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Author Notes

Language 
 
    I’m a British Author living in Britain, and I use British English. 
 
    This means I use ‘Single Quotes for speech,’ and I spell colour with a U. 
 
    Hopefully this doesn’t upset anyone.  
 
      
 
    The Magi Saga 
 
    Although it might not be immediately apparent where this fits into the Magi Saga, this is a Magi Saga book, and includes a cameo appearance by a character you might know from the other Magi books.  
 
    The Road Knights link to the Magi Saga will, eventually, be made clear though.  
 
    In the meantime, enjoy this book.  
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Chapter 1 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    ‘Okay, gun it,’ Nyx said to him as they barrelled down a smooth slope of hard-packed earth. Nero held the wheel tight with both hands, keeping the vehicle straight as it bumped over stones and debris. Rocks rushed past them on either side as the charger’s throaty engine roared.  
 
    The oversized tyres kicked up dust behind them, creating a brown contrail of dirt and dust that obscured Nero’s view through his rearview mirror.  
 
    He wasn’t using it much out here, though. He focused on what was out in front of the car.  
 
    Nyx stood in her seat beside him, one foot up on the door frame. He’d installed a hatch in the top of the car above the passenger seat so she could stand up. She was up there now, holding her sword aloft with a determined grin on her face, her sandy blonde hair flowing out behind her, making her look like some kind of goddess of the wasteland.  
 
    Nyx yelled. ‘Whoop! Come on, let’s get some!’ she called as they screamed down the slope towards the small knot of undead bodies that were ambling in the wasteland up ahead.  
 
    There were three of them, spaced well apart, staggering slowly in the bright sunlight. They’d heard the charger approaching and were dumbly moving towards the sound. They didn’t see the danger that was coming their way; they were motivated only by their instinct to feed.  
 
    Nero made small adjustments to the trajectory of the car, aiming just to his left of the zombies to bring them past on Nyx’s side as close as he could without hitting them.  
 
    It was precise work.  
 
    Nero glanced to his right, up at Nyx. God, she looked beautiful standing there. Like some empress of the wastes with her right foot up on the door. She wore her usual fitted body suit, wide belt, dog collar, gloves and stockings made out of the same weathered black material as her body suit.  
 
    Looking back at the way he’d been living his life before meeting her, he now sometimes wondered how he’d not ended up killing himself. His life had been lonely and desperate, but Lucia Nyx had changed all that. She had a lust for life that thrilled him and made each day an adventure. It didn’t hurt that she was simply gorgeous to look at, too. He couldn’t believe his luck, really. The fact that she was into him as well just made things even better. She was a daemon in bed as well. She’d taught him a few things in that department, that’s for sure.  
 
    ‘Bat ‘er up,’ she yelled and twisted where she stood, turning her back to him and showing him her ass. For a second, he just enjoyed the view of those two fleshy cheeks hanging out of her bodysuit that was giving her something of a wedgie.  
 
    Her bum wobbled as the car thundered along, making Nero smile at the memories of seeing that ass bounce up and down on top of him during one of their lovemaking sessions.  
 
    ‘Hey! Eyes on the road, lover boy,’ she yelled at him. 
 
    Nero looked up to see her looking down at him, one eyebrow raised in an expression that told him she knew what he was thinking. It wasn’t the first time she’d caught him looking at her, and it wouldn’t be the last. She didn’t mind, she said as much to him time and time again, but they were in the middle of something here, and she needed him to concentrate.  
 
    Nero looked back out through the armoured windscreen and saw they were off course. He corrected with a twitch of the wheel and aimed to the left of the lead zombie.  
 
    ‘First zomboid coming up,’ he yelled over the roar of the V8.  
 
    ‘Woo-hoo!’ she whooped and wound up her arms. The zombie streaked past on their right side, right past Nyx as she swung her blade through the air.  
 
    ‘Ooof,’ she grunted as she hit it and moved in her seat.  
 
    Nero glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the headless body stagger and fall in the dust cloud behind the car.  
 
    ‘Fuck yeah,’ Nyx shouted. ‘Got it.’ 
 
    ‘Ready for number two?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Bring it on,’ she shouted back.  
 
    Nero turned the wheel, angling the car towards the next walking corpse, passing it moments later with Nyx swinging her sword once more and decapitating that one, too. She was very handy with that weapon, he had to admit. They’d been wandering these wastes for weeks now, passing through several encampments and outposts, moving away from the territory of the Whisperer, the daemon that Rex had owed loyalty to. They wanted to keep away from the Watchtower in case there was anyone local who was loyal to Rex and who felt like they might want to hunt them down.  
 
    They’d not had any trouble of that kind, though. In fact, it was the opposite, with people appearing to be happy that he was gone.  
 
    During their wanderings, they’d encountered the usual bandits, zombies, and mutants as they went from camp to camp, offering their services in return for supplies. Pretty much what Nero had been doing for nearly two decades. But it was different now he was with Nyx. Having that company and back up had changed things. She was able to help out when it came to the camps, too, as people seemed to like and trust her more readily than they did him.  
 
    Some of the camps knew him from previous visits, and the people he knew would pat him on the back and seemed happy for him that he’d found someone.  
 
    They’d travelled out across the dry ocean bed, moving further and further away from the main settlements, and found they were starting to encounter more and more untouched places and ruins. They’d found wreaked ships and submarines, outposts on former islands that seemed like mountaintop retreats now that the ocean had gone.  
 
    They’d spotted a valley up ahead and were heading towards it when Nyx had seen these three zombies and wanted to practice her sword swing.  
 
    Finally, they shot past the final zombie, and Nyx swung her blade once more, cleaving the thing’s head in two through its mouth.  
 
    ‘Got him,’ she yelled with glee.  
 
    ‘Awesome work, babe,’ Nero answered her and aimed towards the edge of the valley up ahead. Nyx angled her sword and dropped it into the holder on the inside of her door that he’d installed for her before she dropped into her seat, sporting an infectious smile.  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ she said and leaned over to him, giving him a big kiss on his cheek. ‘Great driving, I’ll have to think of a reward for you later on, hey?’ 
 
    He glanced at her and she winked at him.  
 
    He smiled and brought the car to a halt with a wide skid, right on the edge of the valley.  
 
    ‘Well, how can I turn that down?’ he said.  
 
    ‘You won’t if you know what’s good for you,’ she said. 
 
    Nero smiled and reached over, giving her thigh a squeeze. He turned and looked out the window down into the valley below. The sides of the valley were steep and rocky with the last desiccated remains of coral and other undersea plant life still clinging to the rocks, dead and bleached white by the sun.  
 
    Down at the bottom of the valley resting on rocks, Nero could see a massive ship. Some kind of navy destroyer or something as he could see huge cannons on the deck.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ Nero said under his breath. ‘I think we found something.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Nyx asked and climbed forward and over him to look out his window. She whistled when she saw it. ‘Oh, wow. Now that looks like a juicy find,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Wanna go check it out?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Is the planet dead?’  
 
    Nero grinned and climbed out, grabbing his shotgun from the inside of his door and checking it to make sure it was loaded before he picked up a shoulder bag from the back seat. 
 
    Nyx got out on her side and pulled on her long trench coat before grabbing her sword and inserting it into the scabbard on the back of her coat. She walked around the car, the wind catching the hem of her duster, making it billow out behind her like some legendary nomadic warrior.  
 
    Nero couldn’t help but look and drink her in, enjoying the view as she walked over to him.  
 
    ‘Ready?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘Always,’ he said as he lifted the strap of the bag over his head and positioned it on his back. 
 
    With his guns in his holsters, Nero started over the edge of the valley and began to climb down. It was a steep angle, and at times getting close to vertical, but there were plenty of rocks and things to hold onto.  
 
    Part way down the slope as he jumped to another rock, Nero heard a hissing growl behind him and turned to see a zombie lurching towards him that he’d failed to spot as it had been beneath an overhang. Nero grabbed his dagger from its sheath and waited for a moment with Nyx looking on, reaching for her sword. Nero watched for an opening and lunged in, slamming the dagger into the corpse's skull, right up to the hilt. The thing froze and then dropped to the floor.  
 
    Nero checked to see if there were any more but found nothing. ‘Okay, all clear,’ he said, and Nyx followed him down.  
 
    The way down was long and potentially dangerous, but they took their time and didn’t take any silly risks. Nero wanted to make sure that any supplies they found down here could be taken back up to the car, so he took care to make sure that they’d be able to get back up without too much difficulty.  
 
    ‘Shit, look,’ Nyx said. Nero looked up at her. She was pointing to somewhere below them. He followed her pointed finger down and saw what she was looking at. It was a brute.  
 
    Although most of the zombies of this world were the typical, shambling corpse kind, there were other sorts as well. There were the runners, who were not at all slow, the blobs, which were big and prone to vomiting very corrosive bile at you, and the brutes, who had been mutated into hulking monster zombie’s over eight foot tall, and more besides.  
 
    This one was a brute, and he was ambling around down below them, currently unaware of their approach. But they would need to get past him if they wanted to get into the destroyer.  
 
    Nero crouched down and looked along the length of the ship. There wasn’t an easy way up to the main deck on the outside, but there was a huge crack in the side of it that was clearly the best point of entry. This brute was close to that. If they got a little closer without this thing noticing, he might be able to take a shot at it with his pistol. If he were lucky, he might score a headshot and take it out in one go. But that was a long shot.  
 
    He looked up at Nyx, who was crouched on the rock above him. ‘Any ideas?’ 
 
    Nyx looked around and seemed to see something. She looked back and forth and then smiled. ‘Lead him to me,’ she said and dropped down off the rock before setting off to Nero’s right. He quickly saw what she was planning as she ducked behind a big rock close to the level the brute was on.  
 
    With a grin, Nero looked back left at the brute. It hadn’t seen Nyx move, so Nero headed straight down, going as quietly as he could, dropping from rock to rock and using cover whenever possible. He actually managed to reach the brute’s level without alerting it and as he pulled out his pistol, wondered if he might actually be able to kill it himself at a distance. It would give him something to poke fun at Nyx with if he did.  
 
    Edging out from behind the rock, Nero raised his gun and took aim. The thing was moving about a lot, making getting a good clear shot somewhat tricky. Nero took his time, though, and when the thing stopped shuffling for a second, he let out a breath and squeezed the trigger.  
 
    The gun barked as the brute moved, and the shot went wide.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ Nero cursed as the giant spun around and looked at Nero. ‘Aaah, crap,’ Nero said to himself as he dropped the pistol back in its holster and pulled his shotgun.  
 
    The brute howled and suddenly broke into a run, charging at him. Time for the backup plan, he thought, broke cover from the rock, and ran back towards Nyx’s hiding place.  
 
    ‘You’re up,’ he shouted as he ran past her. He stopped a good ten meters or so past Nyx’s hiding spot and turned to face the thing, racking the foregrip on the shotgun and aiming it. 
 
    As he watched, he could see Nyx listening to the brute’s thundering footsteps. As it neared her hiding spot, she took a step backwards and then suddenly took two steps forward and leapt into the air as it passed her, swinging her sword with a flash of rusty steel.  
 
    Deep greenish-red blood gysered up out of the brute’s severed neck as its head spun end over end.  
 
    The body took a few more steps, almost as if it hadn’t registered that its head had been cut off before it stumbled, dropped to one knee, and smashed into the ground before Nero as Nyx landed nimbly on the floor behind it. The head hit the floor last, bouncing a couple of times before coming to rest.  
 
    Nero sighed in relief and a smile played at the corners of his mouth. He was relieved to have survived another dangerous encounter, but also feeling a little in awe of his lover.  
 
    She really was something else.  
 
    She stood up straight and looked at the body. ‘Phew, he was a big one,’ she said as she walked over to the thing’s head and gave it a look, cocking her head to one side. ‘They all die in the end, though,’ she said before winding her leg and back giving the head a kick as if it was a football.  
 
    ‘She shoots, she scores,’ Nero commented as he walked up to her. She looked up with a mischievous smile. ‘Come here,’ he said. She stepped into him as he approached, looking up at him. Nero reached around and grabbed a handful of butt cheek as he kissed her. She reached up and took hold of his head, pulling him in and kissing him back, passionately.  
 
    They broke the kiss, and he looked deep into those bright blue eyes of hers. ‘What is it about seeing you leap about killing zombies that makes me so horny for you?’ 
 
    ‘Well, when you find out, let me know, cos I feel the same way when you kick some ass, too,’ she said.  
 
    With one more quick kiss, they separated and checked their weapons. ‘You ready for this?’ Nero asked as they walked along the side of the ship towards the huge tear in the hull. Nyx gave her sword a flip and nodded.  
 
    Nero turned and looked into the darkness inside the silent wreak. He’d been inside enough relics of the-world-that-was to know how dangerous these places usually were, and he was under no illusion that there were likely plenty more surprises in here yet to come. But, if they were lucky, there would be plenty of useful supplies in here, too.  
 
    It was a risk, but then, wasn’t everything these days? 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    Nero climbed in through the crack in the side of the destroyer, stepping nimbly over the twisted metal. After a few tense moments, occasionally stopping to reach back and help Nyx over another of the obstacles, they found themselves standing in a corridor. 
 
    Nero reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out one of his most prized possessions: a working torch. He used it rarely, usually only when exploring places like this, especially, as he was down to his last battery. Maybe he’d find one or two more in here? 
 
    He pulled the small black cylinder out and gave the lens a wipe, checking it for any damage before he clicked the button and tested the LED light. It lit up right away. Satisfied it was working, he turned it back off and looked back at Nyx.  
 
    ‘Only when we really need it,’ he said.  
 
    Nyx glanced at him and smiled before returning to looking around her. The corridor was tilted and on a slight incline, moving towards the bow of the ship. Nero led the way, moving slowly, letting his eyes adjust to the lower light. There were cracks and holes all over the place, allowing shafts of sunlight into the bowels of the ship. It was also thoroughly rusted. Half the cracks in the hull had probably happened when the seas had evaporated during the Cataclysm, and the boat had fallen to the sea floor; the rest were quite clearly caused by two decades of corrosion.  
 
    Nero let his instinct guide him, and made some turns to move from the front of the ship back towards the centre, checking inside rooms and offshoots from the corridor they were in, looking for anything that was useful. Finding some crew quarters, Nero stepped inside and opened cupboards and drawers, looking for anything of use. Most things were mouldy, corroded, or rotten and simply unusable. 
 
    He found Nyx in another crew member’s room. She’d found some jewellery and was tying it into one of the braids that threaded through her mane of bright blonde hair. He’d seen her do this a few times. It was something she seemed to do whenever she found something small that she liked. She had a few feathers and other bits tied in there as well. She looked up and smiled at him as he walked in. Picking something off the desk she was standing at, she walked up to him and pinned something to the lapel of his jacket.  
 
    Finished, she patted it, kissed him, and stepped back.  
 
    He turned his lapel out to have a look. It was a corroded yellow badge of a smiley face. He looked up at Nyx and raised his eyebrows in a questioning manner.  
 
    ‘To remind you of me,’ she smiled.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Find anything useful?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet, no.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s keep going,’ he said, and led her down the corridor, deeper into the ship. As they moved, they heard noises every so often, but this was quite normal as the wreak moved in the wind or shifted in place due to their movements. Nero could usually pick out which noises were the result of something natural, like the metal pinging as it heated up in the sun.  
 
    They checked room after room, but for the most part, everything was either already ruined or not of any use to them.  
 
    Moving into a larger room with upturned tables and chairs, Nero sneaked through it, approaching a side room and opened the door. It was some kind of storeroom filled with cleaning implements and solutions. He stepped inside and scanned the shelves, finding a sealed plastic tub that had a handful of batteries inside of various sizes and shapes.  
 
    ‘Excellent,’ he said to himself as he fished the items from the tub and put them in one of his pockets. Most of them were probably drained of power, but he could test them later.  
 
    ‘Nero,’ Nyx called from a nearby room he’d seen her start to investigate. With one last look to make sure there was nothing further of use, he left the storeroom behind.  
 
    ‘Coming,’ he called and moved around to the door that Nyx had been approaching. She suddenly appeared in the doorway, holding the frame on either side of her with a big grin on her face. ‘Found something?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve hit the jackpot,’ she said, and stepped to one side, letting Nero into the room. There were racks of shelving in here, some of them fallen over, and the floor was covered with what had been on the shelves.  
 
    Not quite believing his eyes, he grabbed his torch and turned it on. He needed to be sure. The room was filled with food — canned goods and packets of military rations lying on the shelves or scattered over the floor. Nero couldn’t help the huge grin that grew over his face on seeing this treasure trove of life-giving supplies.  
 
    ‘Holy shit, you’re right. This could feed us for weeks, months, maybe,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Or longer,’ Nyx agreed. ‘What do you want to do with it? We can’t get all of this out of here,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Well, right now, I want to eat something. I’m starving, how about you?’  
 
    Nyx nodded with vigour and started to scan one of the shelves. Nero did the same and picked out a ration pack. He checked the label and noted it said something about a meal of some kind and ripped it open. The smell hit him right away, and he simply could not help salivating at the thought of the food.  
 
    Squeezing the contents into his mouth, he groaned as the taste was wonderful. It was like he’d gone to some kind of food heaven 
 
    ‘Oh, my God, that’s amazing,’ he said between mouthfuls of the wondrous ration pack. ‘Beats eating dog food any day. How’s yours?’ 
 
    Nyx chewed as she looked over with some of the contents of her ration pack dribbling down over her chin. ‘Cant… Talk…. Must… Eat…’ she said with a mouth full of MRE.  
 
    Nero smiled and found a place to sit as he enjoyed the rest of the packet. Nyx sat on the floor and both of them remained silent as they enjoyed their meals. The taste of it was sensational. He only had vague memories of eating anything that might start to approach the pure ecstasy that he was experiencing right now. Maybe when he was a kid, when his mother was still alive? He felt pretty sure he’d had some tasty meals back then, even during the zombie apocalypse before the Cataclysm. But it had been years now since he’d tasted anything even remotely as nice as that had been.  
 
    ‘Was that as good for you as it was for me?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘That was pretty damn amazing,’ Nyx said where she sat on the floor, leaning up against one of the rows of shelving.  
 
    ‘I’m wondering if that was better than sex,’ Nero said in a joking manner, knowing that the comment would get a reaction.  
 
    ‘Oh, really?’ Nyx said, looking at him now.  
 
    ‘Maybe…’ 
 
    ‘You’re only saying that to get a reaction out of me,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Damn right,’ he said. ‘I can think of no better dessert than you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you charmer,’ she said.  
 
    ‘You love me, really.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, my love for these ration packs is putting up a fight for my affections, that’s for sure,’ she said and hugged one to her breast.  
 
    ‘Can a ration pack shoot a zombie with a shotgun?’  
 
    ‘Well, yes, you do have that going for you, I suppose,’ she conceded. She looked up and smiled at him with a sigh. ‘You’re right, though, the dessert I want is in those pants of yours,’ she said and stood up.  
 
    Nero smiled and started to undo his belt and trousers while Nyx shrugged out of her coat and undid the zip on the back of her bodysuit as she walked towards him.  
 
    ‘Are you ready for the best pudding you’ll ever have?’ she asked with a cheeky grin as she dropped her bodysuit to the floor. Nero just sat back and enjoyed the view of her fit, lithe body as she stepped over to him, still wearing her long gloves, high ripped stockings and boots. Nero was already aroused as he enjoyed the view, and simply watched as she stepped up to him and turned around, planting her feet on either side of his legs, spreading hers wide. She took hold of him and lowered herself down onto him. Placing his hands on her ass cheeks as he felt himself sliding inside of her, he pulled them apart to get a good view as she supported herself with her hands on his knees.  
 
    She started to move up and down on top of him, taking him inside of her all the way and then raising herself up. He sat back, captivated by the view of himself disappearing inside of her, spreading her wide as she moaned, clearly enjoying herself.  
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ she moaned, voicing his own thoughts at the fantastic feeling of her.  
 
    Licking his fingers, he reached around and started to touch her as well, finding her most sensitive spot and teasing it with rhythmic movements of his fingers. She moved faster, wriggling her hips about on top of him as she bounced up and down. He could watch her fleshy ass cheeks wobble about as she writhed around on top of him forever, he thought. It was a sight that would never lose its appeal.  
 
    Nyx slowed, pulled herself up off of him, and picked something up off the floor before turning to him and getting on top of him again, using her hand to guide him back inside of her. She gasped as he slid inside of her while he moaned with pleasure. She moved about slowly, grinding her hips down onto him as she fiddled with the ration packet she’d picked up.  
 
    ‘What is that?’ he asked under his breath.  
 
    ‘Something tasty,’ she said as she held it above her breasts and squeezed the packet.  
 
    Chocolate sauce poured out of the packet, onto her chest, and over her nipples.  
 
    Nero leant forward and licked it off her. Amazing food served off his favourite dish? He could almost forget they were living in a world gone mad.  
 
    As he licked her clean, he laid her back while their movements grew more frantic as his pleasure increased. Nyx came before he did, pulling his hips towards her with her hands as he felt her tighten around him. She moaned as her body spasmed with pure pleasure. Nero climaxed not long after, pressing himself as deep into her as he could when he released himself. It was the most wonderful feeling.  
 
    Afterwards, Nero lay back on the bench with his lover on top of him.  
 
    ‘So, what’s better: me or the food?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘Oh, you, of course. It’s no contest,’ he answered her.  
 
    ‘Good,’ she said with a smile and kissed him.  
 
    ‘The food’s a close second, though,’ he added with a grin.  
 
    Nyx put on a melodramatic look of shock. ‘Pig,’ she said accusingly as she got off of him.  
 
    Nero chuckled quietly to himself as sounds of movement clanged from not too far away in the ship. Nero froze, and so did Nyx as they listened intently. Quieter sounds of movement followed. It wasn’t far away, though, and Nero was about as sure as he could be that these weren’t just natural noises from the ship itself. These sounded like they were being made by something moving about inside the ship itself.  
 
    ‘You hear that?’ Nyx whispered.  
 
    ‘You’re damn right I do,’ Nero said quietly, standing up and zipping up his trousers. Nyx stepped into her bodysuit and pulled it back on as quietly as she could. Within moments, they were dressed and as quickly and quietly as they could before picking their weapons up.  
 
    They had learnt a week or so into their freedom from the Watchtower that they just couldn’t wait for the perfect moment for them to have some time together. Their world was one of fire and death, of violence and horror, and they needed to snatch whatever small amount of pleasure from it that they could, whenever they could, because those perfect moments never really came. There was always another danger, another zombie or mutant around the corner waiting for them. It was just the way it was, and there wasn’t much they could do about it.  
 
    Life in the wasteland was often short, brutal, and violent. Few ever really found love or happiness, so you took it where ever you found it.  
 
    Right now, Nero had found it with Nyx. He’d found something that he hadn’t even been aware that he’d needed. His life before finding Nyx had been one of survival, until he’d chosen to take a chance on someone, to take a chance on something greater, something more than just mere existence.  
 
    Right now, the way this had worked out, it was the greatest thing he’d ever done. Somehow, Nyx brought light and life into his world of darkness and death, and she did it with an optimism that he’d not seen in a long time.  
 
    She revelled in her freedom, wringing every last moment of fun and excitement out of her day, and to see it and be a part of it was intoxicating.  
 
    Nyx looked up at him and caught him looking at her.  
 
    ‘What?’ she asked. ‘Why are you looking at me? Is something on backwards?’ she said, looking down at herself.  
 
    ‘No, no, no, nothing like that. Sorry, I just got lost in thought,’ he said, shaking his head as he heard some further movement. He looked at the door and then at the hundreds of ration packs on the floor.  
 
    ‘Quickly, gather as much of these rations as you can; we might not be able to get back here as easily as we’d like,’ he said and started to fill his pockets. He pulled the bag off his back and set it down on the floor so they could both fill it. In under a minute the bag was filled with food, but it had barely dented the number of rations that were in here.  
 
    Even if it wasn’t today, Nero knew for sure he’d want to return here sometime. This was a treasure trove bigger than any he’d found before.  
 
    Picking up the bag and shouldering it, he moved to the door and peeked outside, seeing nothing but the empty mess hall.  
 
    Stepping out to get a better look, he listened again, waiting, and sure enough, the sound of movement came again, along with a better idea of where it was coming from. Nero moved across the room towards a doorway, and with his shotgun up and ready, eased around the corner. The corridor was deserted and very dark. Movement echoed down the hallway again.  
 
    ‘This way,’ Nero whispered to Nyx, who was close behind him. She nodded.  
 
    Nero stepped into the hallway and crept slowly along it, taking furtive glances into the side rooms he passed but always moving towards the sounds they could hear.  
 
    Moments later, he was about as sure as he could be that he was standing outside the room the noise was coming from when the sound of shuffling and possibly of a footstep or two sounded from inside.  
 
    Nero took a quiet breath and glanced at Nyx. She nodded, and fixed her eyes on the door, holding her sword ready.  
 
    Nero stepped forward and kicked the door open. It slammed into the wall beside it as he moved into the room with Nyx on his heels and pointed his gun at the figure inside.  
 
    A short man staggered backwards and raised his hands with a look of pure terror on his face as he stared up at Nero.  
 
    Nero frowned. The man was not what he’d expected. He was short with a hunched back that was covered with boils and pustules. He face seemed deformed on one side with a lazy eye while rotten teeth stood like yellow gravestones jutting from his gums.  
 
    His thin, spindly looking arms were raised, his miss-shaped hands held palms out in surrender as he waited.  
 
    He wore shorts that looked like they hadn’t been removed since the cataclysm, a bag over his shoulder, and not much else. Nero glanced around the room and noticed the open storage units. He guessed he’d been scavenging, much like he and Nyx had been. He was clearly some kind of mutant, but there were degrees of mutation. It varied from people who looked deformed, but were otherwise just regular people, through those who’d had their minds warped and were a danger to others, to those who had been thoroughly changed, to the point that you weren’t even sure if they were human anymore.  
 
    At first glance, this one appeared to be the former of those three options, but you couldn’t be too sure.  
 
    ‘Wait, wait, Runt surrender,’ the little man said, cowering away from Nero’s gun. ‘Don’t shoot me.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘What are you doing here?’ Nyx said, stepping up beside Nero.  
 
    The mutant looked over at Nyx, his eyes widening with recognition. ‘Nyx?’ he asked. ‘Which mean, you Nero?’ 
 
    Nero frowned and moved slightly forward in a threatening manner. ‘How do you know my name?’  
 
    ‘Um, well—’ the mutant said, but his words were cut off by a monstrous roar that echoed through the bowels of the ship. Nero glanced between the mutant and Nyx, both of whom looked suitably scared by what they had just heard and felt no small degree of terror himself.  
 
    ‘Aaah crap,’ Nero said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ the mutant said. ‘Come, now. We must go; yes, can’t stay here. No, Can’t. We must go, now.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, hold it,’ Nero said, threatening the mutant with his gun. ‘Who are you? Is this a trap?’  
 
    ‘No, no, no trap. Me Runt. We must go. Come, now. We go, yes. Before mutant come, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Runt, you say?’ Nero said as another roar boomed through the superstructure of the destroyer. Nero looked around, listening to the inhuman sound, and then looked at Nyx. She looked back and nodded. Nero turned to the little man and prodded the end of his shotgun into Runt’s chest. ‘You do anything to make me think you’re double-crossing me, and you won’t live to see tomorrow, got it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes yes, of course, Nero, sir. Runt not hurt you, Runt friend. Come, come, I must warn him.’ 
 
    ‘Him?’ Nero said, stopping Runt from moving further.  
 
    ‘Master, yes, Runt must warn master. Master know you, too. Master friend, yes?’ 
 
    Nero paused for a moment, staring at the mutant, weighing up his options as Runt’s eyes looked back, flicking to Nyx and back to him, waiting for Nero’s choice.  
 
    Something about this man, this mutant, seemed genuine. He was clearly scared, and he didn’t look like he’d be any kind of threat. He didn’t want to kill him, either, not if he was genuinely friendly. The bellowing roar came again, a little closer this time. Nero glanced at the door, and then back to the mutant.  
 
    ‘Okay, sure. Let’s go. Lead us to your master,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Yes, yes. Runt will. Come, follow,’ he said and moved towards the door. He peered out and along the corridor in both directions before looking back. ‘Come with Runt. Come, this way,’ he said and set off deeper into the ship.  
 
    Nero followed, keeping a few steps behind the little man, but being careful not to get too close as they started to move down the corridor. He wanted enough space to react should this Runt turn on them. Runt moved quite quickly despite his obvious disability, and hopped nimbly over the debris that had fallen into the corridors two decades ago, and which was now rusted to the floor.  
 
    Nero suspected he’d be able to run through these corridors at quite a clip, but he was being careful and paused at intersections, listening and peering around them before picking a direction and moving off.  
 
    He seemed to know where he was going, which if Nero’s sense of direction was right, was deeper into the ship, heading towards the stern. The roars and banging from the depths of the ship were clearly behind them now. Nero looked back, Nyx was right behind him, but he didn’t like the idea of her being the closest one to whatever it was that was chasing them. When they reached the next stretch of clear corridor, Nero stepped to one side and ushered Nyx past him and then followed close behind her, her long trench coat kicked up by her heels.  
 
    ‘Come, come, not far now; master not far,’ Runt said.  
 
    ‘I hope so,’ Nero answered him, glancing behind him once more as more monstrous sounds reached his ears.  
 
    Runt yelled from up front. A terrified, surprised sort of sound.  
 
    ‘Aaah, shit,’ Nyx said.  
 
    Nero whipped his head back front to see a zombie lurching out of a side corridor, its guts hanging from its rotted-through belly and dangling before its legs. It was going for Runt.  
 
    Nyx adjusted her grip on her sword and swung it in a wide arc, cutting the thing across its torso. It wasn’t a very refined hit, but it did the job and knocked the walking corpse back and to the floor. Runt had fallen as well and was scrabbling away as several more undead staggered from the side corridor.  
 
    Nyx roared in defiance as she leapt forward, her sword swinging into the next closest one. Nero darted forwards as well and slammed his foot on the chest of the one Nyx had cut down and grabbed his knife. It was still alive and reaching for him and Nyx. A second later, the blade was buried in the zombie’s forehead. Looking up, another Zombie was reaching for him, staggering forward with its arms outstretched with a baleful moan.  
 
    Nero surged upwards and jammed his shotgun up beneath the thing's jaw and pulled the trigger.  
 
    The almighty explosion from the gun echoed around the corridors, getting an answering roar from whatever beast was fast approaching them.  
 
    The zombie dropped to the floor, the top half of its head missing.  
 
    Nero caught a glimpse of Nyx a short way off to his right, chopping down another zombie like it was nothing.  
 
    Nero smiled to himself. There were times when this was almost fun.  
 
    Another rotting bloated figure lurched from the darkness, its mouth distended in a howl of pain and horror. Nero slammed the grip of his shotgun into the things head, knocking it back while he swung his knife in and skewered its brain on the blade.  
 
    From the darkness of a side room, another corpse stepped into the wide corridor with a strained howl. Nero whipped his shotgun sideways, smacking it across its face, knocking it back. The thing screamed as it tried to right itself until it jerked in pain and Nyx’s sword erupted from the creatures face. It jerked once before falling limp, revealing Nyx’s beauty just behind it.  
 
    ‘Saving your life again?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘You know I never tire of you doing that,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Just as well, because it’s too much fun,’ she grinned.  
 
    Nero looked around him at the rotten lifeless bodies that now lay scattered on the floor. When did this become normal everyday life? He mused.  
 
    ‘Runt thanks you, you truly skilled. Runt see that now, yes,’ Runt said. Nero turned to him with a slight frown and walked over to the junction that Runt was in the middle of. He was picking himself up off the floor. The corridors were quiet now, Nero noted as he stepped up to the little mutant.  
 
    Reaching the cross-section, Nero looked right, down the length of corridor they had run down. He couldn’t see anything down there. Was that unseen beast still after them?  
 
    Nero looked down at Runt and cocked his head sideways. ‘Who are you, Runt? How do you know who we are?’ 
 
    ‘Oooh, that’s easy one. Runt answer that. Runt was at the Watchtower when you save Nyx. Yes, Mmm hmm, that’s right. I saw you save her, put her in your car and drive into wastes, and then Rex follow you. Runt remembers well, yes. Rex not happy, no he wasn’t. Rex was very angry. But… But you kill Rex, right? You kill him and his Dogs of War, right?’ 
 
    ‘Close. I didn’t kill Rex, although I was going to, and would have, had I not been beaten to it…’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, Runt remember now. You not kill Rex, daemon kill Rex. Whisperer kill Rex, right?’ 
 
