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Chapter 1 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Nero looked out at the world around him, a world of violence and death, ravaged by the inferno of the Cataclysm.  
 
    The dry, hard-packed desert earth extended all the way to the horizon, and as far as he knew, covered the whole of the Earth. Nothing but desert, dry tundra, sand dunes, and salt flats dotted with rocky cliffs, mountains, and ridges everywhere. The waters had been burnt away by the Cataclysm, leaving dry, dead ocean beds covered in crumbling, rusted out shipwrecks, oil rigs and, wind farms. The cities of old were crumbling ruins, obliterated by the earthquakes and home to those who clung to life, or sought to destroy it.  
 
    He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen something green that wasn’t trying to kill him.  
 
    Nero preferred to wander the wastes, to keep moving wherever his whim took him: from camp to fortress to bunker, helping when he could, and taking whatever he needed in return. It wasn’t what he’d thought life would be, back before it all happened, when he was still a child. He’d had dreams of becoming a cop like his dad, or maybe doing something more practical, like working on cars or something. He’d been young, though, and the world had a way of slapping such foolish notions out of you. Life was tough, but he doubted that man could have predicted the events that had come to pass during his tenth year on this Earth.  
 
    He wasn’t sure why he was feeling so introspective. It was probably the view. Looking out on the world and remembering what it had once been. Remembering the rainbows of colour that had been everywhere back when he had lived in what had once been England, close to London.  
 
    Of course, the old borders and boundaries had been long since swept away. These days, no one knew where one country ended and another begun. The world had been remade, and humanity had been forced to adapt.  
 
    Before him, everything below the horizon was a sandy tan colour of browns and oranges and yellows, while the sky above was currently a light cyan, a bleached out greenish blue that faded to white the closer it got to where the sun still hung in the heavens.  
 
    It paid to keep an eye on the sky these days, lest a dust storm catches you unaware.  
 
    Nero stood on a rocky outcropping that rose from what had once been the seabed and looked down the slope into the valley below and the makeshift camp that had been set up down there. It was only a small one with a few tents, a campfire, and a handful of vehicles parked around it. There were a few guys down there, sitting around the fire mostly, although a couple of them were on their dirt bikes, racing around the camp, whooping and hollering at the wasteland as they went.  
 
    Nero scanned the surrounding terrain. There were some clusters of grey and tan rocks, which could, in theory, be hiding lookout posts or worse, but he couldn’t see anything hidden in there with a sweep of his binoculars over the most likely spots. Watching the group of raiders again, he surmised they didn’t look bright enough to take such precautions.  
 
    It paid to check out these things, though, before he went charging in there. He smiled to himself, these guys had no idea what was coming for them. Nero lowered the binoculars and scanned around again, checking to make sure he hadn’t missed anything before he turned and wandered back to his car that he’d left parked a short distance behind him.  
 
    He’d been driving this thing for years now, and it really showed. It had once been an American muscle car that you didn’t find many of here in what had once been Europe. But the years had not been kind to it. The bodywork was severely rusted in places, and there were a few corroded spikes on the front and rear wings for anyone who got a bit too close. The engine had been replaced a few times, but always with a noisy V8 or V6 monster that fitted the look of the car. The current engine rose out of a rough hole he’d cut in the bonnet, its air intake rising proudly from the metal beast.  
 
    It currently rode on a set of large mismatched tyres, and the whole car had been raised up to make it move through the rough landscape a little better on its wide wheels.  
 
    He’d been young when he’d got it. It was badly damaged, but he’d known all about cars by then, and although it took him a little while to fix it up, he had finally managed it a few months later. It had been his home now for twenty years, and it bore the scars to prove it.  
 
    Nero walked up and gave the bloodstained battering ram a shove to make sure it was firmly affixed and ready for use before he jumped into the car, put his binoculars away, and started it up.  
 
    The engine came to life with a low bass rumble. He refrained from a noisy rev that might alert the raiders below.  
 
    Nero dropped it into gear and eased the car forward, cresting the ridge and making sure he was on the route down the slope he’d picked out before pressing down on the accelerator and roaring down to the camp below. 
 
