants as the Elites ran zigzagging across open ground. Jonas checked his rounds, aiming high. The Elite squad of six low crawled across a field of carrion. The earth was burnt and blackened, smoldering ruins of the capital city it had once been. No sun had shone for days. The black, acrid smoke had turned day to dusk. And dusk to night.
The plink plink of projectiles smacking against steel suddenly stopped. Jonas stopped firing, looked around confused. They were fighting the only mutants with brains. Their leader spied the Elites crawling across the field. He bounded the bunker, springing up and ran across the killing field. Its red eyes focused on their target. The thing hurtled towards them, its jaws opening, shutting. Saliva dripped from six inch fangs. 
Jonas redirected his cover, aimed for the thing. He fired three shots from the sniper. The first caught its horn, shattering it to pieces. It roared in pain, and saw red. Enraged, it ran faster. Meaner. The second and third caught it in the chest, where it bounced harmlessly against its hide. Ricochet sent it flying at an angle towards their bunker. It caught another mutant in the eye, felling him instantly. Jonas blinked and took a deep breath. He readjusted his winding and fired two more rounds, emptying the magazine. His aim was true. 
The thing fell into a pile of gore, its head splintered and leaking from the sockets of its eyes. 
Montgomery was screaming into a radio, begging for extraction. The mission was failing fast. Reinforcements were not going to come. The city was lost. He hoped the president had been secreted away. He knew then he would not die in vain. America would survive.
He got lucky. Extraction would come. POTUS was down though, felled in the escape. The world was fucked. 
He would live so that the earth would die. He wondered if the president knew, or if he had accepted his fate. Hoped to God he pushed the big red button on his way out.
The roar of the Thunderbirds woke the dead. Sleeping giants stirred and the fort across the way came alive with death marching.
Ejection came. The ladder dropped. Montgomery stayed behind, put down covering fire. Jonas climbed the ladder, got to the top of the rope. Sarge was right behind, still firing downrange. The rat-a-tat of automatic fire drowned out the scream of the Thunderbird. The bird took an arc, hopping east at warp speed. Sarge could feel something warm splatter his face as they hovered over the ocean, changing heading south. He slung the rifle back on his shoulders and reached up with a free hand, wiping the stickiness from his face.
It was red. Dark crimson in the fading sun. He looked up, aghast. Jonas was squeezing his jugular. He tried to staunch the bleeding, dropped both hands from the ladder. He gripped his neck, terror on his face. 
Sarge remembered watching as gravity took hold. He watched him spiral downward.
Swallowed by the sea.
***
"So, how do we get more?"
"We really don't." Amber sighed. "Supply caravan doesn't come anymore. Remember, you killed them all?"
Sarge said nothing.
"I can wing it, I mean - it won't be easy. They fried Drew's circuits. You'd be on your own."
"Okay."
"It wouldn't be the same. But it'd probably be close. If we could a few mushrooms from the tower - it may last a few months. I think I have a few dried herbs left over." She started rifling through drawers. She threw things. The floor filled with junk. "Here." She found a small vial. It was cork stopped and looked like last week's lunch. The herbs were dried brown and pale blue. "I'd need some of the blackwater too. And maybe a couple more of the pale flames." She pointed at a diagram on the wall. 
"So, I go pick some flowers? Sounds easy enough. Why can't you do this?"
"Well. The mushrooms only grow in one place that I know."
"Uh huh.”
"On top of the Sun, which is usually guarded. Heavy arms and stuff."
"Oh."
"And the blackwater can blister skin. Pale flames are usually super poisonous too. But it's only the leaves. They've got some weird oily stuff on them." She looked at the fetid arm. "That could work. You're already sorta dead. Just - don't let the guards see that." She bent to pick up a burlap glove from the floor. "Wear this. Please. That's gross."
He put it on. "Fine. Just for you."
She stuffed a backpack full of stale bread and bottled water. She searched about, finding some hard cheese and dried berries in the pantry. The last can of peaches went in too. She found a beat up old gaslamp. When she was finished she handed the sack to him. "Godspeed."
He gave her a hug and walked over to Jonas. He looked up and patted his friend's chest softly. "I'll be back. I'll fix this."
He stepped through the door and was hit by a hard rain. The water fell cold. He could hear the slight mechanical whirr of the machines above. He looked up, eyeing the dilapidated machine. It backfired then, a sharp explosion that dropped him to the ground. Thick gouts of black smoke wheezed out. The rain stopped and the machine fell to the earth. 
The path beyond was lined with a faint orange glow. His footfalls fell softly against the cobblestones. His path took him north and to the west out of the village gates. He passed the killing ground where the caravan was slaughtered. Tiny crosses littered the side of the road, dotting in and out of the small scrub brush. A small fern wrapped itself around one cross, its leaves like tiny fingers locked into constant embrace. 
Cobblestone turned to cracked asphalt beyond the village reach. Brown grass popped up, sticking out, slanting towards the fading sun. There was the soft crunch underfoot as leaves long dead and gone vanished under foot. He could smell the musk and mould of the arching, fading oaks above. Their canopies were naked and bare in the autumnal cold. White fungus grew large from the trunk of a shattered maple. 
He could see the slight arc of wood smoke from the village behind him. It brought back memories of days before the end. The scent of burning brush quickly overpowered the constant memories of death and decay. He crested a small hill and the path disappeared. Guided by the orange glow of awareness, he continued onwards. 
Ruins of shadows crept up around him. The gray of the skies fell darker here. He could see shattered spires on the rise. A building popped up. Its ruins were cold and bleak. There was the shuffle of small feet skittering behind him. He wheeled suddenly, repeater at the ready. Barrel pointed downward, he scanned his surroundings. 
A deer limped across the path, its body skin and bones. The royal sheen of a healthy brown was nowhere to be found. It glowed faintly, sickly. There was a greened tint to its majestic coat. He could see fur falling in clumps, splitting its hindquarters into putrefying flesh. It paused, bent down and grazed silently on the dying grass. He watched its body heave, its breath was ragged. It looked up from dinner, stared through Sarge with cold red eyes. 
He choked up on the butt, leveling the repeater.
It snorted as it walked away. He watched it turn into the decaying garage of a blasted house. The roof had long since given way; moldy shingles landscaped the building in clay reds.  Sarge walked through the ruined subdivision, stopping to catch a break at an old community pool. He looked down at the water, considered it for refreshment. Felt sick as he saw the foamed surface of things dead below. He sat under the shade of a falling canopy and popped the top on his bottle. He sucked it down and tossed the plastic aside. It fell to the ground and rolled into the flotsam of the deadpool. 
The head of a giant broke the surface, snapped at the empty bottle with jaws of steel. It submersed itself again under the roil of a slight wake. 
Sarge decided he needed a better place to break. The Sun faded away into the nothingness beyond.  He sparked the gaslamp; its blue flame flickered and danced against oiled bronze. He grabbed the battered handle, letting the gaslamp swing down to his waist. He held it loose in the gloved hand. The burlap itched and burned against his putrefying flesh. The heat felt good though. It warmed through the glove, sending the tingling joy of healing heat upwards.
Fatigue took him a short time later. He rested in the knotted boughs of an ancient tree. Its canopy was still full despite the unnatural chill. The leaves fell in waves, weeping downward like a great willow. He found protection and shelter from the elements there. He curled up against the flame, getting little warmth. His sleep was fitful at best. 
He woke unrefreshed and continued his journey. On he walked for three more days until the Sun gave him grace. Here it was warmer, he could see the signs of life abounding. The light cut through the gloom and cold. He felt comfortable taking off his coat. He wrapped it around his waist and shoved the repeater through his impromptu belt. He wore it cross draw now; as he walked he tucked his shattered hand against the butt stock. 
He could see the tower before him. The fire above was bright. He shielded his eyes and wished for sunglasses. As he grew closer, the Sun grew hotter. Small farms had sprouted around him. Cornstalks danced in a gentle breeze stirred from a large fan that thrummed nearby. Machines whirred above him, their exhaust pipes belching out a soft black smoke. Rain fell in light drizzle. 
People came out of their huts. Honest to God people. They wore simple clothes of burlap and canvas. All eyed him suspiciously. He could hear the whisper of fear and see it on the lips of his observers. Parents shielded their children. They covered their eyes or rushed them inside. There were protests as they begged to see the new come stranger. The hush of lips and a soft smack against the face sent even the most stubborn back inside. Blinds and curtains pushed aside as tiny eyes peeked out. 
The birds returned, circling slowly overhead. The rain machines turned off as he got closer to the tower. Here the houses came larger, more contemporary. A gentleman eyed him warily. Sarge made eye contact; the man stared back cold and hard. Sarge held his gaze a moment until the man conceded. With a tip of his top hat, he waved Sarge on. Another noble came out from his two story palace. He waved friendly. Sarge gave a curt nod back as he walked on, eyeing the gentleman's buttons of silver. They stood out against the black of his coat.
Farms turned to manses. Manses to fortresses. 
He walked broken paths towards the large tower before him. Soldiers milled on ramparts to either side. He looked towards the three towers. Two flanked the third, which set back a ways. He could see the black shadow of the flame on this. The towers flattened to walls. Every few feet crenellations jutted out from the flat of the fortress. Here he could see the largest group. A large iron gate blocked the way forward. It crashed down. And he knew this wouldn't be so easy after all. 
The earth shuddered with the sound of hundreds of footsteps. It was the song of an army marching to war. 
 
***
It wasn't as easy as marching up to the steps and demanding entry. It was actually easier. He found his way in with the help of a blind old man. The poor bastard didn't see him coming. Sarge slid up and slit the man's throat without a second thought. The garrote wrapped silently around. With a whisper, the man's life ended. A nearby alley was his final resting place. He was buried in a pile of filth and torn papers. He wore the clothes of his birth. The ceremony was quick, no one dared to speak. 
A small boy walked past, caught a glimpse and ran away. Sarge thought about hunting him down, decided against it and left the body to rot alone. 
He knew the man was better off dead. He said a few words of sorrow and thanks then shuffled off towards the tower. He reminded himself he was still a soldier. Tried to convince himself the old man was an enemy combatant, a terrorist, or even the damned S.S. He couldn't shake the guilt. It crept up from his toes, sending shivers up his spine. He shoved them back into the dark place. 
He found himself quoting Nitche as he shambled towards the tower guards. He bowed his head low and whispered softly to himself. He knew he had become the monster he hunted. His dark place came up like rising tides, swallowed him whole. He found it fitting that his clothes were the color of contrition. The cowl buried his face in shadows. He walked a penitent path with his head bowed low. The monster within growled, reared back and heard a voice call out from the gloom.
"Papers sir?" 
"Uhm. Hum." Sarge dug through the coat of his disguise, found a tattered yellow paper and handed it to the guard. 
The guard sighed and put the paper back into Sarge's hand. Sarge made a show of trying to find his pockets again. The man guided his hand back towards the hole in the coat. "Let me get you an escort." He said and called for a second guard.
Sarge eyed the newcomer, got his measure and smiled from the darkness within. He could take him. He knew the guard was thinking the same, hoped he would be underestimated. He remembered the man dead in the alley and hoped there would be no more blood today. 
The guard took his hand and escorted him through a thick steel door. With a whoosh it closed and the gas powered elevator took to the skies. The guard whistled softly to himself. The ride to the top was brief; the door opened with a ding and started its ride back down. The guard took his hand and led him down a narrow pathway, a choke for defense. He rounded a blind corner and climbed up a single flight of stairs.
Sarge tried to look up and get his bearings, found the trip dizzying instead. He set back to play his part and was led to the burning disc beyond.
The light was blinding. The heat was scorching. He could feel the intense power of the gas giant before him. He stood in awe at the power of technology. The room hummed in harmony with the rise and fall of supreme energy.  He shielded his eyes with his hand. Squinted into the Sun and was made a moment later. 
The guard stood dumbfounded for a minute, went to sound the alarm. Sarge silenced him with a crunch. One hit shattered his trachea. The man gulped for air and groped frantically about. He tried to counter, couldn't breathe.
Fell to the floor convulsing. He made his last move as he fell, pushing a single red button on his belt. An alarm triggered somewhere. Sarge could hear the rush of booted feet. He counted his minutes, seconds. Knew he would die here and found it fitting. How many innocents had he killed today? How many in his lifetime? How many more would die today?
Sarge looked about, checking for cover. Found two stairways instead. He glanced towards the elevator, could hear the hush of the pistons engaging, the oil dripping. The world moved slow as the elevator climbed up again. He could hear an audible now, He glanced up, saw the black beyond the endless light. He considered jumping, taking the cowards way out. He found it fitting and went to move towards the edge of infinity. Then he saw it.
Growing on the side of the sphere. The lichen covered the bronze, pot marking and iodizing the metal where it lay. The swing arm had started to move, he saw the treasure below. He ran to it, grabbing a handful and rushed to the other side. He jumped and could feel himself falling, the doors opened and explosions filled the air. 
The ground rushed up to meet him as the wind tore at his clothes, spitting them out and leaving then to fall. Black became green, became trees and branches. Branches turned to brambles and briar rose. He could see them now, vague shapes in the sun. 
More explosions rocked the tower, shaking it. He started to fall up. Slowed and hit the deck with a thud. He looked up and saw the Sun getting closer and closer. He felt the heat on his face and wiped the wet from his eyes. 
"Hang tight!" A girl screamed at him as the air lurched and stopped suddenly. It came a moment later, harder. 
Faster. 
His hands found purchase on smooth wood. The sky lit up with a fiery inferno. Explosions shattered his eardrums. He could see tiny blobs of flame rushing out on all sides. The blobs vanished with the screaming sounds of agony and death. He heard a few faint thuds. Saw a splatter or two as the earth became the canvas for a sadist, a painter.
Splashes turned to abstract art as the bodies piled higher. Some burning, few still smoldering. Ash and blood caked the ground, mixed violently with the browns of natural life. Or what passed for it in this sick, fucked up world. 
"Your benefactor must be one rich son of a bitch." His savior said, looking at the painting below. "My commission just tripled. That's going to be a bitch to clean up." She spit over the side, dark tobacco spit. She smiled a toothless grin and readjusted her goggles. "Lag Nebios. Pleased ta meetcha." 
Sarge tried to answer, choked out a sob instead.
"No names. Makes my job easier." 
There was the sound of madness somewhere to the west. Sarge could hear the creaking of chaos and chrome as the swing arm gave way. 
"Now that! That's going to make things a little more difficult."
The burners lit a fire from within. He heard the whoosh of gas fill the mainsail, the balloon grew and groaned. The brass rings snapped against rigging. There was shuffling from behind as the ship climbed, gaining altitude. 
In the distance, thousands cried for salvation. Thousands cried for life and death. All at once the wails grew into a cacophony of tortured souls.
Then silenced in the blink of an eye.
Sarge cried as the Sun fell from the sky.
  

It was cold in heaven. Up high there was no Sun to shine. Below, thousands etched out a meager existence. They tried to survive, to make do, with the best they had. The crops turned each season with the rotation and promise of new life. The soil reeked of acid and smelt of sorrow. The skies wept on command from those up high. 
The tower shook in the distance and the sun fell from the sky. Amber heard the cries of hope lost. Could feel the earth shake beneath her toes. The bottles and jars rattled and fell off the shelves. The ground roared with thunderous rage. She came outside and watched the first salvos fly. It was a war that would not end. She knew there would be death. She sighed and went to the calendar near the fridge. 
The day read August, but felt like January. Cold and alone. Today was Grandpa's birthday. She frowned and drew a sad face on the whiteboard. She grabbed a coat and headed out the door. It crashed closed with a hollow moan. She walked away without locking the shop, she didn't care anymore. 
Hope was lost.
There wasn't enough medicine to support a war. She knew the village wouldn't last long. She knew her fate was sealed the day the Warden walked away. There was no one left to protect the tiny town. She wanted him back, missed him with every ounce of her being. He had been her everything. She cried tears of frozen stone. No wind blew. The world was still and calm. The road before her glowed reassurance. It wasn't far. She knew it would be safe, didn't need the light of her heart to tell her so. 
She climbed a lonely hill, walked through the fallen gates of iron and stone. The willow stood in the center of the cemetery. She would go there and see him first. The animatronic smiled its awkward smile. It moved with crooked, twisted gestures. Unnatural. 
She still couldn't believe the system had come this far. She insisted on the prototype to be installed at his grave. She shuddered, shivering in the cold. 
'Hello sweetheart." Grandpa's voice was hollow. He jerked and twitched, his arms extended with a low whirr.
She moved closer, accepted the embrace. "Grandpa. Happy birthday." She handed him a simple package. Lilies and chocolates, a card of remembrance. "I made these for you." She knew he couldn't eat. Broke the embrace with an awkward smile. 
"Thank you darling. They're beautiful." His arm reached out mechanically, stroking the petals. He made a show of the chocolate, taking one out and inspecting it. He pulled the wrapper off and popped it into his mouth. There was the whirr and rattle of gears as the animatronic entered into a chewing algorithm. Its features moved strangely. 
She pulled at a loose hair, shoved it back under her cap. She knew where the food would end up and didn't want to think about it. She hoped this time the gears wouldn't gum. She watched him, transfixed. 
"It's not your fault." He said, breaking the silence.
"I know." Amber wiped her nose against the black of her coat. "I just wish I could have done something. I wish Ryu was still here."
"There's nothing he could have done, love. You know this. He's still a Warden."
"An Oath is nothing more than an empty promise made to yourself." She blinked away the tears. Her eyes were puffy, red.
"You know that's not true." Grandpa reached out a hand, patted her on the shoulder. 
The effect was creepy, but calming. 
"He lived by the Oath."
"And died at the hands of his master! He died by that Oath!"
"It was what he would have wanted. He died in service to his country."
"Is that what he'd have them believe? You were there. Damn it, Grandpa. You saw the same shit I saw!"
"Ssh. You know they are listening."
"Let them come." She spit out her words, venom dripping from each breath.
The words lingered in the silence.
"He lived and died by the hand of Jackson Browne. It wasn't supposed to be that way."
"I know, dear. I know."
"Why'd he have to come here?"
"That's not the question."
Her face grew red, frostbite nipped at her nose. Amber sighed. "Then what is?" 
"What did he want?"
"Why don't you ask me yourself?" Jackson Browne came up from behind, barely making a sound. "Hello, Elder. I trust the afterlife finds you well." He nodded to Grandpa.
 "Good afternoon, Leader. May your light guide us to salvation." Steam and exhaust whooshed out of Grandpa as his body tilted and twisted into a bow. 
"Thank you, Elder. What is this then?" Browne turned to Amber. "No salutations? Not even a how do you do? I'm offended." He reached out an icy finger and traced it softly against her lips and cheek.
She shuddered against his touch, felt sludge and sewage creep into her gut.
"There, there darling. Would you like a warm drink? Drew, be a dear would you?" He smiled a wicked smile. "Oh, dear me. I seem to have forgotten him. Where is your little rust bucket today?"
Amber set her face to stone. "You make me sick."
"Such harsh words for a whore such as yourself. Do not forget it is by my grace, and mine alone that he lives on." Browne turned a clawed finger towards Grandpa. "I can flip a switch and send him back to the black forever. Then what? Who will you talk to? Dear sweet Ryu? Oh no. You can't do that either."
"Leave my family alone."
"I wish it were that easy, my dear. You see, someone still owes me a debt. I aim to collect that prize."
"It's done. You know it's done. Look around you."
Browne pulled his robes tight around his body. The gold threads glittered softly in the gaslight. The light caught for a moment and the lion came to life.
"You've killed us all. For what? Some damn machine. It's not there. You know it's not there."
"That machine means nothing. The man is much more fun."
"He did what you wanted. Let us go." Grandpa begged for his freedom.
"You will not be free while she still breathes."
"At least let them have the light. You've already destroyed their Sun. There's no reason that your people have to suffer the fate. Please. Don't kill us all."
"Hrm. That's funny. Last I checked, you were already dead." Browne smiled at his own private joke.
No one else laughed.
"Very well. You can have your precious Sun, if this is your wish." Browne turned to Amber, steepled his fingers and waited.
She nodded.
"You should know there will be a price."
"You've already taken everything I own."
"Oh. Not quite."
"Fine. If it means you'll stop fucking with them. They think you're a god. They worship you. Can you really look into your heart and condemn the lives of those who love you so?"
Browne shrugged. "What's under this dome means nothing to me. Nothing."
Grandpa spoke. "But you're a god here. Why would you even want to give that up? You can do so much good."
"I am doing good. This land doesn't belong to us. I want its rightful owners to take their place. Nothing more. What can be more good than that?"
"How about not bending over backwards for those monsters. That's a good start. They're savages." Grandpa sparked.
"No, my friend. We are the savages. This land was won by blood."
"What's in it for you?" Amber's eyes were red with worry.
"Quite simply, my freedom. Nothing more."
"You are free. We are all free." Grandpa was pleading.
"I've had just about enough of your nonsense." Browne reached into his pocket, found a small remote. Amber could see the two buttons, knew what was coming. 
She tried to stop him, but all she managed to do was scream.
Grandpa sparked. There was a crackle of electric and the smell of burnt wires.
The light in his eyes went out forever.
"You better get home. You have company. Finish your job. Or I'll finish it for you." Browne wheeled away. His cloak billowed in the wind that suddenly whispered from the trees.
The Sun was rising in the east. Amber turned and walked back to her house, too upset to cry. 
 