    Nero frowned once more. ‘How do you know that?’ he asked. He’d not exactly spread that little fact around, and there were only a few people there at the time of Rex’s death. He had left Cryptus and Ras at the Watchtower after the chase through the wastes that had ended in Rex’s death. They were the only two other people who had been there, so it was entirely possible they had retold the story to anyone who might listen.  
 
    ‘Runt was told, by master. Yes, that’s right, Runt knows what happened.’ 
 
    ‘And who is your master?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Master is great man. Master is friend. Mast—’ But another inhuman roar cut Runt off and filled the corridor.  
 
    Nero looked right as a huge deformed figure smashed into the end of the hallway and screamed at them. It was a mutant, and a big one, like some kind of ogre.  
 
    ‘Aaah, shit, run,’ Nero yelled as he pushed Runt forward. Nyx did the same, urging the little man on. But he didn’t need much encouragement, and within seconds, the little mutant was outpacing them, charging forward through the dark corridors, leaping over the debris.  
 
    ‘Come on, Runt take you to master and safety,’ he shouted back.  
 
    Nero ran hard, keeping right behind Nyx, pounding the floor and vaulting over the objects that were in their way. Runt charged around a corner up ahead. Nyx followed. Nero glanced back as he took the turn at speed, catching a glimpse of the rampaging monster that was actually gaining on them.  
 
    Nero had fought and killed a few of these before, but they were formidable opponents. Not like mindless zombies which were easy to dispatch. Mutants like this might not be on the level of intelligence of an average human, like Nero, but they weren’t mindless undead, either. These things were dangerous and could recognise weapons and threats, and would plan accordingly.  
 
    The confined space of the destroyer’s nearly pitch black corridors were not an ideal place to fight, even if he could get a few good shots off at it. There was no space for anyone to help him in here. Nyx wouldn’t be able to flank him, and there just wasn’t the room to manoeuvre. Besides, he only had so much ammo, and there was likely to be more beasties in here. If they could run and escape it, that would be preferable.  
 
    Nero hadn’t survived merely by killing everything. He also knew when to make a tactical retreat.  
 
    Runt turned left up ahead, Nyx followed, and Nero chased after them both. As they ran down this corridor, Runt started yelling.  
 
    ‘Master, master.’ He yelled. Looking past Nyx, Nero saw someone appear from a side room a fair distance up ahead.  
 
    ‘Master, we have company. Mutant,’ Runt yelled. The man up ahead in the darkness shouted something and ran in front of them in the same direction until he reached a doorway. The man stepped through it and held it ready, waving Runt, Nyx, and Nero onwards, urging them to get to him as quickly as they could.  
 
    Runt was maybe ten meters in front of Nyx now and pulling away. A moment later, he jumped through the doorway as the mutant behind them continued its chase. Nero didn’t need to look; it was obviously in the corridor behind him and closing fast.  
 
    Nero just focused on getting to that door and keeping Nyx in front of him. For a moment after Runt had passed through the door, Nero wondered if the man might close it on them and trap them in the corridor with this thing, but he didn’t. Instead, he waved them on.  
 
    ‘Run, come on; you can do it,’ the man shouted, his voice echoing down the corridor, distorted as it reverberated around.  
 
    ‘Go, Nyx, go,’ Nero yelled at her, hoping that neither of them stumbled in this last stretch with possible safety, even just temporary safety just a short distance ahead.  
 
    Nero looked back. The thing was only meters behind them now, bellowing its rage and defiance at them with its huge jaws filled with rows of wicked looking teeth.  
 
    Terror filled him as he ran. He shouldn’t have looked, he thought. Nyx jumped through the doorway next to Runt and the man.  
 
    Nero followed, pointing his shotgun back as he did so and fired a single shot into the face of the mutant a second before the door closed and two seconds before the mutant slammed into it with an almighty boom.  
 
    But it was already locked by the man rotating the spindle that levered the deadbolts into place. In the near complete darkness on this side of the door, Nero leant against the wall, nearly collapsing to the floor at the same time. For a moment, he focused on catching his breath and ignored the world around him. Looking up, Nyx used a hand to steady herself against the far wall. She looked up at him and smiled. Nero smiled back and let out a brief laugh, just feeling happy to be alive as the mutant hammered on the other side of the door.  
 
    Nyx stood straight, stepped over and wrapped her arms around him.  
 
    ‘Holy shit that was close,’ she said.  
 
    ‘It certainly was,’ he said, and looked up at the two men who stood close by. Runt stood beside the taller man, looking inordinately happy.  
 
    The taller man wore a long leather cloak with a deep hood and a mask. His arms were crossed, and he held a long animal skull-topped staff decorated with feathers.  
 
    ‘Well, well, well. It really is a small world. I’m pleased to see you two are still together,’ the man said.  
 
    Nero knew that voice and stepped away from the wall. He’d not recognised it in the stress of the run, but now that they were safe and the man was talking normally, he felt sure he knew who it was. The clothes were similar, and the staff looked the same, but there were plenty of differences, too: additions or changes to the overall look, complete with an entirely different mask. Despite this, he felt sure he knew those intense looking eyes that peered out at him from the shadows of the hood.  
 
    ‘Cryptus?’ Nero asked.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 
 
    Nyx 
 
      
 
    Nyx raised her eyebrows as Nero said the name. She hadn’t realised who it was either, but then she’d spent much less time with this travelling mystic than Nero had.  
 
    He’d told her all about what had happened and how Cryptus had been a part of things outside of what she had experienced.  
 
    ‘Good to see you again,’ Cryptus answered.  
 
    ‘It is you! Shit, how have you been?’ Nero asked beside her. 
 
    ‘Good, my friend, good. I see you have met my assistant here,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Runt, yeah, thanks for the help. Appreciate it.’ 
 
    ‘Runt happy to help any friends of master,’ he said.  
 
    ‘I don’t remember him being at the Watchtower,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘You wouldn’t. He stayed with my vehicle and kept out of sight. It’s not good to reveal your hand to others. Runt was my back up plan should anything happen to me,’ he said.  
 
    Nero nodded. ‘Good plan.’ 
 
    ‘And how are you, my dear? It’s good to see you free at last,’ he said, offering his hand to her.  
 
    Nyx raised one eyebrow, not entirely sure if she trusted the man, but he had been key in events at the Watchtower. He’d been the one to come and find her and tell her that Nero was in the dungeons. She’d have never known that Rex had gone out and captured Nero after expelling him from the Watchtower otherwise.  
 
    Nero seemed to trust the man entirely, but Nyx felt a little unsure about him. She wasn’t sure what the man’s motives were and that just worried her. After years in slavery to Rex, she guessed it wasn’t surprising, though. The only person she really trusted right now was Nero, and he’d demonstrated his commitment to her on countless occasions.  
 
    Still, the man had just saved their lives when he really didn’t have to, so she took his hand and shook it. ‘Well, thanks to you, I’m still alive,’ she said.  
 
    The creature slammed into the door again, denting the metal slightly.  
 
    ‘Not for much longer if we stay here, it seems,’ Cryptus said. ‘Come, there’s a way out along here, I think,’ he said and set off down the corridor.  
 
    ‘Do you know where you’re going?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Kind of. I’ve been wandering about these corridors for the past few hours, and I spotted a way up to the top deck around here. We might be able to ambush the creature with a little more room to manoeuvre, maybe,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Sounds good,’ Nero agreed.  
 
    ‘Are you armed this time?’ Nyx asked, remembering him being without a weapon during their time at the watchtower and on the chase from Rex.  
 
    Part way along the corridor, with some light filtering through into the end of the passage up ahead, Cryptus stopped and pulled something from the inside of his cloak.  
 
    ‘Oh, yes, I found something at the Watchtower after you left which I don’t think Rex will have any more need for,’ he said, brandishing a long-barrelled revolver in his hand.  
 
    Nyx smiled. She recognised that gun. It was one of Rex’s prized possessions that he usually kept in his private quarters. ‘You went looting,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Well, why not? The opportunity presented itself, and Rex had a number of nice items he was keeping hidden. Perks of the position he held, I suppose,’ Cryptus said.  
 
    ‘Is it loaded?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Absolutely, and I have more than enough shells to last me a lifetime back at my place,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Nero answered as Cryptus placed the weapon back in his cloak. Cryptus took one more step and the entire corridor’s floor suddenly collapsed beneath them and they dropped to the floor below. Nyx dropped to her hands and knees, getting bumped and hit as she fell. The floor below gave way, too, swinging open beneath her and the others and suddenly she was in freefall in darkness. Something whipped past her, catching her coat but not holding it, and then something caught her legs. It was thin, stretchy and very sticky. She flipped and hit more of these strands of sticky elastic, tumbling over herself but somehow managing to hold onto her sword. Within moments she’d slowed to a stop, held aloft by these strands of whatever it might be. She looked around her to see that these sickly, sticky white strands were everywhere. She was suspended only maybe five or six feet above the ground, although it might as well have been a hundred, and this stuff was everywhere.  
 
    It looked like she and her companions had been caught in a gigantic web.  
 
    She was at a very strange angle — mostly upside down with her legs sticking out in very different directions. But she’d kept hold of her sword. Although looking up, she saw it was caught in the white gunk, too.  
 
    ‘Nyx? Are you okay?’ Nero called out. She looked around in the direction of the sound and spotting him not too far away, also suspended in mid-air.  
 
    ‘I’m fine, but what the hell is this stuff?’ 
 
    ‘It looks like webbing; like a spiders web,’ Cryptus said.  
 
    ‘That’s a very big spider,’ Nero answered.  
 
    Light spilt into the room from one corner of the space they were in, lighting up a section of the floor and just catching the webbing with a faint glow without really lighting up the room.  
 
    Movement in the opposite direction to Nero caught her eye as she looked around. She saw something large and inhuman moving very slowly. Reaching out with one long leg made up of bone like armour and more joints than was natural.  
 
    As it crept into the small shaft of light, it revealed its face covered with several large bulging eyes and some really evil looking fangs.  
 
    ‘You can say that again,’ Nyx said, and knew she needed to get free. She tried to pull her legs free to get them under her, but it was little use as they were tangled in the webbing, so she pulled on her sword.  
 
    Surprisingly, after a good pull on it, it moved, snapping a strand of webbing, and then another. Looking up, she watched the keen edge of her blade stretch and then slice through the webs. With a grin, she whipped the now free blade across one side of herself, and her body dropped from the webbing, leaving her hanging by her legs.  
 
    Nyx glanced up. The colossal mutant spider shot forward a few steps and stopped. Its movements were incredibly freaky.  
 
    Runt screamed in fear, but the thing was focused on her as she was the closest one.  
 
    Focusing back on her predicament, she swung her blade once more, attacking the webbing, breaking more of the strands.  
 
    ‘Come on,’ she chiding herself as she hacked, again and again, breaking more and more of the stuff until she’d cut enough of the stuff and she suddenly fell, landing on her back, her sword clanging to the metal floor.  
 
    The fall had knocked the wind from her, and for a moment, she found herself unable to breathe. Nyx looked left and saw the mutant bug drop to the floor, its legs splayed wide.  
 
    That doesn’t look good, she thought, finally catching her breath with a cough. 
 
    ‘Nyx, careful,’ Nero called out.  
 
    ‘Thanks for the advise, sweetheart,’ she answered him, her voice croaky. She rolled to her right, towards her sword. Rising to her knees, she grabbed her blade and hefted it up before her as the mutant approached. It stopped as the blade glinted in the light, apparently recognising the danger.  
 
    ‘Can you hold that thing off?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Can you get yourself free?’ Nyx asked in return.  
 
    ‘Working on it,’ Nero said, his voice strained with effort.  
 
    The spider jerked forward and raised its legs. With all of them on the floor, it was maybe four feet in height, but its footprint was huge, and with its legs and body raised in the air and its fangs bared, it was easily taller than she was. Nyx stepped into it and swung her sword, catching one of the thing’s legs and slicing the end of it off.  
 
    The thing squealed and backed off.  
 
    ‘Damn right,’ Nyx said. ‘We bite, too.’ 
 
    The spider stopped fussing and skittered sideways, looking at her, watching her.  
 
    She suddenly noticed some orange light flickering off her blade. Was there a fire in here? She chanced a glance back and saw Nero had managed to pull out his lighter and was setting the webbing on fire. He was mostly free and had started to help Cryptus, who was close to him as well.  
 
    She looked back just in time to see the mutant spider leap at her.  
 
    Nyx whipped her sword up in a desperate attempt to ward it off. She caught it in its body as it slammed into her, its many legs reaching for her. It wasn’t a great hit, but she knocked it off and onto the ground.  
 
    Nyx dropped back to the floor, too, landing hard on her bum.  
 
    The speed with which the spider righted itself was incredible. Nyx barely got herself up to one knee before it charged at her again. Nyx paused, holding her sword behind her and waited for it to fully commit to attacking her before she lifted her blade again, whipping it around her in a wide arc, swinging it with all her might.  
 
    She caught the mutant spider right across its front like a major league baseball player, smashing her sword into it and practically slicing it in two. The mutant squealed again before dropping to the floor. It twitched for a moment, its legs wheeling about in panic before it slowed, grew still and stopped.  
 
    Back up on both feet now, Nyx watched it for a moment, wondering if it might suddenly return to life. 
 
    It remained still, though, so she stepped up to it and inverted her blade in her hands before bringing the point of the sword down and stabbing it through its head. The body of the mutant shuddered for a second, its legs once again twitching madly before it fell lifeless.  
 
    Satisfied that it was dead, she placed her foot on its head and withdrew her sword before stepping back. She let out a breath and relaxed before turning back to Nero and the others. As she turned, Nero suddenly fell to the floor, having finally freed himself entirely from the webs.  
 
    ‘Oof,’ he cried as he rolled over and got up. ‘You killed it!’ he remarked on seeing her walking over to him.   
 
    ‘Yep, it’s dead,’ she said, feeling very satisfied with herself and smiling at Nero.  
 
    ‘Excellent, come on, let’s get these two free,’ he said, pointing at Cryptus and Runt.  
 
    ‘That would be nice,’ Cryptus said. ‘Now I know what a fly feels like.’ 
 
    Nyx stepped up and used her sword to slice the webbing while Nero pulled him free. He was soon on the ground and trying to pull off the strands of webbing that were still attached to him while she and Nero moved onto Runt.  
 
    They were halfway through when they heard a bang and a clattering of metal, followed by a roar.  
 
    Nyx looked over at Nero, and he glanced back at her.  
 
    ‘Let’s work faster, shall we?’ he said. 
 
    Nyx nodded and started being a little less refined with her cuts, aiming to just get Runt down from the webbing, even if a load of it was still attached to him. She still had loads of it trailing off her coat, legs and hair, after all.  
 
    Seconds later, Runt was free as more noises sounded from the far side of the room.  
 
    ‘There, the light. I think there’s a hole. Maybe we can get out that way,’ Nyx said and jogged over to it with the others behind her. There was one other door out of here, and Nero brought up the rear with his gun trained on that door.  
 
    Nyx reached the light source, which was a large crack in the side of the room. It was easily big enough to climb into, but there was all kinds of rubbish and debris in there.  
 
    ‘Shit, can we get out through there?’ she said, looking into the hole. Runt was beside her and looking in also.  
 
    ‘Leave it to Runt. Runt clear path for friends,’ he said before quickly climbing inside.  
 
    Now smashes and bangs were coming from this hole as well as Runt went to work. Cryptus stood next to Nyx, looking into the hole. Another boom and roar made Nyx look up. Nero was standing close, his eyes and gun fixed on the far door. Nyx looked at it, too, as nervous energy filled her body, expecting the door to slam open at any moment and that thing to charge in. Could they deal with it? she wondered. 
 
    ‘Come in, come in, Runt clear path,’ the mutant called out from the hole. Cryptus looked up at her.  
 
    ‘Ladies first?’  
 
    ‘Piss off, get in there,’ she said with a shake of her head.  
 
    ‘You don’t need to tell me twice,’ Cryptus said and stepped into the crack. Two seconds, later he was out of sight as Nero turned to her. 
 
    ‘Go, get in there,’ he said. ‘I’ll be right behind you.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better be,’ she said, and reluctantly pushed herself into the hole, stepping over girders and squeezing through gaps in the metal before needing to crouch and crawl under some more debris. She looked up to see Cryptus and Runt a few meters further on, standing in the yawning entrance to the large crack that Nero and Nyx had originally entered through, though, they had failed to see this crawl space when they had first arrived here.  
 
    Nyx smiled at knowing where they were.  
 
    Several loud metallic bangs followed by two, and then a third shotgun blast wiped the smile from her face.  
 
    ‘Nero?’ she called out.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    ‘Go, get in there,’ Nero said. ‘I’ll be right behind you.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better be,’ Nyx said before she squeezed into the hole with a troubled expression on her face.  
 
    Nero watched her go and then backed into the hole. He started to turn only for a loud bang to sound in the room. He looked back to see the large door open wide, and the enormous mutant ogre standing just inside the room, panting, its face bloody on one side.  
 
    Nero froze, wondering if the creature might not see him, allowing him to retreat once it had left the room.  
 
    The ogre scanned around and spotted Nero crouched in the crack in the wall. It roared and ran at him.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ Nero muttered to himself as he raised his shotgun. The creature was as mad as all hell, and probably not really thinking straight as it ran right for him without any real acknowledgement that he was pointing a gun at it. Most of these kinds of mutants knew what a gun was and would try to avoid it, but not this one. Nero aimed, taking his time, lining up the shot to get the best result he could.  
 
    When the creature was close, close enough to pretty much guarantee a hit and to blast it with as much force as possible, Nero fired.  
 
    His shotgun bucked like a wild horse in his hands as it went off. Racking the foregrip, Nero fired again in quick succession. The mutant dropped to the floor in a mass of flailing limbs. but was up and lunging for him in a second, its head surging forwards to take a big nasty bite from him.  
 
    Nero fired once more at point-blank range right in the things head, making it flail backwards and drop to the floor.  
 
    Nero racked the grip and waited.  
 
    ‘Nero?’ Nyx called out.  
 
    ‘I’m alive; hold on,’ he said, watching the mutant. But it didn’t move. After several more seconds, Nero felt sure it was dead, then backed into the crack and started to make his way through, eventually reaching the crawlspace and seeing Nyx waiting for him.  
 
    ‘You shit, you scared me,’ she said.  
 
    ‘I scared myself,’ he said. ‘I got it. though.’ Nyx offered her hand to help pull him through. He took it, only to feel something grasp his ankle.  
 
    ‘Oh, fuck,’ Nero said before the thing pulled on his leg.  
 
    ‘What? Oh, shit,’ Nyx said as Nero was yanked back into the hole. Nyx grabbed him with both hands, dropping her sword as Runt jumped forward and took hold of him as well.  
 
    ‘I thought you’d killed it?’ Nyx yelled.  
 
    ‘Aaaagh, so did I,’ Nero said as Runt and Nyx held his two arms. Nero kicked with his free foot, trying to hit the thing that was holding him, but he wasn’t sure where it was and ended up kicking both himself and the creature, as well as the wall a few times. One of those kicks must have connected, though, as suddenly the thing roared and let go.  
 
    Nyx and Runt hauled him out, down off the metal, and onto the hard packed dusty orange ground. Getting to his feet, Nero turned and went to grab his gun that was on the floor near to him where he’d dropped it.  
 
    Looking up, he saw the ogre forcing its way out of the hole, its face just a ruin of blood and gore with only one good eye left that swivelled about madly. Standing between him and the ogre, Nyx flicked her sword up off the floor with her foot, catching the handle before swinging her arm back and stabbing the blade forward, driving it into the thing’s brain.  
 
    The mutant ogre shuddered and died, falling to the floor as Nyx withdrew her blade before swinging it up and over her, bringing it down on the mutant's neck with a thunk. The ogre’s head rolled away from its body as blood poured from the wound.  
 
    Nyx turned to him with a wry smile on her face. ‘Saved your ass yet again, Nero. Are you losing your touch?’ 
 
    Nero smiled. Nyx winked and stepped up to him, allowing him to wrap his arm around her. ‘You can save my life anytime you like,’ he said.  
 
    ‘You charmer,’ she said with a smile and gave him a kiss on the cheek and a squeeze of his bum with her hand.  
 
    ‘Thanks for the help in there,’ Cryptus said, I wouldn’t have liked to have run into that thing without you guys.’ 
 
    ‘My pleasure, but I think I still owe you one for helping me at the Watchtower,’ Nero said. ‘I would never have escaped that cell if you hadn’t found me.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, you can thank Runt for that. He was in the garage when Rex brought you back. He saw you that night and told me you’d been captured.’ 
 
    ‘Aaah, well, thank you, Runt. I wondered how you knew I was in there.’ 
 
    ‘Runt happy to help, hmm, yes,’ the small mutant said with a yellow smile.  
 
    Nyx stepped up to him, knelt down to put herself at his height and wrapped her arms around him. ‘Thank you, Runt,’ she said.  
 
    Runt flushed and chuckled nervously as Nyx let him go. He looked quite embarrassed by the whole thing. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure my debt to you has been fully paid, however,’ Nero said, feeling like Cryptus had done much more for him than he had done for Cryptus. This man had really put himself on the line for him back at the Watchtower, so he really did feel like he owed him one. ‘So, if you need any help with anything, we’d be happy to do whatever we can,’ he offered. He looked down at Nyx. ‘You agree, right?’ Nero asked her.  
 
    ‘Uh, yeah, sure,’ she said, but there was hesitation in her voice, and she didn’t seem as keen as he felt. He wondered what was wrong, but now wasn’t the time to ask.  
 
    He looked back up at Cryptus. Out here in the sun, he was finally able to get a better look at him. He looked pretty much as he had done back at the Watchtower, wearing his long hooded cape with well-used boots visible beneath it. Only Cryptus’ eyes were actually visible in the shadows of his hood, as the lower part of his face was covered in a mask that seemed to be assembled from bits of junk he’d found in the wastes.  
 
    Cryptus frowned, but then nodded at the pair of them. ‘Our vehicle is up there,’ he said, pointing up behind him, a good way around from where Nero had parked his charger. ‘Come and meet us and follow us back to our camp. I think I know how you can help me.’ 
 
    Nero nodded. ‘Be right with you,’ he said and turned away, aiming to walk back up the slope. Nyx followed and kept to herself as they climbed out the rocky valley. It wasn’t too difficult to get back up, but it didn’t really lend itself to holding any kind of conversation either. 
 
    Since leaving the Watchtower behind, they’d discussed a few elements of what had happened over those few days, but they had not really spoken about Cryptus. Instead, Nero was more interested in Nyx’s past and how she’d survived living there.  
 
    Also, she’d always seemed neutral on Cryptus and his role in their liberation of the Watchtower. Seeing her express some doubts was new to him.  
 
    They soon reached the top of the slope and found their car waiting for them untouched and alone on the ridge.  
 
    There wasn’t a camp for miles around here.  
 
    Nero turned and reached back, pulling Nyx up over the last rock. She stood and brushed herself down before looking up at him with a smile.  
 
    ‘So, what’s up?’ he asked her.  
 
    ‘What do you mean? Nothing’s up,’ she said.  
 
    ‘You didn’t seem that happy about me offering help to Cryptus, so, I was wondering if there was something wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Aaah,’ she said. She sighed to herself and seemed to think it through before looking back up at him. ‘Look, don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m not sure I trust him,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Why not, he’s proven himself,’ Nero said, not really sharing her feelings on him.  
 
    ‘Yes, but… I don’t know, there’s just something about him, something I can’t really put into words. It’s just a feeling I have. I know, I couldn’t be much more vague, but just be careful, okay. You are right, of course, we do owe him, so, I understand wanting to pay him back. We’ll see, I guess,’ she said.  
 
    Nero pulled her in for a hug. ‘I understand. I don’t fully trust anyone in the wasteland apart from you. I certainly don’t trust Cryptus as much as you, but, as you said, he did save my life and helped free you, so… Well, we’ll see how this goes,’ won’t we…’ 
 
    ‘We will,’ she said.  
 
    They climbed into the charger. Nero inserted and turned the key, bringing the beast to life with a shudder of the engine block that protruded from the top of the hood in front of them. Nero revved it a couple of times, enjoying the throaty purr of the engine before dropping it into gear, releasing the handbrake, and setting off with a wheel spin. Nero guided the charger along the edge of the valley, soon bringing Cryptus’ vehicle into view. It was some kind of custom-made dune buggy with large wheels and bodywork that consisted only of roll bars. Cryptus sat on an elevated seat, looking like some kind of royalty of the wasteland while Runt sat within the buggy itself at the steering wheel. Both of them wore dirty looking goggles. The buggy set off as Nero and Nyx approached, allowing them to fall in behind. Heading north, they drove over a series of gentle rises and dips along the side of the valley that stretched off into the distance. They travelled for much of the day, speaking little and getting some rest as they were both tired after their adventure in the wreaked destroyer, and when night fell, they found a suitably hidden spot close to some rocks that they could spend the night at.  
 
    They sat around the fire cooking their food, talking through what they had been doing since leaving the Watchtower. Cryptus seemed genuinely interested in their adventures.  
 
    ‘So, how about you?’ Nero asked. ‘You said you looted the Watchtower after we’d gone.’ 
 
    ‘I did. The place was chaos for a while, so, I took advantage of that and went straight for Rex’s quarters, picking up that revolver in the process. I didn’t stay long, though. Things were getting a little out of hand in there with people fighting for the privilege of being the new leader of the Watchtower. It’s why I was able to get away with a few choice items. They were too busy fighting for power to notice me. We pretty much went straight back to our base following events at the Watchtower,’ he said.  
 
    ‘And that’s where we’re going now?’ Nero asked. They were sitting between their two cars on one side and some large rocks on the other with a small fire going in a shallow pit they’d dug. They’d extinguish it shortly as it had the potential to attract the undead in the night, but for now, as he chewed on the last few scraps of meat they’d cooked, it was keeping them warm. Nyx lay on her side, her head on his lap, using her long coat as a blanket to ward off the chill night air.  
 
    During the day, the wasteland was hot and unforgiving, but it always cooled down at night, becoming quite chill sometimes. The Cataclysm had ruined the weather patterns of the planet, making it a fairly constant temperature wherever you went. Nero had heard tales that the poles were still cold and covered in ice, but that was a long way from here.  
 
    ‘It is,’ Cryptus said. ‘You’ll see, it’s maybe another two days’ ride to get there.’ 
 
    Cryptus was right. They spent the next day driving north, leaving the end of the valley behind in the late morning and aiming slightly to the west side of true north, moving across a mainly flat, but rocky desert. Out here, there weren’t many well-used tracks, so the going was a little slower as Nero guided his charger through the landscape, trying to keep an eye on what was coming up. Runt seemed to know the lay of the land well, however, and drove on with confidence. Nero followed but took nothing for granted.  
 
    They bedded down for one more night. Nero attempted to question Cryptus further about what they would be helping him with, but Cryptus kept brushing the questions off, saying that now wasn’t the time and there would be a time and place to discuss this once they were back at the base.  
 
    Midway through the next day, Nero spotted a hill in the distance. They were headed right for it. Was this Cryptus’ base? Off to their far right, smoke rose into the azure heavens from beyond the horizon to fill the eastern sky with a black and yellow haze that did not look at all healthy.  
 
    Nero knew that the landscape they were in and driving around was, once upon a time, the bottom of the seabed before the Cataclysm, before the fires of that day burnt away the oceans, or, most of them. What had once been islands in the sea now became curious flat-topped mountains, sometimes with buildings and settlements on top of them. The small mountain that rose up before them was one of these, and they were headed right for it. Eventually, the road rose up, and Runt guided them to a track that had been carved into the side of the hill through regular use, rising up one side of the rise until it finally crested to the top of the former island. The plateau was very level and flat, with only a few man-made structures to give it any height. Runt led Nero over the island, across what seemed to have been some kind of airfield that was now cracked and dusty. The buildings off to the side of the landing strips were surrounded with two rows of chain-link fencing, which looked to have been here a while, but it had also obviously been added to and repaired many times over the years. Having only seen a few undead scattered through the wasteland during their trip, Nero was slightly surprised to see a good deal more up here.  
 
    He guessed there were maybe forty or more just from what he could see right that moment. Most of them wandered around the edges of the fencing in their usual aimless way. 
 
    ‘There’s a few more zombies up here,’ Nyx said, voicing Nero’s thoughts.  
 
    ‘I noticed,’ Nero answered her.  
 
    ‘I have no idea what that means, though,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘Me neither.’ 
 
    Runt led them around towards what looked like a well-fortified gate, with a lot of spiked barriers and cars around it. In order to get close to the gate, you needed to wind your way through a zigzag of obstacles, all of which had been modified with spikes to catch the mindless zombies before they got close to the entrance. It seemed to be working, too, as there were countless impaled walking corpses stuck on these spikes, fruitlessly trying to reach for Nero and Nyx as they threaded their way into the final stretch towards the gate. Inevitably, there was one lucky, or unlucky, depending on how you looked at it, zombie that had somehow made it through. It had been standing at the gates wanting to get in, but with the approach of the two vehicles, it turned and started to stumble towards them. Runt jumped out of the buggy with a hatchet that glinted in the sunlight and smashed the creature in the side of its head with it before landing two more hammer blows after it hit the floor. Runt looked around before opening the outer gate and driving through, letting Nero follow into the area between the two gates in the double row of fencing. There were more spikes along the edges in here, but they were free of any undead. Runt closed the first gate before opening the second and driving into the base proper. After Runt closed the second gate, he walked past their car on his way to the buggy.  
 
    ‘Follow Runt, yes?’  
 
    Nero nodded to the curious little mutant and watched him get back into the buggy. They drove around the buildings and onto a downwards sloping ramp that led into what looked like an underground garage. There were large rolling doors for vehicles down here which Runt opened up, allowing them to drive in.  
 
    Nero found himself in a large open plan area with a high roof. There were several other vehicles parked in here with workbenches and tools nearby. Nero parked the charger alongside one of the cars and got out.  
 
    It looked like Cryptus and Runt lived in here pretty much exclusively, as there was everything they might need, including a kitchen area, some mismatched seating, a couple of military style metal framed beds with stained mattresses, as well as tables and such with all kinds of items upon them. Books were stacked here and there next to the furniture, and the few foot lockers that were also dotted around the place.  
 
    ‘Quite the place you have here,’ Nero said as Cryptus climbed off the buggy and turned to them.  
 
    ‘Thank you. Welcome to my humble abode. Please, feel free to make yourself at home. This is one small area in the complex, and you are welcome to explore the rest of it. We have cleared it of zombies and other undesirables to the best of our ability, but if you do go wandering, I’d recommend that you don’t venture out unarmed. Some of those mutants can fly,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Have you got any food?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘Of course. Runt will fix something up for you, won’t you Runt?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Runt make good food for friends,’ he said and skipped off to the kitchen with a smile.  
 
    ‘We don’t have much here, but one thing we do have is a shower if you want to use it,’ he said.  
 
    ‘A shower? As in running water?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    Cryptus nodded with a smile. ‘Runt is a genius engineer. He has a whole field of water condensers set up with pumps that bring it all in automatically. It’s filtered, and some of it can be used for washing. We recycle as much of it as we can, of course, but I’m guessing you’ve not had a proper shower in a while.’ 
 
    Nyx looked at Nero with a huge grin on her face. ‘Let’s go clean up,’ she said to him.  
 
    Nero was trying to think how long it was since he’d had a shower or bath or anything like that. He honestly had trouble remembering when the last time he’d enjoyed something like that was, so the idea of enjoying a shower sounded great to him. ‘A shower sounds wonderful,’ he said.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cryptus was as good as his word, and within five minutes of speaking about it, they were in a small room at the back of the garage, standing naked under a stream of warm water. The spray of cleansing liquid cascaded over his shoulders, and it might just as well have been heaven as far as he was concerned. Feeling what must have been years of dirt and grim being washed away was an unfamiliar, but liberating experience only made better by sharing it with Nyx, who looked ravishing in the nude, all wet, slippery and clean. He couldn’t help his obvious arousal at seeing her like this.  
 
    The feeling seemed to be mutual as well as within moments of being under that water, she’d pressed into him and had started to stroke him with her hand. He pressed her up against the wall as she wrapped her legs around him and began to make love to her.  
 
    He pressed himself deep inside of her and relished the feeling it gave him as she clung to him, her breathing getting faster and more insistent while the warm water streamed down over them.  
 
    He pulled out of her and dropped to his knees before burying his face between her legs, tasting her and moving his tongue over her most sensitive spot. She ran her fingers through his hair and pulled him into her.  
 
    ‘Yes, oh, yes,’ she moaned. ‘Right there, that’s it, oh, God.’ 
 