    Predictably, the raiders in the camp immediately saw Nero bearing down on them and sprung to life, rushing to pick up their guns and weapons while the bikers adjusted their course to head his way.  
 
    Nero gave the car some gas and sped onwards as the bikers charged him, but he was ready for them as the car bumped over the rough terrain.  
 
    Getting his 1911 pistol in his hand, he aimed his car to bring the first biker, who sported an impressive Mohawk, down the side of his vehicle. As he watched, the second biker, wearing deep red armour, suddenly hit some rocks, putting him into a wobble that he was finding difficult to get out of. Nero smiled and aimed his car while Mohawk hit a rise in the terrain and jumped into the air towards him. He landed to Nero’s right, just as he’d hoped when an explosion went off close by.  
 
    He’d not see it, but he could only guess that Mohawk had thrown an IED at him. He gritted his teeth and aimed the gun before firing off three shots at the biker. The biker yelled in pain and fell to the floor, his bike kicking up a fantail of dirt as he went down.  
 
    Looking forward once more, he adjusted the aim of his car as the red armoured biker finally face planted the dirt after the wobble got the better of him. The last Nero saw of him was his head, looking up in fear a second before he was ripped apart by the battering ram on the front of the car.  
 
    The car bumped over the biker and continued on down the slope towards the raiders. They were already raising guns, and moments later, gunfire, loud and unmistakable, sounded from below. Nero ducked down as the bullets peppered his car, ricocheting off the rusted metal armour plating he had installed over the years with metallic clangs. Seconds later, he was roaring into the camp, forcing the raiders to scatter. Jerking the handbrake up, Nero put the car into a skid, throwing out the rear end much to the surprise and misfortune of one of the raiders who had been too focused on shooting at Nero to realise the danger he was in. Three orange and brown spikes of rusted metal impaled him through his torso and neck as he dropped the assault rifle he’d been shooting with.  
 
    Three down, three to go, Nero thought as he flung the car door open, grabbed his shotgun, and jumped out in a crouch, looking around for the raiders in the dust cloud his car had kicked up.  
 
    Spotting movement to his right, he saw one of them, sporting a bone necklace, running towards him, his gun up and ready, firing wildly at Nero. He raised his weapon just over the car door he was using for cover and fired once. The raider flipped backwards, the force of the shot knocking him flat. Nero jumped up onto the hood of his car and saw another sporting red war paint on his face with a shotgun of his own. Warpaint suddenly caught sight of Nero, but he wasn’t quick enough. Another shot dropped him as well, just as Warpaint fired his own gun wide.  
 
    As the dust cloud started to settle, a crazy wail sounded from behind him as a woman ran out of a tent, spinning a metal ball and chain around her head. Jumping down from his car Nero took calm aim at the crazy and fired before she ever got too close. Her head exploded as she dropped to the floor.  
 
    For a moment, everything was quiet, until Nero heard feet scuff the ground close by. Turning to look, a final raider froze in terror. He’d been retreating, and now he looked up at Nero, his face full of fear.  
 
    ‘Hey, fuck face, where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, er, hi. I’m no trouble to you, traveller. Honestly, look,’ he said and dropped his gun. ‘Take whatever yeh like. Petrol, guns, ammo, food, we got a bunch.’ 
 
    ‘I know, turd licker, that’s why I’m here. You’ve been raiding the nearby camps.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, well, we gotta survive, yeh know, heh. It’s only right that the strong survive, hey. Survival of the fittest and all that,’ the raider explained, sporting ruined and repaired cargo trousers and boots, but no top. 
 
    ‘Get over here shit for brains,’ Nero ordered him.  
 
    ‘Okay, yes, sir,’ he said and walked over, his hands in the air.  
 
    ‘Let’s have a look what you got here,’ Nero said and used the barrel of his shotgun to nudge the raider forward into the camp, past Nero’s car. They walked up to one of the larger vehicles and Nero could see a body splayed over the hood, partially naked and impaled on some spikes.  
 
    ‘I didn’t do that,’ the raider said meekly.  
 
    ‘Is that right?’ Nero asked and whacked his prisoner on the head with his gun. ‘I don’t give a shit what you did or didn’t do. That looks like someone from the camp I was at recently,’ he said. He actually didn’t know if it was, but the body was fresh, so it made sense that it might be from the camp that had hired him.  
 