Ch 10: Starfire
Sarge cried until his eyes wouldn't let him anymore. Red and puffy, they felt like sandpaper. He didn't wipe them, didn't care enough to think of the pain. He was below deck, some sort of meeting room. A compass danced against the rise and fall of the bellows. He watched it spin, climb, and fall. Above him, men scurried about tying rigging and setting coal. He eyed the painting above the cherry table.
It was a woman. 
An angry woman with hair the color of fire. She wore a sash and a smile. Long, wicked knives poked playfully from holes in her belt. The shirt was white, ruffled. Gold flickered against the flame of the gaslight. It sparkled, playing in his eyes. He walked closer and blinked the grit from his eyes. He reached a hand out and touched, felt the gems and gold beneath his touch. 
The room was narrow as it was long, a strange square shape that messed with his eyes. Copper and brass accented the tables and chairs. A computer screen blinked an eldritch glow. Its cursor was a steady green. Blue flame danced in the reflection. The blue and green mingled, twisted together into a cerulean ocean. Or a healthy earthen sky. 
Sarge tried to think back to the last time he saw blue sky. Or ocean. He was smaller, still on his father's knee. Before the bombs and the black, back when a kid was a kid. Back before a kid meant lunch or death. He wondered which life was better. This land seemed just as twisted as the one he had left. He couldn't figure which was worse. He couldn't get the old man's words out of his head.
Penance.
And then the plan.
He had done what was asked, but he lost his gear somewhere in the City. He knew the downside for failure, hoped a small success would count against colossal failure. He had explored the world with the helmet, had seen the ghosts and done his Penance. He fought the dragon and saved the caravan. But then ended up in the grasp of the Ice Queen herself. He remembered then about his promise. 
He still had her medicine. He had to help her before he could save Jonas. If she was healed, they'd know he was a good guy. They'd let him leave. He'd keep his gear and be able to head back to the village. He'd be a hero again.
He'd be the good guy.
Not the guy who kills a helpless old man. 
Not the guy who condemns an entire town to death.
He wouldn't be an assassin sent to kill the Queen. He wouldn't be the guy that watches his only friend get mauled by some monster. 
He accepted his fate, was starting to like this world. He needed to get back to the village. They needed a Warden. They needed a hero. They needed someone to protect them from guys like him. 
He stood up, shook off his guilt and went above decks to go meet his captor. 
 
***
She was waiting for him at the helm of the great ship. She greeted him with cold professionalism.
"Where are we going?" Sarge stepped through door, inviting himself in.
"Well good morning sunshine. Not feeling so under the weather anymore?"
"I asked you a question."
"And I'll answer. We're going home."
"Where's home?"
"You'll know it when we get there. I'm trying to work. Be a doll and get lost, or I'll have to muscle you out." Lag stared at the blinking green screen.
"I'm not going anywhere. The least you could do is answer a question."
"I already answered it. Thanks."
"Why are you helping me?" Sarge stepped closer; he eyed her systematically, suspiciously.
He could see she was armed. The handle of her pistol printed through the white puffy shirt. And where there was one, there usually was another. He scanned her body, eyes moving up and down her curves. He spotted the second tucked under her boot. This one was smaller, more feminine. His eyes moved back up to the red sash she wore at her waist. He could see the cold smile of steel tucked neatly within. Gold handles curved outwards. She wore them crossed, an X at her waist. He found her staring back, watching him watch her.
"Quit checking me out. You never saw a woman before?"
"Nope. You're the first."
His eyes moved upwards, studying her skin. It shone with a pale blue sheen. He squinted, staring at the scale tattoos on her face and arms. Blinked back surprise when he saw them shimmering in the pale flame. Her eyes were wide and round. They slanted slightly at the temple. They pivoted, watched everything. He couldn't see a pupil. They had no color, just endless black hollows. She looked all around, searching for prey. Her hair was styled in a strange Mohawk. Tips of yellow flame poked out through the red bandana on her head. 
"I don't know if I should be flattered or horrified. You keep staring at me like that; you're going to burn a hole in my chest. And I like my chest. Please don't burn it."
Sarge couldn't help but laugh. 
"I'm helping you because it pays the bills. Nothing more. Don't get all swooning princess on me. That'd be a little weird."
"Where are we going?"
"Yeah, I don't think you'd look good in a dress. You've got chicken legs and frumpy thighs." She took her eyes off the screen and looked at him. "Yeah. You'd make a real shitty woman. Relax. We'll be there soon. Go downstairs, have yourself some lunch."
"I'm not hungry."
"Trust me. You're hungry. It's not that mush you've been eating from a can. And it's definitely not that stale bread they gave you back in the Valley. Enjoy yourself. I don't fly without the best."
"I'm not hungry." Sarge's stomach growled in protest.
"Then there's a bear in your gut. I can hear the rumble from way up here. Trust me. Go grab something to eat and come back up. I'll talk to you then."
"Fine."
"My first mate will be relieving me in about an hour or so. My cabin's below decks, room 213."
Sarge nodded.
"Then it's a date." She laughed and shooed him away. "Now get the hell out of here."
Sarge nodded and walked backwards out the door.
"I'm not going to stick a blade in your back. Pay's better when you're living. Plus when you're dead, you smell. And I just had this place cleaned. Ever try to get dead body smell out of an airship? It's not easy."
Sarge walked backwards until he cleared the threshold. He took two steps to his right and found cover. The walk back down the stairs was full of paranoid delusions and dreams of food and drink. 
He hoped there was steak. 
***
They met for dinner. And there was steak. The tenderness and taste was suspect, but it was still steak. Glorious, bloody steak. It was the first real meal he had since the crash. 
Lag came in alone. She dressed up, got all gussied up for him. The flame in her hair died to embers. Angry spikes now hung down in loose flowing locks. The bandana was gone. She wore a clean shirt of crisp linen. A green sash cinched at the waist. Sarge eyed the two daggers suspiciously. The steel was polished and the jewels sparkled in the candle light. She stood at the doorway a moment. The ruffles on her shirt danced madly in the breeze. 
She shut the door and the wind died away to silence. The dance stopped.  
"So, who are you?" Sarge asked, after dinner.
"I told you that already. You know my name."
"I know your name. But I don't know who you are."
"I could say the same to you, soldier." Lag tipped her glass.
"Round here, they just call me Sarge."
"And what do they call you round there?" She looked up towards the heavens, studying the knots in the pine ceiling.
"I don't get it."
"Don't play coy with me soldier. Look at you. You're not - natural. How is that arm doing by the way?" 
"Fine." It hurt like hell. He knew the flesh was putrefying. He could feel gangrene setting in. 
"You really should have the medicos look into that, I think you've got a nasty little infection. And I don't want to cut you down when you go all tooth and claw on me and mine."
"It's fine." Sarge took the napkin and wrapped it around his arm. "See?" The wound oozed strange viscous oil. It didn't take long for the pus to fill the cloth. It soaked through, turning the crisp white into a fetid green. 
"So - who are you?" She asked again, forcefully. 
"Just Sarge."
She sighed. "Very well, Mr. Montgomery. Sarge it is."
"How did you?"
"Know? Your tag is sewn to your uniform. Come on. I'm not that stupid."
He looked down, didn't see the nameplate. 
Again with the sigh. "Inseam, three quarters down. Right side. It's standard military issue. From up top."
Sarge blinked, speechless. He gave it his best. Didn't want her to see his surprise. He studied the room, eyeing the lush red drapes. They hung loose against windows that looked out into an endless expanse of nothing. The cross bars had long since warped, twisting against the grimy glass. 
"Mr. Montgomery - welcome to America. Minus twenty."
Sarge reached for the bottle, shook it and chugged.
"Easy there." She took the bottle, poured him a glass and kept the leftovers. "It's going to be a long night if you keep drinking like that."
"What are you?" 
"I'm just as lost as you." She sighed. "I'm a Halfling. I walk between the worlds. The humans won't look at me, the Selachai don't trust me. The Altered just want to eat me. But, they want to eat anything - which brings me back to your hand...How long has it been?"
"Couple days. Maybe. Give or take. What's a Selachai?"
"You don't want to know."
"I asked."
"Think Godzilla with brains. Big as you and I. Sometimes taller. They've got their own little settlements out here in the black. They're pretty harmless, as long as you're not human or half breed. I guess I see their point though, I mean - all they want is their land and their life back. I mean, imagine if we settled on Mars. Met a bunch of pissed off Martians. Why are they pissed? Well, they don't like the way you look. They don't want you to try to talk down to them, to make them seem inferior. They're smart too, right? And they'd been living here long before we even heard of their planet. Kind of like what we did with the Indians way back when. Ya know."
"Oh. Shit."
"That's one way of putting it. You look like an idiot. Please close your mouth. If for no other reason than to not drip brandy all over my nice new couch."
Sarge tipped back the glass, tasting the bittersweet liquid. It stopped the room from spinning.
"You're not the only one to wake up here on accident. We all did. Well, not we." She swirled the wine in her glass. "You're a military man. Does the term 'Omega Project' sound familiar?" She sniffed the liquid and smiled sweetly.
He knew the term. Tried not to let on. His eyes found the floor; he studied the rug and counted the threads. It all blurred into one big mess. He gave up and sighed, nodding agreement to her question.
"I thought so. Most soldiers usually do. I'm actually surprised you lasted this long."
Sarge needed more booze. He reached for the bottle, pulled the stop with a pop. He tossed the crystal to the floor and put the bottle to his lips. It was old, and warm. It dripped down his throat and calmed his nerves. It eased his mind. The booze burned as it went down, the taste held for a while. Like caramel dipped apples. He thought of home. 
"What, you thought you were the first? No, sweetie. And you certainly won't be the last either. I don't know if it's because you’re smarter than the rest, or stupider. Somehow you managed to get yourself so wrapped up into this place. Getting you out is going to be a bitch and a half."
"How do you know about the Project? It's classified."
She took a sip from the glass. "Oh sweetie." She laughed. "I don't know which story you'll buy."
"Humor me." He grunted.
"Well, it's amazing what you can get a soldier to say when hot steel is shoved into holes they never thought they had."
He cocked his eyebrow. 
She snickered and poured another glass.
"I'll die before I speak." He muscles flexed, corded. 
"You can't be serious."
"Try me." Sarge stood up, bending low. He bladed himself. "I thought you were SS. But you're no mutant I've ever seen before. Where's your handler? The Rules allow me to speak with your human master before we battle."
She felt her gut spasm; she bit down on her cheek. She drew blood. "Don't make me laugh. Please. I'll yack."
Sarge felt stupid. Didn't quit his resolve. "Your handler. Now." 
"You're kidding right. You think I'm an enemy combatant? Do I look like a mutant to you? Wait - don't answer that."
"I demand a parlay."
"There's one way in and no way out of this shit hole. Trust me, even if we wanted to live on the surface, there's no way out of this place. You're pretty much stuck here. I'd be willing to bet that just about everyone in this bubble has no clue where we even are. I'm pretty sure the Selechai would die if they ever got a taste of fresh air. Hey, that's not a bad idea."
"Okay. Look. Enough with this bullshit. What's going on? Where the hell am I?"
"I told you. Yea. I definitely think it's stupidity that's kept you alive this long. Welcome to America. Twenty years ago."
"This doesn't look like the America I knew."
She looked at him, "Babe, you couldn't have been out of diapers when the Project was tested."
Sarge felt revelation wash over him. It came in waves, made him dizzy. Made him nauseous. The cold clarity of it all made his knees buckle. He fell into his chair, weak and numb. The Project was the last chance of salvation. It existed in only three places that he knew of. He read the studies, listened to the lectures. His family had helped design one of the ecosystems. It was supposed to be the last chance civilization had in a world gone mad. The Project was fired up as a last ditch effort to save mankind. It needed more testing. Studies had shown it wasn't perfected. It was a disaster. 
Omega launched at the start of the Twenty Year War. When Russia detonated their nuclear missiles, destroying the polar ice caps. The seas rose and swallowed cities whole. The landscape of the world was forever changed. Millions died. 
Or were supposed to.
"So. So it worked?" Sarge said, baffled. 
"Like a charm, babe."
"Then all these people?"
"American patriots. The whole damn lot of 'em."
"And you are?"
"The side effect. Just like the Selechai. And the Affected."
"So this is?"
"NAS Jacksonville. Welcome home, soldier."
"I think I'm going to be sick."
"Booze will do that." She got up, started towards the door. "Go lay down. You look seasick."
The door slammed shut, its thud echoed into infinity.
 