    Her whole body convulsed with pleasure as she held his head in place until her orgasm faded away.  
 
    She dropped down now, too, and kissed him, before turning away on all fours and presenting herself to him. He held himself in his hand and guided her back, pressing himself into her and enjoying the view as he filled her up. Taking hold of her hips, he pulled her onto him, thrusting as deep into her as he could. She started to move for him, rocking herself forward and back, rocking herself along his length, rotating her hips a little as she rode him.  
 
    Each time she pressed her beautiful ass cheeks into him, he could feel the pleasure and the need to cum rise within. After a while, he took hold of her hips once more and started to pull her back with more force. Her bum slapped into him in a fascinating rhythm that made her fleshy cheeks wobble hypnotically.  
 
    Finally, with the last few movements becoming increasingly jerky and insistent, he finally climaxed and exploded within her with a grunt of unadulterated pleasure.  
 
    Staying on her knees, she rose up with him still within her and reached back, turning her head to kiss him. Nero wrapped her arms around her, running his hands over her wet, slippery breasts, enjoying the feel and weight of them while playing with her nipples. With his other hand, he reached down between her legs to touch her again. He could feel himself still inside Nyx as he moved his fingers back and forth. She moaned as he tilted his hips, pulling out of her slightly before pressing back in again.  
 
    ‘Keep going,’ Nyx gasped. ‘I want to cum again.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nero placed the last fork full of food into his mouth and chewed, enjoying the taste of Runt’s broth. It was really rather delicious. Nyx sat close by, tearing off another mouthful of bread, another of Runt’s creations which was a great accompaniment to the soup.  
 
    Runt was a little way off, busying himself in the kitchen while Cryptus stood across the room at a large table, working on something.  
 
    ‘That was wonderful, thank you, Runt,’ Nero said.  
 
    Runt turned and smiled. It wasn’t a sight that went well with food, but Nero did his best not to look at those yellow teeth.  
 
    ‘Did friend Nero like Runt’s food?’ 
 
    ‘I did, thanks,’ Nero answered. 
 
    ‘You want more? Runt has more.’ 
 
    ‘Not right now,’ Nero said. Runt backed away, nodding and went back to his work.  
 
    Nero looked back at Cryptus. He was wondering what had captured the man’s attention, and since getting here, they hadn’t really discussed what it was that he and Nyx were going to be helping him with. True, the shower and some quality time with Nyx was a very welcome distraction, and the food was the perfect thing to come out to, now they were all cleaned up and dressed again.  
 
    But this wouldn’t last. These were luxuries that, although wonderful to experience, didn’t quite sit well with him. Beyond these walls, people were suffering and dying and trying to survive against all the odds. It felt like something of a betrayal to them that they were here, enjoying some comforts that few people had.  
 
    But a promise was a promise. They had said that they would help Cryptus with something, so Nero was determined to make good on that promise.  
 
    ‘Just going to have a chat with our host,’ Nero said to Nyx as he rose from his seat and wandered over to where Cryptus was standing.  
 
    It turned out he was looking at a map that was spread out on the table before him. There were notes and annotations on it which Nero had guessed were written by Cryptus himself. These notes were focused on one area, the centre of which was labelled “base”. Nero guessed that was here. All around it were scribbled annotations about places to look at and check, many of which had been crossed out. If he had to guess, it looked like Cryptus was looking for something.  
 
    ‘How was the food?’ Cryptus asked.  
 
    ‘Amazing. I’ve not eaten that well for a while. He’s a great cook,’ Nero said, glancing back at Runt.  
 
    ‘He is. We don’t eat like that every day, I might add. I think Runt is trying to impress you, though.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he certainly did that. So, what’s all this?’ he asked, nodding to the map.  
 
    ‘This, my friend, is what you and the young lady can help me with. I’m hunting for something, and I think I have a good lead on it, but I think it will be somewhat dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t everything these days? So, what are we hunting?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, everything is a mess these days, and that’s why I’m hunting for certain artefacts. My goal is to somehow rid this world of the daemon’s and zombies that infest it, and I am convinced it can be done, but we just need to find the right artefact or something…’ 
 
    ‘An artefact that can eradicate the daemons? What makes you think that’s possible?’ 
 
    ‘My research into what caused this apocalypse points to a single cause. I believe that the rise of the zombie’s and the ignition of the Cataclysm was caused by a single artefact, and maybe by a single person using that artefact. So, if all this can be caused by such a thing, then it stands to reason that it can be ended by it as well.’ 
 
    ‘And you think you have found that artefact?’ 
 
    ‘Something is in this ravine here,’ he said, pointing to a place on the map north of the base. It looked to be roughly a days drive to get there. ‘But my reconnaissance has shown there seems to be a few undead there, too. Maybe drawn by whatever evil energies are down there. I need help to investigate, help that can fight these undead, which is where you come in.’  
 
    Nero looked up at Cryptus, who was looking back at him now. ‘Will you fight with us?’  
 
    The skin around Cryptus’ eyes wrinkled, betraying the smile that was hidden behind his mask. Cryptus reached up and took hold of the mask, before removing it. And his hood.  
 
    The face of the man was almost entirely hairless, while a nasty burn scar covered his mouth and cheeks, rising up the right side of the man's head, and over the remains of his right ear. ‘I’ve been fighting these things for two decades. I was burnt by the fires of the Cataclysm. Trust me, I will fight alongside you.’  
 
    ‘Then I’ll be happy to aid you in this, and so will Nyx,’ he said, turning back to the kitchen area, but Nyx was gone. Only Runt stood in there, cleaning up. Nero looked around and then turned to face Runt again.  
 
    ‘Hey, Runt, did you see where Nyx went?’ 
 
    The small mutant looked a little unsure of himself and glanced around. ‘Um, Runt not sure. Miss Nyx said she go for a walk. Runt no know where she go though, yes?’ 
 
    There were several doors out of here. Nero looked at each of them with a frown. There was no telling which way she went. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 
 
    Nyx 
 
      
 
    Wandering along the dark corridor, Nyx could still hear Nero talking with Cryptus. Discussing the favour they would be doing for him. It would probably be something dangerous with them putting their lives on the line for him.  
 
    She wasn’t interested in the details right now and didn’t want to sit there listening to the boys working it out and discussing the details. She was far more interested in having a look around this base.  
 
    Exploring the wider world had been one of her favourite parts of finally being free of the Watchtower and Rex. She’d spent almost her entire life in or around that fortress, so getting out and seeing what else the world had to offer had been fascinating for her.  
 
    She’d visited a whole bunch of other camps now, along with several shipwrecks, a ruined submarine, and a few remains of buildings that had been on what Nero had said were once islands in a vast sea.  
 
    The idea that there had been huge areas of the planet covered in water was incredible to her. She found it difficult to imagine that much water in one place. She’d heard these stories before, of course. Nero hadn’t been the first to tell her about them, but this was the first time she’d seen actual evidence to support the claim, and that made it so much more real.  
 
    This base was one of these relics of the bygone era. Over two decades ago, this would have been an island, surrounded by water, she thought. Mind-boggling.  
 
    As she wandered through the corridors, stepping around fallen in sections of wall and broken furniture, she popped her head around doorways to have a look inside some of the side rooms to see what was there.  
 
    Usually, it was just more mess and debris, although she did find a room that looked like it was used as a mushroom farm, with boxes of mud sprouting with white fungus. Keeping on through the seemingly endless tunnels, she found a set of stairs leading up. It was light up there, so maybe this led to the surface? Feeling curious, she walked up the steps and found herself in a small building that consisted of a single room with windows on each side looking out over the base. Food cartons, plastic, tin cans, paper, and dirt littered the floor. She kicked some of the mess with her boot before walking over to the only door out of here and testing the handle. It opened up. Nyx stepped outside, feeling the dry, dusty breeze on her skin. She was still inside the fenced off area, and she was quite close to another building a short walk away.  
 
    She felt quite sure she could find her way back, so she started to head over there, spotting a doorway into the building she could use. The sky was still a brilliant shade of azure blue, fading to a smoky yellow haze on the eastern horizon. Walking towards the other building, she spotted the tops of pipes that had been sunk into the ground in a patch of earth. They were water condensers, pulling moisture from the air that turned into water inside the pipe what would run down to a reservoir at the bottom where it would be pumped away, probably by a simple hand pump.  
 
    Reaching the doorway of the next building, she gave it a pull, but it was jammed and didn’t move. Putting all her strength into it, she gave it another yank, this time using her body weight to try and force it. With a scrape and squeal of wood, the door opened part way.  
 
    Nyx slipped sideways into the dark interior of the building, finding herself in a small room with a few doors leading off it. A few frames were hanging on the wall, while others were smashed on the floor at her feet. Moving to her right, she looked inside the room on that side to find a communal toilet and washroom that was now overtaken by mould and moss. Fungus grew in the damp, lichen-covered corners of the room.  
 
    It wasn’t pleasant in here. Stepping out, she crossed the entrance hall to the door on the opposite side. She tried the handle, but this one was stuck fast as well. Not wanting to be beaten by a stupid door, Nyx took a step back and gave it a good solid kick. With a loud crack, the door flung open into a dusty room with a desk and shelving that was covered in books and papers. Half of those documents were on the floor. It was very dark in here with only a small amount of light filtering through the dirty windows. Standing in the doorway, movement from the far side of the room snapped her attention up, and she saw something dark step out from beside the window.  
 
    It lurched once and made a sickly hissing sound, its empty sockets holding a faint glow. Seeing it backlit by the window, it looked like little more than a skeleton with only the barest amount of tissue still clinging to the bones. Its jaw levered open once more as it took a very unsteady step forwards and hissed at her again. She noticed a slight reddish glow coming from the eyes as it steadied itself by placing one bony hand on the desk. Nyx reached back for her sword and her fingers closed on empty air.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ she cursed. She’d left her sword back in the garage along with her coat. She took a step back, feeling a little less confident without her precious weapon.  
 
    Cryptus had said the base was clear of undead… Or, had he said, mostly cleared? She couldn’t remember, but it must have been the later.  
 
    The shambling corpse took another wobbly step forward, leaning towards her and hissing again.  
 
    Nyx scanned the room quickly but saw nothing obvious and close to hand that she could use as a weapon, which felt about right for these kinds of situations. Looking back up at the magically animated creature, she figured she’d have to deal with it the old-fashioned way. Nyx stepped forward and gave the thing a swift kick to the chest. It crunched and cracked as the thing staggered back and fell to the floor. It was weak, very weak. It had probably been stuck in this room for over twenty years.  
 
    Nyx leapt forward and came down on the thing’s chest with her armoured knee with a crunching of bone. Interlacing the fingers of both her hands, she raised them up above her head before bringing them down like a battering ram into the thing's skull as it screeched at her. With another crack of bone, the thing stopped struggling, but Nyx lifted her double fist two more times and hammered it down again each time.  
 
    After the third hit, she stopped and looked down at the thing, waiting for any sign of movement or life.  
 
    But the light from the thing’s eye sockets had faded away, and it lay in shadow now, silent and still.  
 
    Nyx took a few heavy breaths, feeling quite pleased with herself for managing to take out this husk of a zombie with just her bare hands. It was a weak one, but that did not dim her sense of achievement at all.  
 
    Nyx stood up and looked around her once more. There was nothing of interest in here, so she stepped out and approached the final door which hung partially open. She crept up to it and slipped inside, finding herself in a long dark chamber lined with beds on either side. The only light came through a section of crumbling wall at the far end of the room, but the rest of the space was filled with shadows.  
 
    The room appeared empty of any more zombies, so she stepped inside, being careful to remain quiet as she took her first few steps into the barracks or dorm room. She guessed this was where the soldiers slept, once upon a time. The beds were rusted through, though, the mattresses stained and dirty looking while mud, debris, old clothes, and personal effect littered the floor. Nyx spotted some pictures stuck to the wall beside one of the beds and walked over. She sat on the mattress, making the bed creak under her weight as she reached up.  
 
    They were photos. She’d seen things like this before. They’d been taken before the Cataclysm most likely. as no one had the technology to do these anymore, not as far as she knew, that is.  
 
    Nyx ran her fingers over the images of smiling faces in a world that looked very different to the one she knew. She could see green plants, grass, and trees in some of them. She spotted one with a man and woman standing in what must be some kind of town or city. They were next to some sort of monument, and as she looked at it, a memory of this place flashed in her mind. Memories that she’d forgotten she’d ever had. She’d seen this place before. She also had an image of a blonde haired woman there with her, smiling down at her.  
 
    It didn’t look exactly like this photo in her memory, though, as she had been born after the Cataclysm, but she felt confident she’d seen this place before, and she’d been with her mother, too.  
 
    She pulled the photo off the wall and gazed down at it in awe. She had so few memories of her parents. Only half-remembered images and vague feelings, really, but when she looked at that monument, she could almost see her mother as clear as day in her mind's eye.  
 
    She suddenly had an intense need to go there. To see this place again. Would she remember anything else if she were there? Would she remember her mother even more? Her father, too, maybe? She had to go there.  
 
    Jumping up from the bed, she strode out of the room and through the door, back outside, and started to make her way back to the garage. She knew what she had to do now. She knew her purpose. She needed to find her mother. She needed to know if she were still alive.  
 
    She’d settle for more memories of her at this point, in fact.  
 
    Finding her way back into the tunnels, she moved quickly until she stepped through into the garage to find Nero, Cryptus, and Runt still there. Nero looked around as she stepped into the room and moved quickly over to her.  
 
    ‘There you are. I was beginning to worry about you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘Nero, look. Look at this, look. You see this? You see that monument? I’ve been there. I remember it. I’ve been there with my mother. I know I have.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, yeah, I see it. Sure. That’s great, I’m happy for you,’ Nero said with a smile.  
 
    ‘No, you don’t understand. I need to go there. I need to visit this place. If there’s even a slim chance of finding my mother or rekindling some more memories of her, I have to go here. I have to find this place.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right, sure. Yeah, we can do that. Don’t worry,’ he said reassuringly. ‘Do you know where it is?’ 
 
    Nyx opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. ‘Uh, no, I don’t,’ she said, a feeling of sadness and loss starting to fall over her. ‘Do you?’ 
 
    Nero shook his head, pressing his lips together in a thin smile. ‘Sorry, no, I don’t, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    ‘Shit,’ she cursed.  
 
    ‘Cryptus might know,’ Nero said.  
 
    A feeling of hope pulled the sense of loss from her as she looked up. ‘Yes, he might,’ she said and looked over at him. ‘Let’s ask him.’ 
 
    She walked over with Nero close behind her. ‘Cryptus, have a look at this,’ she said as she approached him, holding out the photo.  
 
    Cryptus turned to her. ‘Hmm?’ he said, his tone questioning, looking at her. 
 
    Nyx hesitated in surprise for a moment upon seeing the man without his hood and mask on — his scars clearly evident. So, that’s why he wore a mask, she thought as she stepped in the rest of the way to him. 
 
    ‘Here, look at this picture. Look at that background. Do you know where this is?’  
 
    ‘Let’s have a look,’ he said and took the photo that Nyx offered to him. He peered at it. ‘Oh, yes, that’s the Lux monument. It was always a bit controversial, that one. No one really knew what it was for, officially, at least. But there were those who said it commemorated someone of importance, someone who saved the planet from some kind of threat. But anyway, yes, I know it. It’s in Midway City.’ 
 
    ‘Midway…’ Nyx said in wonder. She’d heard of it before from Rex and other travellers through the Watchtower, so it couldn’t be too far away. ‘Do you know where it is?’ 
 
    Cryptus smiled. ‘I do, actually, yes, and if you help me on this mission to the ravine north of here, I’ll be happy to direct you,’ he said.  
 
    Nyx looked up at him for a moment. Had he sensed her reluctance to help him earlier? Had he sensed her distrust? Maybe. This favour would give him some leverage over her, though. Did she mind, she thought, but then shrugged. No, she didn’t mind. She was asking a favour, and all he wanted was a favour in return, something she really already owed to him.  
 
    ‘Sure, why not, let’s do this. When do we leave?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    Edging along the bottom of the ravine, Nero guided his charger slowly through the rocks and boulders that littered the narrow base of this huge crack in the ground. It had taken a full days driving to get into the start of the ravine and to eventually find a place that they could spend the night before continuing onwards into the depths of the canyon.  
 
    The going was slow down here, but there seemed to be a fairly well-worn path that threaded through the base of the valley. If this was some kind of mecca for the undead, then it was probably two decades worth of them walking down here that had carved this path through the ravine. They’d been driving along it for hours now, getting ever deeper as they continued on. Cryptus was looking excited, though, sitting on top of the buggy behind Nero’s car. Nyx sat beside him, as ever, one foot up on her seat watching the world go by. She’d jammed the photo she’d found into one of the vents on the dash of the car, and she seemed to spend much of her time staring at it, lost in thought.  
 
    Nero had noticed something of a change in Nyx after she found that photo. She seemed more focused and determined and now often spoke about ideas she had about finding her mother.  
 
    Of course, there was no guarantee that they would find anything at all in the city, and that this might be some kind of dead end, but he understood that Nyx needed to try. She needed to do this, and Nero would be with her every step of the way. Her mission was his mission as far as he was concerned.  
 
    Emerging from behind the next rock, they crested the top of a long slope down, further into the ravine that was dotted more sparsely with boulders. At the bottom, it looked like the gorge branched off to the left, creating a much broader open area.  
 
    Nero noticed it right away. There was something down there, some kind of boat or submarine or something embedded into the wall of the ravine where it branched, and around it, staggering about aimlessly, were over a dozen undead, maybe over twenty. They were all just wandering about around whatever craft it was that Nero could see, while three or four winged-mutants with bat-like wings made from skin and bone circled around above these undead.  
 
    ‘Well, looks like we found the place,’ Nero muttered. Nyx looked up at him, and then out of the window.  
 
    ‘Shit on a stick,’ she said. ‘I’d say so.’ 
 
    ‘And I’ll bet there’s more inside whatever that is stuck in that wall down there.’ 
 
    ‘You know there will be. Are you sure you want to do this?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘I owe him, Nyx. He saved my life back at the Watchtower when he had no reason to and freed you in the process. We owe him a debt of honour.’ 
 
    ‘I know, you’re right,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘Plus, we’ll know what the first steps are to finding your parents,’ he said.  
 
    ‘I know. And I am grateful to him, but a part of me still does not fully trust him,’ she said.  
 
    ‘You don’t have to. We just have to kick some zombie ass for him. Think you can do that?’ 
 
    ‘Hell yeah,’ she said with a smile.  
 
    ‘Atta girl,’ he said. ‘What do you think? Can we take these guys?’  
 
    Nyx looked down at the horde of undead. A look of fierce determination spread over her face while the corners of her mouth curled up into a slight smile. ‘Sure can.’ 
 
    Nero grinned to himself, feeling better now it sounded like he had his Nyx back. Leaning out of the car, Nero looked back at Cryptus. ‘Let us go down there and take a bunch of them out before you follow us, okay?’ 
 
    ‘You’re the boss,’ Cryptus said.  
 
    Nero slapped the outside of his car door in acknowledgement before facing front again and accelerating down the slope. The engine revved hard, roaring as Nyx reached up, unlocked and then flung open the roof hatch. Withdrawing her sword from its holder on the inside of the door, she climbed to her feet. 
 
    ‘Bring them alongside for me will ya,’ she called to him.  
 
    ‘You got it,’ he yelled back as he neared the first of them. ‘Bat-her-up.’ 
 
    Nyx swung her sword and destroyed the head of the first and closest zombie with a whoop of excitement.  
 
    Nero aimed his car to try and take out as many of them as he could, and a second later, he smashed into the first, second, third, and then the rest of these undead creatures. Their bodies crashed into the metal bars on the front of the car, their skulls hitting the hood of the vehicle and splitting open like melons. Some of them went under the car, others went over, forcing Nyx to dodge these flailing bodies as she carved through them with her blade as well.  
 
    Nero worked the handbrake on the car, and as he reached the middle of the group, put the vehicle into a slide before powering through it, causing the backend of the charger to slide out sideways and hit more of them. Some of the corpses went under the spinning rear tyres and were ground into a fine red paste as the car spun around and Nyx swung her sword. With one hand on the steering wheel, Nero pulled his shotgun with the other. Taking aim, he fired, putting an ugly hole into the skull of one of the zombies, dropping it to the floor before racking the grip, adjusting his aim and taking out another one with an almighty boom from the gun.  
 
    With a large chunk of the zombies down and the moment of breathing room that their attack had provided, Nero brought the car to a halt and climbed out.  
 
    Nyx leapt over the windscreen onto the hood, taking up a position with her feet spread wide and her sword crunching into another of the undead. A gust of wind caught her coat, billowing it out behind her making her look like some kind of avenging Valkyrie. Tearing his attention away from her, Nero faced the approaching zombies and racked the foregrip on his shotgun before aiming and blowing away the head of another one. Nero aimed and fired, again and again, taking down several more of them before drawing his dagger as the remaining few undead got a little too close. Nero swung his shotgun like a bat, crushing skulls while slamming his blade into the heads of the ones that got a bit too close.  
 
    Nero spun around at hearing another one behind him in time to see the side of its head explode as Cryptus’ buggy rolled in with Cryptus himself firing his revolver from his elevated position.  
 
    A screech from above made Nero look up to see one of the winged mutants swooping in towards Nyx who had not seen it. Taking aim, knowing he only had a couple of shells left in the gun, Nero fired once, catching the thing in the wing, causing it to spiral out of the sky. Nyx looked up after dispatching her latest undead opponent and spotted another mutant heading right for her, but she was ready this time and swung her blade up, hitting it across its body and sending it into the dirt.  
 
    Cryptus fired at one, too. He was something of a crack shot, it seemed. Either that or he was lucky. Whichever it was, he caught one of the flying mutants in its head, killing it immediately.  
 
    Hearing a whoosh of air close by, Nero turned to see one of these winged creatures drop to the floor beside him and screech, bearing its teeth.  
 
    Nero raised his gun and squeezed the trigger only for it to click once. Empty. 
 
    ‘Shit,’ Nero cursed, realising he’d miscounted as the mutant sprang forward, the clawed fingers half way up its wings reaching for him as the thing howled once more.  
 
    It crashed into Nero, knocking him back and down. Nero went with it, grabbing the thing’s wings and let the momentum take him, getting a foot up and under the things body as it roared. Drool went everywhere, but Nero ignored it and kicked out with his foot, launching the thing into the air. Its light, aerodynamic body carried it higher than he’d expected.  
 
    ‘Nyx!’ Nero yelled.  
 
    He didn’t need to alert her, she’d already seen what was coming and swung her sword in a wide arc from her position atop the car. Her sword cut a huge gash into the body and neck of the mutant and sent it rolling away through the dirt. Nero got up and looked around him. Apart from one or two stragglers that were much further away, the main bulk of the undead and mutants were now lying lifeless or grievously injured on the ravine floor. Nero pulled another two shells from his pockets and loaded them into his shotgun as he walked over to the mutant Nyx had just gored. It lay struggling on the ground, its thick red blood soaking into the dusty sand as it screeched its defiance at him.  
 
    Nero racked the grip on the gun and aimed with one hand.  
 
    Boom. The mutant dropped dead.  
 
    Looking back, Nyx dropped off the hood of the car as Cryptus and Runt stepped forward to look at the curious structure that was embedded in the ravine wall.  
 
    Cryptus was grinning like a madman, wringing his hands together. Nero walked over to the group.  
 
    ‘So, is this it? Is that what you were looking for?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes, it is. Finally, I’ve found it.’ 
 
    Nero looked up at the strange construct. It was metal and was buried deep in the earth and dirt. Parts of it stuck out of the ground like enormous spikes. It was very heavily damaged and corroded, with twisted metal struts poking out of it here and there, and cabling hanging from the structure.  
 
    Nero eyed it curiously as it looked like nothing he’d ever seen before. 
 
    ‘How long has this been here?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘I don’t know. A long time, since way before the Cataclysm.’ 
 
    ‘So, it’s been under the sea?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Isn’t it wonderful? I can’t believe I found it again.’ 
 
    ‘Again?’ Nero asked.  
 
    Cryptus turned and looked at him. Had he meant to say that? Was that a slip of the tongue? 
 
    ‘Sorry, yes,’ Cryptus said. ‘I first found this before the Cataclysm and before the zombie apocalypse. I was part of the dive team that first found it, but we didn’t get chance to do a proper survey before the undead rose from their graves. I’ve been hunting it for a while now, realising that with the seas gone, I could just walk inside it.’ 
 
    Nero looked back up at it. The mystery surrounding this thing only seemed to deepen. ‘What is it? Where is it from?’ 
 
    ‘Honestly, I don’t know,’ Cryptus said. ‘I’m not even convinced it’s of this world…’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s… alien?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘I don’t know, maybe, maybe not. Could be a government thing, I suppose. I don’t know, but I want to find out,’ Cryptus said, turning to Nyx and himself. ‘Time to go in, I think.’ 
 
    Nero took a breath and looked around them. The few remaining undead were a good distance away but heading towards them, they wouldn’t get to them for a while, though, so he wasn’t worried about them at all. Nero looked over at Nyx and gestured towards the strange craft.  
 
    Nyx shrugged. ‘Sure, why not; we’ve come this far,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Would you care to lead the way?’ Cryptus asked.  
 
    Nero looked over at him. ‘A little worried at what we might find in there?’  
 
    Cryptus smiled. ‘The thought had crossed my mind.’ 
 
    Beside him, Nyx sighed loudly and started to walk forward. Nero watched her for a second. She turned and looked back as she walked. 
 
    ‘Come on, then, what are you waiting for?’ she asked.  
 
    Nero grinned. ‘That’s my girl,’ he muttered as he started to follow her. Cryptus followed behind him with Runt.  
 
    Moving forward, they walked under the overhanging struts at metal towards a dark, cave-like entrance with metal panelling leading up to it. Nyx walked up those panels before him, her sword resting on her shoulder as she went. Nero reloaded his gun as he walked, sliding the shells into the shotgun until it was full and racked the foregrip to get it ready.  
 
    Moving up the ramp, Nero moved up beside Nyx as they reached the corridor. Everything was metallic here, with grating on the floor and panels on the walls that looked like they were out of a sci-fi film or something.  
 
    They pushed hanging cables out of their way, stepping over debris and holes in the superstructure of the craft as they moved deeper. It was dark in here, but as the shadows enveloped them, Nero’s eyes started to adjust, and he was able to make out shapes as he went.  
 
    ‘This is more than a little creepy,’ Nyx whispered to him.  
 
    ‘It certainly is,’ Nero said as they reached a branch in the corridor. The right-hand hallway was very dark, but if they kept on going forward, the passage curved around out of sight where a faint glow seemed to be coming from. Pausing to take in both options, Nero looked back at Cryptus.  
 
    ‘Darkness or weird creepy glow?’ he asked.  
 
    Cryptus thought about it for a moment, looking in both directions. ‘Glow, I think,’ he said.  
 
    ‘I knew you’d say that,’ Nero said as he focused his attention forward once more. ‘Okay, let’s see what’s waiting for us, shall we?’ 
 
    ‘Mmm hmm,’ Nyx mumbled.  
 
    Moving on, the glow grew as they walked ahead until, as they moved around a curve, the corridor stopped and opened up into a large room. Nero stepped up to the end of the hallway. The room was maybe thirty meters deep and twenty wide, with different levels of deck plates and consoles around the edges of the room as well as free-standing stations and machinery as well. The large machines hanging from the ceiling or rising from the floor obscured portions of the room while deep shadows suggested alcoves or further corridors that were too dark to see inside of. The glow came from a good number of these consoles and machines that still seemed to have some sort of power, which was quite incredible.  
 
    Moving cautiously into the room, Nero stepped right with Nyx beside him towards the centre of the space. As they went, at the far side of the room, something stepped out from behind one of these enormous floor to ceiling contraptions and onto a raised platform that circled the room. Nero turned and aimed his gun. The figure was humanoid with pale, chalk white skin and deep black eyes. He was naked, but without genitals. Instead, he had two huge black feathered wings sprouting from his back that rustled as he moved.  
 
    Next to him, a giant daemon-looking dog, about the size of an adult bear, lumbered along, watching Nero and Nyx with its blood red eyes while it slobbered over its four inch long fangs.  
 
    Nyx brandished her sword while Cryptus and Runt stopped and watched behind them.  
 
    This wasn’t a zombie, that’s for sure. It didn’t look dead enough. He wanted to say this was a mutant, but some part of him knew that it wasn’t. This thing looked strange, but it wasn’t mutated or diseased looking, which left only one option, but that thought of it made his blood run cold.  
 
    If it were a daemon, then only Nyx would be able to deal with him. That might have been okay, but he had a vicious looking hellhound as well, which Nero felt sure would be a daemon, too.  
 
    For the time being, he didn’t know what to do, so, he waited. He wanted to see what this creature had in store for them.  
 
    The winged man walked to the edge of the raised platform and the top of the handful of steps that led down to a central walkway through the middle of the room that led straight to Nero and Nyx.  
 
    ‘We have visitors,’ the man said. His voice was a deep bass and didn’t really sound fully human. The daemon’s deep black eyes looked at them, examining them, weighing them up.  
 
    ‘We’re not looking for any trouble,’ Nero said, wondering if this thing could be reasoned with.  
 
    ‘You were foolish to come here,’ the daemon man said. ‘This place is not for you.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not here to cause trouble, we’re just having a look around,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘I don’t think he’s listening to you,’ Nyx whispered to him.  
 
    ‘I gathered that,’ Nero said.  
 
    The daemon raised his arms and movement at the sides of the room caught his attention. From the darkness, several zombies stepped into the room and started to plod over to them; some of them moving faster than others.  
 
    ‘Looks like the negotiations are over,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘I’m going for the pale man,’ Nyx exclaimed, stepping forward.  
 
    ‘Hold on,’ Nero said and fired off a single shell at the suspected daemon. The round hit the thing on its shoulder, making him flinch, but ultimately doing nothing to him.  
 
    Nero shrugged. ‘Yeah, he’s all yours,’ Nero said with a shrug and turned towards the approaching horde of undead. One of the runners vaulted a railing as it charged at him, only to get a face full of buckshot that spun the zombie in mid-air and dropped him to the ground.  
 
    Another came up on Nero’s right, but with a swing of his shotgun, the creature staggered, giving Nero the second he needed to pull his dagger and stab it into the walking corpse’s eye.  
 
    Flipping his gun and switching hands, Nero jumped forward, kicking the first zombie he found as he waded into them. He was never much good at negotiating anything, he thought as he swung his gun turned club and stabbed with his blade. These daemons weren’t known for their social sides anyway. Besides, he thought, thrusting his dagger into another zombie skull, this was much more his thing. He felt much more at home wading into a group of undead and kicking their asses..  
 
    He could hear Cryptus’ revolver firing, along with another louder, deeper gun sound. He remembered noticing that Runt had a sawn-off shotgun hanging from his hip and guessed that it was likely him.  
 
    Guns were great, but there wasn’t much ammunition around these days. You could find it, though, as ammo was still made in some of the larger camps who were mining salt peter to turn into gunpowder and reforging scrap metal into new shells. Nero made sure to stock up whenever they passed through a camp with any supplies for his guns.  
 
    But even so, it was often better to use a knife or other melee weapon to conserve bullets and shells. When in a pinch, his shotgun could serve as a perfectly serviceable bludgeoning weapon.  
 
    Nero glanced left and saw Nyx cutting her way through another zombie before lunging for the daemon again. The pale man moved fast, almost too fast to keep up with, swinging his arms and deflecting the sword away the whole time. Nero couldn’t see the daemon dog, though, and wondered where it was.  
 
    With another swift strike, Nero pulverised the brain of another undead, creating a moment of breathing room for himself in the chaos of the fight.  
 
    A large dark shape shot at him from the cover of some consoles to his left. Nero jumped back and grabbing his gun with two hands, firing off a single shell at it. The shot glanced off the thing’s hide, going slightly wide, and not really doing any damage to it at all before the creature slammed into Nero, smashing him back across the room. He rolled and crunched into some machinery that knocked the wind out of him.  
 
    His shotgun went flying, clattering off behind him as the hellhound leapt once more with a tremendous roar.  
 
    Metal flashed at the dog mid-jump as Nyx appeared from his left. She hit the dog, which smashed into the ground and rolled away.  
 
    ‘That’s another one,’ Nyx joked with him.  
 
    ‘I let it do that. I wanted to make sure you were paying attention,’ Nero shot back at her.  
 
    ‘Of course you were,’ Nyx said as Nero turned and scrambled over towards where he thought his gun had gone.  
 
    He stopped as he looked up to find it lying inside some kind of machine, in a letterbox shaped rectangular slot. The device seemed to be one with the slot it was inside of and glowing bright blue.  
 