    ‘Oh, no, no, I don’t think so… I mean, I don’t know. It wasn’t me, anyway…’ 
 
    ‘Hey, shut your face unless I talk to you,’ Nero said.  
 
    The man nodded and with some prodding, walked towards the tents. There were two more vehicles around the camp, another big truck and a smaller car, all of them armoured up and rusted to hell.  
 
    Closer to the middle were five tents, most of them were just sheets hung over sticks, although one was a patched-up old camping tent that probably predated the cataclysm.  
 
    ‘Anyone in these tents?’ Nero asked the raider.  
 
    ‘Um, no.’ 
 
    Nero tilted his head in disbelief when suddenly one of the tents burst open, and a naked man with hastily daubed on war paint ran at him carrying two knives, screaming at the top of his lungs.  
 
    Nero adjusted his aim and fired, taking his time to line up the shot first.  
 
    The man fell to the dusty ground with a grunt and laid still. Nero looked up at his prisoner again and raised his eyebrows in a questioning expression.  
 
    The raider shrugged with a half-smile.  
 
    Nero shook his head. He supposed the guy had to try and get one over on him.  
 
    ‘The tents; open them,’ Nero ordered him.  
 
    ‘Sure, sure, I got it. Doing it now for ya, just don’t fire that thing at me,’ he muttered as he walked to the nearest tent and whipped the sheet off it. There was a dirty bedroll in there, but little else. The man continued on, going from tent to tent, either removing the sheet completely or opening it up enough for Nero to see inside. On the fourth tent, the raider ripped off the sheet to reveal a young woman of maybe nineteen or twenty years curled up inside, naked and looking very scared. It was the same tent that the man with the knives had run out from.  
 
    The girl looked up at Nero and the raider, her eyes wide with fear.  
 
    Nero looked at the raider, giving him another questioning look.  
 
    ‘I… did not know she was in there,’ he said.  
 
    Nero motioned to the last tent, which the raider opened up to reveal nothing once again.  
 
    ‘Stand over there; don’t move,’ Nero said to the raider before walking over to the girl and picking up a sheet that was on the floor. He placed it around her shoulders.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ she said, looking at him, and then around the camp, spotting the bodies and his car before looking back at him. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘Camp Red Sands sent me,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Red Sands? My camp. They sent you? To get me?’ she asked with an expression of hope. 
 
    ‘Mm-hmm,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘What are you going to do with him?’ she asked as she stood up, motioning to the raider.  
 
    Nero looked over at the raider who still stood there. ‘Food? Supplies?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘From the camp? Yeah, we got em, they’re over here. You want em?.’ 
 
    ‘In the car,’ Nero growled.  
 
    ‘You got it,’ the raider stammered, still afraid. Nero watched him closely and guided the girl to the front passenger seat of his car, letting her sit inside before he went to finish supervising the raider. Three more trips back and forth and the car was nearly loaded up. The raider picked up the last box and walked back towards Nero.  
 
    Seeing the movement from the corner of his eye, Nero looked up and saw the raider smile at him. He was clearly hoping that he would let him go, but Nero hadn’t decided on this yet and had half a mind to kill him and stop him from hooking up with another raiding party and causing more trouble later.  
 
    Suddenly, there was more movement behind the raider, and several figures either ran or staggered around the back of the cars that had been filled with the loot the raiders had stolen.  
 
    Dressed in rags, their bodies were half rotted away, with bones and ribs showing through dark, ragged wounds. Some of them looked more skeleton than man as they moved with surprising speed towards the raider and Nero.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ Nero exclaimed. ‘Zombies!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Nero’s reaction was based more on instinct than anything else as he grabbed his shotgun from its holder on his back and pointed it towards the hoard of undead and the raider.  
 
    ‘What? No, no, no, I did as you asked, I’ve…’ the raider stammered, before suddenly hearing the moans and guttural, wet sounding hisses that came from the back of the zombie’s throats. 
 