In preparing for battle I have always found that plans are useless, but planning is indispensable.
-Dwight Eisenhower

Ch 11: Trapped!
The airship docked the next morning. Sarge stepped out and looked around anxiously. His legs wobbled as he walked. His wound had opened again over night. He could feel something twist around inside of him, the world dimmed into crimson and blue.
He looked around to find smoldering ash falling from the heavens. The black snow fell slowly, softly. It danced down from the heavens. It landed softly in the brown grass below, a thin blanket on the earth. He could taste the burnt ozone and feel the grit on his face and arms. He watched, amazed, as children came out and stared in wonder at the sight. 
It was a gift from the Heavens. A curse given by angelic hands. Sarge followed the horizon to the south, where the sun would shine. He saw only the wreckage of a lost world. Smoke still curled about the ruined towers beyond. A faint orange glow was the only light shining in this world of chaos and despair. Gas lights flickered on around him. The iron and bronze stood tall, their hydra heads filtered blue light down. 
Parents walked with children. Their top hats dipped low, woman carried umbrellas and scolded the young who dared to taste this new treasure. Sarge bent down, touched it with his good hand. It would pack hard in the cold. He stepped down from the airship dock and hurried down the path away from port. 
He was back in the City. And he was already very late for a very important date. He hoped there was still time, didn't want to fail the people again. He knew the cause of the strange snow. He knew the cost of a crop that would not grow. Without food, without sunshine, the flowers will whither and die. He could already see the pallor of the ghosts walking through the streets. Emaciated, gaunt children clutched the skirts of mother and grandmother. He could hear the feeble calls of a young boy begging for gruel. 
Shops had shuttered around him. He passed through the Business district and found it deserted. Nothing stirred; no footprints glistened in the fallen snow. Few lights glowed; the path was dark and fitful. He could see the steady pulse of crimson before him and he hurried on into the slums. 
Gas did not burn. Lights did not shine. He passed a family of four huddled over a trashcan blaze, shivering in the unnatural cold. There were pitiful cries of pain and suffering. Voices screamed out for salvation then suddenly silenced. A man chased a rat with a stick. He smacked at the ground fruitlessly as it scurried away. He collapsed, exhausted. The man did not move again. 
Sarge saw the rat. Stepped on its tail and called out to the crowd. 
An old woman came up; her face was wrinkled and wise. He handed it to her with his blessing; she smiled a toothless grin and sauntered off like a child at Christmastime. 
Crackled asphalt gave way to paved brick and cinder. He found himself in the land of wealth and prosperity. Here the lights danced happily. A grimy child skulked in the shadows, found a window with a cooling pie. He reached out a skeletal hand and grasped at it. Two thugs popped out from the side alley. They spotted the thief and quickly snatched him up. He was dragged kicking and screaming to the gallows. 
The woman called out to her husband. He came to the window and bent to smell. He smiled a satisfied grin and picked it up with white gloved hands. He lumbered out of sight. Sarge watched as the man's fat jostled and bounced against the thick frame. The man's suit as freshly pressed. His buttons were gold. They shined like diamonds in the light. 
He felt terrible. Glanced up and down the rows, looked for more thugs with badges. Thought about becoming Robin Hood. Thought about making some wrongs right.
He could see the Manse in the distance, its pitched roof stood out against the crenellated tops of the soldier's walk. His legs carried him forward.
He reached into his pocket, fingering the wilted mushroom. It had started to flake and fall apart. He figured it dead anyway. Dead like the Queen. Dead like the City. Oh well. He did the best he could. At least he tried. 
He wondered about the others. How many had there been? He knew Jonas was one. Did she know him? He couldn't believe the place he walked. He started to pick up tiny memories, fragments of the world he knew. The path dipped low, crackled cobblestones turned to solid dirt. The ash fall continued, growing steadier as he got closer to the heart of the city. He could still see the faint light of the dying fire. It glowed low against the horizon. He could hear sirens in the distance. Another fire truck surged past him heading over the rise and to the burning building beyond. 
Thugs skulked in the shadows, watching his every move. He could see the tan of their uniforms and the glitter of chrome and gold. They made no attempt to hide their intentions or their identities. They let him know they were watching. They didn't test their luck.
They knew what he was becoming. They could smell the stench of death on him. It wouldn't be long before the virus took hold. He had been fighting it as best he could; but it hurt like hell and got worse by the day. He figured he had maybe one - two days tops before the madness took him. Lag had warned him to be careful, to cover up. 
He didn't listen. He wanted them to know the price he paid for their lord and savior. He wanted them to know he was going to die. The infection had already spread from his hand to his arm. And now the whole side of his face. He was rotting from the outside in.
And he was going to do it for her. 
The iron gates hung low. Two soldiers stood at attention and nodded at the shadow of the man before him. One recognized him, raised a hand in salute. His mouth moved slowly. Sarge didn't need to hear the words to read the message. No one stopped him. No one challenged him as he walked into the waiting jaws of the beast within. The image of their whispered voices held in his head.
They were saying thank you.
When she told him what he held in his hand, he denied it at first. But Lag knew the cure was there. She had tried to reason 16with him. He refused. He knew she was not welcome there. He was the only one who could deliver it. He wouldn't waste it. He figured he was already dead anyway. In his drunken stupor he told her of Jonas. He told her he had the cure, had begged she take it to him. She refused. She had let him make this one stop though. Just one day off the path. Then she would have to take him to her benefactor. He gave his honor that he would not run. He didn't trust that she would believe him either. He knew they were still following him. Somewhere in the shadows, they were watching. 
"Here goes nothing." He said, stepping through the gate.
***
He wasn't expecting what he found. She was on her deathbed. Her breath was ragged and her skin clammy. Tiny pools of sweat beaded around her brown and doused the linens she laid on. Her hair had matted and her cheeks hollowed.
"How long has she been like this?" Sarge held her hand with his shattered one. 
"At least a week. Maybe more." The medico eyed the hand suspiciously. "What happened to you?"
"Not important." He was thankful for the glove he wore.
"Let me look at you."
"I'm fine. It's just a flesh wound. Don't worry about it. Here." He reached into his pocket and pulled out the fading mushrooms.
"Where did you get these?"
"Don't ask. Won't tell. Just do what you need to do."
The medico refused. "Tell me where you got this."
"Will you let her die for that answer?"
"If I must."
"I'm pretty sure that borders on regicide."
The medico shrugged, stoic.
"You really won't budge, will you?"
"I know where you got them. My brother was in the tower. How many did you kill?"
"None. Take the shrooms."
"Do you know how many others died for her?"
"Less than half what will die if you do nothing."
"No. Just her." The medico looked down, frowned.
"Then they will come. Don't you see the writing on the wall? Your nation is at war."
"We're always at war. The Selechai want what they can't have."
"They're the least of your problem. The rebels will attack. They will win."
"So be it. Then we'll be done with all this brother killing brother nonsense."
"Who will lead? You?"
"If. I. Must. Would you stop me?" The medico glared at him.
"No. That is not my place. But theirs. Guards!" 
"Your words have no power here, Warden."
"We'll see about that."
They walked through the archway in perfect formation. Their armor was more ceremony than survival. Sarge nodded at them as they came. He raised his shattered hand in a soldier's salute. They returned the ceremony. The bond was established.
"Gentlemen. This man seeks regicide. I have in my hand the power to save your queen. He refuses her treatment."
The older man shifted the rifle from port to order. He stood motionless in the archway. "What do you have?"
Sarge held out his treasure for their examination. "You may confirm with your house doctors. I only seek to honor and help her Highness."
"You are the Warden Surge from the Valley?"
"Sir." Sarge nodded and did not correct his name.
"On your honor, were you sent by Judge Browne?"
"Negative, sir. On my honor I did not come here at his behest." Sarge knew this to be truth, though he couldn't recall how he came here.
"Were you sworn in under his oath?"
"Permission to speak freely sir?"
"Go ahead." 
"I don't know how the hell I got here. The only oath I swore was to protect and uphold the constitution of the United States. I kind of just got thrown into this cluster and I'm trying to make right."
"I figured as much, soldier. You don't carry yourself like the rest of Browne's weasels. She's as good as dead anyway. I don't know why you'd even come back if you were behind this."
"I couldn't figure that one out either. But I'm willing to bet I have a damn good idea of who did."
"You and me both."
"This is ridiculous!" The medico fumed and flustered.
"Excuse me?" The guard shifted his stance.
"Do you know what those are?" The medico was screaming. "That's red lichen! It only grows in one place around here. On top of the tower. He was there when the sun blew up. He was there. It was him and his crew."
"What the hell are you talking about?" Sarge wheeled on him, leaving his back exposed to the guards. It was a risk he had to take. "I was there, sure. But I sure as shit didn't blow up no sun. You think I would even show my damn face in this city again if I did? Come on. You're not thinkin' straight man. You tell me I killed the Queen. Then you tell me I blew up a six ton ball of fire?"
"I. I."
"If that's true, then he will face judgment like all other criminals. That's another problem for another time. Last I checked, you have a duty to your Queen. I order you to administer the antidote."
The medico stuttered and stammered; his sail ran out of hot air. He sighed and backed down. Took the herbs and went over to the corner. He crushed them with mortar and pestle. His work was loud and noisy, full of protest. When he was finished, he pushed it into a small glass vial. A blue liquid was dripped slowly from a plastic tube. He shook it up, a small plume of blue smoke puffed out. 
He walked over and tilted her head. Slowly he dripped the liquid down the Queen's throat. Nothing happened. They waited.
And waited.
  
***
Forever came and went. There was no movement, no signs of life. The medico checked her vitals, felt her head. Cold to the touch. Nothing. It was done. He checked his watch, called the time.
"What did you do?" The medico turned to Sarge, wheeled on him in a fiery rage.
Sarge was stunned, taken aback. He blinked and gummed words that came out muddled.
"I love how you go making baseless accusations, Warden. Yet it was your hand that killed our queen." 
"I did no such thing."
"Guards - take this man into custody." An old man in a pale blue robe walked in through the archway. He was flanked by two more guards, their lion crests twinkled in the pale light. "For regicide."
They stepped forward; the queen's detail stared at him blankly. The old man waved his arm, long sleeves tapered down to hands barely visible. They were old, wrinkled. Sarge eyed the man's crooked index finger with suspicion. The lion's mane ring flared brightly in the dim light. 
"You." Sarge said, setting his jaw. "I know you."
"Take him down to the sub basement. Leave him for our questions."
The two men grabbed Sarge by the wrists, they tugged at his arms.” I know you. You brought us tea."
The old man laughed heartily. 
"Mr. Browne, what do you want with these two?" The lead guard shrugged his shoulder, tilted his head towards the queen's detail.
"Kill them." His answer came easy enough. "Put their heads on the gatehouse. As far as I'm concerned - they're rebels."
"I met you." Sarge ground his teeth together, his eyes flared, stabbing at the old man.
Tiny daggers pierced his gaze, he shrugged. "Yes, Warden. Yes you have. And I must thank you for your service. You played your part perfectly. It's a shame you're Affected. You'd make a fine soldier, maybe even captain of my guard."
Sarge struggled, tried to break free. They hit him hard. The sky spun out of control. The world exploded in a flurry of pain and stars. There was a ringing in his ears that echoed on the edges of infinity. He struggled, pulled against their grip. A swift kick caught him in the ribs; he exhaled sharply and crumpled to the ground. He wheezed out a feeble "why" and felt the bile rise up from the depths of his bowels.
"Because I can." Browne smiled. "Don't worry about your disease. When it takes you, it won't hurt. Much. Klaus, please take out the trash."
Klaus nodded, looked down at the crumpled body. 
"Now." Browne spit on the corpse. 
Klaus threw out the trash. He bent low and scooped her body up. He took a moment to cover her face, to hide her identity. He wrapped the body in the white and brown cloth of soiled linens. He carried the frail bundle out the arch and down the hall. He stepped out into the dim light of the smoldering wreckage. He undressed the queen and dumped her body in the blackwater moat. The blackwater would swallow her whole. The ooze would take hold and bite down, splitting bone and skin.
It wouldn't take long. There would be no cries of murder most foul, no one would know any different. She was sick. She was dying. She killed herself before the virus took hold. There would be no questions.
Here the Queen of the Dead and the Damned would not take the throne. It was the perfect solution.
It was suicide.
Browne had won a bloodless war.
***
He was drowning slowly; the water and dirt had filled his lungs. He was choking. Dying a slow death. He never imagined dying this way. He survived at least sixteen separate missions in this tour of duty. He felt near invincible. To be reduced to nothing so many times since he came here was unnatural, unheard of. 
Still, he wanted to go with his family and friends around him. Peaceful and old. Instead here he was, buried to his neck in muck and mire. It was filling in quicker now. He choked, sputtered. Swimming up the waterfall. Running endlessly on a treadmill. 
It sucked.
The dirt piled in to just below his eyes and suddenly stopped. He pushed up, kicking, flailing desperately. Slowly he rose enough to get his neck free. He couldn't wiggle his way out much more. But it was enough to breathe. Until the oxygen ran out. He couldn't believe he was back here. Had just started to trust her when she dropped him into more trouble. 
Trouble he never should have gotten himself into in the first place. 
The plan was carried out; he was an innocent pawn in a game of thrones. It all made sense. Browne had made him a Warden, an agent of his government. Had sent him out on a peace mission while wearing full battle rattle. He was supposed to go meet with some tribe out in the western lands. He remembered the ghosts. He remembered the ambush, he defended himself. When he found out they were civilians in a supply caravan he was crushed. 
A little piece of him died when he found out they carried the last medicine and food the Valley would ever see. When Browne infiltrated the walls of the City and poisoned the queen, they looked to him. Not as a savior, but as a suspect. He promised to make it right. He found himself walking through purgatory, meeting ghosts of his past best left dead. He knew now that had been a wild goose chase. Or had it?
Amber told him the mushrooms would help Jonas. He wondered if they could cure the virus. There was no blue liquid in her lab. He checked his pockets. Crumbs and a larger piece, barely big enough to fit on a cracker. 
He shrugged nothing to lose. Nothing to gain. No way to go but up. He popped it in his mouth, chewed slowly. It tasted of rubber and old socks. He could smell the mold of the forest, could taste the ash on his tongue.
He was confused. There was no motive he could see. Why would he do this? To what gain?  
All because their leader wanted this. This.
This castle in the sky. He followed the orders to the letter. It got him in trouble. And then it got him into more trouble. It had been Browne all along.  He ended up here, only to find himself buried deeper in a hole he couldn't get out of. 
 A hole that was now killing him slowly. Between the weeping wound on his failed arm and the air disappearing rapidly, he knew he was as good as dead.
 

Ch 12: A Taste Freedom
The steady drip drip dripping of the water torture from above lulled him into a fitful sleep. Sarge tossed and turned on the hard mattress of bugs and straw. He gripped at the meager blanket, trying desperately to stay warm. Nightfall and Daybreak brought the same chill that froze him to the bone. The humidity was unbearable, it wept into every nook and crevice. Poured into every bone and body part. 
He awoke to his teeth chattering and the sound of someone poking at the bars. He could hear a voice cooing to him.
He blinked grit from his eyes and rubbed them fitfully. He stood up on shaky legs and looked around through eyes that were blinded by blackness. 
"Over here." The voice was feminine, with a breathless whisper begging urgency.
Sarge felt about in the darkness, crawling on hands and knees to the bars before him. He reached out feeble hands, groping at the cold iron. A hand wrapped against his, soft and calloused.
"I'm getting you out of here. Now. Tonight."
"Who are you?"
"It's Lag. Now shut up and step back. When the gate opens you better be ready to run."
Sarge nodded, knew he couldn't see her. He grunted instead. "Yea."
"Oh yeah. Cover your ears."
Sarge nodded and crouched down low, he buried his head in his hands and held his ears sealed tight. There was a sudden pop, an explosion of light. He saw her for a brief instant. She was just a shadow, but he knew it was her. Lag had come to save him. He couldn't figure why, but in that moment he was thankful. 
He hurried for the opening in the door, stepped through the smoldering iron. She held a small flashlight in her hands; it was an artifact he thought long lost to this world of gas and gizmos.  It flicked on, cool white light that cut a path through the darkness in front. They ran through a curved arch of stone and took to the stairway. Bounding up, two steps at a time; they came up onto a landing. 
It was a room he had never seen before. An old hallway with red and yellow tapestries. There were three doors on either side, a hallway. She led him out past all the doors to a dead end. A large mirror stood in front of him. Sarge scoffed at his image. He was scruffy and dirty. His clothes hung loose around his body. He had lost weight, gotten sick. He checked the black circles around his eyes, touched a swelling bruise on his cheek. He looked down at his arm, saw the putrefaction beginning. It was wasting away, infected.  
Lag stepped to the side, taking the small beam of light with her. She stood in front of a tiled wall, eyed it carefully. He watched her feel about gingerly. She found what she was looking for and pushed a loose tile in. There was an audible click and the groaning of stone sliding forward. The mirror parted and emptied into a dimly lit corridor beyond. Sarge stepped through the portal and almost fell down a flight of stairs.
"You really must be stupid." Lag said stepping through the mirror. She touched a glowing button on the other end and the door slid silently shut. She circled the beam around and faced down the stairwell. 
"Are we really going down there?" 
"Ssh. It's an illusion. Watch."
She aimed the beam at the ceiling, caught the mirror above. The light refracted, reversed. The steps now led up. She hurried into the blackness above. The climb up went slower than he would have liked. He found himself winded at the second landing.
"How much further?" He panted, doubling over in pain. He could feel the stitches in his lungs. It hurt to breathe.
"Come on. Just nineteen more stories." 
"You've got to be kidding me. How far up did we go?"
"Five. Ready to go?" 
They trudged on in silence. The little beam from the flashlight guided them onwards and upwards. Dust motes danced in the beam. The only sounds that followed them up were the laboring of breath and the clap-clap-clap of footfalls on the cold stone steps. 
"This sucks." He wheezed, climbing up into the sky.
 