    Nero hesitated. He wasn’t sure what to make of this and wondered if his gun would be okay. Turning around, he noticed the daemon dog getting to its feet and growling at him.  
 
    ‘Aaah, crap,’ Nero said as the thing suddenly ran at him, and this time he couldn’t see Nyx anywhere close.  
 
    Nero grabbed the gun from the machine and on pure instinct aimed it at the daemon dog before squeezing the trigger.  
 
    As he did so, he noticed that the gun itself was actually glowing with a light coming from inside of it. The shotgun blast itself also seemed to strike the daemon dog with a flash and flare of light, smashing into the thing’s head.  
 
    The considerable bulk of the dog dropped to the floor and slid to a halt just before Nero. He looked down and felt a little surprised to see that the dog’s entire head was missing.  
 
    Had my gun done that? he wondered. Looking at the weapon in his hands, the internal glow was fading away to leave the firearm looking altogether normal once more.  
 
    ‘Huh,’ Nero said to himself in surprise.  
 
    Nyx ran around the pillar of machinery looking worried. ‘Ner… Oh, are you…’ she started before noticing the daemon dog, dead on the floor. ‘Shit, did you do that?’ 
 
    Nero looked down at his gun again in wonder. ‘Well, this did it, really,’ he said, raking the grip, causing the spent shell to fly out.  
 
    He looked up with a smile at Nyx, only to see the pale man standing off to the side a little further away than Nyx. The man suddenly roared at Nero and leapt into the air in rage. With one flap of his massive wings, the daemon suddenly shot forward at Nero, screaming past faster than Nyx could react.  
 
    With his gun already up, Nero re-aimed it on instinct and lined it up on the daemon before pulling the trigger.  
 
    The shotgun barked once, firing another glowing shell that smashed into the daemon’s shoulder. Nero hit almost the exact same spot he had done the first time, except that this time, the blast tore a huge chunk out of the daemon’s body and caused it to veer wildly off course and smash into the machine behind Nero that his gun had been inside off.  
 
    The machine crumpled and flew apart in an explosion of noise while Nero jumped out of the way, moving over next to Nyx before looking back at the mess behind him.  
 
    In the small fire that was all that remained of the machine, the daemon man rose up to his full height, his eyes glowing madly in the fumes. He didn’t seem terribly bothered by the huge hole that was all that was left of his shoulder.  
 
    ‘A daemon killing gun,’ Nyx commented as she stepped forward a pace and brandished her sword at the daemon. ‘That might come in useful in a second.’ 
 
    The daemon faced them from the flames.  
 
    Nero racked the foregrip on his new magical shotgun and smiled at the daemon. ‘Come on,’ he yelled at it. He could have sworn that the daemon had smiled on hearing this.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    The daemon stood tall in the flames and turned slowly to face them. As it moved, it held out its hand, and with a flare of light, a blade grew from nothing in its grasp.  
 
    ‘Looks like he fancies a sword fight,’ Nero said, his eyes never leaving the daemon.  
 
    ‘It’s been a while since I crossed blades with anyone,’ Nyx answered him, her voice sounding eager almost.  
 
    The daemon crouched and then sprang forward, leaping from the flames, its sword held high. It moved like a rocket, faster than Nero could track and was on Nyx before he could adjust his aim. But Nyx was quick, too, and parried the daemon’s attack with her own blade.  
 
    The pair swung their swords back and forth, clashing together in a desperate life and death fight. Nero edged a touch closer, his gun aimed at the daemon, wanting just one clear shot, but the thing seemed to know what Nero was after and circled around Nyx so that he didn’t get a clear shot at him.  
 
    ‘Damn you,’ Nero hissed to himself.  
 
    Movement to Nero’s right pulled his eyes away from the lightning fast moves of Nyx and the daemon, only for him to see a morbidly obese zombie lumbering towards him. The thing was massive and bloated, its large distended belly wobbling as it waddled towards him with chubby outstretched arms. The thing's skin was white with purple veins and mottled bruising all over it, while patches of bubbling up pustules or cysts filled with yellow puss threatened to burst at any moment.  
 
    It howled at him as it approached, Nero backed off, only for the thing to pause and go into some sudden convulsions.  
 
    ‘What the hell?’ Nero said to himself.  
 
    The blob suddenly leant forward and opened its mouth wider than should be strictly possible as a gout of yellow-green vomit shot out at him. Nero ducked right, hitting the floor and rolling out of the way as the gloopy substance splashed to the ground where he’d been standing and proceeded to burn its way through the deck plating.  
 
    ‘Holy shit,’ Nero cursed, realising it was powerful acid. Lifting his gun, Nero aimed at its bulk, only to suddenly rethink and adjust his aim for its head.  
 
    The thing turned, looking for him, having lost him when it had closed its eyes to throw up on him. Feeling sure he had a good shot, Nero fired once and hit the thing in its head with a loud boom.  
 
    The blob staggered for a moment, before suddenly toppling to the floor where its distended belly burst, spilling horrible red, green, and yellow acid, puss, and blood all over the place.  
 
    Nero jumped back, not wanting to get any of that crap on his boots. Looking up, Nyx was still fighting the daemon, so Nero ran around some of the equipment and came around behind where the daemon was. Nero shifted his position, moving to get as clear a shot on the thing as he could. He was out of sight of the daemon, but Nyx saw him. He noticed her glance at him and her fighting changed slightly. Smashing the thing’s sword sideways, she kicked out and caught the daemon solidly in its chest, knocking it back with a grunt. Nero stepped up, aimed, and fired.  
 
    The glowing shell hit, gouging a considerable chunk out of the thing’s flank, exposing ink black flesh and blood within. The daemon staggered and turned to face Nero, rage filling its face as it fell to one knee.  
 
    Nero gave it a smug grin and fired again. The thing lurched, trying to dodge, only for the shell to hit the base of the daemon’s right wing. It bellowed in pain as the severed wing fell to the floor, attached now by just a few stringy bits of flesh.  
 
    Rising its head to scream, Nyx stepped in and brought her sword down on the things neck, severing its head in a single hit. The head dropped to the floor with a thud, followed by its lifeless body.  
 
    Nero looked over at Nyx, she’d crouched down as she puffed and panted, catching her breath. ‘Well done, you held your own against a daemon in a sword fight, that’s impressive,’ he said, kneeling down beside her. 
 
    ‘Thanks. I wasn’t sure I would survive that.’ 
 
    Cryptus’ gun barked from across the room. Nero looked up to see the mystic take aim at the final zombie in here and fire once more. It dropped to the floor, leaving the room silent and filled with lifeless bodies scattered all over the floor.  
 
    ‘I hope this was worth it,’ he muttered under his breath to Nyx.  
 
    ‘We survived, and now, hopefully, he will uphold his side of the bargain and direct us to Midway City. Do you think he’ll do as he said he would?’ 
 
    ‘I see no reason why he wouldn’t,’ he said, looking around the room and watching Cryptus as he reloaded his gun on the other side of the room. ‘This is a pretty strange place, though. Doesn’t look like anything I’ve ever seen before.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly doesn’t,’ Nyx agreed.  
 
    ‘I’d like to have more of a look around this thing before we leave if you’re game?’ 
 
    ‘I’m up for that,’ Nyx answered.  
 
    ‘Cool,’ he said, and stood back up again, offering her his hand. She took it and stood up beside him.  
 
    ‘Thank you, dear sir,’ she said in a mock posh accent. ‘Chivalrous to the end.’ 
 
    They both wandered over towards Cryptus, who looked up at them as they approached. ‘Impressive work,’ Cryptus said. ‘You handled that daemon well.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Nyx answered.  
 
    ‘Whatever happened to my gun made it a lot easier,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘I saw that. May I have a look?’  
 
    Nero shrugged, seeing no reason why not, and handed him the shotgun. Cryptus turned it over in his hands, before looking up at Nero.  
 
    ‘Have you reloaded this?’ Cryptus asked.  
 
    ‘No. Why?’ 
 
    ‘It still have a full complement of shells,’ he said.  
 
    Nero raised his eyebrows in surprise. ‘It shouldn’t have,’ he said and took the gun back to have a look himself. Checking the gun, he saw that Cryptus was right, it was still full. ‘Hold on a second,’ Nero said and aimed it across the room away from them, and fired.  
 
    In the middle of this now quiet room, rather than in a fight, the gun sounded much louder. He rechecked the gun, and sure enough, he still had a full magazine.  
 
    ‘Well, shit,’ he said.  
 
    ‘An infinite supply of ammunition,’ Cryptus said. ‘Looks like you have an enchanted weapon, my friend.’ 
 
    Nero couldn’t help the grin that spread across his face. ‘That’s fucking awesome.’ He looked up at Nyx who was smiling, too.  
 
    ‘Now, we can both take on these daemons,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Damn right,’ Nero answered her.  
 
    ‘So, what happened? How did this gun become enchanted?’ Cryptus asked. ‘I didn’t see that part.’ 
 
    ‘It fell into one of these bits of equipment, some kind of machine. It was glowing inside, and when I pulled the gun out, it was glowing, too. I didn’t do anything other than that. In fact, I didn’t even put the gun in it; it fell out of my hand and somehow landed in there.’ 
 
    ‘A complete fluke?’ Cryptus asked.  
 
    ‘That’s right. And we can’t even do it again because the daemon smashed that device. It’s in bits over there,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Okay, I’ll check it out. But now you have helped me out, I suspect you want to get on your way and head for Midway City?’  
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Nyx said, clearly very keen to get moving.  
 
    ‘I understand,’ Cryptus said and reached inside his cloak. For a moment, Nero flinched, wondering if Cryptus might try to shoot them or something, but the man pulled out a rolled-up sheet of paper and handed it to Nyx. ‘It’s not to scale, but the positions are fairly accurate.’ 
 
    Nyx unrolled the paper to find a hand-drawn map on the weathered sheet of paper. ‘A map,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Correct,’ Cryptus said and leaned in. He pointed to something labelled as a ravine on the left side of the map as Nyx looked at it. ‘We’re here. Midway is over here. It’s a fair drive away, but once you’re up off the ocean bed and on the main road here, you should make good time.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Nyx said and looked up at Cryptus. ‘Thank you, I really appreciate this.’ Nero noticed a bit of raw emotion behind her words. She really did mean it and could see that his actions had really affected her.  
 
    ‘My pleasure,’ he said. ‘Go and find your family.’ 
 
    ‘We will. But before we go, I think we’ll have a look around in here. It’s pretty amazing, whatever it is,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Of course, go ahead. I think we’ll be staying here a while. Speaking of which, Runt, let’s see about getting this thing fortified a bit, I don’t want any surprises while we’re in here,’ he said, already turning his focus away from Nero and Nyx.  
 
    Nyx looked up at Nero with the biggest smile he’d seen on that pretty face for a long time. ‘Happy?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Very,’ she beamed.  
 
    ‘Great, so, let’s have a hunt around, and we’ll get on our way in an hour or so.’ 
 
    Moments later, they were wandering out through one of the side doors of this main room and picking their way along the ruined corridors. It felt like they were in some kind of crash-landed spacecraft, but it was such a fantastical thought that Nero had a tough time reconciling that with the world around him.  
 
    Within moments of leaving the main room they encountered first one, and then another zombie, both of which they dispatched with little fanfare as if it was the most normal thing in the world.  
 
    Nyx wandered into a side room. Nero followed to find that the back wall of this chamber had banks of mostly dead video screens, although a couple of them did seem to have some kind of power left and were flicking with digital static.  
 
    He looked over at Nyx from where he stood before the screens. She’d cut a piece of insulated cabling from a wall and was now absentmindedly tying it into her hair as she scanned the room.  
 
    Nero turned back to the flicking screens and looked down at the console before him. Holding his shotgun in his right hand, Nero lifted it and brought it down on the top of the console. There was a minor spark, and suddenly the screens before them burst into life.  
 
    ‘Aaah, here we go,’ Nero said, amused that hitting the thing had actually worked.  
 
    ‘You got it working?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘Seems that way,’ Nero said as he peered at the screens. They were static shots of parts of the inside of the ship, but they looked different to the state it was in now. The ship seemed cleaner and less damaged. Nero wondered if they were watching a recording rather than a live feed. As they watched the screens, they could see a view of the main room, but there were no zombies in there, no carnage or aftermath of their fight.  
 
    ‘It’s a recording,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘This isn’t now?’ Nyx asked. 
 
    ‘No, look, the main room is different, see?’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. I wonder when this was filmed?’ 
 
    They could see a single figure in the main room, working away in there, A dark-haired man in black clothing that looked kind of odd. The fashion wasn’t like anything he’s seen before, either before or after the apocalypse.  
 
    ‘Oooh, look,’ Nyx said and pointed to another of the screens. He could see two women walking down the corridor. One was blonde with chiselled cheekbones and the other had long bright red hair and was quite buxom. Both were slim, attractive and wearing form-fitting, catsuit-like clothing. The blonde was in some kind of black outfit while the redhead was in white.  
 
    They disappeared from view and the screens flickered. Another came online and showed a wide shot of the main room. The two women were fighting the man. Punches and kicks were thrown, but they seemed to have mostly invisible force-fields around them that flared occasionally. As they watched, the redhead blasted the man with lighting that flew from her hands while the blonde was throwing large bits of equipment with some kind of invisible force. Telekinesis, maybe? 
 
    They were winning, anyway, that much was clear.  
 
    ‘What the hell is this?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Who are these people?’ Nyx joined in, as much at a loss as he was.  
 
    The screens flicked again to show the two women standing over the top of the lifeless body of the man in black before the monitors flickered once more and dissolved into digital static once again.  
 
    ‘You know what?’ Nyx said. ‘I‘ve decided I don’t like it here. I think it’s time we left this weird shit behind and got back to the task at hand.’ 
 
    Nero looked over at her and nodded. He was feeling very out of his depth. Cryptus seemed to be more comfortable around this stuff, but Nero certainly didn’t. Of the two of them, Nyx was the more mystically minded one, so if she didn’t like it, there was no hope really.  
 
    ‘Let’s get out of here,’ Nero said and moved out of the room. Making their way back through the empty ship, they found Cryptus and Runt at the entrance, starting to haul broken bits of panelling around and assembling some kind of barrier. There were a handful of fresh zombie bodies out here as well.  
 
    ‘Been busy?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Runt busy, yes. Smash bang more zeddies Runt did.’  
 
    Nero smiled at him, finding his upbeat tone amusing.  
 
    ‘We’re just settling in for the night,’ Cryptus said. ‘Did you find anything interesting?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. There was a security station back there showing a recording of some kind of fight that happened here some time ago. Maybe go check it out?’  
 
    ‘I will,’ Cryptus said.  
 
    ‘Well, we’re going to make a move, we’ll see you around sometime,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Yes, and thank you for the map,’ Nyx said. 
 
    ‘Anytime. I’m always true to my word,’ Cryptus said. ‘Happy travels.’ 
 
    Walking outside, they climbed into Nero’s charger. ‘Let’s get moving, shall we?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Fuck yeah,’ Nyx said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t often that Nero got to open the charger up and really let it fly. The landscape of the wasteland, even on the well-travelled tracks, was hard going. There were always obstacles and rocks and things everywhere, and unless you wanted to smash your car up or break an axel by hitting a pothole or raider trap, you took your time and drove carefully.  
 
    Nero considered himself a reasonably skilled mechanic, but it wasn’t as if there were well-stocked car garages all over the landscape, so even with the supplies he had in the vehicle, it just made sense to drive cautiously.  
 
    As a result, they’d been travelling for a little over a week, heading east and just yesterday had made it out onto the highway after travelling through what had once been a city with a port for ships to dock at. Now those ships, or what little remained of them, littered the ground just outside the port and were used as homes for those who could hold onto them.  
 
    They’d made it through the ruined town with relatively little trouble and were now on the main highway that led to Midway City in the east. No longer on the bottom of the former seabed, the land here was flatter, and the remains of civilisation could be seen scattered about through the ever-present ochre desert sands. It seemed that this main highway had a lot of traffic passing along it as most of the debris had been cleared to the sides, but the road was in a terrible state of disrepair. There were times when Nero felt confident in reaching higher speeds, but even here, Nero found he had to be a little careful and dodge some of the monster-sized potholes they found.  
 
    ‘Yeah, I know we keep talking about it, but I really do think I misjudged him. He was as good as his word,’ Nyx said, sitting next to him and looking at the map she held out in front of her. ‘This has been a really useful map so far. I think we have maybe two more days’ drive to get to the city.’ 
 
    Nero smiled. She’d been talking about Cryptus quite a bit since leaving him at that strange ruined craft. She’d gone from feeling distrustful of him and wondering what his motives were, to singing his praises every chance she got. She still found him strange, or so she kept saying, but it seemed like she no longer distrusted him. Which was something, he supposed.  
 
    The sun was setting and darkness was creeping over the landscape, so, Nero kept an eye out for a suitable place to stop. He found one before long and pulled off the highway to park behind a rocky outcrop that would hide the car from any other vehicles passing along the road. Pulling in, he discovered that they hadn’t been the first to use this place, finding the remains of a campfire, some empty tin cans, discarded fabric, and other detrious scattered about the area.  
 
    ‘Perfect,’ Nero said to himself as they tucked the car in tight before they set about starting a fire and cooking some food.  
 
    They combined two identical MRE’s and heated them up in their pot over the fire to enjoy a much needed hot meal. They’d picked up a few supplies in the port town as they passed through, so they were well stocked for the time being.  
 
    A little later, Nyx jumped on him and seemed keen on enjoying a little personal time. Nero could never resist her advances and soon lay her down in the dirt, pressing himself into her once again, much to her delight.  
 
    He never grew tired of seeing her enjoying his touch and how she moved about beneath or on top of him. She was slim and toned, and seeing that stunning body undulate, tensing and relaxing, was fascinating to him. Not to mention being incredibly arousing, too.  
 
    He loved watching her perfect little ass bouncing away on top of him as she moaned with ecstasy. It was like heaven for him, and she seemed to enjoy it as much as he did.  
 
    Before long, they had moved to the cramped but cosy secure sleeping compartment behind the rear seat of the charger that Nero had installed a long time ago. In here, they were completely hidden and safe from any zombies that might wander into their camp during the night looking for a tasty snack.  
 
    The next day, they hit the road again early, wanting to make good time and were soon moving through the wasteland at a relatively steady speed. They didn’t see many other travellers, but the ones they did pass, or who came the other way, paid them no mind. As they travelled, Nero’s mind wandered, and as his gaze passed over Nyx’s long, lithe legs, his mind went to the more intimate side of their relationship. 
 
    Nero liked to think of himself as quite a giving lover, and whenever they did have sex, he always preferred to make sure that Nyx was as satisfied as she wanted to be, aiming to be the last one to climax as much as possible. But Nyx seemed to have similar thoughts as one thing she did do, from time to time, was to give him some oral sex while they were driving. He always felt a little guilty when she did this as there was little he could do in return, but she’d reassured him several times that she enjoyed it and got a kick out of knowing she’d given him some pleasure.  
 
    The highway was long, smooth, and flat, meaning there were fewer bumps to interrupt them, so Nyx had soon reached over and had used her hand to arouse him before leaning over and taking him in her mouth.  
 
    Nero merely sat back and enjoyed the feeling of her sucking on him, moving her head up and down while using her hand to pump away at the same time. She was a skilled lover, never using her teeth, which he always hated, and knew just what to do to bring him to orgasm.  
 
    Sure enough, she soon brought him right up to the heights of pleasure once more before he released into her mouth with a grunt and moan.  
 
    ‘Oh, my God, you’re good; that was amazing,’ he said as she sat up again.  
 
    She swallowed. ‘Thanks, as long as you enjoyed it, I’m happy. You can repay the favour later,’ she said, picking up the canteen of water and taking a sip. 
 
    ‘Next chance I get,’ he said, feeling aroused by the thought of burying his face between her legs once again.  
 
    Later on that morning, Nero spotted a small group of zombies on the road up ahead. ‘Oooh, look. Want to practice that swing of yours?’ he asked.  
 
    Nyx looked up and saw the undead in the road. With a smile, she placed the map in the glove box, unlocked and opened the hatch above her and withdrew her sword from its holder. Nero had slowed right down to give Nyx time to get in position. She was up and standing on her seat now, as ready as she’d ever be, holding her sword high.  
 
    ‘Let’s do it,’ she called out.  
 
    Nero didn’t need telling twice and accelerated towards the waiting undead. Nero rose through the gears, pressing down on the pedal before dropping the clutch, shifting gears, and giving it some more power.  
 
    Nero aimed to the left of the left-most zombie, looking to bring the first one down the right side of the car for Nyx to smash with her sword. He aimed it just right, he felt, and with a thunk and a shout of joy from Nyx, he knew she’d been successful. Nero smiled and looked down the road again in time to see an approaching car. Nero was slowing anyway to go back for another pass at the zombie group as the first of what turned out to be two cars sped past them.  
 
    There were several people in the lead car, and one of them seemed to be being restrained by three others. He was a big man, well fed, and looked terrified. He reached out to Nero’s car as they passed.  
 
    ‘Heeeeeelp,’ he called out as he went by, the Doppler effect causing his cry to rise and fall in pitch and volume.  
 
    Nero slammed the brakes on hard, bringing the charger to a halt with a squeal of tyres. Nero looked up at Nyx, asking the question without needing to actually voice it.  
 
    Nyx looked back down, smiled, and shrugged. ‘Sure, why not. Let’s go get him,’ she said.  
 
    Nero smiled, threw the car into gear, and released the clutch. Wheels spun, dirt flew, and the charger rotated around to face the way they’d come before shooting off down the highway after the feeling cars.  
 
    Nyx dropped into her seat and punched the air. ‘Whoop! The Road Knights ride again,’ she hollered.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
      
 
    The raiders’ cars were fast but not as fast as Nero’s charger. With Nyx’s hatch now shut to reduce drag, they were swiftly closing in on the convoy of two. The captive seemed to be in the front car, and as Nero came up behind them, the three passengers in the rear vehicle watched him with interest. They were probably trying to work out if he was interested in them or not.  
 
    Nero shook his head slightly at their error in judgement and yanked the wheel to the left, at just the right moment. The charger slammed into the side of the raiders’ car, sending it careening off the highway, straight into the next grouping of rock with a sudden and bone breaking crunch.  
 
    The charger wobbled back and forth a bit behind the lead car, but Nero soon brought it back under his control with a modicum of effort.  
 
    ‘Crap,’ Nyx grunted as she held on tight.  
 
    Nero looked up to see one of the raiders on the lead car stop trying to subdue their prisoner, who was stilling giving them trouble. The raider held a keen looking machete in his hand and made the daring leap to the hood of their car.  
 
    With a thud, the topless man with ritual scarring steadied himself on the engine block with his other hand as he looked up into the faces of Nero and Nyx. Nero glanced at Nyx, who smiled back before suddenly standing up and holding her sword aloft.  
 
    The raider visibly panicked, and held his machete up, which now looked rather pathetic compared to Nyx’s colossal blade. Nyx had been winding up her swing since before she’d fully stood up and brought her sword slamming down on the man, hitting his machete first. The raider’s blade deflected the blow slightly, keeping it from smashing into his face. Instead, Nyx cleaved the man’s other arm off at the elbow. With the hand that was holding him on the car no longer attached to his body, and his machete now bent out of shape, the raider fell from the vehicle backwards with a look of horror. Nero felt the ba-bump of the wheels as they rolled over the top of him and left him in the dust.  
 
    Nero was concentrating on the car ahead, though, and moved up towards it. One of the two remaining men who were still wrestling with the fat man seemed pissed off with Nero now. He chose to let go of their captive and reached for something in the back of the pickup they were riding in.  
 
    Nero didn’t want to find out what it was, though, and raised the pistol he’d been holding in his lap and took aim.  
 
    The raider lifted a shotgun from the rear of the truck. Nero squeezed the trigger, firing off a few shots at the kidnapper. The first went wide, the second one clipped the man's shoulder, knocking back against the cab of the truck while the third slammed right into the middle of his chest, making his arms go limp as blood poured out of his chest like it would from a bottle.  
 
    Nero adjusted his aim and shot out the wheel in two more squeezes of the trigger. With the tyre gone, the driver lost some control over the vehicle as it started to fishtail all over the road. Nero slowed, backing off from the raider truck as the driver braked to bring it to a halt.  
 
    ‘Get over there,’ Nero shouted up at Nyx as he approached the truck. She didn’t answer, she simply vaulted over the windscreen, and as Nero rolled his car past the truck, Nyx leapt from the charger’s hood and into the back of the practically stationary truck. Nero yanked the wheel left and pulled on the handbrake, bringing the charger to a skidding halt. He’d opened the door before the car had stopped and dropped to the floor, shotgun in hand as the driver opened his door and stood up out the side of the truck, raising his own gun. 
 
    Nero fired first, the blast from the gun hitting a lot harder than it used to, putting a massive hole in the door of the truck and ripping the raider’s torso to shreds. He dropped to the floor, dead before he landed.  
 
    Seeing the power his shotgun had now was incredible, but he could still be taken out by a stray bullet. Nyx struggled against the final raider in the back of the truck, but with a kick, knocked him off her before plunging her sword into his belly. Nero saw the end of the blade slide out the man’s back before she kicked him again and sent him toppling over the side of the truck to land in the dirt.   
 
    Nero walked over to the last raider. He was still alive.  
 
    ‘Thank you, kind sir, lady. Thank you, you will be handsomely rewarded…’ the captive was saying, his words stumbling out of him. He couldn’t get the words out quick enough.  
 
    Nero raised a finger to the man without looking at him, urging him to be quiet as he looked down at the raider Nyx had stabbed.  
 
    He coughed and struggled to breathe as blood erupted from his throat. His eyes were swinging around wildly before focusing on Nero. ‘You… You don’t understand…’ he muttered.  
 
    ‘I think we do,’ Nero said, and pointed his shotgun at the man’s head before pulling the trigger, obliterating it.  
 
    Nero stepped back and looked up. The captive man looked down at the body of the raider he’d just killed and visibly gulped before looking up at Nero again.  
 
    ‘Um, thank you, so much… I’m a member of the queen's court, a family member, actually, back in Midway City. You will be handsomely rewarded if you were to return me to my queen,’ he said hopefully.  
 
    ‘Midway City?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    The man turned to face her. ‘That’s right, were you going there?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we were,’ Nyx said, smiling. ‘I’m looking for—’ 
 
    ‘Nyx!’ Nero interrupted.  
 
    Nyx looked down at him, surprised by his outburst. Nero gave her a look that hopefully reminded her to be careful what she said. Nyx nodded and seemed to understand. ‘Something, we’re looking for something,’ she finished.  
 
    ‘Isn’t everybody?’ the fat man said. ‘I’m sure you’ll find what you’re looking for in Midway. I can introduce you to the queen; she might be able to help you.’ 
 
    Nero frowned. There was something about this man, now that he’d met him, that he really didn’t like. Maybe it was because he’d come across a hundred other people just like him during his time, and they always seemed to have an ulterior motive. Still, he might be the ticket into the city that they needed, he thought.  
 
    ‘Get in the car, we’ll get you back to Midway,’ Nero said, looking down at the dead raider again, wondering what it was he’d meant by that final comment. He looked back up at Nyx as she helped the man off the truck. ‘Check around, see if there’s anything useful back there,’ he said and walked over to the cab and did the same before going through the pockets of the raiders. 
 
    He found a few bullets and a few bits of food, but not much else. Returning to his charger, Nero grabbed one of the empty jerry cans from the back, along with the flexible hose he used and proceeded to syphon the gas from the truck. It didn’t take too long, and the fat man sat in the back of the charger patiently waiting for them.  
 
    ‘What do you think of him?’ Nero asked Nyx who was leaning against the truck close by as the jerry can slowly filled.  
 
    ‘Slimy,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Nero agreed with her. ‘He is that.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve seen it before when I was at the Watchtower. Some of those who’d pass through, if they thought there were better than you, they’d have that same feel to them. Like they thought their shit didn’t stink, you know?’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘I get that feeling from this one, too. Sounds like he’s in with this queen, whoever she is. Some camp or fortress leader, I’ll wager, who thinks she’s some kind of royalty. I know the type.’ 
 
    ‘So, what do we do? Do we take him back like we said?’ 
 
    ‘Or what? Dump him in the desert? Leave him to die?’ 
 
    Nero shrugged.  
 
    ‘No, we’ll take him. He might be as good as his word. He might even be useful, but we’ll never know if we don’t try.’ 
 
    ‘The benefit of the doubt, huh?’ 
 
    Nyx nodded as the syphon sputtered and stopped.  
 
    ‘Fair enough,’ Nero said. ‘Let’s see how this plays out.’ 
 
    After placing the part-filled can in the back of the car and securing it, they both climbed into the front. Nero looked at the fat man in the rearview mirror. ‘So, what do we call you?’ 
 
    ‘You can call me Chain, my dear boy, and what, may I ask, should I call you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m Nero, this is Nyx. We’ve got a couple of days travel to get to the city by my estimation, so, we might need a place to stay for the night.’ 
 
    ‘Bridge town. It’s about halfway there. They’ll let you stay for a fee,’ he said.  
 
    ‘I bet they will,’ he said. ‘But hang on, can’t we just walk in there with one of the queen’s family members and get a place for free?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I must insist on travelling incognito. There are too many, um, how shall we say, “rough” elements out here, if you know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Rough elements, huh?’ Nero smirked. He looked over at Nyx. She smiled, too, finding his comments amusing.  
 
    ‘Fair enough, Mr Chain, sir, incognito it is,’ he said with the barest hint of sarcasm and brought the charger to life with a twist of his key before dropping it into gear and setting off.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bride Town lived up to its name, located, as it was, at one end of a long suspension bridge that crossed a deep and dried up river. The river ran through a broad valley that sliced through the landscape beneath the bridge. The fortified town was attached to this end of the bridge with separate gates blocking off the bridge itself, although it looked like they were being repaired right now.  
 
    Nero looked at them with a frown. He guessed that the raiders they had taken out earlier today had caused this.  
 
    ‘See, Bridge Town,’ Chain said 
 
    ‘Indeed. Looks like they suffered an attack recently,’ Nero said, wondering if Chain might comment.  
 
    ‘Caused by the raider scum that took me,’ Chain said.  
 
    ‘I’d guessed as much,’ Nero said. ‘So, are the people in here going to recognise you?’ 
 
    ‘Most of them probably won’t, dear boy, but I shall keep a low profile. I suggest you do, too.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t want any trouble,’ Nero said, looking over at Nyx. She nodded back to him. He knew that her sights were set firmly on the city and the goal of finding her mother so she would not want to get too distracted.  
 
    Nero edged the car forward, approaching the gates at a slow and steady pace to appear non-threatening.  
 
    The two guards on the gate motioned for them to stop, which Nero did, and killed the engine to clearly hear the guard.  
 
    ‘Hold. Who are you and what’s your purpose here?’ 
 
    Nero was already leaning out the window as he listened to the guardsman. ‘Just travelling through, looking for a place to stay the night,’ he called back.  
 
    ‘Who’s in there with you?’ 
 
    ‘Two others with me. We’re happy to trade as payment.’ 
 
    The man looked down to the inside of the gate and then looked back. ‘Okay, move inside and exit your vehicle,’ he said, as the gates opened up to reveal a good sized space behind them and another gate beyond that. It was a kill box. A buffer so that the guards could check them out before letting them into the camp proper.  
 
    ‘Here we go,’ Nero said, and rolled the car forward into the security buffer where two more men were waiting for them, both with guns held at the ready.  
 
    ‘They seem a little cautious,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘You would be, too, if some raiders had just rolled through here.’ 
 
    ‘I guess,’ she said, as he brought the car to a stop.  
 
    ‘Hands where I can see them,’ one of the guards said. ‘Now, climb out, real slow, okay?’ 
 
    Nero kept his hands in plain sight and slowly climbed out the car, watching the guards. Nyx and Chain did the same. They were brought to one side where one of the guards in the box with them watched them while the other started to hunt through the vehicle.  
 
    They were also covered by the two guards on top of the tower as well.  
 
    ‘Anything dangerous in here?’ the closest guard asked about Nero’s car.  
 
    ‘Just a couple of weapons. A sword, some guns, and ammo,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘You got them?’ the covering guard said to his friend, who was looking through the car and under it.  
 
    ‘Aye, I found the guns and sword,’ he said as he searched. Then, after a few moments, he walked over. ‘Nothing to worry about here,’ the second guard said. ‘They have some sweet supplies, though. Maybe we can deal?’ 
 
    Nero nodded. ‘Sure.’  
 