    He turned and yelped in a very un-masculine manner before turning and running. Nero didn’t wait, he couldn’t, these undead were not the shambling slow moving kind from the days of classic cinema. They didn’t really sprint, either, but they could lope and run along at quite a clip.  
 
    BOOM.  
 
    Nero’s shotgun spat fire and shrapnel at the nearest walking corpse. The buckshot spread as it flew through the air, catching three or four of the corpses and clipping the raider in the shoulder.  
 
    He spun like a child's top with another high-pitched yell and landed awkwardly on the floor.  
 
    Nero paid him no mind, and racked the forestock on his gun, aimed, and fired again. Two more undead were thrown back to land unmoving on the ground with holes in their heads.  
 
    Nero judged their distance and the speed they were running towards him and figured he could get two more shots off before he’d need to switch to a melee weapon and finish the last few off in hand to hand combat.  
 
    Undead like these and irradiated mutants were not uncommon in the wasteland. They were everywhere, wandering around in packs or hordes, looking for living flesh to eat. Nero had killed countless numbers of these things in his time, and they were usually just an annoyance to him, provided he wasn’t caught unawares by a large group of them.  
 
    Alone, they weren’t much threat, really, but in numbers, they could be more than a little dangerous.  
 
    Nero’s shot gun barked twice more, sending several more of these undead monstrosities back to the hell they came from before he holstered his shotgun again and whipped out his dagger. He’d thinned out the crowd of them, and there were just three more heading for him now, with only one of them being at all close.  
 
    ‘Hey, you, a little help here?’ the raider called out to him.  
 
    Nero ignored the call for help and focused on the corpse that was bearing down on him. The quickest way to kill them was to damage their brain. Deliver a trauma massive enough, and they would just cease to be anymore, dropping limp and falling to the ground. It could be strange, though. He’d seen more than a few of these undead with half their heads missing or already with huge brain damage. Some of them were little better than skeletons with no real brain left to speak of, and yet, if you smashed their skulls in, they died, too.  
 
    People brighter and more learned than he had suggested that it was some kind of animating force or deamonic spirit that had possessed them and probably inhabited their heads, and if you damaged them in some way, they lost control of the body. Nero didn’t know and didn’t care, really, he just didn’t want to be eaten by one of them.  
 
    The closest one took the last few steps towards him with renewed energy as it hissed at Nero, but with his dagger ready, Nero lunged and slammed his blade into the side of the zombie’s head. It paused for a moment and then dropped to the ground.  
 
    Nero looked up, the remaining two stragglers were still coming, but they were slow moving and were a good way beyond the raider who was still prone on the ground and holding his bleeding arm.  
 
    ‘Aaagh, come on, man, I did as you wanted. Help me out here?’ the raider said.  
 
    Nero looked back at his car that was still idling, it’s engine ticking over in the dust. The girl was leaning out the window, her eyes wide with fear, watching events play out and silently pleading with Nero to get in the car and drive off with her.  
 
    Nero looked back at the raider. ‘Shit,’ he said and moved towards him. He couldn’t just leave him here to die and be eaten by these things.  
 
    He stepped up to him and pulled his shotgun, pointing it at the man's head.  
 
    ‘Try anything… got it?’ he said, racking the forestock as he spoke.  
 
    The raider nodded with a gulp.  
 
    Nero hesitated for just a moment, but let go of the forestock and offered his left hand to the raider, who took it and pulled himself to his feet with Nero’s help.  
 
    ‘Thanks, man, I knew you were good people. I knew I could count on you,’ he said when a deep guttural roar that was way too close for comfort echoed through the valley. ‘What the…’ the raider said, and looked behind him.  
 
    Nero looked, too. He knew that roar, he knew what it meant, and it was nothing good. At first, he saw nothing, and then, something huge lumbered into view beyond the vehicles from between a couple of outcroppings of rocks.  
 
    ‘Ah crap,’ the raider muttered, as the thing turned and spotted them. The thing roared its defiance at the heavens and suddenly started to run towards them, moving much quicker than the zombie’s had.  
 
    ‘Time to go,’ Nero grunted as he hefted the raider and continued on towards the car. He moved as quickly as the raider would allow him to, but it was obvious that he simply wasn’t going to reach the vehicle in time… Maybe… He wasn’t going to give up yet, though. He might make it.  
 