***
They climbed to the last landing and found a steel door. She twisted the handle and shoved. It didn't budge. She tried again, putting her shoulder into it. Nothing. She handed the flashlight to Sarge. She had him aim it at the door handle, she checked for a lock. Nothing. The door was supposed to open outwards. There were no steel rivets or anything else locking them in. She didn't remember there being a lock on the outside, couldn't think of a use for one. 
She pulled a small radio from her belt, pushed the button and it chirped. She spoke a few words in hushed code. He heard pushing and pulling on the other side. Then more voices, muffled through the steel. There was a loud grunt and the tearing of rusted steel. The door swung open. Three large men tumbled backwards. 
The chill of the night air caught in his breath. Sarge coughed against the sudden cold. The fresh smell of decaying leaves caught in his nostrils. He inhaled deeply, tasting the fresh air of the outside world. He stepped out of the stairwell and saw the airship in front of him. It was shadowed, a silhouette against the running lights. Reds and greens winked to life; there was a bright flood light from the front. It shone forward, casting its glow against a tall building he saw in the distance. Its roof pointed up and up. A great obelisk piercing the sky. 
"We need to leave. Like ten minutes ago. Jenkins. Roberts. Get up! Move, move, move!"
Lag took the lead. The men followed closely behind, spread out in a Y formation. They flanked her as they ran. The third brought up the back, making a small diamond. "You coming?" She shouted to Sarge, who nodded and hurried off after them.
They climbed onto the ship. There was a whirr of hydraulics and the door shut flush against the starboard side. Lag hurried to the command center. Sarge followed after her. The quarters were awash in glowing light. Red, green, yellow and blue cast strange shadows against the otherwise dark room. A large steel wheel sat dead center in the cabin. She looked out through tinted glass at the night beyond. The headlights shone bright against the obelisk in front of them. She snapped a few switches, hit the ignition button.
The gas jets roared to life, the balloons inflated and the ship rose into the night sky. She steered them away from the monolith before then and skirted the shadows of tall buildings that had once been the City's glory. Air puffed in and out of the mast, she found a safe altitude and floored it. The engine gunned and threw them far into the night. They put dozens of miles between the prison and the ship before she spoke finally.
"I shouldn't have taken this job." She sighed, rubbing at her temples. "I'm sorry man. Really. It's my fault."
"What do you mean?"
"Browne paid me bucko bucks. Hell, he gave me enough to retire on. All I had to do was take you back to the City. Sounded great and easy at the time."
"It's not your fault."
"I blew up the Sun! Come on. How is that not my fault? I'm pretty sure it was our gatling guns that made everything go boom."
"You didn't have to." 
"Was supposed to make sure you got back to the City in one piece. We had to do it by any means necessary. We showed up just as you got those damn plants. The guards popped up and started firing. We had to do something. Gunner was a bit too trigger happy though. Didn't want you to fry for it. I wanted to say it was my fault. Wanted to tell them it was an accident."
Sarge nodded, feeling a migraine come on. 
"Browne shoved more atoms and nanos down our throat. Told him I didn't want his money. He popped my two guards right there. Told me to take the money or he'd off me there. I took the money, kept my damn mouth shut. He came to me after they threw you in the pit. Told me I'd done real good."
"Okay." Sarge said, emotionless.
"I'm afraid he knows."
"Knows what?"
"I'll show you."
She turned the wheel; the ship lurched and changed directions. It floated on soundlessly in the still air. The landscape was flat and broken. It passed on in an endless expanse of dead plains. At the end of the torn land there rose a small hump. It was blank and looked strange against the barren sky. The hump faded into nothingness as they flew on past it to the edge of the earth. They hit a bump, the vessel stopped. Couldn't travel any further. 
She aimed the spotlight, pointing it up and forward toward the nothingness beyond. He saw it in the distance, sparkling against the light. He could barely make out the object beyond the black. He knew it instantly. It perked up, faint against the horizon. Two small lumps against the flat of the beyond. His mouth gaped open. He couldn't believe his eyes. Blinking, he rubbed furiously at his retinas. Closed his eyes and opened them again. It was still there. He knew it instantly. Amazed, he stared at the sight.
Hawk Eye's tail feather.
She pushed the ship higher, it crested the bump, broke through the wall. She ran forward, tugged on a lever. She pulled it down and there was a sudden screeching of tearing metal. Then the sharp clap of steel falling on wood. A button lit up, blue against the steel control panel. It blinked feverishly, blinking desperately. She pushed it.
His ears popped. He could feel a strange pressure against his chest. It evaporated after a moment, he felt lightheaded. 
Tiny lights flickered on from the glass dome in front of the wheel. The ship swam on against an infinite sea of black. The sky came to life with colors he'd never before. They were brilliant against the world beyond. They danced and flitted around, twirled in circles and swam on by without a care in the world. A slow sun traced an arc above them, bringing the world to life. It floated above them, and then came down suddenly. The sun set against the ship. It turned suddenly and Sarge found himself face to face with a monster. 
He came away from the glass, startled. There was a buzz from somewhere below and the sun fell away - taking the monster with it. They traveled on through the strange sky and found themselves in a graveyard of steel and stone.
The ship grew a pair of metal arms that pulled against the surrounding stones, moving them out of the way. The arms pushed out against a large block of granite. Gray stone came to life with eyes of menace.
"Oh shit." Lag moved the crane out of the way, the metal fingers danced against the sand below. She called out to her gunner; he came in and took a seat in the pod below. 
"What the hell is that?"
"Defense."
"Of what?"
"You'll see. Better hold on. Ride's going to get bumpy real quick."
Gunner was down below spinning in circles. The gatling rattled out against the still of the sunless sky. White light sparked out from below, the cabin rattled with subtle growls. 
The ship took a direct hit. There was a sudden warning buzz of terror. Red lights dimmed in the cabin, blinked in horror. 
"This isn't good."
"What do we do?"
"Take the wheel. I'm going down. We need to disable its main control panel."
"Oh. Sounds easy enough."
She shrugged into her battle rattle. A large helmet was attached by thin metal cords. It wrapped against a tank that spread the length of her spine. There was a slight green tinge to the dull shine of her gear. She pulled on her boots and grabbed a small rifle. She fitted the knives to her waist and went down into the gunnery pod; it swung closed with steel doors. 
Minutes passed and she floated out into the endless expanse beyond. The door swung back open. The gunner called up to Sarge, desperation in his voice. 
"I hope you know how to fly this thing."  
 

Ch 13: Field of Fire
She wore no boots, no shoes. As she dropped from the airship, her pale blue skin touched the water. Transformation took hold. Her genes warped, twisted in the black. Her feet grew webs, turned to fins. 
Lag floated on through a field of fire. The gargoyle defense project was designed to stall, not protect. It was a newer addition to this ancient ruin. But all secret weapons had their weaknesses. She knew of this one. Down below, under the lasers. She hoped she could swim there before phase two activated. She checked a glowing watch on her suit. Ten minutes of oxygen. Five minutes till phase two.
This was going to be fun.
A laser arced past, scraping against the steel in her armor. She readjusted, bringing the plates to her face. The blow stunned her. The tip of the beam caught hold, switching trajectory. The mirror refracted it, bounced the flames down. It struck home with a silent explosion and a puff of white light. 
One down. Two to go.
The second wound up, the gun looked her dead in the eyes. She watched the slide push back. It happened so slowly. She stopped in her tracks. Could see it start to move forward, the starburst beam went from pinprick to lance and shot forward. It seared through the ocean beyond on track to strike her head on. It was gunning for her chest. There was no mirror plate there. It would cut through her armor and skin, a knife to hot butter. The lance grew bigger, closer. She tried to steer herself, change her motion. It was flying up at lightning speed. 
She dropped low, held her breath. Her fins worked fiercely, beating against the tide. The drop was slow. Nowhere near the speed of the racing lightning. She barely made it. The beam caught the tip of her shoulder, tearing through armor and flesh. She screamed out in horror as the pain cut through her. White hot.
She floated in the stillness for a moment, thinking she was dead. There was a sudden beeping coming from her wrist. She looked down, checking the watch. She was almost out of time. Phase two was about to begin.
She dropped her body, swam low and fast. She caught the bottom of the sea, touched the sand with her fingers. She dug against the foundation, sending a cloud of dirt and dust behind her. Wires appeared, a sudden white against the sea of black. She dug deeper, until the whole of the switch was revealed. She pushed a button in her belt buckle and a light appeared faint against the suffocating darkness. Three wires were linked together through a steel switch box. There was a lever next to it. She drew her knife; slit two of the wires with ease. Tried to pull the switch with her other hand, couldn't get the strength to move it. She did a back flip, a slow circle. She put the blade back into her belt as she spun. Her good hand caught the lever.
She put her fins to the switch and jumped off. It snapped down and the lights went dim. She floated up towards the waiting ship.
***
"So. I'm confused. Why did we all almost get killed?" Sarge said to Lag after she had changed out of her gear.
"You'll see." She stood again behind the wheel of the great machine. Her arm and shoulder were bandaged up and held close to her body. She couldn't move her arm. Her first mate helped her change back into her work clothes. Her white ruffled shirt was stained with dried blood. She wore the red sash and bandana again. Her boots were black patent leather fitted to brown knit pants. She did not wear her knives.
The ship lurched forward and drove through the killing fields of fire. It floated soundlessly past the gargoyle defense systems and bumped against the concrete slab of the building beyond. They tethered up against the flat of the building. The door to the ship locked against the open window. Its ridges like a suction cup, it made an airtight barrier. They walked through the open window into the building beyond.
The stench of death and decay attacked from all angles. The rot of flesh and pulp gagged the crew. No light shined from the blasted bulbs above. The lights danced, empty and broken, in the cool breeze that wafted out from the ship. They stood on a steel balcony overlooking a factory below. The sights were industrial and cold. In the center of the room was a large video screen. The remnants of computers floated and bobbed like driftwood in the open ocean below. 
"Anything look familiar?" Lag asked as they walked. Her question was more to break the silence than to seek an answer.
"Standard military issue equipment mostly. But it's outdated. I think we had a couple of these things still in use at base camp alpha."
"What about these?" They walked down a long hallway into a room full of strange glowing objects.
Sarge blinked. "Wow." He hadn't seen it in since school, but he knew the sight instantly. "Is that what I think it is?"
"The reason we're all still walking and breathing when we're miles below the ocean? Yeah. That's them."
Sarge was amazed, fascinated. He ran around the room like a kid in a candy store. He stopped and gaped at the wonders of civilization. The machines hummed in a steady low drawl. The room was lit by the dim power of the radiant cores he knew would be well below the surface. "Does anyone know these exist?"
"Counting me and you? Just one more. There's a reason I'm not dead yet."
"Who?"
"Browne." 
"Oh. Shit." 
"Yeah. That's putting it nicely." She said, looking down. "He thinks they can bring him up top."
"That's impossible. The power cores were only filtered one way. They're not a rocket. It's just a giant energy cone to protect us. There's no weapons grade anything in there. They can't take you down or up. The only thing they can do is shut the core down. But that-"
"Would pretty much kill every living thing in this world."
"You got it."
"So that's why the gargoyle defense project exists." 
"I invented it." Lag smiled to herself. "With a little help from your friend Jonas."
"He knew?"
"And the Queen. We did it with her blessing."
"What's Browne's play?"
"He's one of the ancients. He still remembers the old world, before this. Him and Jonas pretty much built this land from scratch."
"And he wants to go home?"
She nodded.
"How do you know all this?"
"He's my father."
"Please tell me you mean Jonas."
She shook her head and sighed.
"Well that...complicates things." Sarge said, biting his lip.
"It's not what you think," She reached out to him, putting her hand on his shoulder.
He brushed it off and took a step back.
"Sarge..."
He turned away, walking back towards the ship.
"At least hear me out." She cried out to his diminishing form.
He did not look back.
 
 
***
She found him back in his quarters. She didn't wait for an invitation, didn't ask either. She sat down at the foot of his bed. He would not face her, didn't want to talk.
"Listen." Lag said softly. "You don't know the half of any of this."
"No. I don't." Sarge said, choking back tears. "How many more people have to die because of your family?"
"None. Not if I can help it."
He wiped his nose on his sleeve.
"That's why we made the gargoyle. He can't get past it."
"What if he did? You know what happens if he pulls the plug on the shield."
"He knows better than that. If it wasn't for him, this place wouldn't exist."
The tears stopped. He sat up. "What do you mean?"
"He's just like you."
"He's nothing like me!"
"No. He's nothing like me. But you two share a history."
Sarge blinked. "What do you want?"
"To put a stop to my father's stupid games. He's too old and stubborn to know what he's doing anymore. He doesn't want to die down here. But he's getting old and almost on death's door. I think he's lost his mind. He thinks that if he gets you here, you'd remember what he's forgotten."
"How did he even know I was here? How did I get here?"
"That was all me." She said sadly. "I was coming back from running freight and saw the explosion. When you fell from the sky, I knew you'd need help. You'd need some way to rationalize everything. I brought you on the ship to just outside of the Valley.'
"But my plane. I watched it burn."
"Nothing but stage magic. Smoke and mirrors. You weren't in bad shape. A little bit of situational amnesia. But it was nothing me and Amber couldn't fix. We had to get you into a comfortable setting. I knew the shock would be too much for you. I'd seen it before."
"So you set fire to a fake plane? Let me get attacked by some strange monster and wander into a village half dead?"
"Pretty much."
"I must have missed something. How does this make you better than him?"
"Because I know what he wants is crazy. I'm at least somewhat sane. And rich. He wants to die on land. Not drown under water here in the bubble. He wants to see the sunrise. When you think about it, it's not that crazy."
"But he's willing to kill everyone and everything down here to make that dream a reality."
"He's old."
"You justifying this does not help your case. I still don't get why you want to help me. Do you really think I know how to work this stuff? How to get us back to the surface?"
"If you can take him with you, the rest of us can live in peace."
"What about the Selechai? What about the war? This isn't just as simple as helping an old man cross the street. It won't end with him."
"No. But with him out of the way and Queen Creskin dead..."
"Someone has to lead the City. And that someone is you."
"I can bring them together. I'm half human, half Selechai. I can walk both worlds."
"Only problem is humans don't trust you. And the Selechai don't like you. So how do you propose to fix that?"
She spoke nothing. It said everything.
"You're just as twisted as he is."
"War is an eventuality, a reality. You can't stop it. You can only prolong it. As long as humanity has an ego. We're our own worst enemies. We're doomed from the moment we're born."
Sarge shrugged.
"I want to take you home."
He didn't believe her.
"I have the only ship capable of traveling this far. Thanks to Jonas and some smart salvaging. He believes in me, why can't you?"
"I've seen what those good intentions can do to people. I was shot down by one of those good intentions." Sarge's head was filled with images of super mutants raining fire down on his platoon. He could feel the shrapnel pierce his heart.
"You don't belong here. This place isn't for you."
"It's all I've got left."
"Not necessarily. I can fix this. Will you believe me then?"
"I'm listening."
"And if not - you need to know that you're not the only one."
"The only what?"
"Soldier here."
"Jonas is still alive."
"He'll be fine with Amber. She won't betray him. But he's not the only one." Lag looked into his eyes.
"What do you mean?"
"My father. Major Jackson Browne."
"You've got to be shitting me. He'd be like ninety by now." Sarge shivered. He remembered the frailty of the old man. He shuddered and knew it true.
"I've got the brains of a military mastermind. Now. Will you listen?"
Sarge said nothing. She took it as an invitation to share. She told him the plan. 
Her idea seemed too good to be true. He listened to her plan and nodded at the end. It was rational and sound in execution.
And crazy enough that it just might work.
Sarge felt better.
 
 
 
  

Metal hands fixed the gargoyle. The ship sailed off into what would have been sunset, if the Sun shone this far into the abyss. They flew back to the Valley. Banking down in an empty field and dumping their cargo, they walked towards the gate. 
Wardens stood watch, all eyes and attention fixed on the crew. One guard reached out a hand, saluted the returning Sarge. He ignored it, trudging through the dusk into the Valley.
They went to Amber first. Jonas had recovered to the point where he could now walk and talk. He was half human again. She looked at Sarge, checked his hand. She begged again for him to let her help. He sighed, acquiescing his own defeat. She took him into the lab and stuck him with needles that hurt her more than him. She looked into his eyes, sadness traced lines of worry across his face. 
"What's wrong?" Amber rubbed a vein in his forearm, massaged the blood back into his hand.
"Everything." He looked past her, towards the closed door.
"I'm really glad you're helping us." 
The needle pierced his flesh.
"I don't know how you're going to get in there. Trying would damn near kill just about any of us. Ryu would be proud. Grandpa would be thankful." Her heart danced with happy images of a past that will never be known.
Tiny specs of blood danced against the pale flesh. He pushed her hand away.
She went to get a towel. He shrugged and waved it away. He clamped down on the hole, pressure built and the wound clotted.
"He's hurt a lot of people, you know."
"I don't get how giving him his wish is going to make it all go away. There will be more. Worse. I don't like it."
"You don't have to like it. But you know it's the right thing to do."
"What if the Selechai come? From what I hear, the crazy bastard is the only thing that keeps them away."
"We can protect ourselves."
"If you could do that, I wouldn't be sitting here." Sarge stood up and went for his flight suit.
"No. Wear this." Amber came out of a nearby closet. In her hands she held the suit of a Warden.
"That's Ryu's."
"It's yours now. Take it. Please."
He shrugged on his flight suit. He eyed the armor warily. He remembered the plan. Knew he had to. He buckled the vest first. It fit snug, but it was comfortable enough. He moved his arms against the tug of the armor. It would do. He buckled the metal onto his legs. It wrapped around, fit him perfect. The gauntlets came next. One at a time he buckled them. There was a buzzing in his head as the exosuit read his vitals. A quick rush of adrenaline came as he buttoned up the last of the gear. He looked at the helmet warily.
"There's no juice on this. I promise."
"No ghosts?"
"No ghosts. Promise."
He fit it to his head. As he slammed down the visor he couldn't help but feel faint. The gear was lighter than anything he had ever worn before. The metal had a dull sheen to it. Colors danced and flickered, a chameleon in the faint gas light. The helmet was snug, he breathed through a respirator. His voice came out hollow and strange.
"Feels. Nice." He flexed his hands in the mirror, watching the metal respond to his every motion. 
"This was the last suit Browne made before he went crazy. It was supposed to help us against a Selechai invasion. It was still in prototype when Ryu went with you after the beast."
Sarge shivered, remembering the good the suit did against the monster.
"This one was outfitted with Nanotech from the time of the Ancients. You should be familiar with most of its core components." 
Sarge nodded, reading the heads up display inside his visor. "This was cutting edge stuff back then. I'm not sure any of it's ever been replicated. Looks like the same stuff they gave the marine infantry right before the super soldier vaccine came out. Right before the mutants came."
"Did it work?"
"Mostly. Our casualties were far fewer than any other war. It did funny things to the boys though. The tech had its own personality. It was almost fitted exclusively to each soldier. Reissue of gear was a big no-no."
"I think you'll be fine. Ryu never got to wear this."
"You don't get much more alpha than that, I guess. You sure it'll work?"
"The camo module is fitted to your buckle here." She pointed to a small knob on his right side. The knob doubled as a holster. She attached a laser pistol to it and smiled. "Twist it slowly; it should blend in with your surroundings. It won't make you a floor or a wall or anything. But it should help you look more like the house guard."
"Key word. Should."
"Yeah, pretty much. If that fails, then you're probably going to have to fight your way out. That's where the pistol comes in. I trust you know how to use it?"
"I got my marksmen medal in boy scouts."
"There's also three light payload missiles on your sleeve. Should work against walls, light tanks, things like that. They make a big boom, so be careful."
"Got it. No big booms."
"You know how to use the tech, right?"
"I hope so."
"Then you should be able to access the plasma rifle behind your back. It's built into the vest. Your reloads are few and far between though. So please, play nice."
"What do you mean?"
"You've got one magazine in everything. Once that runs out, there will be no more. Browne stopped equipping the militia a long time ago. You should be able to use the sword if all else fails though."
"Sword huh? Kind of low tech ain't it?"
She pushed against his thigh. "Maybe. Maybe not. It's pretty much the coolest thing ever."
She pulled out the blade. It glowed a faint green aura; the hilt and handle were of steel he had never seen before.
"What is it?"
"Not sure. But it's pretty. And it'll get the job done." She drew the blade and sliced through the operating table. The sword took one blow and it severed clean. The edges of the steel molted, melting like warm butter.
"Okay. You win."
"Be careful, it'll poke an eye out." She put it back into the sheath. It merged back into his armor like it was never even there.
"This'll be fun." Sarge hoped for blood. 
 