    ‘Okay, the deal is this: you get a room for the night in return for some supplies; we can work those details out once you’re inside. While you’re here, you can keep one weapon on you, the rest need to be kept in the gatehouse just inside. You can pick them up on your way out when you leave. Deal?’ 
 
    ‘Deal,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Great, you two can walk in,’ the guard said to Nyx and Chain. ‘You can drive in. There are places to park over on your right under where you’ll be sleeping. Stop at the gatehouse first, though.’ 
 
    Everything went smoothly over the next thirty minutes as Nero traded some food and gas for the night before leaving his pistol and dagger with the gatehouse for safe keeping. Handing over your weapons while you were in a camp wasn’t uncommon. It didn’t happen at all the camps, but Nero had encountered it many times before. Some of them demanded all your weapons, some only a few. Nero didn’t mind, but chose to keep his enchanted shotgun with him for his stay here.  
 
    Nyx took Chain up to their rooms right away to keep him out of sight of people. Nero followed them up as soon as he could and found Nyx in a communal area above the carport with several rooms behind it. The structure was simple, dirty, and constructed out of reclaimed metal. It was not the most comfortable place he’d ever spent a night, but it would do.  
 
    They’d been given two rooms, something that Nyx had negotiated, she told him, with Chain already inside one of them. Nyx sat by a large open window, running her whetstone along the edge of the blade of her sword, sharpening it as Nero walked over to her from their room.  
 
    ‘It’s not a bad place. I’ve certainly stayed in worse,’ he said.  
 
    ‘It’ll do. Chain said he was exhausted and needed to get some rest, plus, it would be best if he kept out of the way.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose being kidnapped is a tiring experience,’ Nero commented.  
 
    ‘I suppose so. We’re staying just the one night here, then, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely. We’ll be on our way early tomorrow,’ Nero answered her, reassuring her that he was as committed to this as she clearly was. This mission was a new experience for him. Previously, he’d not really done much that was purely for someone else. Everything up to now always had some part of it, some element that would benefit him. Whether he was rescuing someone for supplies or Nyx because, frankly, he fancied her. Though, that last one had changed his life forever. But this, this was a mission for Nyx. This was something she wanted to do, and strangely, helping her on this mission was giving him a feeling of satisfaction and happiness that he’d not expected at all.  
 
    Nyx smiled at him before continuing to work away on her sword as they watched the encampment shut down for the night.  
 
    They were brought some food that evening and went to bed a little later.  
 
    Nero stirred to the sounds of shouting from within the camp at what felt like a very early hour. Looking up, he found the space where Nyx had slept beside him empty and the door to the room left partway open. He woke up quickly on realising Nyx was missing and jumped out of bed only to spot her through the door next to the window, looking out over the camp.  
 
    Wondering what she was looking at, Nero stepped out of the room and walked over to her. She noticed his approach and looked over at him, putting one finger to her pursed lips to keep him quiet before beckoning him forward.  
 
    He approached the window cautiously until the scene outside in the courtyard below came into view. It was morning, and the sun had already risen above the horizon, its light casting long shadows over the scene below. A large customised, rusted looking desert vehicle sat in the area below while six people stood menacingly around three others who were from the camp. The lead man in the group wore black leathers with bits of makeshift armour attached to him that were covered in spikes, and he was talking loudly in the face of the lead camp member and jabbing his finger at him. The rest of his group were dressed in similar gear for the most part, although two stood out. One of the men had what looked like some kind of devil dog on a leash. Nero guessed it was a daemon, not dissimilar to the one they had encountered in the wreck with Cryptus. The other notable member of the group was an Asian looking woman wearing white wraps around her body and limbs, solid boots, and carrying a katana. Her simple white coverings stood in stark contrast to the black leathers and armour of the others. 
 
    ‘Who are these guys?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Not sure. They arrived a little while ago and started throwing their weight around. There are way more camp members in here, but no one wants to challenge them,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘Is Chain awake?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve not seen him,’ she said, pulling her boots on.  
 
    ‘You’re not planning on going down there, are you?’  
 
    ‘That depends on them,’ she said.  
 
    ‘What happened to keeping a low profile?’ 
 
    ‘I know. But I can’t stand by and let them kill people for no good reason,’ she said.  
 
    Nero nodded. He understood that completely. His own sense of justice had landed him in a few fights he could have avoided over the years. He really should learn to walk away more, but when the weak were being punished by the strong, for no good reason, a part of him just couldn’t stand by and let them get away with it. He had to do something.  
 
    It was a trait that he had found he shared with Nyx, and they regularly backed each other up now when these situations arose. Nero could see this being another one of those moments, so he pulled his own clothes on, including his boots and jacket, feeling reasonably sure this would likely only go one way. As he dressed, he listened to the conversation below.  
 
    ‘Well, you can’t have tried very hard, could you, because those fucks got through here anyway? What good are you if you can’t stop a simple band of raiders? Maybe we need to get some other people in here to do your job for you? So, I think we need another offering for the queen,’ the lead man yelled.  
 
    ‘But we’re down to our last reserves of food. We need more. If we give you any of it, people will starve. We don’t have enough as it is.’ 
 
    ‘Not my problem. Now go and get an offering.’ 
 
    ‘Please, don’t do this,’ the camp leader said.  
 
    The gang leader, who in Nero’s mind was called Spike, seemed to sigh, but it was tough to make out at this distance. He put his hands on his hips and nodded to the katana girl.  
 
    The girl moved like graceful lightening, and in one smooth motion, sliced at one of the camp members. Blood sprayed as the man beside the leader looked shocked for a moment before he dropped to the floor. The clean, deep cut opening wide to reveal his insides as he hit the floor.  
 
    People around the camp looking at the scene screamed in horror. The camp leader backed off in shock.  
 
    ‘No, oh, God no. Sev? Oh, shit you killed him! How could you? We’re doing our best,’ the leader pleaded, stepping forward and dropping to his knees as he reached for Spike. The daemon dog growled at the camp leader, warning him off.  
 
    ‘That’s it, I’ve seen enough,’ Nyx said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    Nero nodded at Nyx, feeling his own blood boil at what he’d just seen happen. Nyx jumped from the window with her sword in hand and landed quietly. They were off to the side of the confrontation and slightly behind the gang, so they didn’t see her coming right away as their attention was on the leader.  
 
    ‘We're sorry, please, don’t kill anymore,’ he begged.  
 
    ‘Why? You should be thanking me; that’s one less mouth to feed. Now you can give us his share of your supplies.’ 
 
    Nero jumped down, too, after grabbing his shotgun. The camp leader didn’t answer, he’d seen Nyx approaching and looked up at her in surprise as she took hold of her sword in two hands. Spike turned in time to see her swing the blade, as did the daemon dog, moments before she cleaved it in two, killing it with one hit.  
 
    Spike backed off, the dog handler looked shocked while others raised their weapons. Nero was ready, though, and fired at one of the six who held a shotgun of his own. He dropped to the floor as Nyx adjusted her grip and whipped her sword around to take a swipe at the dog handler, who was fumbling for his weapon.  
 
    ‘Get him,’ Spike yelled at the two guys in the gang who were not dead, pointing at Nero, while the katana girl faced off against Nyx.  
 
    Nero adjusted his aim towards one of the two guys moving to get a shot on him and fired. The shot caught a glancing blow against the gang member, who yelled in pain before raising his own gun and shooting back.  
 
    Nero ducked left towards some barrels and boxes as the bullets chewed up the floor where he’d been standing.  
 
    The wounded man staggered forward and fired again. Nero ducked and brought his own gun up to bare and fired off another round, this time catching the man full in the chest. He dropped to the floor quite dead.  
 
    The other man had run over in the meantime and disappeared behind the same cover Nero was close to, but around the corner. Nero ducked back and started to move around, approaching the side that the gang member had moved to before whipping around the corner to see nothing.  
 
    Nearby, swords clanged. Nero looked over. Spike was on the other side of the two girls, not really much of a target right now.  
 
    Focusing back on his own predicament, Nero edged forward and jumped out around the next corner, still not finding the man who he’d seen duck back here. Nero frowned and looked back the way he’d come. Nothing.  
 
    ‘Yaaah,’ shouted someone above him. Nero ducked left, throwing himself to the floor as the man’s gun fired, missing him. Nero rolled to his feet in time to see the man leap down beside him and smash him on the side of his face with the butt of his gun. Nero went with the motion of the attack and spun in place, kicking his leg out. Nero caught the man’s gun and knocked it wide. As he moved, he caught the briefest of glimpses of Spike running towards them.  
 
    Nero stepped in and rammed the muzzle of the shotgun up into the man’s chest, squeezing off a shot.  
 
    The man had a look of shock on his face as Nero yelled at him in a rage. Nero gave him a quick push as he took a step back, turned, and swung his shotgun out in a sweeping arc, catching Spike on the side of his head moments before the leader reached him with a large dagger in his hand.  
 
    Stepping in as Spike fell backwards into the dirt, Nero kicked him in the head once, hard. Spike rolled over onto his side, blood from his mouth splattering to the floor.  
 
    ‘Who do you think you are?’ the man asked.  
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter who we are, what does matter is making sure you don’t terrorise any more people,’ Nero said, looking down at him.  
 
    ‘You’ll both die for this, you know that? The queen will have your heads on a spike.’ 
 
    ‘Will she now? Well, I don’t think that will be happening.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll suffer for this, you fucking idiot. No one disrespects the queen and lives.’ 
 
    ‘But if she doesn’t know about it, how can she punish us for it? Fuck me, you’re stupid.’ 
 
    Nyx yelped. Nero looked up to see the katana girl stepping in towards Nyx who she’d knocked to the floor, her weapon ready.  
 
    ‘Hey,’ Nero shouted to get her attention as he raised his gun. She looked up and paused.  
 
    Movement behind Nero grabbed his attention. He spun back around to see Spike pulling a small pistol from his boot and raising it up. Nero swung his shotgun and smashed it into the man’s arm as the gun went off, narrowly avoiding Nero. Nero brought the shotgun back in and aimed it at Spike’s head, keenly aware that the gang leader still held the pistol. Nero didn’t wait, he couldn’t risk being shot at with that gun. He fired, turning Spike’s head into mush.  
 
    Nero turned back to Nyx, but she was alone and getting to her feet. Scanning around, he saw the katana girl disappear between buildings, before vanishing altogether.  
 
    Looking around the suddenly silent courtyard, Nero moved over towards Nyx, but watched and waited for any other attacks, just in case they’d missed anyone. But no one appeared as Nero reached Nyx and pulled her in for a hug.   
 
    ‘Are you okay? She beat you, didn’t she.’ 
 
    ‘She did. I underestimated her completely. Thanks for the save, by the way,’ she said, looking tired. 
 
    ‘No problem, that’s one less I owe you,’ Nero answered with a wry smile on his lips.  
 
    Nyx looked up at him, eyebrows raised. ‘Keeping count, are we?’ she said, poking him in the chest with her finger.  
 
    Nero smiled. Looking back down at the dead men, Nero surveyed the carnage as some of the camp’s residents started to reappear. ‘Who were these guys?’ he muttered to himself.  
 
    ‘The queen's guard,’ said a voice from nearby. It was the man who’d been leading the talks with this gang when Nero had first seen them. He was in his forties with greying hair and a scraggly beard.  
 
    ‘This is the queen that lives in Midway City, right?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘That’s the one, yes,’ he said.  
 
    ‘And you work for her?’ Nero asked, adjusting the grip of his gun.  
 
    ‘Kind of. We take a toll for using the bridge, and the queen takes offerings from us for being close to her territory. This isn’t the first time her guards have come here and caused trouble.’ 
 
    Nero raised the gun slightly. ‘Are we going to have any trouble because of this?’ 
 
    The camp leader raised his hands. ‘Hell no. In fact, I was about to thank you. They would have probably killed more of us had you not stepped in,’ he said.  
 
    Nero lowered his gun, the man lowered his hands and stepped forward, offering one to Nero. ‘I’m Pol, nice to meet you. My guys tell me you arrived last night. Are you heading towards the city?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, they have something we’re looking for,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Okay, let me offer you a piece of advice: Queen Latrix is bad news; you’d do right to avoid her,’ he said.  
 
    ‘I’ll take that under advisement,’ Nero said. He’d dealt with enough camp leaders with a god complex to know how these guys operated. ‘Thanks, but we really should be leaving,’ he said, before looking at the bodies and then up at the windows they’d jumped out of. Chain was still in his room, but he might recognise these guardsmen. The fact that he and Nyx had just killed several of the queen's guards while harbouring one of the queen’s own family members was not lost on him. Seeing these guards and how they acted, and seeing Chain’s superior attitude, threw new light on the people who had kidnapped him. Where they raiders or rebels fighting for a better future? Had he sided with the wrong people by saving Chain? It was entirely possible that the kidnappers were the good guys. It would also explain the comment that last one made before Nero had killed him.  
 
    This was all one big mess. Nero turned to Pol. ‘I think you need to get these bodies hidden quick before more guards turn up and see them,’ he said.  
 
    Pol nodded, and, putting his fingers in his mouth, whistled once, loudly. Several guys ran forward. Pol pointed to the bodies. ‘Get rid of them, quick,’ he said. The men nodded and set to work. Nero felt much happier bringing Chain out with these bodies gone. He didn’t want to have to answer any awkward questions from the man.  
 
    ‘We’ll get our things,’ Nero said to Pol before walking back up to their guest rooms. ‘I’m glad we could help these guys, but looks like we just killed some allies of Chain’s,’ he whispered to Nyx.  
 
    ‘Hopefully, he’ll never know,’ Nyx said, her face betraying her concern over the matter. ‘Let’s just get out of here, shall we?’  
 
    ‘Good idea,’ he said as they climbed back up the steps. Nero stepped over to Chain’s door and knocked once. ‘It’s Nero, are you ready to leave?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I’m ready. Is it safe to come out?’ Chain answered. ‘I heard gunshots.’ 
 
    ‘Just some raiders. Don’t worry about it, they’re dead now.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be right with you, then,’ he said. Gathering their things, they soon left the rooms behind and loaded up the charger once more. Nero made sure to get Chain inside as quickly as he could before he walked over towards the gatehouse and retrieved his other weapons. As he slipped the knife into its sheath and the gun into its holster, Pol walked over with a box in his arms.  
 
    ‘Here, I want you to have this. It’s not much, but it’s the least I can offer you after stepping in this morning to help.’ 
 
    Nero took it and looked inside. The box contained the supplies he’d handed over for the night's rest, as well as a few extra bits. ‘Are you sure you don’t need this?’ 
 
    ‘Quite sure, now get out of here; and good luck on your hunt. I hope you find what you’re looking for,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Nero said and went back to his car, loading the box in the back before climbing in.  
 
    ‘What was that all about?’ Chain asked.  
 
    ‘Nyx and I helped out with the raiders this morning; that was his thank you,’ Nero said, feeling like he had been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.  
 
    ‘Oh,’ Chain said. Nero thought he didn’t sound at all convinced, but he had no proof of anything. Pulling out of the carport, they were waved through the gate and allowed over the bridge without further issue and were soon on the open road again, heading towards Midway City.  
 
    The road they were on was clearer here and they made good time, able to keep their speed up most of the way, shaving hours of their journey time.  
 
    Before long, the ruins of the city could be seen ahead.  
 
    ‘Aaaah, there it is. Home sweet home,’ Chain said.  
 
    ‘Looking forward to getting back?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘I sure am. You’ll come and meet the queen, won’t you? You did save my life, after all,’ he asked.  
 
    Nero felt uneasy about this. He never much liked visiting these warlords. They always seemed to think they were better than everyone else and were prone to throwing their weight around just to prove a point. He looked over at Nyx and saw consternation on her face as well. After having only really just escaped one despotic ruler, he could see it on her face: the worry. The approaching city made it seem all the more real, and after having seen how the guards treated others, and how the camp spoke of the queen, Nero’s confidence in visiting this individual was fading.  
 
    But he didn’t want to offend Chain, as that could be worse for them.  
 
    ‘Well?’ Chain asked, noticing their hesitation.  
 
    ‘Sure, we can swing by, but we won’t be able to stay; we have business elsewhere,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘Of course, I understand,’ he said, sitting back in his seat.  
 
    Nero looked over at Nyx. Nyx gave a subtle shrug. He shared her internal conflict on this.  
 
    They needed to visit the city, though, that much was clear. Nyx’s memories were there, so that’s where they needed to be. Before long, they were threading their way through the remains of buildings that slowly rose up around them. Many were partly buried in the sand or standing at strange angles, their windows blown out, with cracks down their sides or with whole portions collapsed with time and decay.  
 
    The highway moved deeper into the city and was clearly used a lot. The cars that had once blocked the road had been shifted to the sides or thrown off the road entirely, leaving a clear way into the middle of the city. As they got deeper into the concrete jungle, signs of habitation could be seen from the flickering light of fires inside of buildings to jury-rigged, makeshift contraptions sticking out of windows or bolted to the side of buildings. Man-made bridges spanned the gaps between the taller towers, allowing the residents to move unmolested by zombies or worse. This deep into the city, the highway had been fortified with spiked barriers and roadblocks to keep it clear. But before long, Chain directed them off the highway and along another main road towards what looked like a walled-off building with classical architecture, including a colonnade of pillars out front. Guards on the top of the impressive looking metal wall waved them to stop, at which point Chain climbed out and demanded entry.  
 
    He was clearly well known by the guards as the gate was quickly opened up and they were allowed inside. The compound was impressive, with a large central courtyard filled with customised armoured vehicles, many of which had guns and such mounted on them.  
 
    The main classical building lay before them. An ornate sprawling affair with a domed roof in the centre, but with the lower windows of the building barricaded with metal bars or wooden planks. It was a strange look for such an otherwise attractive structure.  
 
    More buildings surrounded the central courtyard, all of them smaller than the main building, although they would be considered big in most other contexts.  
 
    A guard directed them in to park alongside the other vehicles, which Nero did, choosing a spot that left his charger somewhat hidden behind other, larger vehicles. 
 
    Exiting the car, Nero checked his weapons before placing them in their holsters and following Chain as he walked away. Nyx stepped up next to Nero and fell into step beside him. He could almost feel her nervousness.  
 
    The man’s whole demeanour had changed. Outside of these walls, Chain had looked scared, worried almost, but in here, his confidence had returned with a vengeance, and he was strutting about like he owned the place.  
 
    ‘Take us to the queen,’ he ordered the closest guard, who nodded deferentially and led them across the open courtyard towards the main building. Nero almost laughed at how Chain now walked, with his hands clasped behind his back, acting like the lord of the manor, surveying his estate. They were led up the steps and through the entrance hall, past several guards and others standing or sitting around the room, talking in small groups. Mumblings spread through the room as they spotted Chain and then Nyx and himself. He wondered what they were saying. The room was huge, but not well looked after with cracks down the walls and dirt all over the floor. Debris and rusted makeshift contraptions were dotted about the room, such as water dispensers. It was a curious mix of pre-apocalypse splendour and post-apocalypse decay.  
 
    The guard spoke briefly to someone, who ran off before he continued to lead them through into the next room. A long, rectangular space, the far end of which had been set up like some kind of throne room with a raised platform made from reclaimed metal and scaffolding. On top sat a single throne, made from what was once a minimalist metal chair that had been added to with all kinds of embellishments. Several broken neon signs had been attached to it and arranged to spell out “rule”, while parts of other signs, metal struts, wires, and more had been arranged to create a large, curious looking throne. As they walked in, several guards were entering through the far door, followed by a woman with long black hair, wearing tight fitted leathers and belts that had seen better days. Everything apart from her face and chest was covered, and she had a half skirt that was open at the front to reveal her leather-clad legs. Her naked breasts wobbled as she stepped up to her throne. Nero noticed, with a raised eyebrow, that she wore a pair of nipple clamps, attached by a chain that swung lazily between her boobs.  
 
    The woman stopped before her throne and looked down at the trio before her. Nero guessed this was the queen. Chain bowed deeply.  
 
    ‘My Queen, I am so thrilled to see you again, I had thought I would not survive. But, because of the valiant efforts of these two people here, I have been returned to you.’ 
 
    The queen smiled thinly. ‘It’s a joy to have you back with us, Chain,’ she said, without much elation in her voice. ‘I’m glad these good samaritans were around to liberate you,’ she said.  
 
    Nero watched her closely and kept one eye on the guards that were now spread around the room. The queen kept looking up at Nyx and himself. More towards Nyx, though, he thought.  
 
    ‘As am I. They were magnificent, and a force to be reckoned with,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I thank you for your efforts,’ the queen said to them. ‘Now, what brings you to the city to see me?’ the queen asked.  
 
    Nero looked to his right at Nyx. She looked back at him and raised her eyebrows. Nero wondered how much Nyx would reveal to this strange bondage queen.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    Nyx looked back up at the queen, who was watching them both keenly, still standing before her throne.  
 
    ‘Actually, we’re here to find my parents. Specifically, a monument that I remember seeing as a child when I was still with my mother and father.’ 
 
    Nero was a little surprised by Nyx’s honesty. He’d not expected her to be so candid, but, he supposed that it really didn’t matter if she told this queen why they were here; it made little difference to her or their mission.  
 
    ‘A monument? There are plenty of those within the city. Maybe one of my aids can help you narrow it down. So, you lost your parents?’ 
 
    ‘When I was very small. I don’t remember much about them,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘Were you taken from them, little one?’  
 
    Nero thought the comment was a little patronising, but Nyx answered it anyway.  
 
    ‘I was kidnapped and brought up as a slave,’ she said, ‘until I was saved.’ She glanced at Nero, a slight smile playing on her lips.  
 
    ‘I see. Well, it’s good to know there are still people with principles in this world. Jaks, take them through the middle door and organise their gift for them,’ she said to one of her guards. She looked back at them and smiled. ‘I’m sure we can think of a suitable thank you for you returning Chain back to me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s very kind,’ Nyx said.  
 
    The queen smiled thinly, its corners never touching her eyes as she beckoned Chain up to her. The guard she called Jaks walked over to them. ‘Come with me. This way, through here,’ he said, leading them towards a side door. As they walked, Nyx pulled on Nero’s arm and with eyes wide, pointed off to the far side of the room, to the door the queen had entered through. Standing in the doorway was the katana girl from the camp, watching the proceedings.  
 
    Nero took her hand and looked Nyx in the eyes, pulling her in close. ‘It’s okay,’ he whispered. ‘Let’s see where this goes. Keep calm for now.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, sure,’ she said and followed Nero into a much smaller room that had no decorative touches. 
 
    The guard turned to them with a smile. ‘Okay, I’m going to go and box up some supplies for you as thanks. Just wait here, I’ll be right back,’ he said, and left through the second of three doors in this room. 
 
    ‘I don’t like it,’ Nyx said, the moment the door was closed.  
 
    ‘Neither do I,’ Nero agreed, unsure what action to take. ‘Do you want to make a run for it? I’m not sure we’ll get the car out through those gates, though,’ he said.  
 
    ‘You won’t,’ said a new voice. Nero and Nyx turned to the third door, to see the katana girl closing it behind her.  
 
    Nyx reached for her sword as Nero went for his gun.  
 
    The girl raised her hands. ‘Wait,’ she said. ‘I’m here to warn you, I don’t want to fight.’ 
 
    Nero trained his shotgun on her as Nyx stood beside him, her feet spread wide and her sword ready. ‘And why the hell should we believe you?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Because you might be my only ticket out of here,’ she said.  
 
    Nero frowned. ‘Go on,’ he said, curious to know where she was going with this.  
 
    ‘The queen has my sister held hostage. I want to escape and take her with me, but getting to her will be no easy task. I saw what you did at the camp; I think you could help me,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Help you?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘Look, we don’t have much time, the guards will be here for you in a second. They will take you into custody.’ 
 
    ‘They can try,’ Nero said, feeling defiant.  
 
    ‘They will. They outnumber you many times over. You can’t stand up to that, no matter how good you are,’ she said.  
 
    ‘You want us captured?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘That’s one option,’ the girl said. ‘Better captured than dead.’ 
 
    Nyx stepped forward, threatening the girl again. 
 
    ‘Look, I warned you,’ the girl said. ‘Do what you want, I’ll find you shortly. And with that, she moved out of the room as quickly as she could. Nyx stepped forward, taking a couple of steps after her, but she was gone.  
 
    ‘What do you think?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    The sound of voices and footsteps approaching the doors all around them could just be heard. Nero looked back up at Nyx. ‘I think she might have been telling the truth, about the guards coming, at the very least. If the queen has her sister, she could be making that girl fight for her.’ 
 
    He could see Nyx listening to the approaching sounds. ‘I think you’re right,’ she said.  
 
    Standing beside each other, looking at the doors, they started backing up towards the one wall without a door on it, when, seconds later, all three doors opened, and guards ran in. Nero pointed his gun at them, itching to pull the trigger, but there were so many of them and they kept on coming. Within moments, the room was swarming with guards, all of them armed with guns or melee weapons and Nero knew he had no chance against them. For a moment more, he brandished his gun, only to sigh and lower it. They were massively outgunned here, and Nero didn’t fancy dying today. 
 
    ‘We can’t fight our way out of this one,’ Nyx said, lowering her sword, her voice dejected as she resigned herself to her fate.  
 
    ‘Looks that way,’ Nero agreed with her, hating himself for getting them into this situation to begin with. Going into camps was always a risky business, but it was part of what he had to do to survive. Sometimes the camps were friendly, most of the time they were fairly ambivalent or neutral towards him, and then, sometimes, they were hostile. It had been a risk coming here and bringing Chain back, but it was a calculated risk as far as he was concerned. He’d walked into plenty of camps that had been openly hostile towards him as he’d driven in, only for them to be very fruitful visits without any real trouble.  
 
    You never really did know how it was going to turn out. They were living in a dangerous world now, one in which you didn’t get anywhere without taking some risks.  
 
    Before him, the crowd of guards parted and the man he knew as Jaks moved through the group towards them.  
 
    ‘Shut up,’ he said. ‘Drop your weapons. Ah, ah, ah, slowly, please. On the floor, thank you,’ he directed them. Nero did as he was told, placing his shotgun, pistol, and dagger on the ground before him. Nyx did the same with her sword.  
 
    Nero hated letting go of his newly enhanced gun, but there was little he could do about it really unless he wanted to end the day in a shallow grave or worse.  
 
    Nero looked up at Jaks after setting his weapons down. The man, who was wearing dirty trousers with knee and shin pads over his boot tops, and what looked like some kind of modified sporting shoulder pads that had been transformed into armour with spikes and metal plates attached, gave them a smug grin that Nero immediately wanted to wipe straight off his face.  
 
    ‘Bind them,’ Jaks said and crossed his arms as several guards moved forward to follow his orders. Nyx resisted for a moment, shoving them away. ‘Nyx, no, don’t. We’ll get out of this, I promise,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Nice words,’ Jaks said. ‘Keep telling yourself that, makes the reality easier to deal with, I suppose.’ 
 
    Nero looked back at him, giving him an evil look. He’d be the first to go, he thought as the guards behind him tied his wrists.  
 
    ‘You lot, take her to the queen; she has plans for her. You five, take him to the cells. He can wait there until the queen decides what to do with him. The rest of you, get back to your posts, we’re done here,’ Jaks said.  
 
    Nero was shoved and pushed towards one door, while Nyx was led the other way. Nero looked back and caught a final glimpse of her as she was led through the far door, looking back, searching for him, pleading with him to help her, but there was nothing he could do.  
 
    ‘I’ll find you. I’ll come for you, and I’ll find you,’ Nero shouted back.  
 
    ‘Nero,’ she called, before the door was shut, drowning out the sound of her voice. Out the door, Nero found himself in a long corridor that must have, once upon a time, looked quite grand before the apocalypse. He didn’t resist, he just walked forward. Following the directions of the five guards that were with him, he took note of everything he saw of the layout of the building, trying to create a mental map of it in his mind, to anything he noticed in the corridors that looked useful, interesting, or valuable. If it was something which might aid his eventual escape or rescue of Nyx, he paid special attention to it, because he knew that he would escape. It was only a matter of time. He’d been imprisoned in camps many times before, and each time, affected his escape eventually. No cell was full proof, no guard immune to bribery or making mistakes. He’d free himself before long, that was for sure. It was only the when of it that was variable.  
 
    The group turned another corner, and they seemed to be making their way towards the rear of the building, if his sense of direction was right. The guards commented on his capture, joking about it or talking about how the queen would abuse Nyx. He didn’t react. Instead, he listened. There was always something useful to be learnt, and in this case, it seemed that Nyx was likely being taken to the queen's harem of girls if what these guys were saying was true.  
 
    What was it with these despots? Nero thought. Why were they always taking slaves and forcing them to be their unwilling sexual partners? It was clearly a power thing. Nero just thought it was sick, and the thought of killing the queen and freeing the girls in the harem made him smile and gave him something to focus on.  
 
    Something moved behind him as a female voice grunted in effort half a second before he was pushed forward by one of the guards and thrown off balance. A gunshot went off. The guards yelped and called out in shock as Nero fell to the floor. He rolled, doing his best to cushion his fall and caught a glimpse of a figure in pale wrappings standing in the middle of the guards, cutting them to ribbons as another firearm discharged. Nero finally came to his feet in a crouch and looked up at the melee behind him as the final guard fell to the floor, his body limp as blood poured from a gaping wound on his chest.  
 
    Standing amongst them, facing away but turning towards him was the girl with the katana blade. She stood ready for a moment more, looking at the bodies before looking up at Nero and walking towards him.  
 
    ‘Sorry I couldn’t act sooner, there were just too many of them back there,’ she said as she moved behind him to cut his bonds.  
 
    ‘Where’s Nyx?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘The blonde girl? She’s with the queen. I couldn’t get to her, sorry,’ she said, as she sliced through the final bond.  
 
    Nero turned as he stood. ‘Tell me where she is, I’ll go get her,’ he said.  
 
    ‘No, there’s no time, you’ll never make it,’ she said as Nero turned to look at the bodies in the hallway, spotting his guns on the floor, which one of the guards had been carrying.  
 
    ‘You wanna bet?’ Nero said as he walked over and retrieved his weapons.  
 
    ‘That is not a good idea, the guards will be here any moment, we need to get out of here; we need a plan of attack. I want my sister out of there, too, but charging in there is not the way to do it,’ she said.  
 
    Nero racked the foregrip of his gun. ‘I beg to differ,’ he said, when the sound of feet, and lots of them, approaching drew his attention. Turning around, a stream of men and women, all of them armed, ran into their corridor, the ones at the front raising their weapons on seeing Nero ahead of them.  
 
    ‘Or not,’ he said as he turned to run. The girl did the same and took the lead as gunshots echoed up the corridor. ‘Lead the way, we need to get out of here,’ he said. Yeah, yeah, he thought, I was wrong. His bravado had gotten the better of him for a moment there. As they ran past a side corridor, several more guards could be seen down it, heading their way.  
 
    Nero fired once down the side passage, catching one of them clean in the face. The girl darted right, and then left, trying to lose the oncoming mob as Nero fired back each time he caught sight of them rounding the last corner.  
 
    The girl slammed through a doorway and charged up a set of stairs. ‘We’re going up?’ Nero asked, unsure that this was a good idea. Had she really thought this through? 
 
    ‘It’s the only way out, trust me,’ she said without slowing down. Nero really didn’t have much of a choice, he thought. She’d saved his life by killing five guards, damning herself in the process, so she must have a plan.  
 
    The girl bounded up the flights of stairs, taking two or more steps at a time, her legs pumping hard. Nero did the same, feeling the burn in his quads and calf muscles as he went. They must have gone up maybe three floors or so before the girl ran through another door. He’d not been keeping track, and instead concentrated on not collapsing and trying to keep up with her.  
 
    Running through the door after her, he found himself in another corridor as the sound of chasing guards followed them up the stairs.  
 
    The girl ran around another corner, and then another before approaching a door and darting through it. She held it open and urged Nero to follow her.  
 
    ‘Come on, quickly,’ she said, finally closing the door behind him. They were in a fairly dark room, a small one filled with junk of all kinds. The girl shimmied sideways between piles of boxes and other stuff towards a glow on the far wall. Following, Nero found himself standing before a window, which the girl was heaving open. He stepped up next to her and gave her a hand. Between them the sash window slid upwards, allowing the cool evening breeze to blow in. The girl climbed through the window.  
 
    ‘This way,’ she said.  
 
    Nero shrugged and followed. He was bigger than she was by a good foot or so, but he made it through without too much difficulty to find himself on a small ledge on the roof of the building with sloping tiled rooftops on all sides, creating a secluded shelf. He stood up and his head hit something. Looking up as he flinched, he spotted a rope tied to the top of the window that disappeared into the growing darkness out over the wall of the compound they were in and into a neighbouring building.  
 