    The crunch of the things feet behind him forced Nero to look once again, and he was glad he did as it was right on them and much easier to see now.  
 
    The daemon was getting on for being close to twice Nero’s height, had a grey ashen skin and a crest of spikes that went from its forehead, down its back all the way to its tail. Otherwise, it was humanoid in shape, with its upright stance, two legs, two arms with a head on top. The biggest difference was that its arms were a lot longer, allowing it to run on all fours.  
 
    It was right on them, though, so Nero just let go of the raider and ducked out of the things way.  
 
    The daemon sailed past him while the raider screamed once more.  
 
    Looking up, Nero saw the beast holding the raider in its oversized hand before slamming him into the floor with another roar. The raider stopped screaming, but the girl in the car yelped in disgust and fear.  
 
    The thing looked up and fixed its eyes with their yellow irises on the girl in the car. The girl started to sound even more panicked as the thing took a step towards her.  
 
    Nero stood up. ‘Hey!’ he shouted, and the beast turned to look at him. ‘Come here,’ Nero yelled and took a step forwards.  
 
    The daemon turned to face Nero with its body before lowering its head and baring its teeth in a deep guttural growl.  
 
    ‘That’s right, focus on me,’ Nero said. The thing was still a good ten meters away, so Nero took a step forwards, holding his shotgun down, but ready. ‘Come on, come on, go for me,’ Nero muttered to himself.  
 
    Zombies were a threat, true, but they weren’t on the same level as the daemons. They’d appeared during the Cataclysm, hundreds, maybe thousands of them, all around the world. Things from another dimension, these creatures could be violent and beast-like, like this one, or cunning and intelligent, and arguably even more dangerous.  
 
    No one was really sure just what they were, but each was unique, and they went by many names: daemons, demons, djinn, abbyssals, devils, aliens, titans, vampires, the list was endless. But a few things seemed common to all of them, and one of those was how tough they were.  
 
    Nero took a sudden step forward and shouted an unintelligible yell at it, trying to get the thing to leap at him in anger, and it worked better than he had expected as the beast suddenly sprang forward.  
 
    Nero dodged right, his instincts saving his life as the daemon missed him by inches. As it flew by, he tracked it with his gun and squeezed the trigger, aiming for its centre of mass to be sure he got a good shot in.  
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The beast stumbled and fell, rolling over as it landed in the dirt before coming up to its feet again and staring at Nero with pure hatred in its eyes.  
 
    Nero was standing up again as well and right next to his car now as he watched the wound on the side of the beast stitch itself back together.  
 
    Within seconds, the wound would be gone, as if it hadn’t been shot at all. Nero stepped up to the car door, still watching the daemon as it panted, stalking forward as the wound healed. Drool oozed from its maw, dripping to the dusty floor below.  
 
    ‘What are you standing there for? Get in! It’s gonna come get us, come on,’ the girl hissed at him from inside the car.  
 
    ‘When I get in, it’s going to chase us. I want to be ready,’ he said as he reached down and opened the door without looking. At least the car was still running. All he had to do was to drop it into gear and go. He felt confident that he could do it, but he was kind of hoping that the creature would look away, giving him a second or so head start, which might be the difference between getting out of here or not.  
 
    The beast took a half step towards him.  
 
    Shit, Nero thought, this might not work, he thought, when a sudden shifting of gravel to his right made the creature look back that way, away from Nero and over to where the beast had body slammed the raider.  
 
    Nero didn’t look to see what had made the noise, he just thanked his lucky stars and dropped into the car the moment the beast looked away. He stamped on the clutch, shoved the gear stick into position, and mashed the accelerator pedal while letting the clutch go. The engine roared as the wheels spun and then caught. They were off and were immediately bouncing over the rough terrain towards the worn roadway nearby. He didn’t want to look, he didn’t want to know how close he’d come to death today, but he couldn’t help it. His eyes just automatically flicked up to look into the rearview mirror at the daemon that was sprinting behind them. For a few seconds, it was gaining on them, but as the charger picked up speed, the beast fell back.  
 