And then there were three. They stood above deck on the bow of the great ship. Their backs turned against the Valley and the setting sun in the distance. The machine carried them on silently in the still night air. The chill this high was frighteningly cold. The dampness hung about their bodies, drenching their clothes. Jonas shivered and clutched a tattered cloak tightly around his frail body. Lag went to him and gave him a hug, sharing her warmth. 
"I wish you stayed back." Sarge stared at Jonas, his eyes misted lightly with tears and fog.
"And sit back while you kill yourself - again? Not bloody likely. I'll be fine."
Lag pressed her body close to him, she sighed. "You're crazy. You know that?"
"No. Just stupid." Sarge said bitterly. "I don't want to be the one at your kid's doorstep."
Jonas laughed, pushing Lag away. "You're kidding right? Is that what this is about? Chase, I've been dead a long time."
"How long has it been, anyway? Two? Three years?" Lag asked.
"Probably close to three now. They've moved on with their life. I've had mine."
"Yours isn't over yet." Sarge was adamant. "I won't let you down there. And don't call me Chase."
"You can't be serious." Jonas rubbed at his temples, his head throbbed. "That's your name. Chase Montgomery. You hit your damn head? Last I checked, boy, I outrank you."
"Not even gonna dignify that with a response." 
Lag looked at Sarge. She smiled. "Chase, huh? That's kinda cute."
"Chase died up there. His plane crashed."
"What will you do when you get back up there?" Lag's eyes twinkled in the gaslight that now peaked out along the sails.
"My job."
"What about your family?" Jonas said, "they still have hope."
"I'm dead to them."
"You don't want to surprise them? Show them you're still alive?"
"No." 
"Why not?" Lag asked.
"Got a job to do. When we landing?"
"Soon." She sighed, turning away. She pushed the door open and vanished into the captain's quarters.
"Sarge, you know that's not healthy." Jonas said when she was gone.
"Healthy? Really, go inside. You'll catch a cold. I won't have your blood on my hands."
"You've already got my blood on your hands. And yours too. What's wrong with you?"
"Don't like this. Doesn't feel good."
"Any missions ever feel good?"
"No."
"Exactly. So cut the crap."
"It's just - I." 
"Don't tell me you got cold feet."
"Not that. Don't trust her. This plan. It's crazy."
"You can trust her. I do." 
"You're not the best judge of character. Remember Panama?"
"Hey - no one else needs to know about that."
"I still haven't told anyone."
"I know." He put his hand on Sarge's shoulder. "Relax."
"How are we supposed to get in there anyway? Just walk ourselves in? Make ourselves at home?" Sarge didn't buy it.
"Yeah. Pretty much."  
"Okay."
"He's your typical tyrant. No worse than Salty and his mutants up there. His problem is just that. He's no different than anyone else we've ever fought. "
Sarge laughed. "Salty. He's a cocky sumbitch."
Jonas nodded. "His weakness is his pride."
"We really going to bring him up there?"
"What do you think?"
"Covert Ops?"
"Covert Ops." Jonas agreed.
"Promise me." 
"Scout's honor." He smiled a wicked smile.
Sarge grinned. They shook hands. 
Sarge felt better. This wouldn't be as bad as he thought. It was always more fun when there was a change of plans. It was even better as a secret. Jonas stepped down the ramp, leaving to his private quarters. Sarge stood alone on the bow watching the treetops fly by.
Below, a village came into focus. Tiny lights danced in the darkness. He could hear the faint howl of creatures stalking their prey. On the horizon, he eyed the spires of the City with dread. Prairies turned to towns, turning slowly into forests that died off with the encroaching civilization. Skyscrapers appeared beyond, their peaks aimed wickedly towards the heavens. The ship slowed its travels and dropped its altitude. They fell out of the sky and landed softly onto the soft grass outside the hamlets. 
Sarge felt uneasy, didn't like the layover. Sarge reached for the sword, pulled his hand back empty. He didn't have the armor, left it in his room. He reached behind his back and felt for his rusty gun.
He pulled back the hammer. 
Lag came out with fire in her eyes and twin blades in her hands.
 
 

We make war that we may live in peace.
-Aristotle

Ch 16: Bullet in Black Sky
"You're sure this will work?" Sarge buckled up the last of the battle rattle.
"All we need to do is convince him that he's not here anymore." Lag had a wicked grin splitting her face. "When his feet hit the sand, he'll see the war everywhere. If he happens to get in the crossfire of two rival armies, well that sucks for him."
"I don't like it. Too easy for something to go wrong."
"Look. We're wheels down. Once your boots hit dirt, just shut up and run. Your goal is to grab him alive. I'll worry about everything else."
"There'll be guards." Jonas said with a sigh. "Lots of guards."
"Yeah. With pointy sticks and big guns. You're soldiers. Come on."
"What's your stake?" Sarge pulled back the slide of the auto. Checked for one in the chamber.
"Bein' friendly is all." She smiled sweetly.
Sarge called bullshit but did not speak.
"How much money you got in this?"
"Don't worry 'bout atoms and nanos. Leave that to us born to breathe the salt."
Jonas nodded, said nothing.
"Total mission time should be no more than fifteen. Tops. Any more and you're playing with yourself." She pointed to the whiteboard, where notes were scrawled in black and red.
They stood in the briefing room. Two at attention, one in relaxation. Lag was smiling that sweet saccharine bullshit of a smile. The light inside was pale and grey. No one disturbed the meeting. The boys up top knew better. Lag was a bitch and a half when interrupted.
The chronograph on the wall danced lazily past the hour, spinning towards 23 with glee.
"It's late." She said, pointing at the clock. "We launch at midnight. Should be shift change, leaving their boys at bare minimums." The pointer stabbed at a narrow box of hallway. "We drop here, northeast ramparts. You and Jonas drop in on the south side of this wall here. Should be two guards, tops. They're signal boys so move quick. I figure you've got maybe ten - twenty tops from drop down to score the kill.
"After that, follow the opening here to this door." She poked the box in the middle. The ink smeared. "Should be unlocked. That'll be your stairway to heaven. Grab a run down two - three flights to here." She flipped the board on its back. 
"For a girl that's never been in the palace, you sure know a helluva lot." Sarge grunted.
"Never said never. I'm in Business. Knowing's my job."
"Oh." Jonas nodded absently. His eyes drifted upwards while he counted ceiling tiles.
"Drop that flight and pop the door. You'll be in a big freakin' hallway. Total posh. Then it's just a hop, skip, and a jump to bossman." She tapped the blocks on the map. "Grab bossman and book out there as quick as you can. Up the stairs should take you to an old helipad. We'll be waiting."
"Sounds easy." Sarge's voice was cold, emotionless.
"Told you so. Oh. And one more thing?"
"Yeah?" Jonas said, shaking his head away from daydreams.
"Bring me back something pretty."
 
***
Lag screamed as their cover died in fire and brimstone. Stealth was shot to shit and they had no alternative but to jump. Sarge dropped from the sky, a stone flying against the winds of time. He separated from Jonas twice as he fell out of heaven. His chute popped, tugging him up into eddies and embers of war. He drifted down, slowly, silently. He pulled against the wake of ships at battle. Guided his craft down softly. He cut the cord as he fell, tucking and rolling into a ball. He fell with a thud.
He laid motionless on the concrete, groaning against the pain crackling in his ribs like tiny fire. 
Jonas landed yards away. He fell hard onto his legs, coiling them like a spring as the impact shot from his souls to his knees.  "I'm way too damn old to be doing this crap."
"You and me both. I told you to stay up there."
"And watch flesh melt from my bones? Not bloody likely." 
"Point taken. Now what?"
"Let's go get us some."
Sarge nodded and stood shakily up. He popped the clasp, felt the plasma slide out his back. He drew it over his shoulder and bent low to the ground. Taking point, he cleared the first hallway.
The sky was lit from fire above. Wood and molten metal rained down on the parapets of concrete. The passage became slick with blood and oil. One man fell from the sky, crying out in pain and suffering as he fell from up high. He crashed down, falling, falling through a wooden roof that popped up from a nearby tower.
This place was fortified. Different from how he remembered. More feudal, more strange. Sarge hadn't seen this construction since his last field mission somewhere in Siberia. The weather outside was nicer. But the rain of fire was frightening enough. He shook his head to clear his mind. The world was lit before him in an eldritch orange glow. It all looked so familiar, but so different. He couldn't place the feeling of unease. Below him a path emerged, blinking in a red panic. It thrummed with the thundering of his heart. 
Two more intersections passed without incident. The third clearing brought him face to face with his first target. 
"Twelve o'clock, cover right." Sarge cut the corner, slicing a piece of the pie as he moved. There was no rear guard. Jonas inched out in perfect synch as he pushed right through the hallway. It came to end at a sealed door. One soldier stood still. 
Sarge pulled the rifle to his eye, checking his sights. A perfect sight picture stood before him, completely unaware of the death that came swift. One burst from the plasma popped out without a sound. The blue ball arced forward, spinning at speeds invisible to the eye. It caught the guard in the head. One shot. One kill. The man's head turned to red pulp, painting the door in crimson. 
The thunder of heavy caliber roared out from the right. Two - three shots in quick succession. There was a short burst of return and then all went silent. 
"Jonas!" Sarge called out, screaming in the still air. 
No reply came.
 
***
"Prepare for boarding!" Lag screamed through the radio in her chambers.  "Three on radar coming in on port. Attack team A assemble and be ready to move!" 
Her guard acknowledged the command and three marched out the chamber. They took up high ready just outside. Two more stood within. 
"Lag, you sure we can take them?" Her team captain spoke through the headset. He was only feet away, but against the fire above his voice still called muffled and faint.
"Honestly. Roger. I think we're fucked. But I'll be damned if I don't go down fighting for my ship. They got the jump on us. It wasn't supposed to be this way."
"Alpha One mustered and assembled." The static crackled through the headset. "What are your orders?"
"Kill them all."
Explosions sounded all around. Roger stepped forward as the gunfire exploded through the door, piercing the hollow shell. He banked right, ducking behind the steel pole. His rifle came out in a flash, the muzzle blinked against the black and smoke. Somewhere beyond there were screams as rounds struck home. He ducked back behind cover and pulled the magazine. Fished for a new one and locked it in with a snap. 
"We don't have much time. They're coming hard. Get out of here. I'll hold the base."
Lag nodded and ran forward. She gave him a kiss and disappeared behind a hidden panel. "Thank you."
The panel opened into a hall that opened into an armory. There was the sharp smack of steel grinding against steel as the door slammed shut. She suited up into armor fit for a queen. She smiled her sweet smile and pushed a button. It changed from red to green and the panel slid forward. 
"Mr. Montgomery. You're not the only one with fancy clothes." She said to herself as the glass slid open, airlocks popping in time. 
Inside, she found the will of the Selechai. It was armor unlike any other. Forged by ancient hands. Made by those more ancient than what walked this new earth. The scales were grey. Solid. It all blended together in one brilliantly beautiful instrument of death. Twin air vents on either side cut forward in the neck. A small "Z" that stood out against the matte of solid machinery. 
She stepped into the dome, the airlock wheezed shut. The armor separated, swirled in the space. It assembled itself, knew where it was going and who it was for. The helmet came last, falling from the sky like a slow comet. The tail stood erect, stabbing up at the blackened ceiling beyond. 
When it was formed she stepped out into this war that was now hers. The mirror across the wall greeted her with a new light. 
She stopped to admire the craft. 
It was armor fit for the queen.
***
He ran to Jonas, found him well. The explosions had shattered his hearing. They stood together brothers in arms. Smoke billowed above and beyond. Flames danced in the heavens. Sarge looked down at the chronograph. Minutes had vanished into hours. The heavens exploded in a red ball of flame, a red moon in the eerie night.
"So much for the element of surprise." Jonas coughed and spit blood.
"You're hurt."
"I'm fine. Where's that door?"
"Probably the one I painted red. You sure you're okay?"
Jonas leapfrogged, taking point. "Sooner we get grandpa, the better off I'll be."
"The ship's taking a lot of damage. I think we need a new plan."
"How about we kill him on sight?"
"Sounds good to me." Sarge grit his teeth and checked their rear.
The path behind was still clear.
"How we gonna pull this off?" Sarge said to the blackness beyond.
"Damned if I know."
"I think you do know. You want us to die without clearing the air?"
Jonas sighed. "Fine."
"I'm listening."
"When I crashed here, she found me."
"Sounds familiar." Sarge said.
"She was fascinated with where I came from, how I got here. Where I was. I knew something wasn't right. She did too. Together we pieced together the project and everything else. She came up with some harebrained theory."
"I'm listening."
"She thought that with the right mind, we could reverse the core."
"And launch us back from the stone age?"
"Yeah. Problem was the energy source was something weird. Whatever it was, they lost it during the crash." Jonas paused, holding up his hand to stop. "You hear that?"
"No. Wait. Ah shit. Get down!" Sarge dropped to the ground. He kicked Jonas's legs out from under him. They both fell in a heap as a round whizzed just overhead.
"Damn. Almost got my hairs cut there."
"What hair? Ssh. Hold on. Think he thinks he got us. Just don't move." Sarge sighted the rifle, aiming down the dark corridor. The world lit up in orange and green. His sensors read heat. He saw it, aimed and fired.
The blue ball whizzed downrange at subsonic speed. Its blue flame lit the world up, killing his sight. He switched the night vision off just as he heard the satisfying scream of pain and suffering. 
"Nice one." Jonas twisted his body and started to crawl down the hall again.
"Shit. I can't see. Man where'd you go?"
"Just give it a minute. I'm right in front of you. No. Wait. That's my leg. Damn it, Chase. Get off my leg."
Sarge apologized. "You're gonna have to carry me till this blows over."
"The hell I am. Keep crawling."
 