    ‘Aaah,’ Nero said, suddenly understanding as the girl closed the window behind them.  
 
    As the girl stood, all around below them floodlights started to flare into life and shouting could be heard. Nero stepped forward towards the edge and looked down. Off to the left and right of him, he could see guards, men and women, carrying flaming torches, walking around the building.  
 
    ‘They’re hunting us,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘An alert will have gone out about your escape. They don’t fire up the generators and turn on the floods without a damn good reason,’ she said as she handed him a metal bar that was bent in the middle, creating a shallow V-shape. ‘Follow me.’ 
 
    Nero watched as she held her own bar above the wire, letting it sit in the middle of the upside down V before stepping off the ledge. The girl shot off into the night, out over the compound wall. Nero looked back at the window and could hear shouting coming from within the building. They were close.  
 
    ‘I’ll be back,’ Nero said in a whisper as if he were talking to Nyx before he hooked his own bar over the wire and stepped off the ledge. He felt a flutter of fear in his chest as he stepped off into nothingness, with only his hands keeping him from a potentially fatal fall, but gravity took over, and the bar started to zip along the wire.  
 
    The metal moving over the high tension wire created a high pitched buzzing as he fell. He heard shouting from somewhere below him, and then suddenly gunshots.  
 
    Nero heard the ffft of the passing bullets as they zipped passed him, but failed to hit. They’d spotted him.  
 
    Below him, the wall whipped past, and the building ahead loomed out of the night. The wire disappeared into a yawning black hole where a window once was. He spotted the approaching floor and as he reached it, let go of one end of the metal bar to drop and roll to the ground. He carried a little more momentum that he had anticipated and rolled over a couple more times than he’d planned, but he came to a rest unhurt with a feeling of exhilaration.  
 
    ‘You made it,’ the girl said as she stepped up and took the metal bar from him, placing it on the floor to one side. ‘Were they shooting at you?’ 
 
    Standing up, feeling a little shaky, he nodded to her. ‘Yeah, they spotted me,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Shit, then we’ll have to move quickly,’ she said.  
 
    Nero looked up at her as she thought it through. She was a black haired Asian beauty, and her look was quite striking, but although he could appreciate her beauty, he didn’t feel at all interested in her. All he wanted to do was to go back into that compound and find Nyx. But to do that, he would need this girls help. She would have intimate and detailed knowledge of the layout of the compound. She might even know how to get back in without passing through the front gate.  
 
    ‘So, what do I call you?’ Nero asked her.  
 
    ‘Call me Kat,’ she said.  
 
    Nero nodded; it fit her well. ‘I’m Nero,’ he said.  
 
    ‘I know,’ she answered.  
 
    Nero nodded, walked back towards the window, and looked out at the compound beyond the tall walls that surrounded it. He felt desperate to get back in there and find Nyx, and it was a feeling that he was not very familiar with. That connection to another person was something that, before Nyx, he’d not really felt since he was much younger. Not since his mother had been alive.  
 
    It was alien to him, but also gave him something to focus on, something to drive him forward. He wondered if Nyx felt the same. Was she longing to be back with him, to escape whatever situation she found herself in? 
 
    He made a silent promise to himself that he would not rest until Nyx was freed and back with him on the roads of the wasteland.  
 
    A thought occurred to him then, and he looked back at Kat. ‘What do you mean, you know?’ he asked.  
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Nyx 
 
      
 
    Manhandled by several guards, both men and women, Nyx was dragged from the room. She looked back, desperate to see Nero once last time, and caught sight of him being forced through the opposite door.  
 
    ‘I’ll find you. I’ll come for you, and I’ll find you,’ he called after her. 
 
    ‘Nero,’ she shouted before the door was shut behind her and she was dragged along the corridor beyond. Thrown forward by the group, she staggered but managed to keep her feet and looked back at the three shotguns that were levelled at her. ‘I’d raise my hands, but…’ she said, indicating her cuffed wrists.  
 
    ‘Walk, that way. Slowly,’ said one of the men.  
 
    Nyx nodded and walked up the hallway. There were doors to her left and another at the far end of the corridor. She soon reached it and one of the guards stepped forward to open it, letting her through. They were in a large room that extended off to her right, which she guessed would be behind the throne room they had met the queen in. Several large and small doors were spaced around the room, and there were a few others in here, passing through, going about their business.  
 
    The guards guided her to her right and then to a door on the opposite wall to the one she had entered the room through. She passed through another smaller room. There were more doors in here, another large one on the opposite wall to the one they had entered through, and two smaller doors on either side of that one. The guards guided her to the one on her left and pushed her inside.  
 
    ‘Stand there,’ the lead guard said, pointing to the middle of the room while the guards took up positions around her, their weapons ready. 
 
    She wondered how Nero was getting on. What were they doing to him? Were they hurting him, torturing him, or just throwing him in a cell? She guessed they might just kill him, but if they wanted her to comply, to do as they wished, they might need him as leverage. Which left her wondering what they were going to do to her. That guard, Jaks, he’d said something about the queen wanting her. She had no idea what that meant, but it didn’t sound good. 
 
    Close by, the guard turned to her after checking the placement of the armed guards. ‘Strip,’ he said.  
 
    Nyx looked over at him and raised her eyebrows in surprise and confusion. ‘Sorry? What?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘You heard me, strip. Take your clothes off,’ he said, slightly more forcefully and enunciating each word clearly, as if he were talking to an idiot.  
 
    Nyx scowled at him, hating his patronising attitude. ‘Yeah, I got it,’ she said with an exasperated sigh. She hesitated for a moment, feeling suddenly self-conscious and acutely aware of the three guys and one woman staring at her.  
 
    ‘Now!’ the lead guard bellowed.  
 
    ‘Fine,’ Nyx said and went about removing her coat, bodysuit and other garments until she finally stood there, utterly naked, with her arms crossed before her, feeling very exposed. Rex had forced various indignities on her, but at least he had allowed her to remain dressed around others in the Watchtower. This was a new low. Part of her wondered where this was going, but another part of her felt she could probably guess the answer to that question. Without hesitating, the lead guard took her by the arm and led her towards another door out of this room. Taking a key out of his pocket, the guard unlocked the door and opened it. Beyond was a large room, hung with drapes and paintings on the walls, soft, but dirty looking sofas and chairs stood here and there, along with a large bed off towards the far end of the room on her left. There were quite a few people in here as well, but they were separated into two distinct groups. Around the edges of the room stood armoured guards, several of them on a pair of balconies that overlooked the boudoir-like chamber. The other group was standing, sitting, or laying on the furnishings around the room, and they were all young looking adult women. Every one of them was naked and, by any measure, attractive. Nyx frowned for a moment, wondering what the hell this was, and then it clicked.  
 
    This must be some kind of harem, the queen’s harem maybe? She felt suddenly acutely aware of what she was now a part of, and what she now might be forced to do, and felt quite sick down to the pit of her stomach.  
 
    It felt like she’d taken a giant leap backwards all of a sudden and was back somewhere similar to where she’d been not all that long ago in the Watchtower. But somehow, this felt worse. Sensing movement behind her, she looked back to see a guard step into the room behind her and whisper something into the ear of the lead guard who’d led her in here. The messenger withdrew after giving Nyx an admiring glance. She ignored it and looked up at the man who’d walked her into the queen's boudoir.  
 
    ‘Duty calls I’m afraid, but it’s been a pleasure,’ he joked. ‘The queen will be along shortly. I’m sure you will have lots of fun.’ 
 
    Nyx only blinked, keeping her expression neutral; she didn’t want to show any kind of fear or disgust to him. She wanted to remain strong for Nero. She also wanted to escape, but saw little option as to how she might do that. For now, she thought she’d have to see where this took her while keeping a lookout for potential escape options.  
 
    The guard disappeared back through the door and locked it behind him. Well, she was stuck here, for the time being at least, she thought and turned back to the room itself. Several of the girls in here were looking at her. She gave them a thin smile that acknowledged that she was in the same hopeless situation as they were. She stepped away from the door, moved slowly into the room, and noticed how quiet it was in here. No one was talking loudly. She could see a few sitting in small groups of twos or threes speaking softly, but that was all. As she moved into the room, the other girls in here turned away from her, pointedly ignoring her. She felt quite alone and separate from them.  
 
    She was looking around the room, wondering what she might do, where she might sit, when another door further around the room opened up. The woman who called herself the queen stepped into the room, leading another naked girl in by a chain attached to a leather collar around her neck.  
 
    The queen walked over to the foot of her bed and glanced around the room, quickly spotting Nyx. The queen’s gaze lingered on her for a time, appraising her, looking her up and down as a self-satisfied smile spread across her lips.  
 
    ‘Nyx, now, that is a better look for you. Look at your beautiful body. I did hate to see it covered up before in the throne room. Much better that you show it off, don’t you think?’ 
 
    Nyx didn’t answer, she just watched the queen as she talked. She was clearly into some kind of domination thing.  
 
    ‘Come here, girl, let me see you,’ she said and sat back on the edge of her bed. Nyx didn’t move and kept silent. She let her eyes flick up to the guards and then back to the queen. She wondered what would happen if she didn’t do as she had been ordered.  
 
    The queen cocked her head and then smiled. ‘Oh, I see. There’s some spirit in you, isn’t there? Of course, I see that now. You want to see what I’m willing to do. Okay, sure, I’ll play. Let’s try this again, shall we? Come here, please,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Go, please,’ hissed a girl close to her in hushed tones.  
 
    Nyx let a flicker of a frown pass over her face at the urging from the harem girl, but stood her ground. The queen smiled and then pointed at a girl that was sitting on a chair with several others off to one side. There was a single suppressed gunshot from the balcony to Nyx’s right and the head of the girl the queen had pointed to whipped back as a bullet passed right through it. Brain, skull, and plenty of blood spilt out from the back of the girl's head as she dropped limply to the sofa she was sitting on.  
 
    One of the harem girls screamed and started to sob.  
 
    Nyx looked left at the dead girl, and then at the other who was crying.  
 
    ‘Go,’ hissed the same girl sitting close by her. Nyx looked down at her, and then up at the queen, and started walking with a sigh. 
 
    As she walked, she looked left at the dead girl and the other three naked girls on that seat. She got a better look at them as she moved and noticed they were all tied up. They were probably friends or loved ones of members of the harem, she guessed, to use as leverage. Nyx felt like she was getting a clearer picture of who this queen really was now, and she didn’t like it at all.  
 
    Nyx finally reached the spot that the queen had pointed to and stopped. The queen was wearing an outfit not too different to the one they’d seen her in earlier, but this time, parts of it had been removed; mainly the part that covered her hips and thighs, revealing herself to everyone around her. Nyx got the feeling she didn’t care.  
 
    ‘You stupid girl,’ the queen said. ‘Did you really think you could waltz in here and be free to leave, along with some supplies? Did you not think that I wouldn’t know who you are? My dear child, you really are a silly little thing.’  
 
    The queen leant back on her mattress and lifted one foot up onto the bed as she relaxed, spreading her legs wide giving Nyx an unobstructed view. She seemed to enjoy this moment and looked up at Nyx as she moved, watching her closely. She wanted a reaction, but Nyx just continued to stare into the middle distance, not wanting to give the queen what she wanted.  
 
    The queen then reeled in the chain lead, pulling the mousey haired girl on the other end of it towards her. She reached up as the girl got close and put her fingers into the girl's hair before pulling her in and pushing her down onto herself.  
 
    ‘Down you go,’ the queen said, before rolling her head back and moaning in delight. She opened her eyes and looked back up at Nyx. ‘I love being me,’ she said with a smile that Nyx did not like at all. As the queen put on her show, Nyx mulled over her words. So, it seemed like they were at a disadvantage from the moment the queen had seen them. She apparently knew who she was. Did she know that it was Nero who’d saved her and killed Rex, too? 
 
    ‘I can see it in your eyes,’ the queen said, looking up at her as she ran her fingers through the hair of the girl who was pleasuring her. ‘You’re wondering just how much I know about you and your boyfriend, aren’t you.’ The queen moaned for a moment, losing focus for a few seconds as she enjoyed her slave's work.  
 
    ‘Yes, I knew you, Nyx. Knew you and desired you. Rex was nothing but a pain to deal with, but I did so enjoy the few visits I made to his pitiful little tower, if only because I got to see you. My only regret being that I didn’t get to have you. When I heard about poor Rex’s demise, I did start to hope that one day I might finally have you here with me. I never dreamed you’d just drive in here one day of your own volition, giving me the perfect opportunity to add you to my girls. And not only that, you bring me some leverage as well. I honestly couldn’t ask for more.’  
 
    She was talking about Nero, Nyx knew. By keeping him locked up with threats of harm to him if she didn’t do what was requested, the queen got another member of her harem who’d do whatever was asked of her.  
 
    Nyx hated this so-called queen and was more than a little annoyed at herself for walking into this trap. But, once again, she kept her expression as neutral as she could. She didn’t want to give this queen the pleasure of knowing how much this hurt her.  
 
    ‘Go on, that’s it, stick it in there. Right in... that’s it... oh, yes... that’s it. Keep going, my sweet,’ she said to the girl between her legs before looking up at Nyx. ‘Are you taking notes?’ she asked. ‘Because it’s your turn next.’  
 
    Nyx felt sick to her stomach, but what could she do? If she tried to run or to fight, she’d be shot, and if she refused, others would die and Nero would be hurt. She decided to focus on him, on Nero, her love, her partner, and hoped he was okay.  
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re Nero, the blonde girl is Nyx. We know who you are and what you did at the Watchtower. We know what you did to Rex,’ Kat said.  
 
    Nero walked over to her, moving away from the window. ‘How do you know that?’  
 
    ‘Rex and the queen serve the same Night Lord, the Whisperer. Plus, the news soon spread to the city anyway. You’re not the only ones to travel the wastes, you know. There are others, and some of them are loyal to the queen and Rex, still. The queen was most interested to hear about Rex’s passing and how it had occurred.’ 
 
    ‘I bet,’ Nero said. ‘So, we walked straight into a trap, then,’ he said. ‘If the queen knew who we were, and was pissed at us for killing Rex…’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t upset about that,’ Kat said.  
 
    ‘About us killing Rex?’ 
 
    ‘No, she couldn’t care less about him. He was a pain in her ass. Nyx however… Now, Nyx was different. She was very interested in her.’ 
 
    ‘Aaaah, so she wanted Nyx. I get it. That’s why she tried to capture me rather than just kill me. I was going to be used as leverage, wasn’t I,’ Nero guessed, the pieces of the jigsaw falling into place. The queen wanted Nyx as a part of her harem of girls. She wanted to fuck her, plain a simple, and to keep her willing and in line. Nero would be held in a cell somewhere. Simple, but effective.  
 
    ‘You’ve got it. I doubt she could believe it when you just drove in here. She’d been looking for Nyx for a while, only for her to appear right on her doorstep.’ 
 
    ‘But we’re not going to leave Nyx in there, are we?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘No, we’re not. We’re going to free Nyx and Tan, my sister who’s in there with her,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Tan? So, she was doing the same to you?’ 
 
    ‘Sort of, but the other way around. I used to be a part of the harem as well, but after a demonstration of my skill with a sword, she changed her mind, swapped me for Tan and used my sister as a way to get me to fight for her. I don’t even want to think what she’s done to my sister in there, but I know she’s alive, for the time being, that is. We need to move fast, get back in there, and get into that harem.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s not call it that, shall we? Let’s call it what it is. It’s a slave-ring as far as I’m concerned. Those girls are its victims and we’re currently their best hope of survival.’ 
 
    Kat smiled. ‘Sure,’ she said.  
 
    ‘So, do you have a plan?’ 
 
    ‘I have a way inside,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Well, that’s a start, tell me more.’ 
 
    ‘It’s underground, through the old tunnels beneath the city. There’s a way up into the kennels that I know about. There might be others, but that’s the only one I’ve found so far.’ 
 
    ‘The kennels?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Where the guards keep the daemon dogs.’ 
 
    ‘Like the one we killed at Bridge Town,’ Nero said, making the link.  
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the deal with those? How come the queen has these things? They don’t usually play nice enough for people to tame like that.’ 
 
    ‘As far as I know, they’re gifts from the queen’s master, the Whisperer’ she said. ‘The guards can’t control them on their own; the queen has to be there when one’s taken out. Otherwise, it would just tear them to bits. They’re still pretty wild. Once the harness is on them, though, they calm right down.’ 
 
    ‘The Whisperer,’ Nero muttered. Kat nodded. A plan was starting to form in his mind as he thought it through. It was a long shot and risky, but it might be their only chance to free the girls. ‘So, where do we get into these tunnels?’ 
 
    ‘The closest place I know is a couple of blocks away, so we need to get out of here and head north. We’ve got to be careful, though. The mutants love hiding out in those tunnels,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Naturally, of course they do. And here I was thinking it would be a nice leisurely walk,’ he said. ‘Damn apocalypse makes everything harder,’ he said.  
 
    ‘So, you have a plan? A way we can get to the harem and free our loved ones?’ 
 
    ‘I have the beginnings of a plan, yes, but I think I need to get to these kennels first.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good enough for me,’ Kat answered with confidence. ‘Come on, let’s get going, I want to get out of this building,’ Kat said. ‘We’re too close to the compound for my liking.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, lead the way,’ Nero said and followed Kat as she moved through the ruined building until eventually, they found some stairs leading both up and down. As they walked down to the first floor, the sound of movement and the bangs of things being knocked over echoed up from the ground floor, making Kat and himself freeze and listen. They could hear voices and what sounded like someone issuing orders.  
 
    Kat turned back to him with a serious look on her face. ‘Guards,’ she whispered.  
 
    Nero nodded and got his shotgun ready. Kat continued on down the stairs, and with her sword up and ready, edged around the corner. They were in a large spacious landing area with doors leading off into the rest of the building and another flight of steps behind this one leading to the ground floor below. Much of the building was in a sad state of disrepair with holes in the walls, doors missing, partition windows smashed, and debris everywhere.  
 
    Looking around, Nero thought this would work well as a kill-box. They could take up stations here and wait for the guards to come upstairs where they could take them out.  
 
    Kat looked over at him and saw him looking around the space they were in. ‘What are you thinking?’ 
 
    He looked up at her. ‘You know how to use a gun?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ she said.  
 
    Nero pulled his pistol and held it out to her, keeping the barrel pointed away from either of them. She reached for it. ‘Safety’s on; careful with that, okay?’ 
 
    Kat nodded. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Get behind there; I’ll be over here. We’ll wait for them to come up and catch them in the crossfire. It’ll be like shooting fish in a barrel.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds good. I’ll wait for you to fire first,’ she said.  
 
    The movement and voices were getting closer, so Nero waved his hand at her, shooing her away to go and hide. ‘Go, go,’ he hissed.  
 
    Nero slipped through a broken door and moved to one of the holes in the wall with his shotgun at the ready just as he heard the first of the men on the stairs below. He aimed his gun and waited. As he watched, feeling quite sure he was hidden from view, the first man walked up the stairs, moving into view. Nero couldn’t be one hundred percent sure, because the queen's guards didn’t really have a set uniform, but there were enough similarities to the men he’d seen in the compound that he felt reasonably sure that these had been sent out specifically to find them. The first man moved slowly, taking a step at a time, his gun up as he scanned around, checking his corners, looking for a target.  
 
    Nero edged slightly out of view a touch more, keeping silent as the man's gun swept over where he was hidden without spotting him. He seemed to relax a bit and waved his hand down the stairs, urging the people down there to follow him up. Nero watched as first one, then two, three, and four more people reached the landing. As the fourth one appeared, Nero saw that the man waving them up, the first one up here, stopped and moved away from the stairs. Nero felt sure that was it. Five of them. They’d taken up stations around the landing, waiting for orders. The lead man, using hand signals only, started pointing at his men and then pointing off in various directions, telling them where he wanted them to go.  
 
    Nero didn’t want to wait any longer. The longer he waited, the more likely their hiding spots were going to be found.  
 
    Taking a deep and silent breath, Nero leaned out, his gun up, and fired off a shot at the nearest man.  
 
    Boom! The guy fell to the floor in a shower of blood as Nero racked the grip on his shotgun, adjusted his aim and fired again just as people started to react. Some were diving for cover, others twisted, trying to bring their own guns to bear on him as the second man fell.  
 
    Racking his gun again, Nero heard the first gunshot that wasn’t his own, but didn’t see any of the men in here firing. He guessed it was Kat, and as the second and third shot rang out in the time it took him to rack his shotgun, he saw another man off to his left, towards where Kat was, fall. Distracted for half a second, one of the men, who sported a rat tail of hair hanging from the base of his otherwise shaven head, disappear through a side door while the other remaining man ran screaming towards where Kat was. Nero turned and moved across the room he was in, away from the stairwell, towards where he thought the man would be. There were doorways and holes in the walls over that way, and he held his gun ready as he moved, hunting for any sign of movement.  
 
    Behind him, Nero heard the sound of metal hitting metal and Kat grunting with effort. He chanced a glance back to see her swinging her sword. Nero couldn’t help but grin at the fact that she had ditched his pistol in favour of her blade. He knew someone else like that.  
 
    Looking back in front of him, he spotted movement through some holes in the wall. Nero fired and dove sideways in case the guard shot back.  
 
    ‘Arrrgh,’ yelled the man on the other side of the wall as Nero rolled and got back to his feet. He ran forward and jumped through an already ripped plasterboard partition wall, a cloud of white plaster bellowing after him as he landed in the room. Rat Tail swung his gun towards Nero. It was a shotgun like his, but Nero was already there and fired his own. Rat Tail fell backwards, his own weapon discharging as he fell. Nero held there for a moment, pointing his gun at the man, but he didn’t move. Feeling confident he was down, he ran back towards Kat, only to find her stabbing the guard through his belly, the blade emerging from his back, before she withdrew it in a sideways swipe, spilling pints of blood onto the dusty floor as the man fell.  
 
    She stood there for a moment, her feet wide apart to give her a solid base as she held her blade above the dying man. The katana gleamed red as it dripped with blood while the man convulsed a few more times before falling still.  
 
    She looked up at him. ‘Is that all of them?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘I think so,’ Nero answered. ‘Hold on.’ He moved off towards the staircase, pointing his gun down it, he edged around the top and looked down. He held still for a half a minute, waiting, but he heard nothing.  
 
    ‘Looks like we’re clear,’ he said as he moved to the bodies and started to loot them, looking for ammunition and other useful supplies. Kat returned his gun to him.  
 
    ‘I prefer my sword,’ she said. ‘Thanks, though. I killed one of them with it.’ 
 
    Nero nodded as he finished rifling through the pockets of the last guardsman and stood up, pushing the useful items into his pockets. ‘So, where to now?’ he asked her.  
 
    She smiled. ‘Follow me,’ she said and led him down the stairs. Nero put his hand on her shoulder half way down, urging her to be careful as they stepped out onto the ground floor.  
 
    They moved slowly, looking for movement and danger, but saw nothing as they walked to the door. The darkened street outside was quiet and littered with the ruins of a destroyed civilisation. From rusted out cars, vans, and trucks to cracked concrete and bits of fallen buildings. Looking left, they could see the walls of the compound at the end of the street, but Kat moved right and set off that way, keeping to the side of the road, walking quickly and quietly.  
 
    The commotion of the fight and gunshots was likely to have attracted the attention of anyone or anything in earshot, and within moments they found their way blocked by a handful of zombies. Kat didn’t hesitate, though, and waded into them with her sword. Nero drew his knife and slammed it into the head of the nearest walking corpse, but felt inclined to let Kat take the lead on this one. Her weapon made short work of these undead and was silent as well, meaning she attracted less attention. Nero moved up, catching another zombie and driving the blade of his knife into its skull before dropping it to the floor. By the time he’d killed his third one, Kat had sliced up three times as many, leaping from car to van and back again, swinging her blade with a wild abandon.  
 
    Nero watched, thinking of Nyx and imagining it was her wiping the floor with these mindless undead. He missed her.  
 
    But now was not the time to get all sentimental, now was the time for action. The only way to free her, Kat’s sister, and the rest of the harem was to take the fight to the queen and bring justice to those she’d wronged.  
 
    Nyx called herself and Nero Road Knights, wandering the wastes, killing zombies, and bringing justice to those who had none. He kind of liked the idea of that, working like the legends of the knights of old but in the wastelands of the apocalypse with shotguns and V8 muscle cars.  
 
    They continued on, moving through the streets, killing a few more zombies as they went, but mercifully not running across any more of the queen's guards. Nero guessed that they had seen them enter that building via the zip wire and had sent a team over specifically to that building to hunt them down. But things had not gone their way, Nero thought. Score one to the Road Knights.  
 
    Rounding another corner, Kat stopped. Nero walked up next to her and saw what had made her pause.  
 
    The subway entrance yawned wide before them, the steps that led into it disappeared into darkness all too quickly. Nero looked over at Kat. She did not seem quite as sure about this as she had been just moments before.  
 
    ‘It’s down there,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Alright,’ Nero said, and pulled out his torch. Flicking the switch, the light flared once and then died. ‘Shit,’ he exclaimed. Fumbling in his pockets, he hunted for the batteries he’d found in the destroyer but found nothing. They were in his car, he realised, which was only a few hundred meters the other way, and yet, currently completely inaccessible.  
 
    Grumbling to himself, he looked around for ideas. He felt confident he could create something to do the job. Moving over to a nearby ruined building, he stepped inside and soon found some wooden furniture. Within moments, he’d broken off some lengths of wood, wrapped the ends in fabric, and then from a hipflask he always kept on him, lightly dowsed them in gasoline. Nero used a flint and steel to light one of the torches and then used the first one to light the second before stepping up to the entrance to the subway and looking over to Kat.  
 
    ‘Shall we?’ he asked her.  
 
    Kat nodded and took the lead, stepping down into the darkness below.  
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Nyx 
 
      
 
    Having found an unoccupied seat, Nyx sat curled up on the chair, her feet up, her arms wrapped around her knees as she listened to the queen's gasps. It had been like this for the last couple of hours since she’d apparently had enough of Nyx. She’d then been picking one or more of the girls in here and demanding that they pleasure her. Sometimes the queen would leave the room for a bit, before returning, sometimes with items or toys she’d use on one of the girls, sometimes with new outfits. A couple of the girls in here were now on their hands and knees, a ball gag harness strapped around their faces attached to a lead around their necks with a horsetail butt plug stuffed up their rear. The queen would get them to walk around on their hands and knees or lead them around the room by the lead. Any time any of them showed any reluctance, she didn’t hesitate to lash out or get a guard to come over and dish out some punishment.  
 
    Nyx looked over towards the bed. The queen lay on her back with another girl between her legs, using her mouth and tongue to pleasure her. As she watched, the queen looked a bit bored and lifted her head up. She waited there for a moment before she lashed out with her hand, clipping the girl around the side of her head.  
 
    The girl yelped once, briefly, before sitting up, but keeping her eyes down, averted from the queen.  
 
    ‘What do you call that? Hmm? You call that pleasuring me? That’s fucking pathetic, Tan. You hear me? Pathetic. I should bring your sister in here right now and have the guards put a bullet through her head? Would that motivate you? Or maybe I’ll have a guard start fucking her, right here in front of you? You know I don’t care. I’ve done it before to some of these other whores,’ she said, sweeping her hand over the naked girls in the room. ‘I’ll do it with you, too. You know I will. I don’t fucking care. Now, get your act together and give me a fucking orgasm, bitch, before I show you what pain really is. You think you have it hard in here? Hmm? You live in the lap of fucking luxury, all of you. You have warmth, safety, food, water, and all I ask is that you give me some fucking pleasures in return; that’s all I ask, and some of you can’t even do that, can you? You scrawny little fuck bags, fucking hell,’ she said, before looking back at the girl she’d called Tan. ‘Now work your fucking magic, girl, or I’ll fuck your day right up, got it?’ 
 
    Tan nodded quickly, and as the queen lay back once more, she lowered herself down between the queen's legs and went to work on her once more.  
 
    Nyx didn’t consider that outburst from the queen a very motivational speech, but it seemed to do the job with Tan, and within a few minutes, the queen was starting to writhe about and apparently enjoying herself.  
 
    Nyx looked away. Seeing Tan do this and the queen act like that, brought back too many bad memories from her time at the Watchtower as a slave. The fact that she’d been thrown right back into it, and from what she could see around her, into a much worse situation than she had been in before, made her feel sick to her stomach.  
 
    Looking into the faces of the girls around her, she saw only shells. These were broken women for the most part. Their spirits shattered, they looked like they lived each day in a state not much different to the undead corpses outside. Going through the motions and doing as the queen asked, putting on whatever mask they needed to. She suspected some might still harbour some hope, some spark of life, wishing for the day that they might be set free, released back into the world to live their lives. 
 
    She wondered what was out there for most of them, though. On some level, the queen was right. In here, the girls had safety, food, water, and warmth, that was true, whereas out there, death walked the streets. This room of soft furnishings and constant guards was on some insane level, better than living out there. But the cost of living here was high. The cost was your very soul.  
 
    She guessed that some of these girls would not survive out there. They wouldn’t last five minutes in the wastes before they were either killed by a zombie or taken as a slave once more by someone stronger, who would see them as the easy targets they were. It really was a sad state of affairs to which there really was no easy answer.  
 
    Nyx’s first thoughts were that they should be freed, but now, as she studied the girls around her and the vacant expressions on many of their faces, she wondered if that truly was the right answer for all of them.  
 
    She had to remind herself though that this world was not for everyone. The world had changed. It was harsher now, tougher, and only the strong really survived. She knew that freedom probably wouldn’t suit all of the girls in here, but they should be given a chance to be free. They should be given the choice of slavery or freedom and everything that went with that choice.  
 
    That was the only real option. She knew that freedom was what she herself craved and that one day she would achieve it, and if she could offer it to some of the girls that were in here with her, she would, one way or another.  
 
    Over on the bed, the queen finally climaxed, gasping with intense joy as Tan finally brought her to orgasm. Nyx looked over as the queen sat up, pushing the girl away. Tan stumbled and dropped to the floor as the queen scooted to the edge of the bed and stood up. The queen kicked her as she passed.  
 
    ‘Not bad,’ the queen said as she walked away. ‘You sister is safe for today.’ Nyx watched as the queen left the room, the guard shutting the door behind her before Nyx looked back at Tan. She remained huddled on the floor as sobs racked her body. Nyx looked around her at the other girls. Almost all of them were ignoring Tan, and of the few who were looking, none of them moved to help her. Preferring to turn away and do their best to ignore her.  
 
    Nyx knew they were simply protecting themselves, trying not to stand out and attract the attention of the queen, but the indifference and self-serving nature of them all still disgusted her. Seeing that no one else who might know Tan better was going to help, Nyx stood up and walked over to the girl at the foot of the queen's bed. She moved slowly, looking up at the guards as she went. She saw them move, adjust the hold on their weapons and watch her, but they didn’t tell her to stop. Her confidence growing, she walked over to Tan and crouched down beside her.  
 
    ‘Hey, are you okay?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    Tan sat up a bit, tears streaking down her face. She choked back her sobs and started to get her emotions under control. She smiled up at Nyx. ‘Thank you, yes, I’m fine. I just… This isn’t how I had planned things to go, you know?’  
 
    Nyx nodded. ‘Yeah, I know. Me neither. This is the second time I’ve been taken as a slave,’ she said.  
 
    ‘The queen doesn’t like that word,’ Tan said. ‘We’re her wives, her harem.’ 
 
    ‘’Well, that’s bullshit right there. This is pretty far from a polyamorous relationship. Harems… Heh, what crap.’ 
 
    Tan let out a chuckle as Nyx helped her to her feet and walked with her over to the nearby sofa where she sat with her.  
 
    ‘You were a slave once before?’ Tan asked.  
 
    ‘I was. I was freed only a few weeks ago, really, only to come here and get thrown into this place.’ 
 
    ‘How did you get free last time?’ 
 
    Nyx smiled. ‘I had some help. A guy named Nero that I befriended helped me out,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Did he come here with you? Would he be trying to free you again?’ she asked, her voice hopeful.  
 
    ‘He did come here with me, but he was captured along with me, so, I think he’s in whatever cells this place has,’ she guessed.  
 
    The hopeful smile on Tan’s lips faded away as her interest faded. ‘Oh.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, I’ll get us out of here. I’m not living the rest of my life in this room,’ she said.  
 
    ‘And how do you plan on doing that? You wouldn’t be the first one to have tried, you know.’ 
 
    ‘They tried and failed?’ 
 
    ‘They tried and died.’ 
 