    If he’d been two seconds slower, it would have had them, but as Nero drifted the car sideways onto the hard packed earth of the track, he knew the threat had passed, for now. The beast eventually reached he roadway itself, but that’s where it skidded to a stop and just watched them drive off.  
 
    ‘Is it gone?’ the girl asked a short way along the track.  
 
    Nero checked his mirror once more, seeing no sign of the daemon and only the empty road through the desert that had once been the seabed.  
 
    ‘Gone,’ Nero answered her.  
 
    The girl relaxed into her seat, half facing him. ‘Thank you, I… I don’t know what to say. That raider, he was going to kill me…’ 
 
    Nero turned and looked at her. She seemed lost in thought and was looking out the windscreen. The sheet he’d given her had fallen open at the front and he could see the swell of her breast and nipple in the shadows. He couldn’t help but look at it and admire it for a second, feeling the stirrings of arousal within himself.  
 
    He looked up, noticing that she was looking at him and knew he’d been looking at her.  
 
    ‘Sorry,’ he said, feeling the flush of embarrassment wash over him as he returned his attention to the road ahead.  
 
    ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘They’re only tits. I’m sure you’ve seen some before.’ 
 
    Nero grunted. Of course he had. Food and supplies weren’t the only things he needed from the camps he helped. While he shunned long-term company, preferring to roam the wastes alone, there was only so much time he could go before he needed some company for a day or so. People had little to trade with these days, while the harsh environment and the survival of the fittest attitude that many lived by meant that you used whatever you had to get by. For some women and men, that was their bodies. Slavery had made a big comeback as well, with those who had come to a degree of power taking on slaves as a status symbol. There were brothels around as well, serving the wanderers of the wastes, whatever your taste may be. 
 
    Life was harsh out here, and you did what you needed to do to survive.  
 
    But to Nero, and, he guessed, there were probably others out there with a similar view, justice, right and wrong, and just basic human decency was not something you just threw away. It’s why he hated raiders and others who only took without giving back.  
 
    If he weren’t an honourable man, he could pull this car over right now and almost certainly have his way with this girl, and what could she do about it? There were no more police these days, no more international justice systems, no more human rights lawyers. He’d probably get away with it even if he did take her back to her camp afterwards. Those with fewer morals than that might even then kill her and claim the raiders had done it.  
 
    But that wasn’t Nero, and never would be. He’d been taught better than that by parents who were long gone now. Life was precious, especially now when everything, including the environment, was trying to kill off humanity once and for all. We needed to stick together, to help each other if we were to survive, and part of that was respecting others.  
 
    The young woman was attractive and naked and sat in his car, but he’d never take advantage of that, or even initiate an advance. She’d been kidnapped and held captive by raiders who could have done all sorts to her. She needed to be back at her camp with her friends or family.  
 
    ‘How long is the trip back to the camp?’ the girl asked.  
 
    ‘A few hours,’ he said. It would depend on if they had an uneventful trip. He’d prefer not to run across any more raiders or zombies or worse, but they had a fair way to go yet.  
 
    ‘That’s okay,’ she said. Nero turned to look at her. She’d brought her knees up to her chin and was sitting sideways with her feet up on the seat and the sheet wrapped around her. She was watching him, her head resting on the petrified leather that had seen better days.  
 
    ‘Rest,’ he said. ‘Back soon.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t say much, do you?’ the girl said. 
 
    Nero shrugged.  
 
    ‘Thought as much. What is there to say, huh? The world is shit. It’s dying, or maybe it’s already dead? Monsters and the walking-dead stalk the deserts, and if you’re lucky, you’ll die a quick death. So, why talk? It’s enough just to survive. Is that it?’ she asked.  
 
    Nero shrugged again. She was right, he didn’t talk much. There wasn’t much to talk about, really. Not anymore. She was kind of right. Surviving was a full-time job, and it was enough for him to try and keep himself alive, let alone anyone else. He preferred to worry about himself and that’s it. Why complicate things? He didn’t want anyone getting too close to him, preferring his own company.  
 
    ‘Don’t worry, I don’t want to stay with you, I just want to get back to camp, but we all need someone sometimes, you know? Don’t you need anyone?’ 
 