Ch 17: Death of an Empire
The door was unlocked. They bounded down the steps to the main hallway beyond.  As Lag said, they found themselves in opulence galore. Tapestries older than the age of man hung five, six feet long from ceilings that stretched beyond infinity. Sarge couldn't help but to stare. There was something odd about them. Red and gold threads crisscrossed into a pattern that resembled something ancient. He tried to think of the word, couldn't remember back to his elementary classes. Instead he stared, admiring the beauty of the enormous fish and lizards battling each other for supremacy. Silver and platinum urns lined the hallway, spread every three feet or so. The rested against pillars overlain and gilded with bronze and stones. The rug below them was brilliant blue, impossibly pristine against the bloodshed beyond.
Windows in the ceiling gave them passing views of the war above where angels danced in deadly seduction.
They walked forward, eyes ahead and alert. Wary of anything that would move in the still of the night. 
"So this power thing." Sarge said to break the silence.
"Some kind of weird cylinder. It's real small though. Looks too damn small to power such a big machine. It's the only thing missing. Everything else looked perfect. Just like the day they built it."
"But if we can't fix it, how do we play pretend?"
"Out there, beyond the black is supposed to be a shoreline. A real honest to God shoreline."
"How can we have more water if we're under the water?" Sarge asked, confused.
"You got me by the balls on that one."
"You ever been there?"
"Once. It's beautiful."
"Does it?"
"Look real? You can damn near taste the sunshine."
"So we go there?"
"We go there." Jonas nodded. 
"Anyone ever gone past it?"
"No. They say it goes on forever. Those they've sent never come back."
"I call bullshit. It's got to lead somewhere."
"Lag told me she sailed out once. Ran down to near empty and had to turn back."
"Ever go up?"
"Good question." Jonas shrugged.
The hallway ended suddenly. The path forked out to the left and to the right. Sarge tried to see through it. He flipped the switch, turned on night vision and found himself staring into a void.
Nothingness as far as the eye could see.
"Something's wrong." Jonas shifted his weight and raised the rifle to high ready.
"No. This is right. Here." The path before him lit up into a steady red glow. It vanished beyond the wall in front of him. "Some sort of secret passage or something."
"Well, Creskin, why don't you do your mojo and make it all go away."
"I'm trying. Give me a minute." Sarge followed the path before him, butted up against the wall. His helmet hit with a thud. He groaned and recoiled as a sharp pain bit into his temples. 
"So, that worked well." Jonas groaned and turned his back. "I'll guard the rear. Just fix that damn thing."
"Working on it." He reached out, grasping at straws. The pulse grew faster, increasing in tempo. "Think we're gonna have trouble in a minute."
"Great. I love trouble." 
A small company of soldiers approached from the south. They spread out into pairs. They ducked behind the columns for cover. They moved soundlessly in the dark. Sarge turned and caught their shadows dancing against the night.
"They're coming our way. Don't think they see us yet though. Grab cover." Sarge tapped Jonas on his right arm, signaling him to run. 
Jonas ducked low, crawling towards the pillars. He found cover as the first volley hit.
Two shots caught in the stucco above him. Sarge dropped to the ground and crawled a few clicks to the side. He pulled the plasma and sighted down the barrel. He counted the soldiers. Ten in all. A small force, but enough to cause trouble for two men. He didn't have long. One shot, maybe two. Three if he was lucky. Muzzle flash popped out to his right, tiny fireworks in an endless green sky.  They were suppression shots, a cocktease for the soldiers in front of them. They popped off return volleys. Rounds shot downrange towards the flash, but Jonas was not there. He repeated the process. There was a sharp cry of pain somewhere beyond as a round struck home.
Jonas distracted them enough to get a round or two off the plasma. Blue fire spat out of the barrel. Sarge's shot was short, anticipation led to bad aim. The round was way low, caught a soldier in the kneecap. Not a killing blow. 
Not what he wanted.
Jonas fired another volley downrange, this time from the left. Confusion filled the ranks of the soldiers. Sarge cursed at his stupidity. There was way too much space between those poles. He wished Jonas stayed still.
Sarge sighted again. Two rounds, two targets. One second that lasted a lifetime. He heard screams of horror and pain. The house of cards fell down as two dropped dead right there. Jonas took the blue fire, thankful for the opportunity. He emptied a clip, spraying and praying. He was down to his last magazine. He snapped it in and reacquired his target as Sarge fired the last of his plasma, shooting it dry.
He looked downrange. They were lined up like bowling pins, shooting blindly through darkness at targets they could not see.  He could see four more. Less than half of their number. Pretty good odds. 
He stood up, reaching for his leg. He pushed the sheath and pulled out the blade. It glowed faintly in the midnight air.  "Let's go kiddies. Time to play."
He charged forward with a roar, aiming for the spare. He sliced outward in silvery blue arches. His blade struck home, turning the air into a crimson mist. He took the first in the jugular, the second and third fell just as quick.
The fourth got off two rounds before he died. They struck home catching Sarge in the chest. He fell on top of the last one, slicing as he fell, screaming in pain as he took the man's head clean off. The blade pulsed, glowing faster. Hotter. The blade sliced through like butter to a hot knife. The wound cauterized instantly. There was no blood. No gore.
Sarge stood up and checked himself. Chunks of armor flicked away, carving smoking holes into the circuitry that sparked and danced in the darkness. 
"Jonas. You okay?" 
"Well. I'm still breathing. You good? I heard the scream."
"Vest caught it. I'm good. I hope. And, I think I figured out our way in."
"Freakin' genius."
"Not me. This." Sarge bent low and sliced the right hand clean off the lead soldier. 
"Trophy? You sick fuck."
"No. Watch this." Sarge took the severed hand back to the wall. He stood where the red light ended and touched the wall. There was a snap and a flash. The wall slid forward.
"How'd you manage that, magic man?"
"Heard them come in. Turned and saw the wall sliding shut. I figured if they can close one wall, they could probably open another one. Where it touched was just luck. Dumb freakin' luck."
"Sometimes I think you shit four leaf clovers." Jonas smiled.
"Shut up. Shall we go?"
"Let's." 
"Lucy, I'm home." Sarge said as he stepped through the portal.
***
It wasn't what he expected. The room was bereft of fancy furniture and opulence. A lone bed stood almost forgotten below a window open to the starless night. A shabby white chair was pushed against a tiny writing desk strewn with paper and parcel. Old cardboard boxes lined the floor and shelves of the desk. They sat molding and gray in the cool damp air. The dresser was cracked and broken. Drawers were open, tipped over with clothes spilling out. 
But nothing looked disturbed. Sarge eyed the room for any signs of forced entry or struggle. Finding none, he looked to Jonas with a shrug. They crept on tiptoes forward to the chainsaw sounds of an old man snoring. He came forward, his armor soundless in the still air. Jonas paused just outside the archway that led back towards the bed. He set up rear guard and watched the door. He rested the rifle in his arms, cautiously alert.
Sarge inched closer, pausing, hovering just over the bed. He looked down at the pathetic man before him. Browne had stopped snoring and begun cooing softly. His legs kicked out fitfully in dreams. Covers wrapped around him in layers, mummifying the old man. He stared in absolute silence for a span of minutes. One deep breath gave him the strength to kidnap the emperor. He scooped the frail body up in his arms and shambled back through the archway. 
The man didn't cry out, didn't scream when the trap sprung. Sarge's armored hand came down hard against Browne's head, muffling the man's mouth and throwing him deeper into sleep. Browne did not move. Did not stir. 
Jonas blinked as Sarge shuffled out. He looked at him, hesitating, looking confused. He opened his mouth. Shut it again when the stare silenced all thought. Jonas followed on obediently. They came out through the door. Jonas shut it as they passed through. 
The hallway went on forever.  They passed through the door and back up the stairs. Nothing moved. There were no monsters, no soldiers. It was all too easy. Sarge didn't feel right. Didn't know why he took the man. Wished he killed him right there. The flight gave him hope though, gave him strength. He held the ultimate bargaining chip. There would be no violence. The saint was their package. Browne would be the ultimate savior tonight. 
Sarge held him as they ran. Over and over the thought crossed his mind. Kill him here. Dump him in the hall. No one would question or call out. Here was his chance to be a hero for real. He wouldn't be fighting an endless war against the faceless evil. Here was the man who killed the rightful queen. They were all the pawn to his sick game of chess. How many had died? Whose blood was on this man's hand? Browne had damned the village that gave him power. He killed the men who put him on the throne. With one lie after another, he diverted caravans and moved mountains.  He sent innocents to their death. Death by Sarge's hand. 
Sarge was no saint. He knew this of himself. But the blood of innocents had never been spilled by his hand. Every man dead was buried for reason. Enemy combatants. Spies. More pawns. But for what was the reason? Sarge hated this man, but knew him the same. They were soldiers together. They fought for different gods. Sarge's righteousness. Browne's was power. Power ultimate to rule the world. Would Browne think them the same? 
Sarge shook his head, forcing dark thoughts from his mind. He knew it to be true, wouldn't admit it. He couldn't bring himself to face the pain of reality. He looked up towards the heavens and earth. His heart pained and his head swam with images of fire and brimstone. This was utopia. A heaven on earth against the hells above. 
He eyed the skies with pain and wonder. He prayed silently to gods long gone. It was for forgiveness he prayed. It was for his soul's redemption that he hoped. He knew how to meet his goal. He knew what he had to do. 
And as they climbed the final set of stairs, Sarge made his promise. Tonight would be the night this world hurt no more. Browne was of the old world. He was borne into the war that he would die fighting for. This man was no soldier. Sarge grit his teeth and set his resolve. This man was not an American. He would get no quarter. What Browne knew of America had died years before. It was buried and gone. Lost to the nuclear winter and the ashen snowfall of the fate they created. It was the soldiers of the old world that got them into this mess. 
And he was going to get them out. Get them all out. Before the night was through, he would bargain with this man's blood.
 
***
The ship was decimated. The air stank of cinder and death. He gaped in wonder at the holes zigzagging through the craft. Holes the size of a large man. Steel had melted and ripped, bent and torn against the weight of battering rams and cannon shot. The bodies of fallen crew laid in state. Their faces froze in deathmasks of absolute horror. Some had no faces left. The small ship had become a war zone overnight. He ran circles around the craft. He looked for Lag and could not find her. He checked the stiffs in the sky against his memories, could not find a matching pair. 
He stepped downstairs. Jonas stayed behind in the pilot room. The door was locked tight, secured against the death that walked outside. The crew quarters were in shambles, ransacked and looted. Nothing moved in the sulphurous air. Smoke danced slowly in peaceful wisps that ambled throughout the halls. Doors were forced open and rooms were painted red with life spilled in vain. He moved slowly, it was a painful process. He cleared every room one by one. He took in every agonizing detail. Where soldiers fell, he bent low and scooped their tags. He read them aloud and pocketed them gingerly into his coat. Their names were carved into the stone slates of his memory. A pathetically unfit monument to those who died for nothing. 
He found Lag curled up in a ball. She lay in his room, breathing weakly as her lifeblood pooled around her. He stared at her armor, gaped at the wounds. She was shot at least twice. Through and through. An artery nick. She needed help and fast. She wept pitifully as she took ragged breaths. 
"What happened here?" Sarge asked, but he knew the answer.
"We got our asses kicked." Lag said as if it were natural.
"This happen a lot?" Sarge was trying to lighten the mood.
It didn't work.
"You're hurt." He bent low, taking in the copper smell of death's door. 
"No shit. Get a towel."
"I think this is beyond towel help. You need some serious surgery."
"Shields weren't charged. Just plug me in. Let the machine do its magic."
"Lag, you're not thinking right. It's shock. Just relax."
She reached out a blood soaked hand, lifting a small door on her back.
It opened to a tiny plug, like electric in the old world. He stared at it, confused. Lag gave it a feeble tug and the cord protracted. The black wire of the snake coiled out longer and longer. She managed to pull several feet of the cord and then crumpled, her strength spent.  Sarge looked around and found no outlet. 
The room was shattered. What few possessions he had were gone. Dressers were tossed on their heads; the desk was splintered into pieces. The bed sheets were crimson in the pale light. Smoke faded away here, leaving the black powder acrid grit outside. He searched desperately for anything new. Looked for something different, out of place. Something. Anything.
Two paintings on the far north wall caught his eye. Others had been shattered, broken. These two hung in state, perfectly silhouetted in the pale blue light. The sconces seemed different too. He stepped closer, carefully avoiding the coiled cord beneath. He studied them until his brain hurt. They were different, somehow. He couldn't place the thought. Sarge checked another pair and found the difference. Different metal. Different color. All of the other lights in the room were cast in bronze. These two were copper, without a hint of oxidization. They seemed to glow against the flickering light. 
The pictures were famous and small. Printed on a small green piece of paper was an old man's head. He hadn't seen them in years. He eyed the small numbers in the corner and confirmed his belief. They were rarer than rare. He had seen them twice before. Once in a museum of old and dusty relics of the past. The second time was in training. His classroom had the same artwork hanging in the hallway. He remembered the old man. He remembered the man with the beard. He stepped forward and touched it reverently. He eyed a smudge in the corner and brushed at it with his hand.
The room spun in circles, dancing strangely in the still of the sky. He knew they weren't moving, couldn't move. The ship wasn't ready to fly. He hadn't seen anyone else in the pilot's room when he left the two there. He stood dumbfounded when he realized the truth.
The ship hadn't moved. It was the room.
He was standing somewhere else. It took him a moment to get his bearings. He knew the room, had been here before. But he forgot it all the minute he saw it. Down at his feet. Two holes cut into the wall. The outlet he needed. He plugged the suit in and waited. She stopped crying. Blood turned to holes and healed to scars. Scars turned to metal and fused to flesh and scale. Lag stirred, turning slowly onto her back. She looked up at him with hearts and hope in her eyes. Gratitude and overwhelming relief washed over her face. It changed several shades from ashen white back to an unnatural blue tint.
The room grew cold, dropping degrees in seconds. His sensors recognized moisture forming. He looked down and saw water pooling at his feet. His eyes traveled back up slowly and he saw Lag sitting there in the pool. She waved him away. He stood dumbstruck for a few moments until the water hit his knee. He knew he had to leave. But he was trapped in the room that was not a room. She waved him forward, pointed to a hollow in the wall. 
"Don't worry about me. In there. Push the button. You'll be back where you belong."
Sarge just stared. The water sloshed about his waist.
"Hurry up and go."
It climbed to mid-torso. He was drowning. 
"Damn it. Just go! I'll be fine." She pointed, waved frantically.
Sarge could feel himself start to float. He felt an unnatural push and cried out as the force of a thousand bricks hit him in the chest. He found himself flying, falling backwards. He went airborne and spun in circles. He fell like a rag doll against the other side of the wall. As he hit the ground his hand reached out. Instinct got the better of him and he grasped at the hole. He pushed the button.
A glass shield slammed down around him. The last thing he saw was her trapped, hands pressed against the glass. She was saying something that he could not hear.
The room went dark and he felt himself falling up. 

Ch 18: My Country...
Failure. Utter and absolute. He had known the terror before. It was painful at best. There was no time to lick his wounds. No time to heal his scars. He left the floating castle in the sky. Jonas struggled to keep up. Age and injury took the best out of him. The old man limped behind them. Chains hastily made of anything and everything in sight held the man in thrall. He grumbled as they shambled away from the ruins of war.
"I hope you have a better plan than this." Jonas broke the silence. 
"Not really." Sarge huffed. With the ship destroyed, their plans were shattered. No way to escape. The walk would be painfully long. They'd be captured and killed long before the skyline faded into the horizon. He could imagine that the rescue was already underway. How far could they run? One mile? Two? 
"They won't come, you know." Browne's voice was distant, withdrawn and hollow. "I'm nothing to them."
Sarge bit his tongue.
"Oh? What's wrong? Did I foil your little plan to save the world? What were you planning on doing to me anyway? Pray tell. I'm still alive, aren't I? If you wanted revenge you'd have killed me when you had the chance. What is it then, boy? Justice?" Browne laughed and let the word hang.
Justice. It sounded strange from the man's mouth.
"What charges would you have me tried for? I've committed no crime."
Jonas frowned, knowing the answer that was sure to come.
"You killed the queen. Last I checked that was pretty serious. Oh. Wait. That's not all. You also took her throne, conspired to kill a whole village, and pretty much fucked with everyone and everything you could. So. Yeah. I think you've committed quite a few crimes."
"You're welcome. I've destroyed the puppet government, taken out a false prophet and restored America back to the way it should be."
Sarge blinked. "The hell did you just say?"
"You're welcome."
"Sarge, don't." Jonas said, stepping forward. He put his hand on Sarge's shoulder.
"The America you've restored is powerless and weak. What happens when we don't have active leadership? You'll kill us all."
"America can never be powerless and weak. There is always a leader. There are wheels within wheels."
"I don't know, Major. You're the last ranking officer of the old world. With you here in shackles, who runs the show?"
The old man said nothing.
"Suppose I had a way out. A way the both of us can go back to the real world?"
"Son, this is the real world."
"It is. But it isn't." Sarge told the old man of the world above.
When he was finished, there was a stunned silence. Sarge stopped the march and glanced back. He stared into the old man's eyes. And what he saw there was enough to make an old soldier cry.
Their long walk to solace began.
  
***
It took an hour before the finally spoke. What would have been dawnbreak spread out across the horizon. They were near the outskirts of NASJAX. Here there would have been sun. People would be waking, stretching, greeting their day. The wisps of smoke still danced in the still moonless air. But that was done, gone. All because of this man. Sarge chewed on the inside of his mouth. Chewed until there was blood. When the copper taste had cleared and the warm liquid washed down his throat, he spoke.  The word was simple. Elegant. 
"Why," was all he could say. And when he was done, his mouth snapped close. 
It took a while for the answer to come. 
"Because I can."
Sarge blinked. 
Browne laughed, vacant and hollow. He roused the horses from the trees. They whinnied, falling hard to the cold ground below. "You amuse me, Mr. Montgomery. Do you think life is like the silver screen? I find it funny how you anticipate me to espouse my true motivations. Am I that naive?   I see the trap sprung about me. You think I will just break down and cry, tell you my master plan? Mr. Montgomery, do you know how I survived the past fifty odd years? I'm a soldier. Same as you're a soldier. We don't die. We regroup in hell. Mr. Montgomery, welcome to hell."
"Name's Sarge." 
"And I am the General, if you please. The least you can do is address me by my proper rank. Actually, Sergeant, if you so please. Now that I think of it, aren't you breaking just about every statute in the USMJ?"
"Shut up, Browne."
"Should I list the offenses? Conspiracy, Disrespect towards superior commissioned officers. Mutiny. Unlawful detention...Shall I continue, Sergeant?"
"In about thirty seconds, we're going to add homicide to that list."
Browne sighed. "Very well. Where are we going? You can at least give me that much. I'm not as spry as I used to be."
"Far. Far away from here." 
"When will we rest?"
"Soon enough. Keep walking." 
A lone light twinkled above, it traveled the sky far above. It circled them, dancing like vultures at a carrion feast. The light blinked out and popped back into focus lower, closer. A second popped into focus just above. And then a third. The lights spiraled lower and lower. 
"Browne - please tell me you can make starlight."
The general shook his head. 
"Do you know anyone who can?"
"Sunlight and starlight are two separate things, Mr. Montgomery. The suns you see in the sky are no more than giant heat lamps. Stars produce no heat on earth. To recreate their paths and purpose would serve no purpose other than aesthetics."
"Then what's that?" Sarge looked up at the sky. The stars were coming closer. 
"Mr. Montgomery, you don't want to know."
"Humor me."
"As you wish. They are the Selechai. I hope that pistol of yours still works." 
"The what?" Jonas voice wavered, quivering against the realization.
They swooped down and the answer went unheard.