    Nyx nodded, understanding what that meant with a glance up at the guards with their guns around the room and on the balconies. Failure would mean death; that much was perfectly clear. Nyx turned to Tan again. ‘The queen mentioned something about your sister?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Kat. She’s here somewhere, too. I see her sometimes. She works on the queen’s guards. She used to be in here with me, but when the queen saw her skill with a sword, she put her to work on the guards. Now we’re both held in bondage by threats to the other one. If Kat doesn’t kill people for the queen, I get punished, and vice versa.’ 
 
    ‘She’s good with a sword? Do you mean a katana blade?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the one,’ Tan said. ‘We look similar, she just has longer hair than me.’ 
 
    ‘I think I met her,’ Nyx said, thinking about the girl she had fought in Bridge Town and who had then come to talk to them in the side room earlier. The description fit, and there was a certain similarity there, too.  
 
    ‘You did?’ 
 
    ‘She warned us after we met the queen that we were about to be captured. She might be working on a plan to get us out of here.’ 
 
    Tan smiled as the hope that Nyx had been within her was rekindled. Nyx could see it in Tan’s eyes.  
 
    ‘You think she might?’ 
 
    ‘Right now, it’s all I have. She’s our best chance of getting out of here, that’s for sure.’ 
 
    ‘If anyone can do this, it’s my sister. She’s always been the strong one, the fighter. She’s saved my life on more than one occasion, out there, before we were brought here,’ Tan said, her expression darkening.  
 
    ‘Use that hope,’ Nyx said. ‘Bury it deep down, feed it and use it. The queen can’t take that from you,’ she said as the door the queen had left through opened up again, and she walked back into the room. She wore fitted leather long gloves that came to above her elbows, leather stockings and heels, and that was it. Otherwise, she was naked.  
 
    She stepped in and spotted Tan sitting with her right away and smiled to herself before walking over, a look of smug satisfaction spreading over her face. Nyx sat still and watched her approach, wondering what she was about to do. Tan was looking up also, and as the queen stepped up to them, she lashed out suddenly and slapped Tan across the face. She’d put some strength into it, too. The force of the hit snapped Tan’s head sideways. Nyx shot up out of the chair, ready to give this so-called queen the beating of a lifetime, only to hear the familiar metallic sound of the guns being moved and in some cases, cocked.  
 
    Nyx froze as the queen turned her head slightly and looked at her. ‘Still some fire in you, I see,’ she said. Nyx glanced up at the guards closest to her to see their guns trained on her, their stances ready for action. Nyx flicked her eyes back up at the queen. ‘Always,’ she whispered.  
 
    The queen smiled. ‘Good, I do hate it when one of my wives finally breaks, becoming a shell of who she once was. But that’s the nature of the protection I offer, I suppose,’ she mused. With a smile, the queen turned away and walked over to her bed. ‘Follow me,’ she said.  
 
    Nyx waited for a beat, but then did as the queen had asked and walked over to the bed. As she watched, the queen crawled onto the foot of the bed, getting her knees onto it before spreading them wide and letting her chest rest on the soft mattress. With her ass in the air, showing everything to Nyx, the queen smiled back at her.  
 
    ‘How’s the view?’ she asked.  
 
    Nyx gulped, feeling sure she knew what was coming next. ‘Wonderful,’ she said, deadpan, her tone dripping with sarcasm.  
 
    ‘Good,’ the queen answered. ‘Now, let’s see if you can make me cum. Can you do better than Tan did?’ 
 
    Yep, it was as she had thought. Nyx looked over at the queen’s rear as it wiggled in the air and a shiver passed through her body. She looked up at the guards around the room. They still had their weapons trained on her. The choice was simple. Go down on this woman and suffer five, maybe ten minutes of indignity, or die what would likely be a painful death. Nyx sighed and walked up to the queen.  
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    Staying right on the heels of Kat, Nero walked down the steps into the subway station. Their torches crackled as they burnt, shedding a soft orange glow that flickered and moved as the flames danced. A new, more profound silence descended upon them as they walked down here, a cold, dead silence that was quite unsettling.  
 
    Nero held his dagger in his hand, ready in case any more undead should come rushing at them through the darkness. As they reached the bottom of the steps, the walls on either side of them opened up, and he could no longer see the edges of the dark room, only a patch of ground around them. Broken stone and tiles littered the floor, next to a rusted bent bicycle and the dry bones of some poor unfortunate soul who’d died down here.  
 
    There was probably more of these remains further in. When the cataclysm hit, the subways had been jammed with people trying to escape the firestorm and hide from the horrors outside.  
 
    As they stepped forward, something hissed in the darkness. Moments later, the rotten, distended face of a walking corpse rushed out of the dark, its mouth wide as it lunged forward. Nero stepped into it and, holding the blade backwards, slammed it into the head of the undead horror, cutting its throaty and wet sounding noises short. Another lurched towards them from their right, and Kat moved like a ballerina with a twirl that ended with the zombie’s head falling from its shoulders with a sweep of her sword.  
 
    With these two zombies dealt with, they paused and held still, wondering if there might be more in here.  
 
    Seconds passed, and only the crackle of the flames could be heard in the darkness.  
 
    ‘So. which way?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘This way,’ Kat said, and moved forward, passing several bits of debris until the broken and disused turnstiles loomed out from the darkness. Some of them were ripped apart while others still stood, their gates sometimes closed, sometimes open. Kat walked carefully through them and Nero followed. A short distance further on and the tops of several dead escalators revealed themselves. Nero walked up to them beside Kat and looked down into the impenetrable darkness below. He couldn’t see anything down there at all, only blackness.  
 
    ‘We’re going down there?’ Nero asked.  
 
    Kat nodded. ‘I’m afraid so, then we head through the tunnels, under the compound, and climb up through some access pipes into the kennels,’ she answered him.  
 
    ‘Well, let’s not keep Nyx and Tan waiting,’ he said. They moved forward and took the centre escalator down, stepping carefully over more dried up remains of the dead and other detritus of the world that once was.  
 
    As they approached the bottom of the long metal stairs, Nero felt sure he could pick up the occasional sound down here. Movement, somewhere off ahead of them, although he couldn’t be sure of which way it had come from. At the bottom of the stairs, several tunnels led off into the darkness around them. Standing still, without the noise of the footsteps on the metal steps of the escalators, Nero could hear movement and the chattering of something alive down here.  
 
    ‘We’re not alone,’ Nero whispered to Kat.  
 
    ‘I’ve been through here a few times. Sometimes it’s deserted, other times it’s not,’ she said. ‘Also, that doesn’t sound like a zombie to me.’ 
 
    ‘No, it doesn’t,’ Nero agreed. It sounded much more alive, which suggested mutants or raiders, maybe. ‘Is this the only way?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘As far as I know, yes,’ Kat answered him. ‘Not having second thoughts are we?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Nero said honestly. ‘I just want to get to Nyx in one piece.’ 
 
    ‘We could leave our torches here,’ Kat said. ‘Try to sneak through.’ 
 
    ‘I’d prefer to keep them. They might mark our position, but the darkness without them is absolute. We wouldn’t be able to see anything at all.’ 
 
    ‘Then let’s keep going,’ she said and moved to the passageway on her right. Nero was already feeling very turned around and was no longer sure which way was the right way to go to head back to the compound, but Kat seemed to know where she was going. Following her, they walked along the tunnel, past the tiled walls with their faded posters for theatre shows or films, some of them splattered with long-dried blood.  
 
    Kat led them through a couple of bends before they reached another set of stairs going down, and the sound of the chattering grew louder. Nero sheathed his knife and pulled out his shotgun. Mutants were a little harder to deal with than zombies, so firepower might be needed.  
 
    Kat led the way down the stairs and edged around the corner. Nero stood beside her and leaned out as well. They seemed to be in some kind of station where several tube lines came together. They were at one side of it, on a platform. Before them was the lowered section where the train lines, rusted and broken as they were, sat unused. Beyond that was another platform, more train lines, then another platform, train lines, and finally the last platform and the far wall. The darkness down here would typically have obscured this as the light from their torches didn’t extend that far, but there were already several fires down here, roaring away, and figures moving about before them.  
 
    ‘Crap,’ Kat said. ‘These guys weren’t here last time.’ 
 
    ‘This might complicate matters,’ Nero said. ‘Where do we need to get to?’ 
 
    Kat pointed off to her right and the tunnel at the end of the platform they were standing on. ‘It’s down there,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Then we drop down there, run like hell, and hope those guys don’t see us.’ 
 
    ‘Who the hell are they?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘If I had to guess, I’d say mutants, but hopefully, we’ll never find out,’ he said. ‘Come on, let’s go.’ They both stepped out and started to make their way over to the edge of the platform, only to hear movement and footsteps behind them. Nero turned, his shotgun ready. Standing behind them in the alcove at the bottom of the stairs they had taken to get down here, stood a short, deformed man wearing scraps of clothing. His right shoulder was bulging and covered in grotesque looking discoloured skin. The mutant cocked its head to one side, looking at the pair of them in confusion.  
 
    Nero didn’t wait. He raised his gun and fired in one smooth motion.  
 
    The enormous sound echoed through the station as the Mutie flew backwards and hit the wall with a wet slap, blood splattering everywhere.  
 
    Nero looked back over the station, right into the faces of the mutants two platforms over who had now spotted them and stood there, alert, brandishing improvised weapons.  
 
    ‘Run along the platform Now!’ Nero yelled at Kat as he set off himself. She didn’t need telling, though. She was already charging off towards the tunnel. As they ran, the mutants whooped and hollered as they bounded off their platform and ran towards them. One of them was bigger than the others and seemed to be directing the group, pointing and shouting in guttural tones as he ran towards the tunnel they were going for.  
 
    This one was intelligent, Nero thought.  
 
    Mutants ran the gamut from human-level intelligence to mindless raving lunatics. This big one seemed to have something approaching a certain level of wherewithal, though. The mutants vaulted up onto the next platform over, and as the first one of them approached, Nero aimed his gun and fired, blasting it back onto the ground. The other mutants screamed at him in rage.  
 
    ‘We’re not going to make it,’ Kat shouted back to him.  
 
    ‘Then we fight our way through,’ Nero yelled back at her. Another Mutie approached on the next platform over. Nero fired again, catching this one in the shoulder, spinning him as he screamed in pain.  
 
    As they continued to run, two of the mutants paused on the platform they were on and started to throw things. A rock smashed into the floor beside him, followed by a wicked looking spear that clattered to the ground as Nero ducked back, barely dodging it. Nero reacted without really thinking and fired again, sending one to the floor. The other joined his friends and kept advancing. 
 
    There were three Muties closer to them now, and four more further on that were being directed by the big guy. The ones furthest away had made it to the same platform as Kat and himself and were approaching, brandishing clubs.  
 
    ‘I’ll deal with these,’ Kat said and ran forward towards the four in front of them. As she went, the three closer to Nero seemed to understand what was happening and suddenly focused on Nero before charging forward, running and jumping off the platform into the train tracks before him. Nero fired, but his shot went wide, missing his target because of the Mutie’s erratic movements.  
 
    Nero backed off as the first one leapt up onto the platform. Dropping his torch, Nero got a better grip on the forestock of his shotgun, racked it and fired, catching the first guy right in the chest, sending him flying back onto the tracks below.  
 
    The other two were up on the platform now and the closest mutant, who wore a spiked shoulder pad, ducked to Nero’s right and then lunged at him. Nero swung his gun to his right and caught Spike in the face, knocking him back. The other mutant ran in, seeing his chance and delivered a powerful kick to Nero’s stomach. Nero fell back, pulling his gun in and blasted Kicker, catching him full in the leg, ironically enough. Kicker dropped to the ground with a howl as Spike rushed in from Nero’s right, swinging his bone club and catching Nero hard across the face.  
 
    Blood filled his mouth as a tooth came loose. Rolling with the momentum of the club hit, Nero did a full turn and brought his gun up as the mutant went for him again.  
 
    The shotgun fired, catching Spike in the groin and throwing him back. Spike screamed in pain as he crunched to the floor, his hands grasping the wound between his legs.  
 
    Nero sat up, his head ringing from the hit with the club in time to see Kicker scrambling towards him on two hands and one leg. His other leg hung limply and wasn’t much use to him anymore. Kicker attempted to throw himself at Nero, only to get a shotgun blast to his face. Kicker fell backwards and disappeared over the edge of the platform.  
 
    Leaning to his right, Nero spat blood and a back-tooth to the platform floor. ‘Fuck,’ he grunted to himself. His right cheek and jaw felt twice their usual size and stung like crazy. Looking down the platform, Kat was fighting with the four other mutants down there, swinging her sword and moving gracefully between her attackers.  
 
    Nero picked himself up. Grabbing his torch as he went, he ran down the platform, watching as Kat dispatched first one, and then another mutant in short order before taking a hit from a club in her side.  
 
    She rolled and brought her sword up in time to defend herself from the next attack as Nero sprinted. Raising his gun, he fired, doing his best to keep the shot well away from Kat. He successfully missed hitting Kat, but also only managed to clip one of the two remaining mutants in the shoulder with the edge of his shot.  
 
    The gun did manage to distract them, though, and they looked up at him in surprise.  
 
    Kat took advantage of the pause in their attacks and slashed upwards at the closest one, rising up to one knee in the process. Her blade cut the mutant from his groin to his chest, dropping him to the floor in a growing pool of blood.  
 
    The second mutant watched his mate fall and hesitated for a second, looking suddenly scared. Kat turned her sword and slashed at him, too, raking her weapon across the Mutie’s belly and spilling his guts. He fell with a strained whimper to slowly die where he lay.  
 
    Nero finally reached Kat and skidded to a stop beside her as she stood and looked over at the final mutant. He was a big one, maybe eight or nine feet tall, covered in rippling muscle and mottled, diseased looking skin, riddled with varicose veins. Lumps, bumps, and liquid-filled pustules grew up around his shoulders and neck, just visible beneath the rags and salvaged armour he’d strapped to his body. The mutant frowned at Nero, his pronounced brow knitting together while his strong underbite made the mutant drool through his broken teeth. Lifting his giant spiked club, the mutant slamming it down into the ground in frustration and roared at them.  
 
    ‘Fuck off,’ Nero said, raising his gun and firing at the massive creature, catching it right in its head as it turned to try and dodge the shot.  
 
    The beast man stumbled, staggering back and hit the wall behind it before turning back to Nero with the left side of its face a bloody ruin with visible bone amidst the gore.  
 
    Nero fired, again and again, blasting the thing, its body jerking with each shot as more blood and gore poured from it before it finally fell to the floor, tipping forward and smashing its face into the ground.  
 
    Nero stood there, his gun pointed at the thing for a few seconds more, waiting to see if it would move again. It didn’t, so he relaxed, placed his gun back in its holster, and looked over at Kat.  
 
    ‘A few less mutants in the world is never a bad thing,’ he said.  
 
    She looked up at him and smiled.  
 
    An almighty roar behind him made him flinch as Kat suddenly looked shocked before leaping forward and swinging her blade behind him, missing him by inches. Nero dropped to the floor, thinking she’d just tried to attack him, only to look up and see that the colossal mutant had risen up and had been reaching for him. Kat’s sword sang as she swung it again and sliced into the mutant leader's neck. The blade cut deep, but not all the way through before she withdrew it. The mutant looked surprised before it hit the platform and then fell off onto the tracks below. Nero and Kat scrambled to the edge of the platform and looked down. The thing’s head was mostly severed and gaping open. 
 
    ‘Let’s not take any chances,’ Kat said, before dropping down and proceeding to hack away at the things neck a few more times until the head fell away completely.  
 
    ‘Well, that was gross,’ Nero said, looking down at the bloodbath below. Kat was splattered from head to toe in thick red blood. She looked horrific.  
 
    Kat didn’t respond, she simply started to walk towards the tunnel. ‘Come on, this way,’ she said as she grabbed her torch from the platform as she passed it and moved into the darkness.  
 
    Nero did the same, dropping off the platform, before holding his torch high as he followed on behind Kat. They walked for about five minutes before Kat spotted a pile of garbage leaning against the side of the tunnel up ahead and suddenly jogged forward towards it. ‘Here we go, it’s still here,’ she said.  
 
    ‘It’s under all that?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Yes. Don’t worry, it’s easy to get to. It’s just hidden,’ she said and pulled aside two bits of plastic and a tarpaulin before slipping through a gap beneath it. Nero followed and saw something of a tight hole that led through a hidden door. He squeezed through, pulling the plastic sheet back into place behind him and found himself in a small alcove with a ladder that led up to a heavy looking grate above. Kat was already climbing up, but looked down and put her finger to her lips, urging him to be quiet.  
 
    The whole situation reminded him of following Nyx up the Watchtower to retrieve her sword. He’d enjoyed the view of climbing up beneath her then, and he couldn’t help but look up and enjoy this view as well. Kat reached the top of the ladder and stopped, listening. Nero paused behind her and listened, too. He could hear movement and snuffling sounds. It didn’t sound human, though. After a few moments, Kat reached up and eased the grate up with her hand. Either no one was there, or they just hadn’t seen her as she raised the grill right up and started to climb through. Once she was entirely out, she crouched next to the cover and waved him up.  
 
    Nero followed her up and found himself inside a barn-like building with cages along one wall. The floor was covered with dry grasses, rags, and anything else that might be used to absorb the mess of the animals that were in here. This debris had been covering the grate, which Kat now replaced and recovered. Nero took a better look at the cages and the powerful but nightmarish creatures that were inside. Each was unique in appearance, but all of them had at least four legs and looked demonic or monstrous with cruel-looking fangs, claws, and spikes. On seeing Kat and himself, the dogs started to growl and throw themselves at the cage doors trying to attack them.  
 
    The cages were each locked with a crude, but easy to open deadbolt. Nero smiled as he watched these vicious creatures desperately trying to attack them. His plan might just work, he thought.  
 
    ‘Okay, we’re in, let’s get around to the building and see if we can’t get to the harem,’ Kat said. But Nero didn’t really hear her. Instead, he was looking around the inside of the kennels, developing the idea he’d first had after the zip wire and finalising his plan. 
 
    ‘We’ll need some kind of distraction, I think, though. Have you got any ideas? Nero?’ Kat asked. ‘Nero?’ 
 
    He’d heard her, but he’d been focused on something else entirely. He turned to her now, though, and smiled. ‘We have our distraction right here,’ he said and moved to one wall of the barn and pulled down a thin rope that was hung up there. 
 
    ‘Huh? Are you going to do some rope tricks or something?’ Kat asked, looking confused.  
 
    ‘Something like that.’ Nero smiled, choosing to let his actions do the talking rather than explain it all now. 
 
    Moving to the furthest cage, he tied the rope to the bolt. The daemon dog inside growled and slammed into the cage bars, but couldn’t get to him. Nero did his best to ignore it. With the knot tied, he got Kat to hold it and keep the bolt locked as he moved along the row of cages and proceeded to tie the rope to each bolt in turn. It only took him a few minutes until he finally stood in the corner, behind where the last cage door would open.  
 
    Nero beckoned Kat over to him. ‘Come here,’ he said and drew his shotgun. Kat ran over and stood next to him. ‘If I’m right, I’d wager that the guards here don’t treat these dogs very well, and it might be that these creatures want some revenge on their masters. Or, even if not, they should create some chaos,’ he said. 
 
    Kat smiled and nodded. ‘Let the chaos reign.’ 
 
    ‘Three, two, one,’ he said, and then pulled hard on the rope. As one, the blots slammed back, and the gates opened wide, with the nearest gate opening up and hitting the wall next to them, creating a little triangular cage for them, with the cage gate between them and the daemon dogs.  
 
    The dogs bounded from their cages. Some ran from the kennel building right away, others lingered for a moment, unsure what to do. One of the ones closest to Nero and Kat turned to look at them and growled a deep low rumble that reminded him that he was not at the top of the food chain anymore.  
 
     ‘Hold that cage door in place,’ Nero said as the daemon dog bared its teeth and stared at them with those demonic eyes. Suddenly, without further warning, it leapt at them, its wicked claws reaching out to rend and tear.  
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    Nero pulled the trigger on his shotgun, blasting the daemon dog, catching it in its side. The creature dropped back to the ground with a whimper and hobbled away from Nero and Kat. It looked up at them sheepishly, before backing off some more. The other daemon dogs around it who’d seen their pack mate injured, backed off, too. The wounded dog barked once and then ran out of the barn, taking the rest of the daemon dogs with it, leaving Nero and Kat alone in the kennels. 
 
    ‘Holy shit, I thought we were done for,’ Kat said, and then looked over at Nero’s gun. ‘That’s not a normal gun, is it?’ 
 
    Nero pushed the gate back and stepped out of the corner of the room. ‘No, it’s not,’ he said, as someone screamed off in the distance. Nero paused and listened, hearing another scream, followed by yelling and more screams.  
 
    Nero smiled and looked at Kat.  
 
    ‘It’s working,’ Kat said.  
 
    ‘Seems to be,’ Nero answered her, before walking off towards the door out of the building. Kat followed on behind. On reaching the door, Nero looked out and saw they were at one side of the compound, maybe two hundred feet or so from the main house where Nyx and the queen were likely to be.  
 
    All around them, people were running, and off in the distance, the large black shapes of the daemon dogs were chasing down the guards and others who lived in here. There was a gutted body not thirty feet away from the entrance to the kennels.  
 
    ‘Good guess on the dogs’ Kat said.  
 
    ‘I was feeling fairly confident about it,’ he said. Looking over towards the ranks of vehicles that were parked in here, he spotted his charger, apparently untouched, hiding between two larger vehicles. He felt a sense of satisfaction inside that he’d managed to keep his pride and joy safe.  
 
    ‘I’ll be back for you soon,’ he said to himself under his breath, talking to the car. ‘So, the main building, then?’ Nero asked Kat.  
 
    ‘That’s where they’ll be, yes,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Okay, let’s go.’ Nero ran from the building, moving right and ran to a nearby car, ducking in close to it to use it as cover. Edging along it, he peered around the end and moved forward after checking it was clear. He ran again, making for a burning barrel and some piles of reclaimed wood. Ducking down again, he took cover and waited for Kat to join him. She crouched down beside him as movement to his right caught his attention. Nero raised his enchanted shotgun, not waiting to see who it was, and saw a guard run around the corner of the building. He spotted Nero’s gun right away and panicked, trying to raising his own rifle up to protect himself, but Nero was too quick and opened fire first, blasting the man full in the chest.  
 
    He didn’t get back up, so Nero looked back towards the house and then ran forward again, crossing the open space to another vehicle — a large armoured troop carrier this time — and got his first good look at the front door to the building.  
 
    A squad of guards stood before the front door, their guns and weapons at the ready as a daemon dog stalked towards them, its head low. As Nero watched, he saw the men firing their pistols, rifles, and shotguns at the thing, but having little effect on it other than to make it flinch occasionally. Nero scanned around behind him to make sure he wasn’t being flanked, before returning to watch as the dog suddenly leapt forward into the middle of the crowd of men and started tearing them apart. It slashed with its deadly claws, ripping people’s limbs clean off before biting others and shaking his head violently before throwing them to the floor. Blood was going everywhere, men and women were screaming, guns were being fired, but the thing still stood.  
 
    ‘Follow me,’ Nero said, holding his gun ready as he moved forward towards the front door.  
 
    ‘We’re going in through the front?’ Kat asked.  
 
    ‘Damn right we are,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll find out.’ 
 
    As they moved closer, one of the still living guards ran screaming from the massacre, running right past them and ignoring them entirely. Reaching the steps up to the front entrance, Nero climbed up the four stone steps and walked through the colonnade of pillars that surrounded the door. Before him, the dog held the head of one of the guards in its jaws, whipping his head back and forth as the guard screamed until, with a spray of more thick dark blood, the head came loose from the body. The dog looked up, the man’s skull between its teeth, and with a moment’s effort, crushed the skull, its jaws clamping shut as the bone cracked loudly. The daemon dog stood there for a moment, looking at them as mushed up human brains hung from its teeth. One guard was left standing, leaning back against the doors, his weapons gone, a piss stain on his trousers, looking between the dog and Nero with a look of pure terror on his face.  
 
    The dog took a step towards Nero and growled. Nero raised his gun, and the dog paused. It stepped back, and Nero saw that it was the same dog he’d shot in the kennels. Nero took a step forward, threatening it. It backed up again and looked to its left at the final guard.  
 
    ‘Don’t you dare,’ Nero said. The dog backed up again, waited for a moment, before suddenly grabbing a severed limb in its jaws and running off. Nero watched it go for a moment before turning to the remaining guard.  
 
    He looked over at Nero, then looked at his gun, and back up into Nero’s face. ‘What you gonna do, man?’ 
 
    Nero cocked his head sideways. ‘Providing you let me go through those doors, nothing.’ 
 
    The man’s eyes wheeled around in their sockets as he thought it through and then looked back at Nero. ‘You gonna let me go?’ 
 
    Nero waved his hand to say he could go.  
 
    ‘You’re not gonna shoot me?’ 
 
    ‘No, now piss off before I change my mind,’ Nero said.  
 
    The man hesitated for one more second before taking off at a sprint, running out into the courtyard. Nero watched him go. He got about twenty feet before a dog slammed into the side of him and knocked him to the floor.  
 
    ‘Idiot,’ Nero muttered and returned his attention to the door as the dog ripped the guard limb from limb. Walking forward, he grabbed the handle and twisted it, opening the door a fraction. It was unlocked.  
 
    ‘Who goes there?’ shouted a voice from within. 
 
    Nero looked back at Kat. ‘You first,’ he whispered to her. ‘Walk in like you own the place.’ 
 
    She smiled and walked forward as Nero pulled the door open.  
 
    ‘It’s me, you idiots,’ she called out before she stepped forward. 
 
    Nero heard several guns being cocked as he swung the door wide and Kat walked in. He moved through the door behind her, keeping his head down.  
 
    ‘Kat?’ one of the guards said, looking confused.  
 
    ‘The dogs’ gone, we need a few more guards out there now to protect this door,’ she barked at them. Guns were lowered and they looked at each other in confusion. Suddenly, she moved, spinning and slashing her sword once, and then twice, moving in a complete arc. The men screamed and yelled. Nero brought his gun up and took aim at one she’d hardly scratched and fired. Blood and gore flew. Adjusting his aim, he shot again, taking out another as Kat moved and stepped beyond the closest guards to reach the guards she’d missed.  
 
    As the men closest to him staggered, holding their sword wounds and yelling in pain, Nero used them as cover as other guards and people in the room advanced on them, bringing their own weapons to bear. Most carried melee weapons, so Nero focused on the people with firearms and took out two with a pair of carefully aimed shots before the other two spotted him and moved to evade him.  
 
    Moving up, Nero fired at the third man, clipping him in the side and dropping him to the floor. The fourth moved towards Kat and took aim at her.  
 
    ‘Kat!’ Nero yelled. She spotted the gun and elegantly sidestepped, putting her current opponent between her and the shooter. He fired anyway, hitting the guard, but removing Kat’s cover.  
 
    Nero blasted him and the man fell, dropping to the floor with a grunt.  
 
    The other people in the room were running now, disappearing through doors and leaving Nero and Kat alone.  
 
    ‘Come on,’ Kat said. ‘This way.’ 
 
    She led them on through a door at the far side of the lobby and into the same audience chamber that they had first met the queen in. Several people were running through here, too, but no one challenged them. Nero kept going, keeping up with Kat who was jogging, looking left and right, keeping an eye out for any threats. Nero did the same, but so far, nothing immediately dangerous presented itself. Kat led him through a door in the back of the throne room and through more halls and chambers until they reached a pair of large double doors that led into another chamber. More doors stood at the far end of this space, and three guards, each carrying a gun, stood before the main door in the far wall. Kat stepped forward as the three guards aimed their weapons.  
 
    ‘Let us through, I have important infor-’ 
 
    Kat never finished the sentence as the guards raised their guns and fired. Kat ducked back behind the door, catching a bullet in her thigh. It passed straight through, but she was leaking blood over the floor now.  
 
    Nero looked over at her from his hiding place on the other side of the doorway. ‘You okay?’ he asked. It didn’t seem too bad. As long as it had missed an artery, she should be fine, he thought.  
 
    A shotgun blast tore a chunk out of the corner of the wall beside Kat.  
 
    They were aiming at her, he thought, so he popped out from the side of the door, his gun up and ready, and fired once before ducking back. A man in the room yelled out in pain.  
 
    ‘Got one,’ he muttered. He looked over at Kat. She’d ripped off some of the bindings she had around her knee and bandaged up her leg, tying it in a knot and pulling it tight with a yelp of pain. Blood soaked into it.  
 
    ‘Draw their fire,’ Nero hissed at her, trying not to be heard by the men in the room.  
 
    Kat flexed her leg. She still had good movement but winced a bit as she did it. Taking a breath, she turned, got to her knees and briefly stuck her head out. A second after she moved, Nero ducked out again and blasted at the remaining pair. He heard two yells, so darted around the corner. Both men were on the floor. One of then sat up and raised his gun. Nero fired again, putting a hole in his head. The other guard lay back and looked up at him.  
 
    ‘Do it,’ the guard said.  
 
    Nero looked down at him, debating if he should put him out of his misery, but then Kat stepped up and stabbed her blade into the man’s chest. He gasped, convulsed for a moment, and then went quiet.  
 
    Nero nodded. It was probably the right thing to do.  
 
    Something glinted off to his left. Looking up, Nero saw Nyx’s sword propped up against the wall and her clothes on the table. He needed both hands on his gun right now, but took note of where they were.  
 
    ‘We’re here, the queen’s boudoir and the harem is through those doors,’ Kat said. Nero nodded. Stepping forward, he gave the door a solid kick, smashing it open. With his gun up and ready, he walked into what must be the most lavish and comfortable room he’d seen since before the apocalypse. Just the sheer number of soft furnishings was mind-boggling.  
 
    All around him, naked girls huddled together in terror, their eyes wide in fright as they looked up at Nero and Kat. In the middle of this, the queen stood, holding a nude girl before her, a wicked looking dagger at her throat and one of the girl's arms twisted behind her back.  
 
    The girl had a passing resemblance to Kat, he thought.  
 
    ‘Tan!’ Kat called out. The girl the queen held hostage flinched and looked at Kat, a look of hope filling her eyes.  
 
    Amongst the other girls in the room, a blonde one stood up with a huge grin on her face. It was Nyx.  
 
    ‘Nero! You made it, you came,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Told you I would,’ Nero said, scanning the room and noting the two guards on the two balconies on either side of the room.  
 
    ‘Don’t move,’ the queen said. Nyx flinched. Nero followed her gaze as she looked back at the queen. The queen peered over the shoulder of Tan at him with a cruel grin. ‘You pathetic little fools, I can’t believe you came back, and for what? For these two? Kat, what the hell are you doing? You had it good. You had everything you could want.’ 
 
    ‘Not really. All I wanted was to get out of here with my sister, but you would never allow that, would you?’ 
 
    ‘You wanted to leave here? You wanted to live out there, in the wasteland? You know what it’s like out there, you know how cheap life is in the wastes. You can’t honestly tell me you want that when you have so much here? I give you everything. I give you my protection, is that not enough?’ 
 
    ‘You give it, all of it, with the threat of torture or death to my sister if I don’t do as you ask. You force me to kill for you, to hurt innocent people, people who are just trying to survive. And if I don’t do this, you hurt her or me. That’s not freedom. That’s not a life I want to live,’ Kat said.  
 
    ‘You’re just another petty dictator,’ Nero cut in. ‘A camp leader with delusions of grandeur who needs to resort to threats of violence to achieve anything.’ 
 
    ‘You have no idea what I do. You’ve only been here for a day. You don’t know what I’ve been through, what we need to do to survive. We have rules, and we live by them because if we don’t, we die. I offer a life without fear of death or starvation or exposure, and all I ask is a little loyalty, a little payback. I don’t want much. Just some gratitude,’ the queen said, emotion in her voice.  
 
    ‘The usual sob story,’ Nero commented. ‘Next, you’ll be saying you didn’t actually want to be in charge. Just shut the fuck up and let the girls go. It’s over. This camp is done for. There’s no escaping it.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, I have always enjoyed being in charge. This is my natural calling, and I fully understand my place in all this. Do you?’ 
 
    ‘Shut up,’ Nero said.  
 
    The queen shook her head slowly, a look of pity on her face. ‘Kill them,’ she said to her guards.  
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Nero 
 
      
 
    Nero knew it was coming and ducked left as the queen said it, moving to cover while aiming up at the guard closest to him. He fired, catching the guy in the upper chest. He fell, loosing a spray of bullets across the room as he disappeared out of sight. Looking over, he saw Kat duck behind a sofa as bullets tore it to bits. Nero looked up at the guard that was spraying Kat with metallic death and adjusted his position. The guard spotted him and trained his gun on Nero.  
 
    Nero ducked back and hit the stone pedestal he’d hidden behind as automatic fire peppered the ground around him. Nero looked to his right to try and spot Nyx, but she was gone. She must be hiding, he thought as he looked up at the queen and Tan. She’d ducked behind the girl but still had her in a death grip.  
 
    The guard let off burst after burst, keeping him pinned down as Nero looked for Nyx again. Where was she? 
 
    Suddenly, the gunfire stopped and he heard the guard yell. Nero looked around the edge of the pedestal and saw the guard falling from the balcony, taking some of the railings with him, while Nyx stood where the guard had been a second before.  
 
    The guard hit the floor with a thud and grunt. As Nero watched, he saw Nyx, naked as the day she was born, step off the edge of the now broken balcony. She landed on top of the guard, crushing his chest and breaking his ribs. She wobbled slightly and hopped off him, looking up at the queen with a face full of defiance.  
 
    ‘That’s my girl,’ Nero whispered to himself with a smile as he stepped out from behind the pedestal. He looked over at Nyx, who was moving around the edge of the room. The queen watched her go but didn’t move. Nyx approached Nero, smiled up at him with a cheeky grin and swung her hips a little more. She stepped right up to him and pressed herself into him, giving him a deep and passionate kiss. Nero placed his hand on the small of her bare back and traced a line down to her bum and gave it a squeeze.  
 
    ‘I like you nude,’ he said.  
 
    ‘And I like you naked, too,’ she said and pulled slightly away. ‘Alas, I shall have to wait for that little pleasure. Speaking of clothes, though?’ 
 
    ‘They’re on the table outside,’ he said.  
 
    Nyx smiled. ‘Won’t be a tick,’ she said and hopped outside. Nero watched her bounce out of the room for a second before he looked back up at the queen.  
 
    ‘Seems you’re shit out of luck,’ Nero said. ‘Your guards are dead, the compound is being massacred by the daemon dogs you keep here; it looks like you’re fucked.’ 
 
    The queen peered out from behind Tan. ‘And yet, I still have some leverage,’ she said, pressing her knife into Tan’s neck.  
 
    ‘Give it up, there’s nowhere you can go,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘That’s what you think,’ the queen answered him as she started to move, taking Tan with her. She walked sideways, towards one of the doors over there, being careful to keep Tan between her and Nero.  
 
    Nero watched her go, shaking his head.  
 
    ‘We can’t let her take Tan with her,’ Kat said.  
 
    ‘I know, we’ll get her, let’s see how this pans out,’ Nero said, watching the queen pick her way through the furniture. ‘I’ll offer you a deal. Leave Tan there, unharmed, and we’ll let you walk out of here. We won’t attack, we won’t hurt you, and we won’t follow you. You’re free to leave,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ Kat said. ‘You have my word, I won’t follow you. Just leave her be.’ 
 
    Nyx stepped in behind Nero and came to stand between him and Kat, wearing her bodysuit and trench coat with her sword over her shoulders. ‘She’s not dead yet?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘Not yet…’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Your standards are slipping,’ Nyx replied with a smile.  
 
    ‘You think I’m going to fall for that?’ the queen said, her tone mocking them.  
 
    ‘No tricks,’ Nero said. ‘I mean what I say. You can leave here, freely and without harm. Just leave Tan and these others here.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm, let me think,’ the queen said, a curious smile on her face. Behind them, the doors to the room burst open. People were shouting. Guns were fired. Nero sprang to his left, diving for cover with Nyx right next to him as he looked back. Five or six guards had snuck up on them, had charged into the room and were opening fire.  
 
    Finding cover, Nero looked for Kat. She was on the other side of the room having found some cover of her own. Chaos had erupted in the place as the girls, who had been sitting nervously in the centre, all stood up and sprinted for cover. Tables were overturned, chairs thrown, people trampled. Shouts and screams filled the room.  
 
    From across the way, Kat yelled. ‘No!’  
 
    Nero followed her gaze in time to see the queen pull her dagger across Tan’s neck. Blood poured from the gaping wound as she dropped to the floor holding her neck, a look of surprise on her face. Guards had entered through the door next to the queen and were guiding her out of the boudoir.  
 
    ‘Fuck,’ Nero cursed. ‘Can you deal with them?’ he asked Nyx, pointing at the guards who had entered through the main doors.  
 
    ‘Consider them sliced and diced,’ Nyx said, as she readied her sword.  
 
    Nero smiled and kissed her on the cheek before turning and dodging through the crowd of terrified girls towards where the queen had been.  
 
    Between the running, naked bodies of the harem girls, one of the guards appeared. Nero fired his shotgun, sending the man flying.  
 
    Girls screamed and ran from the altercation, opening up the way between Nero and the other two guards. Running around some furniture, Nero caught the next guard by surprise, leaping up towards him and smashing him around the head with his gun before pointing it at the other still living guard and squeezing the trigger once more. The man hit the floor with a thud.  
 
    Something heavy slammed into Nero’s back. He dropped to his knee in pain and rolled sideways, seeing that it was a chair that had been thrown at him. Looking up, the guard he’d smacked around the head lunged for him, bringing down a heavy looking mace that crunched into the wooden floor. The weapon’s spiked metal ball head looked like it could do some serious damage. The guard swept the mace sideways and caught Nero in a glancing blow on his armoured shoulder.  
 
    ‘Arrgh,’ he bellowed and rolled away from it before he kicked out and knocked one of the guard’s feet out from under him. He stumbled. Nero whipped his gun up and across the man’s face, knocking a tooth out with a clot of blood that wheeled and spun out of the man’s mouth in a lazy arc.  
 
    Nero leapt up and jumped on him, raising his shotgun and smashing the butt of it into the man’s face. Blood splattered as he lifted it and brought it down again with a crunch of bone.  
 
    Nero yelled in rage as he hit the man a few more times before he stopped. The guard's face was a bloody mess now and he’d stopped moving. Nero looked up as Kat ran over and picked up her sister's limp body, turning her over to look at her face.  
 
    Kat wailed as the reality of her now dead sister hit home. Nero sighed. He felt like he’d failed her. Kat had helped him get in here to save Nyx and Tan, putting herself at risk, putting everything on the line, only to have the thing that was most precious to her taken away.  
 
    Nero looked to his right and saw Nyx in the middle of the last three guards that were left standing. The other three were already on the floor, dead, or not far from it. As he watched, she danced between the men, dodging or parrying their attacks and cutting each of them down in turn. She didn’t need his help. She was more than capable of dealing with them. The fight had emptied the room of the harem girls. Apart from a few that had been caught in the crossfire, the rest had disappeared. Nero hoped they made it out alive.  
 
    Standing up, Nero walked over to Tan and crouched down beside her. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said.  
 
    Kat nodded.  
 
    ‘Will you be okay?’  
 
    ‘I think so,’ Kat answered him. ‘Where’s that bitch, the queen?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Nero said, only to suddenly hear the sound of engines firing up outside.  
 
    ‘She’s running,’ Kat said, looking towards the door where Nyx swung her sword once more, cutting down the last guard.  
 
    ‘She won’t get far,’ Nero said, as a determination to chase the queen down fell over him. He wanted her to pay for what she’d done. ‘You stay here, let us deal with this.’ 
 
    ‘Not a chance. I’m going with you,’ Kat said.  
 
    ‘Are you sure? What about your sister?’ 
 
    Kat looked up at him. ‘She’s dead. There’s nothing more I can do for her now apart from avenging her death and giving her a decent burial,’ she said looking up with a fierce determination etched on her face.  
 
    ‘As long as you’re sure,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, then,’ he said. ‘Here, let’s take her with us,’ he said, reaching down and lifting Tan up over his shoulder before crossing the room towards Nyx. 
 
    ‘Sounds like the queen’s making a run for it,’ Nyx called out from the main door.  
 
    ‘We know,’ Nero said. ‘But she won’t get far.’ He smiled over at Nyx.  
 
    Nyx smiled back. ‘Now you’re talking.’ 
 
    The three of them started to jog through the building, moving as quickly as they could. Dead bodies were everywhere, but the guards were nowhere to be seen. They passed through several rooms and corridors until they reached the front door to the building and were able to look out over the compound. At the far side of the courtyard, the main gates had been opened wide and several vehicles were missing. In the distance, the dust cloud kicked up by the fleeing cars was slowly receding away.  
 
    ‘Come on,’ Nero said, making for his car with the two girls close behind him and Tan still over his shoulder. His charger was right where he’d left it, and apparently untouched. He unlocked it, placed Tan in the back seat and jumped in. Nyx climbed in beside him in the front passenger seat while Kat scooted into the back beside her sister, whom she held lovingly.  
 
    The engine roared into life, and Nero could feel his adrenalin surge. ‘Let’s do this,’ he said as he floored it.  
 
    Wheels spun, dirt flew, and the charger skidded off through the compound before speeding through the open gates onto the road outside. Nero piled on the gas and barrelled along the ruined street. It looked like the queen had taken some of her bigger vehicles, so they’d be both easy to follow and would probably clear the way for him, allowing him to travel fast and catch up.  
 
    The car flew along the road, approaching a right hand turn up ahead. Nero followed the fading dust cloud and took a wide racing line through the corner, feathering the handbrake to kick the rear end out a touch. Drifting around the corner, the rear wheels spun, leaving a fantail of dirt behind them until the tyres caught once more and the car shot forward again towards the on-ramp for the highway out of the city. With a bump, the charger climbed up the incline and crested the top of the rise, leaving the road for a moment and catching some air before returning to the asphalt with a bump. The car fishtailed for a second. Nero fought to keep it under control, though, his experience in handling the vehicle shining through as he brought it back in line again.  
 
    The dust cloud grew thicker as he went, zipping past rusted-out ruined cars and a few wandering zombies that reached for them ineffectually.  
 
    He could see the queen’s vehicles up ahead, clustered on the road. They were moving fast, but not fast enough.  
 
    As they slowly gained on them, the buildings thinned out, and suddenly they were in open desert with the occasional cluster of buildings and other structures jutting up through the sand at odd angles. Ahead, the queen's convoy fanned out, giving Nero a better idea of what they were taking on.  
 
    The primary vehicle was a large big rig with a trailer attached. There was also some kind of military troop transport that was a huge armoured beast of a thing, and this pair were all surrounded by five, maybe six or more modified cars of all kinds. From what he could tell, there were perhaps one or two people in each vehicle and several riding the rig. He could see at least five on the main trailer. He had no idea how many might be in the transport, though.  
 
    The odds of success didn’t look great.  
 
    Back in the compound, with the guards spread around the place, they could probably have hunted them down and dealt with them, but now, with all these vehicles and them in just their single car, the situation didn’t seem as favourable.  
 
    ‘Do you think we can do this?’ Kat asked, sounding a little worried.  
 
    ‘No idea,’ Nero said, not wanting to sound too confident as, at least on the surface of it, it didn’t look good.  
 
    ‘Yeah, we fucking well can,’ Nyx said. ‘Get close to that rig, I’ll deal with them,’ she said.  
 
    Nero looked at her for a moment and saw the sheer force of will and utter self-confidence in her face and felt his love for her redouble. This was why he adored her. ‘Damn right you will,’ he smiled back, feeling suddenly confident again.  
 
    Nero cut right, moving to one side of the convoy he was approaching while Nyx opened the hatch above her seat and put one foot up on her door frame. With her in place, Nero accelerated, drawing level with the rearmost car that was over on his left side, behind the rig. 
 
    When the moment was right, Nero yanked the wheel with his left hand, while holding his shotgun in his right, resting the barrel on the window frame. The car swerved in, spotted by the driver of the rearmost vehicle at the last second as Nero’s charger appeared through the kicked up dust cloud.  
 
    With an almighty crunch, the charger smashed into the backmarker. Nero squeezed the trigger as he hit and blood blossomed from the driver of the backmarker.  
 
    Nero felt the suspension compress on the right side of the vehicle. Looking up, Nyx flew through the air and onto the back of the rig's trailer as Nero veered left.  
 
    The backmarker slowed and peeled away as Nero approached the two cars on the left of the rig.  
 
    The carrier was on the right, and Nero wanted to keep as far away from that monster as he could.  
 
    Nero looked down at the new switches that had been installed into the charger since the chase with Rex from the Watchtower. He wanted to have a vehicle that could handle itself more in a car chase and had added a couple of features to his pride and joy. In addition to the battering ram at the front, and the bars on the side and back, he’d had flame throwing pipes installed that threw gouts of fire out the sides. He’d also attached some caltrop holders to the rear of the charger that he could open to burst people’s tyres.  
 
    Placing the shotgun on his lap, Nero aimed to move up between the two cars ahead, keeping in their dust trail for the moment to remain hidden.  
 
    Kat climbed over the seat to sit in the front. ‘What are you going to do?’ she asked.  
 
    Nero smiled. ‘It’s going to be a hot time in the cold town tonight,’ he said with a grin.  
 
    Kat frowned at him in confusion.  
 
    ‘Never mind,’ he said, and accelerated forward, moving quickly into the gap between the two cars. They were slightly staggered through, so he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to get both with the flames. The slightly trailing car saw them move up and turned in, bumping him. Nero gripped the wheel, holding the car straight and getting a few more feet forward to try and catch the other car, too. As the right-hand vehicle went to bump him again, Nero flicked the switch on the centre console and pressed the button beneath it.  
 
    Flame roared up out the sides of the charger, engulfing the right-hand car. The driver screamed and yanked his wheel right without any control, desperately trying to get away from the burning flames. Nero saw the car bank away and then hit the rearmost wheels of the rig. Those huge tyres caught the car, riding up and over it, flattening the roof in the process. For a moment, Nero caught sight of Nyx on the rear of the rig, fighting her way through the guards there, before dropping to the bed of the trailer to hold on as it bounced over the car. Nero spotted at least one of the guards fall from the rig.  
 
    Looking back left, the flames had only singed the car that had been on Nero’s left. It had accelerated away before veering right to come up in front of them. Someone was riding the top of the car, Nero noticed when it suddenly braked and loomed up towards them. Realising too late what it was doing, the car crunched into the front of the charger, and the guard on top of it jumped at them.  
 
    As the charger wobbled from the crash, the car that had hit them accelerated forward, leaving the guardsman on the hood of the charger.  
 
    ‘You’re up,’ Nero barked at Kat, but she was already standing and holding her sword aloft.  
 
    The guard steadied himself on the hood before lunging forward, swinging for Kat with his metal bar. Kat inverted her sword and swung for the guard's arm.  
 
    With a single swipe, the man’s hand and wrist flew off and disappeared in the dust behind the car. The guard looked at his bloody, leaking stump for a second and then shrieked in pain.  
 
    Nero jinked the car left suddenly, and the guard pitched off the hood onto the blur of the desert floor before disappearing behind them.  
 
    Kat whooped in delight as she watched the guard go, but Nero was looking forward and saw that there were two more vehicles at the front of the rig, one of them, a pickup, moved left towards them and then braked suddenly, bringing it alongside Nero with a suddenness that shocked him. As it drew up beside them, Kat turned where she stood having watched the guard disappear behind them. Kat saw the pickup for the first time as two guards in the back reached out and grabbed her, knocking the blade from her grasp before the truck pulled away, taking Kat with it with a scream. 
 
    ‘No,’ yelled Nero as the sword landed in the passenger seat.  
 
    The pickup slowed some more to veer around the back of the rig. Nero followed it and looked over at the rig’s trailer to see Nyx being held by several guards who’d pushed her to her knees and were now shouting at Nero, mocking him.  
 
    As the charger moved in behind the rig, Nero looked from Nyx to Kat, both of them captured and held at gunpoint.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ Nero muttered to himself, how the hell was he going to get out of this one, he thought? 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Nyx 
 
      
 
    Nyx struggled once more, but the three guards, two men and one woman, held her fast with her arms pinned behind her. In front of her, a fourth guard held her sword up high and screamed at Nero. She could see him in his car as it drifted back to behind the rig while the pick-up truck with Kat on board moved up on Nyx’s left as he looked back long the trailer.  
 
    She’d taken two guys out when she came aboard, but the tide had turned when the rig had hit that car and knocked her down. She’d been off balance and ended up dropping to the bed of the trailer just to hold on.  
 
    The guards who’d kept their balance had jumped her and taken her captive in short order.  
 
    She looked around for a way out, for something, anything that might help her. She was in a pretty helpless position right now, and she could only guess what Nero was thinking, stuck in his car with her and Kat both captured and restrained.  
 
    As she looked around her, the convoy rolled past a few more buildings and Nyx saw some movement out beyond them, closing on the rig fast.  
 
    ‘Huh?’ she said, her head pointed very obviously in that direction.  
 
    It was a vehicle, and a big one, and it was travelling at speed, heading right for them on an intercept course. It looked like some kind of colossal monster truck crossed with a dune buggy. It had a huge and mean looking metal battering ram on the front, too.  
 
    ‘Uh, guys…’ Nyx said, nodding towards it. It was seconds away. The three holding her looked that way.  
 
    ‘What the…’ 
 
    ‘Holy shit!’ 
 
    Fuckin’ hell…’ they said. The one with her sword was still ranting though and hadn’t seen the oncoming monster truck.  
 
    Nyx felt the grips of the three guards relax and completely let go in one case. Nyx yanked a hand free, got one foot under her and stood up, whipping her hand back to knock one of the guards away from her. She had just seconds to move. Nyx jumped at the man holding her sword, grabbing the blade as she slammed her knee into his back.  
 
    He dropped, and Nyx hit the floor of the trailer, her sword in her hand, in a sprint. The monster truck was right on them.  
 
    Three — it caught the rear end of the troop carrier causing the driver to lose control — two — and then clipped the front of the pickup, sending it spinning — one.  
 
    Nyx leapt from the back end of the trailer as the monster truck hit the rig right between the cab and the trailer. She felt it tip and turn as she sailed through the air towards Nero’s charger. He saw her coming and angled in, adjusting his speed to catch her on the hood.  
 
    Nyx landed with both feet on the car and caught hold of the top of the windshield with her off hand, holding her sword high.  
 
    ‘Ooof,’ she grunted. She smiled at Nero, who smiled back, bringing the car to a swift halt. Nyx twisted around in time to see the monster truck cut the big rig in two, sending the trailer tumbling sideways through the dirt. The monster truck, having caught some air from moving up the slight incline to the road, bounced to the ground and wheeled around in a big arc.  
 
    The troop carrier it had hit slowed to a stop, before accelerating and driving around, trying to make for the monster truck. The pick-up that Kat had been on had fared worse from the hit, having rolled a few times, spilling its riders over the ground. The other satellite cars peeled off from their forward paths and arced back towards the crash site. With a deep, throaty roar, the monster truck moved up towards them, slowed, but didn’t stop.  
 
    Looking up, Nyx saw Runt riding behind the cab, brandishing spears with explosives attached to the tip while Cryptus drove the thing.  
 
    Runt yelled in exultation with a huge grin on his face, smiling down at her. Cryptus leant out the cab as he passed. ‘We’ll deal with these other cars and that army carrier,’ he yelled at them. Nyx gave him the thumbs up.  
 
    ‘Holy fuck burgers,’ Nyx said to Nero. ‘I didn’t know he was following us,’ she said, jumping down from the hood of the charger. 
 
    Nero climbed out of the driver’s door, racking his shotgun. ‘I suspect there’s a lot about him we don’t know,’ he said.  
 
    ‘How about you get Kat,’ she said, looking over towards the downed pick-up to see that two of the guards had picked Kat up off the ground and were holding her hostage, looking over at herself and Nero. Kat was alive but dirty and battered from the crash. ‘I’ll get the queen.’ 
 
    ‘Deal,’ Nero said and started to make his way over to the guards holding Kat.  
 
    Nyx strode forward, towards the crashed big rig cab where she could make out a group of four people who had climbed out and were walking back towards the road. With a roar, the monster truck rolled past behind them, chasing the troop carrier, making them jog forward towards her, and as she approached them, they suddenly spotted her. It was the queen and three guards, who all moved to protect their sovereign.  
 
    Nyx was not feeling very charitable at all right now. The queen had subjected her to utter humiliation under threat of harming the one she loved most, and she’d done it to lots of girls for far too long. Nyx gripped her sword in her hand, feeling its weight and knowing it would serve her well.  
 
    She wanted to turn the tables on this slaver and show her what justice really meant. As she strode forward, Runt’s explosive spears scored a direct hit on the troop carrier, causing a massive explosion behind her and to her left. The concussive effect of the exploding vehicle whipping her coat out around her legs.  
 
    ‘Nyx, what can I say? I underestimated you. You’re clearly more capable than I had thought. Maybe we can discuss this?’ the queen said.  
 
    Nyx really didn’t feel like giving the queen the satisfaction of stalling her, and she really didn’t want to talk to her, either. She was done with talking to such hideous people. They weren’t deserving of her time, other than the time it took to kill them, she thought.  
 
    The guards brandished their weapons — a mix of a metal pipe, a machete, and a knife. Nyx was not impressed. Stalking forward, the lead guard, carrying his metal pipe, held it ready like a baseball bat. He was all twitchy, his nerves were probably getting the better of him. Swinging it in, Nyx whipped her sword up and knocked it away before she took the sword in two hands and brought it down onto the man’s shoulder, cutting a good way into his upper torso before she withdrew it. He dropped to the floor.  
 
    The remaining pair moved forward together, clearly looking to flank her. Nyx feinted forward towards Machete, making him jump back before she twisted and swung for Knife, who actually managed to parry the blow with a flash of sparks from the clashing blades. Nyx continued her spin and slammed her blade into Machete’s weapon. She stepped into him, her sword slashing left and right until she saw a gap and rammed the pommel of her sword into the man’s face, making him stagger backwards as blood fell from his ruined nose.  
 
    Reversing her blade, Nyx stabbed backwards into the approaching knife wielder, catching him by surprise as she buried her sword a good foot deep into his sternum.  
 
    ‘Urk,’ he grunted. Nyx spun, whipping the blade out sideways, spilling blood over the cracked asphalt of the desert road.  
 
    Bringing her sword up to guard herself, she faced the man with the machete once more. He looked dazed as his nose poured blood. He shook his head, as if trying to clear his unfocused vision, and held his weapon ready. Movement to her left made her glance sideways in time to see the queen withdraw a slender blade from her belt. It was a rather ornate rapier and suited the queen's austere look with its silver hand guard encrusted with gems.  
 
    Nyx looked over at the guard, and then back at the queen, and moved towards her. The queen raised her sword to guard herself, and Nyx rushed in, swinging her blade in a wide arc. She hit the rapier with a solid blow and forced the queen back. Turning her back on the guard had brought about the desired effect, though, as he stepped in, hoping to attack her from behind. Nyx twirled on the spot and brought her blade around earlier than the guard had anticipated. Her blade hit his sword arm, cut into his flesh, and broke both bones. The man fell to the floor with a yell of pain. Nyx spun the blade around and brought it up into the guards head as he dropped to the floor, holding his arm.  
 
    Blood sprayed and the man fell to the ground, his head split open like a melon.  
 
    Nyx turned to face the queen and took a moment to catch her breath. 
 
    ‘You can’t win this,’ Nyx said, her tone flat, factual, and without emotion.  
 
    The queen looked at her, then down at her sword and back up at Nyx. She threw her blade into the dirt and started to back away. Turning, she began to run up the road, but only managed about three steps before she slowed and stopped.  
 
    Nyx looked past her to see at least seven or eight zombies staggering towards the carnage and noise their fighting had caused.  
 
    The queen stood there for a moment as if weighing things up. Behind her, Nyx heard footsteps. She looked back to see Nero walking up to her, helping Kat who looked injured and held her foot off the ground.  
 
    Nyx looked back to the queen, not wanting to take her eyes off her for too long.  
 
    ‘You okay?’ Nero asked her.  
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘Just dealing with this final issue right here.’ 
 
    The queen turned back to her. ‘Issue? I’m just an issue to you now, am I? You could have lived with me, in safety and comfort, but you had to fuck it up, didn’t you? You and your fucking boyfriend. Who do you think you are? The police? The old world is gone; wake up. We make our own world now, our own rules. This world is trying to kill us at every opportunity,’ she said, waving towards the approaching undead. ‘It’s a harsh, unforgiving wasteland where only the strong survive. I’m one of the strong, and when you’re in my home, you play by my rules. Who are you to say we can’t live like this or do what we want, hey? Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘You can make all the rules you like in your own home, but if you’re taking slaves—’ 
 
    ‘Wives,’ the queen interrupted.  
 
    ‘Slaves,’ Nyx said more forcefully, ‘and if someone like me doesn’t like it, we’re going to take issue with it. This world is tough, yes, but that’s no excuse to be a fucking dick. Those girls were slaves and nothing more. Sure, they might have been safe to some degree in there, but they were still prisoners, forced into a harem and made to do things they didn’t want to do. It’s mental torture. Some of those girls were basically dead inside, and you killed them.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you to judge me? You’re not the ruler of this world…’ she spat.  
 
    Nyx had had enough of this, though, and stepped threateningly forward, brandishing her sword.  
 
    The queen cowered back and dropped to her knees with a whimper.  
 
    ‘Okay, okay, I’m sorry, alright. Look, I’ll do whatever you want. Anything, you name it. Humiliate me all you like; just don’t kill me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I’d love to hear a good reason why I shouldn’t kill you,’ Nyx said. This should be good, she thought.  
 
    The queen thought for a moment until she seemed to suddenly remember something. A smile slowly crept onto the queen lips as she raised her head and looked into Nyx’s eyes. ‘I know where your mother is,’ she said.  
 
    Nyx took half a step back, feeling like she’d just been punched in the gut. For a moment, she couldn’t breathe. The air just wouldn’t come as she processed what the queen had just said. She knew where her mother was. How could she know such a thing? That’s impossible, surely.  
 
    ‘What?’ Nyx said finally.  
 
    The queen’s grin widened. ‘Your mother, Dani. I know where she is. I know exactly where she is.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ Nyx spat, her words fighting to get out. Had she just called her mother, Dani? Was that her name? 
 
    ‘Why? What do I get in return? My life, perhaps?’ 
 
    Nyx narrowed her eyes, knowing that the queen now had a tremendous amount of leverage over her. Standing there, Nyx felt Nero’s hand rest gently on her shoulder.  
 
    ‘Sure, you have my word,’ he said.  
 
    ‘You won’t kill me? I’ll be free to go?’ 
 
    Nero nodded.  
 
    Nyx didn’t move, she just watched the queen. She still looked flustered, even though she was now in a certain amount of control. The queen seemed to think it through for a moment, and then looked up. ‘I have your word,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ Nero answered quickly.  
 
    The queen looked between her face and Nero’s for a second. ‘Okay, then. Dani is imprisoned within the Whisperer’s fortress. She’s in a cell there, in the dungeons. She’s been there for over a decade, I think,’ she said with a smile.  
 
    ‘And how do you know this?’ Nyx asked. ‘How do you know you’re telling the truth?’ 
 
    ‘You want proof? Look, I’ve been there. I’ve seen her and talked to her. I knew you were her daughter, that’s why I was interested in you when you were with Rex. As for proof, though, well, I do know that the sword you use was forged from your mothers katanas. She used to use a pair of them, right? But Rex stole them from Dani when he kidnapped you and reforged them into that. How’s that for proof? I have to say, though, I always wondered why the Whisperer held her captive and did that mean anything for you…’ she said, shrugging. She stood up. ‘So, now you know.’ 
 
    Only a few people knew where her sword came from, she wasn’t sure that she’d ever told Nero of its origins. The chances of her knowing something like that were small, very small.  
 
    ‘And, where is this fortress?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘Oh, er, I’m not really sure… The Whisperer always transported me there with its, you know…’ she said, waving her hands in the air.  
 
    ‘Magic?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘I suppose so. I’m not really sure. One moment I was in my home, the next, somewhere else.’ 
 
    ‘So, you don’t know where it is?’ 
 
    ‘No, but you’re resourceful folks. I’m sure you’ll find it,’ she said with a smile. She took one step back. ‘So, I’m free to go. You gave me your word, right?’ 
 
    ‘I did…’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘What?’ the queen asked.  
 
    Nyx smiled, seeing the reality of what she had agreed to sink in. 
 
    ‘…but…’ 
 
    ‘I gave you my word that I would not hurt you,’ Nero said. ‘I never said anything about Nyx, though.’ 
 
    Nyx didn’t wait. She took a step forward and stabbed her blade into the Queen’s chest, before withdrawing it with a jerk.  
 
    The queen stood there for a moment, shock all over her face, her mouth hanging open as blood started to pour from the wound, and then well up within her throat and seep over the sides of her mouth. After a moment, the queen collapsed as all strength disappeared from her muscles. She hit the ground with a thud and didn’t move again.  
 
    In the distance, Cryptus’ monster truck rolled by as Runt threw another of his explosive spears at the final car, scoring a direct hit and blowing it up.  
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ Nero asked.  
 
    Thoughts and emotions were washing around inside her head. Questions with no answers, at least, not yet, were bubbling up. She wondered if she’d killed the queen too early. Might she have had more answers for her? But, beneath all that, a sense of hope was growing inside her. She had a mother. Her name was Dani and she was alive, and that gave her a warm feeling that she had not really felt before.  
 
    As she let that feeling grow, she knew her purpose now. She knew what she needed to do, and nothing was going to stop her.  
 
    As she stood there, the wind buffeting her coat around her legs, the massive monster truck rolled up and Cryptus leaned out the window.  
 
    ‘That’s the last of them,’ he said. ‘So, what did I miss? What’s next for the Road Knights?’ 
 
   


  
 


 
    Author Note – 5th Jan 2018 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading book 2! 
 
    When I released book 1 of the Road Knights series, it really didn’t do very well. It didn’t really sell and, although the reviews were positive, it truly looked like this would be a 1 book experiment that wasn’t going anywhere.  
 
    I was disappointed. I’d put a lot of work into this, especially into the cover. The custom costumes alone cost me a small fortune. It was a risk, that’s for sure, and, at least at first, it seemed to be a risk that had not paid off.  
 
    Despite Road Knights 1 being, as far as I was concerned, one of my best books to date, or one of my most professional looking books at least, it had failed to sell.  
 
    Cut to two months later, and it suddenly found its audience and it started to sell.  
 
    By then, my plan for the series had changed as well as I was not really willing to let it just die with only 1 book out. I wanted to write more of them. So, I planned to bring the series into the Magi Saga universe, which I have been busy expanding.  
 
    When it started to sell well, I knew I had to write book 2. So I did. I put the book I was writing at the time, which was book 5 of the Magi Saga, to one side, and fleshed out my outline for book 2 and got writing.  
 
    This is the result of that.  
 
    Careful readers who have read the Magi Saga books might be able to spot a key character from those books in this one, in a brief cameo role.  
 
      
 
    My next book will be book 5 of the Magi Saga, and then, maybe book 3 of Road Knights. We’ll see how this book does first, I think.  
 
      
 
    I hope you have enjoyed this latest instalment of the adventures of the Road Knights and are excited to see where it goes from here.  
 
      
 
    If you want updates on my book plans, the best place to get them is the Magi Saga Fan Group on Facebook.  
 
    Go here: https://www.facebook.com/groups/1700893393268961/  
 
      
 
    See you in the next book.  
 
    Andrew. 
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    “The book is well written. I keeps you on your toes. And you don't want to put it down until you reach the end.” 
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In a world ruled by faceless, uncaring mega corporations, Frankie, a young woman, becomes the victim of a lethal Jacker gang attack. Bleeding to death in the slums of Neo London, she is found by a genius cybernetic doctor on the run from a powerful Corporation. Seeing an opportunity to finish his latest cybernetic masterpiece, he transplants Frankie’s brain into a powerful prosthetic body.  
 
      
 
    Frankie has barely woken up before the Corporate forces attack and kidnap the doctor, forcing Frankie to go on the run in her new body. Pursued by Corporation Special Forces, cybernetic agents, and hulking mechs, Frankie has to choose what to do with her new body and its incredible abilities.  
 
      
 
    Frankie must overcome the shock of her new body and survive ruthless attacks and figure out who to trust if she is to save the doctor's life and strike her first real blow against the tyrannical Corporations.
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“Story is good and fast paced, main character is awesome.”

“Can't wait for next book to come out. I love the story and hope she kicks corporate butt.”

“This was good! Lots of action good story and quick pacing. Interesting characters, strong and vulnerable at the same time. I really enjoyed this and am looking forward to the next instalment!”
  
 
    Praise for book 2 from Reviews
“Didn't even have to read what the book was about, loved book 1and knew I had to have book 2. Couldn't put it down and the worst part is now waiting for book 3”
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