Ch 19: Blood/Water
Ambushed. Sarge found himself on the defensive, fighting for his life as the monsters lashed out with claw and fang. The starfire dazzled and blinded him. The beasts came from all angles, never stayed in one place long enough to take fire. The first wave of attack nicked his armor. The beasts took to the skies again, regrouping. The light hushed out. Sarge scanned the skies, looking for his prey. He was hoping for an easy shot with the night vision. Their heat patterns vanished when the light winked out. He couldn't find them any where. He looked around confused.
They waited, crouched in the cover of blasted tree trunks. Jonas called to him. Sarge shouted back. He regretted that the moment the second wave came. Without their light, the creatures had lost the friends on the ground below. Their sonar picked up the cry. They launched again like rabid bats. They were fiercer, faster. The attackers came in pairs. Wave after wave dove down in a kamikaze rage. Sarge cracked off a round from the repeater at his hip. The shot came high and to the right. Way off. Anticipation took the best of him. He was shooting blindly, madly in the dark. He emptied the clip and checked for reloads. There weren't any.
He pulled the sword from the scabbard and waited for the next round. His heartbeat quickened, he could feel it exploding against his ribcage. The path before him flashed an urgent red and he lashed out. The sword danced in the sky, the plasma flared and lit the world in bright flashes of blue and green. He smelled the sizzle of flesh. He could hear the pained death cry of one of the beasts. Something wet splashed onto his helmet, blocking his mask. The world glowed a pale yellow; the frantic beats slowed their rhythm. 
"Jonas? You good?" Sarge called out, not caring if the beasts heard. 
Agonizing minutes passed in silence. 
"Jonas?" He cried out a second time. "Damn it. Don't die on me. Jonas?"
He heard the fluttering of batwings behind him. Sarge crouched down low. He wiped away gore with his free hand.  The world pulsed still in a steady stream of yellow.
Rustling in the bushes caught his attention. He wheeled and spun the sword in his hand, his hands danced down the hilt. He tightened his grip and raised the blade, ready to strike. There was no shift in the color, no increase in urgency. All was as it should be. He didn't trust the tech. Kept the blade held high. Dead leaves crushed underfoot as the sounds grew closer. 
He saw Jonas in the glow of the blade. Sarge lowered the weapon. "Don't scare me."
"Sorry, bud. Are they gone?"
"Think so. Where's Browne?"
"They got him. Carried him off. It was the craziest shit."
He sheathed the sword. "Say that again?"
"They took him. Easy as that."
"You're serious?"
"Like a heart attack. I got off a couple rounds, if it makes you feel better. Tried to hit the bastard. Think I missed."
"How much you got left?"
"Two clips. Maybe three. Whatever those things were, they didn't look happy. Kinda glad I missed. It looked like he was gonna be a tasty treat."
Sarge shrugged. 
"They went that way." Jonas pointed east. "Want to go after them?"
"What for? This whole thing stinks of scam."
"You think we've been had?"
"Could be."
"So - now what?" Jonas asked.
"Good question." Sarge looked around; the world was lit in an amber glow. He saw a tree line in the distance. He could see the shattered skyline of the City behind him, shrinking quickly behind a backdrop of deepest black. The air was cold and moist. Memories flashed behind his eyes. He felt the snow in his bones. Cold was coming. 
"Hey, you there?" Jonas sighed. His voice was full of worry.
Sarge shook his head, scattering memories of a world gone away. "We go there." He pointed towards the distant hill, to the trees beyond the edge of the world. "We should rest. Something tells me we're gonna need it." 
***
Browne opened his eyes and slammed them back shut. He was flying above the tree line. Frost danced on the treetops, spiking upwards. Crystal javelins impaled the heavens. The beast danced just above the trees, dipping and swooping towards the spikes below. Teasing, playing frightfully close to death's door. 
"Stop with the games, Mordechai. Your flying makes me sick."
A hollow laugh above shook the trees and shattered Browne's confidence.
"Just drop me and be done with it. Tell him I died in the fight."
"No. You go down when Master says you go."
"Damn it, Mordechai. To hell with you and your Master."
"But he likes you."
Browne shivered and clutched at his coat. No warmth came. He tried to pull it closer, the wool coughed and stretched. He felt it tear. Sharp pain stabbed into his shoulders as the claws tightened around him. 
"You owe favors. Pay debt and you free."
They swooped lower. Browne felt pinpricks against his boots as the tall pine cut into the sole of his shoes.
"Blood for blood. My brother dead down there."
"He's dead by no fault of mine. I didn't ask for your help."
"Asking not an option. Master says you can't die. Not yet."
Browne gave up. 
It was pointless arguing with Mordechai and his peanut brain. The thing had a one way mind. It would not stop until Maser the Master gave him a new job to do. So, Browne did the only reasonable thing he could do. He passed the time alone in his dark thoughts. He shivered against the unnatural cold and closed his eyes. 
The sky was bright. The world shimmered in the haze of a midmorning sun. He could hear birds, honest-to-God birds. The gull-song called to him, cooing softly. Waves crashed gently against the shoreline. He could smell the sea. He tasted the salt and smiled. In his mind's eye, he could se the towers striking out against the sky. Tall buildings clouded the sun, shielding some of the heat. It was midmorning and already feeling like late afternoon. The sauna of the south dripped heavily in the air. It would rain before long.
Browne did not mind. He walked the boards with his daughter in tow. A small dog danced ahead. It spun around and yapped happily. It came rushing back, nipping at Browne's toes. He laughed and bent down to ruffle its hair. 
The sky was still blue. Fluffy clouds flew lazily overhead, dancing in the sky like tiny ballerinas. He smiled and pointed up at the shapes floating by. He smiled sweetly. It was paradise. The little girl stopped and gaped openly as the waves washed in. Sand and shell faded away into black and blue depths below. It faded with a whoosh.
Paradise.
He opened his eyes and stared into the nothingness beyond. The air chilled him to the bone. He knew where he was heading and didn't like it one bit. From heaven to hell in the blink of an eye. Like Lucifer's falling, he could see the world spiral out of control. He landed with a thump onto the cold hard ground. 
Mordechai laughed, his voice was unapologetic. "Welcome home, General."
Before he could reply, a tall man walked out of the mouth of the skull. His skin shimmered a pallid blue against the gaslight beyond. Eyes of blackest coal stared into his soul. 
"Good morning, General Browne. I hope the journey fared you well." 
"Save it, Maser. Why am I here?"
"Not quite the response I had been expecting. General, you should be thanking me. I saved your life."
"At what cost?"
"To be determined later. But for now, enjoy your stay. I have prepared your room."
Browne shrugged. "And what if I'm not interested in your comforts?"
"I don't think you were given a choice." His fangs dripped saliva that sizzled against the pavement. 
The wind sighed. Dead leaves danced in the sunless sky.
"Come inside, please. I'd hate for you to die of cold." The man readjusted the crimson sash about his waist. He snapped his fingers.
Three goons grabbed Browne's wrists and arms, they led him inside.
 
***
"I'm still not used to it." Jonas was saying as they rested in the woods.
The fire crackled and sent sparks shimmering skyward. Their breath frosted into clouds that faded in the heat. The moonless, starless light was still eerie after all these days. The temperature had dipped to near freezing. Sarge looked around at the spikes jutting up from the ground. He could smell the methane and feel the heat from a pool not far off. The hot air was barely enough to make it comfortable. Fire helped. It helped a lot.
He warmed his hands against the flickering flames. Jonas had popped the top on a can of beans. It sizzled and popped. "Where'd you get that?" Sarge asked, rubbing his hands together.
"Found it. Long while back now. I think we were somewhere near Putnam. Me and Lag were hungry. Just got lucky, I guess." He laughed. "It was one of the few Mobil's left untouched."
"Good find that. Don't think you can even find these things topside anymore."
"How is it up there, anyway?"
"The world's still shit, Jonas. Don't think that's going to change any time soon. We're winning for the moment. Nazi's made some crazy super soldier mutant thing. They hurt. Bad." 
"Sounds it."
"Knocked me out of the sky. Man, it was scary. Don't know how I survived."
"All that matters is you're still breathing. Still walking." Jonas pulled a fork and stuck it in the can. It came away full of brown ambrosia. "Tastes like heaven."
"Man, if only we had hot dogs."
"And a beer." Jonas passed the can.
"They have that down here?" Sarge asked, sticking his own fork into the can.
"You'd be surprised man. Some of it's pretty good. The Selechai make a mean brew. You can sell it for a pretty penny, too."
"How that work?"
Jonas shrugged and chewed happily. The beans tasted like mud, but some things were better left unsaid. 
"We did that, didn't we? It's our fault."
Jonas nodded, mumbling affirmatives with a mouthful of mush.
"How'd it go so wrong? We were supposed to help people."
"We did. Made ourselves tastier than ever. The Selechai thank us daily. Don't think they've had prey this tender in a while."
"I just - can't understand. How'd we end up on the bottom of the food chain?"
"Easy. The first guy here pissed the wrong guy off. Head ripped off in crimson fireworks. Tastes like chicken. You know. How'd man eat the first rabbit? They just hunted, you know."
"Shouldn't they be thanking us though? I mean - we gave them life."
"Sea life’s been around forever man. Since the dawn of time. We gave them sentience. They're smart enough to realize they don't need us anymore. Just imagine what would happen. What if your dog decided it didn't need you to feed him anymore? What happened when they tasted our flesh?"
"And they just accept it? No one tries to fight back?"
"They're not like us, Chase. They're not like us." Jonas shivered. "Meeting one's like staring Lucifer down himself. Scary shit man. They're - different."
"But how? Aren't their brains half the size of ours?"
"There's more than just brains at play man. They've got" Jonas paused, searching for the right word. "Instinct. Power. Fucking magic, dude."
"You've got to be kidding me."
"No man. I wish. You've seen it, haven't you? Fucking crazy."
Sarge shrugged.
"Look." Jonas pointed up. 
A pale blue moon traced its way through the empty horizon. 
"Is that?"
"No. They're different. Not the ones that kicked our ass. These guys are harmless. Paid by the Selechai government, I think. They're more spies than anything."
Sarge was stunned. For the first time in a long time, he could see the moon. It stood there, a silent sentinel of security. He couldn't help but find himself back topside. Happy memories flooded his head. He stood up slowly, shakily. He wanted to fly. 
"Sit down. Don't let them get to you."
Sarge started to walk away. 
"Damn it, Chase. Listen to me." Jonas screamed, but he knew it was going to be too late. The spell had him. 
Sarge was lost to time. He felt himself floating on an endless sea of eternity.  
***
"You're welcome." The blue man smiled that fanged smile he knew so well. 
The room was warm. Almost too warm. Browne looked around at the blue orbs suspended in midair. They were beautiful. No other words came to him. He just stared.
"Mister Browne?"
He blinked, coming back to reality. Eldritch light faded to flickering flame. The gilded braziers held a fire of deep crimson. The world appeared all at once. He stood in a coral castle. Pale pink stone perspired in the heat. Tiny pores opened to expel the sweat. Mouths opened and closed in unison. His eyes were drawn to the strange green tree glowing in neon light. It was smaller than the others, yet seemed more full of life. He could watch its pulse fade and strengthen in a rhythmic beat. He felt himself drawn towards the tree, could hear it calling out to him. 
It begged for freedom. 
Kill me. It whispered in his head. Please. He could feel it tracing tiny circles around his body. Wraithlike fingers danced against his sensitive skin. It tickled his nuts and lovingly brushed against his face. I can take you home. Pull me. Take me with you. Please.
Please. Please.
The angelic voice faded into a choir of buzzing, angry bees. They stung him. He could feel the tiny pinpricks opening holes in his skin. Fire burst from within as the venom took hold. Purple wisps danced around his body, circling him. 
Save me.
"Oh, Christ." Browne was forced to his knees.
"You will speak to me. I command it."
"Yes. Yes, master." Browne choked against the anaphylaxis that had taken hold. He couldn't breathe. He coughed as he felt his lungs collapse.
"I said you're welcome." The blue man spoke again.
"Thank you, master." The stinging stopped. He could breathe again.
"Have you done as asked?"
"She is dead, yes. The City is leaderless and in a state of chaos."
"That was not my question."
"Cut the crap, Maser." Browne snapped. "You don't own me."
"Somehow, I doubt that." Maser laughed, his voice boomed against the narrow hallway. It echoed in the silence. 
Browne bent low, was forced to his knees. He fought his way up, struggling against the will of his captor.
"The only hope you have for seeing the sun again is with me. Need I remind you again of our bargain?"
"The daughter still lives. The man walks free. His friend will take him here. The Queen is dead by my hand. Far as I can see, I did what was asked. Now it's your turn. Take me home."
"Does he have it?"
"The pendant? As far as I can tell. He still wears it on his person. I could feel it the last time we met."
"Are you certain his lineage is as discussed?"
"There's no doubt he's related to her. I could see her in him."
"And he will be mine?"
"To do with as you wish. All I want is the pendant."
Maser was silent a moment. He stroked his chin, feeling the tiny whiskers circling his mouth.
"Do you have the other ones?"
Maser nodded.
Browne grinned. With the other three pieces assembled, the power core would be large enough.  It would power the machine one last time. He would walk the surface again. 
"Why do you want him, anyway?"
"It is through his lineage that we bear this curse. Justice will be served."
"You know the machine's not powerful enough. We won't all be able to go away."
"That's fine. You've darkened that infernal light. My kin can see again. Our eyes are adjusting. Soon my army can march. With the City under our control, the rest will fall easily enough. Your kind will swear fealty or die by my hand. We will have our land back."
"I live to serve, Master."
"You will stay with us this evening. We dine at nineteen."
"May I see it before then?" 
"The machine? If you wish."
"Is it in working condition?"
"Without the power core, we do not know. As far as I can tell, our scientists have made it functional. How well remains to be seen."
"I'd still like to see it. Just to know it's real."
"As you wish." Maser clapped his hands. A guard popped into view just out of Browne's peripheral. "Take him to the research labs."
The guard nodded once, his black Mohawk bounced atop his head. Blue scales shimmered in the light. 
Browne followed him out of the chambers and down the hall.
Everything was going well.  
 
***
It took an hour before Jonas found him. Sarge was wandering dumbfounded and blind into parts unknown. The spell had taken hold and grabbed on hard. When he finally caught up, Sarge was shivering and half mad. The world around had changed. The empty expanse of flatlands had given way to small hills punctuated by sharp spikes. The frost had caught hold here too. Ice clouds danced in a faint blue light. Will-o-Wisps danced in the air. Their tiny orbs flickered and shattered the blackest of nights.
"Oh shit." Jonas looked around. His eyes caught on the spiral towers beyond. A coral castle stood just on the horizon. The pale pink walls rose high into the frost clouds above. The blue moon lay just over the horizon. Its floated terrifyingly still just off the north side of the castle.
Sarge was drooling. "Pretty."
Jonas smacked him. "Wake up. Wake the fuck up. You about to get eaten if you don't wake the fuck up. Oh shit. Here it comes."
The moon grew fangs. It turned, spinning suddenly. The beast at the other end came down hard and fast. Jonas tackled his friend just as the fiend swooped down. Its fin caught air and continued forward. Physics failed. The thing spun out of control. It landed face down in the coarse sand. The moon winked out, vanishing into darkness. Jonas ran over to where the hole still gaped. 
The thing wheeled suddenly. Sharp fangs caught him in the arm. Jonas screamed in pain. The moon flew back up towards heaven. It spun, the light blinked fiercely. Tiny wings flapped ferociously against the still night air. It charged a second time. Jonas parried as the thing came down, he struck out with his weak hand and caught it off guard. The thing's momentum changed, it flew off to the side. 
Jonas pulled his pistol and aimed. The sight picture sucked. The thing charged as the shot rang out. The explosion rattled the silence. The world came alive in a sudden white flash of muzzle. Two shots. Three. The sight picture sucked. The rounds flew downrange high and to the right. The thing swam through the sky. The moon whipped out fierce, Jonas was hit hard in the jaw. The orb was white hot. Pain shot through his face and down his body. 
The thing flew back upwards, following through in its motion. It opened its mouth and fangs dripped green saliva. Where the spittle hit, the ground sizzled into acid wisps. 
Jonas took the moment for his advantage. He aimed, slowed his breathing. The moon lined up in between the front and rear sights. It faded into a blur. He stared beyond it, looking into the black. He squeezed slowly, deliberately. Nanoseconds felt like hours as the trigger went back. There was a click as the firing pin struck primer. He heard the explosion, felt the recoil kick. The first round whizzed downrange. Before he could think, he reset the trigger and double tapped. 
It flew high, striking out at the center mass. The target screamed a feral cry of pain. It fell to the ground with a thud. Coarse sand flew out, stinging his eyes.  
He jumped down, landing feet first on its skull. The light flashed suddenly then winked out. There was a sickening crush as the thing cried out in pain and fell silent forever.
Sarge blinked and came to. His voice was weak and hollow. He looked around dumbfounded. "This isn't camp. Where the hell are we?"
"You don't want to know. Trust me. You don't want to know."
Sarge looked beyond him to the watchtowers coming to life.
"This'll be fun. You ready magic man? Hope that suit of yours works."
"Uh." Sarge checked the suit, pulled the visor down. "So much for the element of surprise?"
"You're telling me. Welcome to Selechai Central." The old devil dog laughed. "Sergeant Montgomery, it's a pleasure to die next to you." Jonas dropped the empty mag and pulled a new one, his last one.
The castle came to third alarm and the fight was on.
 
 
***
The lab was bare. No furniture. Not even a desk. Tesla coils filled the majority of the lab's walking room. The sizzling, burnt rubber smell of electric smoked the air. Browne could hear the popping fusion all around him as the world came to life in red-blue fire. His eyes were drawn to the coiled machine in front of him. A scorpion? No. Not even that would make Dhali scream. There was something terrifying about the machine. Its surface was slick with newly applied oils and balms. He stepped closer, amazed and transfixed by its terrifying beauty. The laser coiled up into a sharp pointed tail. It faced downward towards opal eyes. The body tapered down into arachnid legs that were bolted to the floor.
There was the whirr and roar of a furnace somewhere beyond the wall. Opal eyes turned to beautiful garnet. Then crimson darkness faded in the waning power.
"It still needs the stone." Maser pointed to a small cutout on the machine's back. The center was a hollow. Cutouts in the shape of a large triangle set in the center of the hole. There were two already placed. They rested opposite each other, leaving a diamond shape in the center. The stones glowed in their effervescent beauty. Gaslights above cast light down into the prismatic shift of crystal. Blue to yellow then back to blue. The light splintered off, cracking at the source. It glowed in a rainbow beauty that he had not seen in ages.
"It's been years." Browne reached out a hand and lovingly caressed the steel back of the beast. "Where's the rest?"
"Come with me." Maser led him back. The wall behind the machine was hollow. He touched a stone and it vanished into nothingness. A narrow corridor stood in shadow beyond. With a wave of his hand, lights flared to life. Blue orbs danced in their gilded basins, turning all into twilight shadows. 
Browne stepped through the shadows and back in time.
It was just as he'd left it, all those years ago. He could still see her standing there against the dusty keyboard. A ghostly hand reached out, tracing against the keyboard. He heard the tap-tap-tapping of keys being pressed. Quickly. She looked up at him, looked through him.
We're running out of time. The ghost said to the shadows.
"Donna?" Browne stepped through the darkness. His head pounded and swam with a sudden white light. He forced his eyes shut as it seared through him, blinding his eyes and tearing through his soul.
He looked up at the monitor. A thick layer of dust coated the black screen in a gray film. As he stared the dust came together, as if drawn by magnet. He could see Cronkite there again, like all those years past. He shivered and wept for the world he lost. 
Sorry Jack, right now your children are the least of my worries. The words echoed in the silence. 
Browne turned his back to the ghosts. Maser was smiling. 
"Make it stop."
Laughter. Cold, hard laughter was the only reply.
She came to him then. Wisps of smoke traced a line across his shoulder. Donna touched him, cold rushed through his shoulder to the bone. Browne shivered.
Jack. Jack, I'm sorry. Look at me.
He turned, breath caught in his throat as he stared into her dead doe eyes. 
Did we win? I know it did. We did good, Jack. We did real good.
Browne blinked. He didn't have the heart to tell her no.
They're okay, Jack. I watched them. On the monitor. Right there. She's just like me. I saw her working, studying. She's going to be famous. We saved the world. 
"Show her." Browne's voice was cold. "Show her the world we saved."
And Maser did.
The ghost shrieked in horror. Her image broke and shattered into splinters. 
Cronkite vanished, Eisenhower was speaking. His image did not appear, but the voice was clear as day.
 Stand tall, General. I'm proud of you. America owes you thanks. Mission accomplished. Soldier; are you ready to come home?
Browne nodded vigorously. 
The man behind you will help. All you need to do is ask. 
Medals and commendations danced in his head.
You're a hero. A real patriot. 
Browne snapped to attention. He saluted the specter. 
The world washed away. The dirt and grime vanished in an instant. Browne found himself somewhere else entirely unlike the world he'd spent the past sixty years. The world of solitude and suffering faded into warmth and sunshine. Blue skies and birdsong surrounded him. He heard the ocean and it was beautiful. He was standing on a stage surrounded by friends and family. President Eisenhower was addressing the crowd. The words were faint. He felt himself floating, looking down at soldiers coming home from war. Tears streamed down his face. As he wept, the world warped back into the hell he now knew. 
There was a tearing at the seams. With a wave of his hand, Maser warped the worlds together. Present and past became one. Grime washed away. The coils snapped and sizzled. Fried circuits smelled of ozone. The orbs bounced happily in their sconces. As they merged together, Browne heard a new sound. The buzzing of angry hornets mixed with siren song and the wail of alarms. In the distance, he could hear the screams of dead and dying. 
Browne shook his head to knock the cobwebs loose. 
Maser was howling. An angry grimace froze on his face. He slashed out at Browne, razor sharp claws sliced into his skin. Burning hot pain was all he knew. Browne felt himself fading fast. He was too old for this. The world grew dark and still. The last thing he saw was the venom drip of spittle on the smoking floor. 

Ch 20: Endings and Beginnings
Sarge stepped over the bodies. The sickening sweet stench of death filled the air; blood dripped from walls and slicked the floor. He lost count, stopped notching his hilt at five. He knew the guards would still be there. The world pulsed rapidly, angrily flickering red and black. Red and black. A cross shaped intersection popped up ahead of him. Sarge slowed his pace. He glanced left and right. Jonas shadowed him, they stood back to back. 
"Wish we had friends." Sarge said cautiously. His voice was muffled by the helmet. 
"We can clear it. Move quick. We'll be okay." Jonas set his jaw. 
They cleared the intersection and made three steps down the hallway. Sarge heard a soft thump behind him, something went squish. He caught a flash of movement out the corner of his eye. Then a second. There was a small whoosh, barely audible. Something whizzed past his head and struck a pillar nearby. Black goo dripped down, melting the stone. 
"Shit." Sarge turned and fired, his round went high and right. He wasn't aiming, just firing out of reflex.
The thing approached on all fours. Tentacles whipped out from its face. He counted six. Then two more sprouted from behind the thing's pointy blue ears. Sarge dipped his eyes for a split second, checking for weapons. Nothing. Thing's hands were clear. It approached at an angle. The thing bladed to the right, it lifted a hand. Claws the color of bone sprouted from its fingers. The thing sucked in hard, taking a deep breath. Its jowls moved furiously, he could hear it coughing. The thing closed the gap fast. Sarge had time to get off two more rounds. The first hit the wall behind the beast. The second clipped a shoulder. The thing recoiled in horror. It opened its mouth to scream, black goo dripped onto the floor. 
Sarge danced backwards as the drip turned to a puddle. The thing roared and charged. It sprinted into reaction distance. Sarge could reach out and touch the slimy thing. Damn thing was fast. Its claws were a blur as it lashed out. Sarge felt no pain as the armor deflected the blow. It tore at him a second time. Reaching for the guard at his neck. Sarge struck out catching the thing between its six eyes. He drove the butt stock down. It caught the thing in the nose. Putrid green blood spurted out from tiny pores. 
The beast lashed out again, tearing through the weak links in his armor. The claws dug down deep. It sliced through thin metal like hot butter. Red hot pain tore through the exoskeleton and into his bones. He felt warmth wash over him. It tried to pull free but was stuck between the links. Sarge smacked the thing in the head again and pulled the trigger. Green blood gushed out. The thing's head exploded into mush. It fell to the ground, still twitching and headless. 
Sarge fell down too, landing on top the beast. He pushed the switch, pulled the blade out and cut the thing at the shoulder joint. He stood up slowly, shakily. He looked around, spinning slow circles.
He found Jonas engaged down the hall. He was throwing rounds downrange at lightning speed. Two targets moved just as quick. They darted in between bursts, taking cover in the coral pillars that stretched to the heavens above. Sarge charged the first one, plasma sword still out. He hacked at it. The blade fell hard against the first beast's midsection, evisceration happened quick. The thing's guts fell to the floor. The beast soon followed, landing on its back. Cold lifeless eyes stared into the heavens beyond.
The second beast had time to react. It ducked the first blow, struck out with a clawed hand. The thing made contact. It pushed against the severed arm. Sarge screamed in pain. The thing overpowered him. He felt himself falling. The ground rushed up to meet him. His helmet cracked against muddy ground. He tried to push himself up, tried to retreat. The ground was slippery from the gore. The thing pushed harder down against the severed hand. The claw dug deep. Sarge could feel it ready to pop out the other side. He swung wildly at the thing's head. Hardened blows fell soft against the beast's skull. It didn't blink, wasn't phased. It climbed up, putting feet to chest. It stopped the pressure for a second. Readjusted its grip. It found a new target. The same soft links in the exoskeleton were weak in his neck. The armor tore like cloth. He knew it was going to end.
Sarge closed his eyes, welcoming the death to come.  
***
Maser gorged himself on the flesh of the dead. His fangs dripped venom onto the ground beneath him. He looked down at Browne's lifeless body. The general lay supine in a puddle of blood. The ground slicked with crimson. The man's throat had been shred to pieces; his carotid artery was frayed to old ribbon. Gouts of blood rushed in spurts. They grew fainter as the moments passed. Browne stared up toward the lands above. His breath came ragged and harsh then stopped with a final wheeze. 
The Selechai master wiped his face with the back of his hand. He looked down and sucked softly against clawed fingers. The blades retracted and he fished through his pockets. Finding a few atoms, he tossed them to the ground. They fell against the concrete with a hollow clink. The metals spun and spun until the landed headfirst on the ground. 
"General Browne, you will be remembered forever. You were always a patriot. I hope you enjoy the medals." He laughed at his joke. "They were awarded posthumously in a grand ceremony. Your friends and family attended and were proud." Maser spit a piece of broken flesh onto the ground. It mixed with his spittle and fell to the ground sizzling. 
He bent to one knee. His hands danced over the corpse, he found the pendant in a pocket. Maser pulled it out reverently. The orange glow lit the room in eldritch fire. The pendant spun slowly in a silver chain. There was a small cross set in the center. The orange rock was cut like a triangle; it was jagged on the bottom. Here the lines could be traced to the other broken pieces.
Maser tore the stone from the chain. He tossed it aside like a broken toy. He clutched the triangle to his chest. He cooed softly, like a small child suckling on mother's breast. He stood up and turned his back to the cooling corpse. 
He stepped through the open door and into the shadows of the lab beyond. Everything was waiting just as he had left it. The ghost had showed him the code. He closed his eyes, remembering the snippets line by line. He walked to the dusty keyboard and hit the power button.
The green cursor blinked slowly on screen. 
> Welcome to Omega Project. Proper clearance required. Please enter credentials below.
Maser typed the code. DCreskin.
>Donna Creskin. Please enter your password.
Maser repeated the code.
>Information validated. Sat-Com Link unavailable. Please select "1" to quit, "2" for Main Menu. "3" for wipe.
He pushed main menu. Navigating the rest of the menus was a pain in the ass. He found the program buried under submenu upon submenu. With the power core missing, the machine was just an expensive paperweight. The eyes changed color and flickered off. Maser tried to power up the teslas. Nothing. No reaction. 
He walked circles around the coils, checking breakers and wiring. Everything was copasetic. Things were as they should be. He gazed at the machine with curious eyes. The diamond mocked him. He dropped the stone into the top hole. It fit snug in the cutout. Light shimmered and bounced from point to point. The lines lit up in a pale orange that grew stronger as seconds passed by. The light spiraled out, encircling the triangle. One piece remained. The center stood black and lonely against the shimmering beauty of the power within. 
He skipped back to the keyboard. Repeated the sequence. The machine booted up, he could hear the clicking inside. It beeped softly, a beast ready to pounce. Promises of hidden power never realized roiled about the surface just ready to explode.
With the power of tesla, he could compound the strength of the crystals. He was God now. How many people could he kill? Thousands? More? He held the country in his hands. With a single keystroke he could shatter the dome and drown the world. Or, he could play benevolent master. Reverse the polarity and maybe raise the earth. Either way, he won. The humans would be gone. His people would have their land back. 
But first, he needed the crystal.
And when it walked through his door, he couldn't have been happier. 
***
A single gunshot resonated through the empty halls. The beast fell alongside him. The round went through and through. He scrambled to his feet and ripped the armor off. Sarge surveyed the damage as he undressed. The beast took the round right in the back of the skull. It was too fixed on dinner to realize Jonas snuck behind it. As he put the barrel to the thing's head, he said a prayer. They were words that hadn't been heard in a long time. They echoed in the still air, a choir of angels blessing the wounded. 
Sarge pulled the helmet off and tossed it aside. The armguards came next. He had trouble with his wounded shoulder. Jonas helped him without questioning. When he was finished, he stood wearing only the chest piece. He pulled the rosary from beneath his shirt and kissed it.
"Thank you, mother." Sarge bowed his head and closed his eyes deep in prayer. 
Time slowed to a crawl. The world faded into a blur of stress and trauma. He whispered forgiveness and wept openly. Jonas did not bother him. He stood stoically in the hallway; his eyes darted frantically about as he searched for hidden dangers. 
No more monsters crawled out from the dark. The room stunk of death. Sickeningly sweet, it hung thick in the still cold air. Rancor and copper mingled with ozone and sulfur. He could taste the primer. Gunpowder hung thick in the air. He could taste the grit.
Sarge finished his prayers and looked down at the gore that covered him. "Well. Let's get this over with." 
Jonas nodded. They stepped through the archway and into the rooms beyond.
There, he came face to face with the devil himself. 
***
Their eyes locked. Blackest coal stared through pale brown. In that brief instant, Sarge had never felt weaker. More exposed. It was like the monster stared right through him, right into the depths of his very soul. When it spoke, the voice was melodious and dripping of saccharine bliss. 
"Sergeant Montgomery. What a pleasant surprise." The beast nodded at him and bowed low. His long black hair swept at the ground, the purple cloak bent perfectly. The thing looked up and smiled a fanged grin.
"Uh. Hi." Sarge returned the greeting.
"I see you've brought a friend. And to whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?" 
Jonas eyed the thing warily. He spoke his name but said no more.
"My, what a pleasant conversationalist. My name is Maser Eusphyra. I am the Selechai Master. And welcome to my humble abode. May I get you something? A refreshment perhaps?"
"I'm. I'm good." Sarge mumbled. "Sorry I killed your guards."
"That's quite alright. They were antiquated anyway. I'm expecting another spawn sometime midwinter. Are you sure I can't get you anything? Wine and crackers maybe?"
Sarge eyed the monster, unsure what to make of it. The thing had an elongated head, like the tail of a plane. Sharp fangs peaked out of the corner of its smile. The thing was huge. Taller than any man he had seen before.  It was large, but not fat. The thing wore a purple cloak over blue-grey skin. The beast smiled again and Sarge found himself staring again at the teeth.
The better to eat you with. Sarge thought grimly. 
"So, what brings you to my humble abode?" 
"You know - I'm not quite sure. Last thing I remember was looking up at the moon. Somehow I ended up here. Sorry about your men."
Maser dismissed it with a wave of his hand. The beast's eyes caught the pendant dangling on his neck. "No bother. Say, that's a beautiful piece of jewelry. Where did you get such an exquisite stone?"
"Oh this?" Sarge fingered the rosary. "Just passed down through the years."
"May I see it?"
Sarge shrugged, he reached behind him and unclasped the chain. He held it in his hand. As he went to pass it to Maser, the charm sprang to life. Orange fire filled the room. Maser recoiled in horror. 
"How. Dare. You."
Sarge blinked, stunned. The light faded back into the stone. He looked up to see Maser charging forward. A clawed hand reached out and swatted at the stone. It fell from his hand. Sarge stumbled for it. Two minutes too late. It hit the ground with a clatter and skidded towards a closed doorway. Sarge ran to it. He got close and the door swung open. He scooped the pendant in his weak hand and tumbled forward, ass over head. He rolled a few feet and lurched into a defensive crouch. He pulled the sword from the sheath in his thigh. He held it in low guard, blade angled towards the threat. He balanced his bodyweight and kept his strong leg slightly back. A runner's crouch. If the thing moved within ten feet, he'd lunge. Hopefully take it in the throat before it knew.
It came as he thought it would. The first strike flew harmlessly overhead. He countered, striking upwards with the sword. The thing blocked the blade and took the hilt in the face. The plasma cut into its hands. Flesh sizzled. 
The thing didn't blink. Its pain threshold was incredible. Sarge struck out with the blade, caught the thing in the gut. Flesh sizzled and burnt. The wound seeped open and cauterized almost instantly. The monster grew madder. It came again, stronger and harder. The attacks were stronger, more vicious. Rage consumed the thing. It swung blindly, madly. The room was torn asunder. Floors and desks tumbled away, shattered to splinters beneath the great hulking giant. 
The thing pressed on, Sarge was losing ground. He found himself backed up against the scorpion statute. He ducked under its tail, searching for cover. No dice. No luck. The thing bent low. It swiped at him, like a cat toying with a mouse.
It batted, baited. Sarge struck back, but the blade found little purchase in the thick hide. He dodged a clawswipe that nearly halved him at the knee. In his retreat, he tripped and stumbled forward. His weak hand grasped for purchase against the statute. He tried to stay afloat against a wave of nausea that quickly overtook him.
The pendant fell from his hands. The stone spiraled as it fell. It landed with a soft click in the center of a hollow. The night was filled with crimson fire as the machine took life. It rose into the heavens, seared through the roof. The light rose onward. It climbed up, spinning suddenly. It turned into a twister of white hot energy. Sarge felt himself being sucked up. He held on for dear life, managed to climb his way back down to the floor.
The beast had given up the hunt. It hammered away at an ancient machine. Through the howl of the wind, Sarge could hear the steady tapping of key presses. He muscled his way towards the machine. The winds of change beat down on him, battered him mercilessly. One step forward took him three steps backward. The treadmill continued on until the power died down. The blinding light faded away into a steady twinkle.
Then a new light formed, twisting the nether. It struck out. Thick and hot, it coiled around the machine. The blaze started at the spider's feet and worked its way up through the belly of the beast. It channeled at the tail, formed a single point of the most brilliant blue. The lance flew out through a tiny slit in the spike. It traveled through a ring and down towards the eyes. They lit up in crimson fire. Tesla coils sparked up, whooshed with power unseen. Then the sparks flew wildly, dangerously throughout the room. A stray spark caught fabric torn in the scuffle. It ignited in the hot white of a magnesium explosion. The world grew bright then suddenly dimmed to blackness. 
When he could see again, the fire had spread throughout the lab. He and Jonas were alone in the inferno. He could hear a steady beeping that grew louder as seconds dragged painfully by. The lance had grown brighter, stronger. Sarge tried to run forward, to stop the ancient machine. Eyes bulged at the terror on screen. He saw the name, a ghost from his past. He tried to push a button, to force the machine to quit. Nothing worked. Button pushes went unheard. Tears went unshed. The words on screen hurt more than any clawstrike ever could. It was a simple sentence. A name. He saw the name of the beast and his heart stopped cold.
Donna Creskin. 
Mother.
Jesus. God. Shit almighty.
Words would not come. He froze right there. His body seized and refused to listen. Wouldn't obey his commands. His brain turned to mush and memories. They washed over him, cold and uninviting. He tried to shield them. Begged them to go away. 
The light grew brighter, more intense. Jonas tried to shield his eyes from the sudden sun. It still struck out, still blinded him. He heard the sudden rumble of earth awakened. He knew it was coming. His last thought was of protection. He tackled Sarge to the ground as the world exploded in crimson and orange. 
The world went black before they hit the ground. Time and substance faded to nothingness in the endless ether that stretched out before them.
 

I hate war as only a soldier who has lived it can, only as one who has seen its brutality, its futility, its stupidity
-Dwight Eisenhower 01.10.46

"We're not in Kansas anymore." Sarge looked down at the frigid waters below the bluffs. The sky was bruised above. The wind howled and he could smell the fires beyond the horizon.
"What happened?" Jonas stared at his feet. He couldn't bring himself to look in Sarge's eyes. 
"We're home, Jonas." Sarge touched the stump of shoulder where his arm used to be. The wound had already cauterized. The festering puss had fallen away with the transformation.
"Doesn't feel like home." 
"You've been gone a while. We both have. Things have changed, man." 
Jonas nodded, he flicked his head up. Their eyes met. He spent a moment, not wanting to look too hard at the putrefying flesh of his friend. It was almost ghoul-like. He was living in a bad Halloween movie. He closed his eyes and shook his head, willing the images out of his mind. Here in the irradiated wasteland, there was no moisture to smooth his skin. There was nothing to treat the man. He knew there would be trouble ahead. The antidote failed on land. There were no more control medicines to fix a sickness unheard of on earth. His friend was a leper, an outcast. 
How do you help someone who's already dead?
They scavenged the land for days after the incident. They ate from crushed tin cans and found new clothes. Sarge tore through the fuselage of a downed plane, tore the uniform off a dead soldier. He wouldn't need it anymore anyway. 
They walked towards a nearby village, only to be turned away at the gates.  In a world of super mutants and soldiers of fortune, they were the outcasts now. America was dead and he knew it. They both did. But Jonas and Sarge were warriors. Heroes of a forgotten time. They lived in a land that had lost its will to live. 
Soldiers would receive no quarter here.
They swore, after the last village, they would walk until they found the hope. Until they found the old world they both knew. The world they loved and came home to. The world they sacrificed their selves for.
The wind howled around them. Their coats billowed in the gale. Dust tumbled down the cracked pavement at their feet. Both men turned away from the ocean. Put their back to the sea. They set out westward for points unknown.
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