    ‘Why the questions?’ he asked her, wondering what her motivations were. Why was she asking him these things? 
 
    ‘You seem… lonely. I don’t mean to pry, I’m just talking,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Happy alone,’ Nero answered her. He’d always been laconic, even as a kid. If he didn’t need to say anything, then he didn’t. Why try and fill the void with pointless conversation? Just get on with life.  
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said.  
 
    ‘What if I… Do this?’ she said, and placed her hand on his leg, her fingers on his inner thigh.  
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘How about if I do this?’ she asked again, moving her hand up his leg and over his crotch.  
 
    Nero grabbed her wrist and lifted her hand up. He didn’t hurt her, but he was firm. ‘You don’t need to do that,’ he said. He meant it, too. She was nice, pretty, too, sure, but she’d been through a hell of an ordeal, and he wondered if she were thinking straight.  
 
    ‘But I want to,’ she said. Nero turned and looked at her. She stared him right in the eyes, her face resolute. ‘I mean, if you don’t want me to, that’s fine, but I want to. Do you want me to?’ 
 
    Nero checked the landscape out front again before looking back at the girl.  
 
    ‘Name?’ 
 
    ‘I’m Rose, nice to meet you. And you are?’ 
 
    ‘Nero,’ he answered.  
 
    ‘Nice to meet you. Now, are you going to let me have my hand back?’ 
 
    Nero looked at her. He couldn’t deny it. Her touch felt good, really good. How long had it been since he’d been with a woman? He wasn’t sure, a few weeks at least. He looked into her deep brown eyes again, and then at her hand, before letting go of it and returning his attention to the track ahead. 
 
    A few seconds later he felt her hand touching him again. This time he didn’t snatch it away, this time he let her do it, and it really did feel good.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Nero rolled his car forward, through the gate that had been opened to him and moved the charger inside the walls of Camp Red Sands. It had only been a few days, but he could already see they were shoring up their defences and strengthening them further. The raid had clearly scared them.  
 
    The camp wasn’t big, maybe a little over ten people. It was centred on an old rusted fishing trawler that had come to rest on this rocky outcrop. They’d built shelters and things around it, made it livable, but their defences at the time had not been enough to keep the raiders out, and the damage they had done had been costly for the camp. Several of their water condensers had been destroyed, which in turn had led to part of their irrigated land drying up, killing a few crops that had been planted there. They had killed the camps goat as well, just for good measure, no doubt. Worse still, they had stolen or attempted to destroy the camps stores of supplies, meaning they’d likely have to trade with other local encampments to get them restocked. Basically, the group would be dealing with this for the next few years as they attempted to get things back to where they were before. If that was even possible. Raids like this could destroy camps, even with a small amount of damage. Once they were taken beyond a certain point, they might never recover again, not least because the damage weakened them and made them a target for further raids.  
 
    ‘Back at last,’ Rose said. She turned to him and smiled. ‘Thanks for the ride, I needed that,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Anytime,’ Nero answered.  
 
    She looked at him then, her expression serious suddenly as she took his hand in hers. ‘Don’t stay lonely, it’s not good for you. Let someone in, you might find you actually do need someone,’ she said.  
 
    Nero looked down. He wasn’t so sure. He preferred his own company out there in the wastes. He preferred to only have to worry about himself. Maybe one day he’d settle down, find someone, but not today, he thought. Not today. 
 
    ‘See you later, knight of the wastes. Have a nice life,’ she said as she turned and climbed out the car.   
 
    ‘Nero, you’re back, and you found Rose,’ said a raspy female voice outside the car on the driver's side. ‘Did you find the supplies they took?’ 
 
    Nero turned, stepped out of the car and stood up before the woman, his feet finding a small amount of grip in the ruddy reddish sands around here that gave the camp its name.  
 
    She was only a touch shorter than he was, with dark hair shot through with silver, wearing ragged clothing like everyone here, with bits of armour made from scrap metal and car tyres strapped on here and there. She was clearly the leader of this camp and was called Brunhilde. When he’d arrived, he’d found the camp in the aftermath of a raider attack, and he’d offered to hunt them down in return for supplies. Brunhilde had agreed.  
 
    ‘In the back,’ Nero said, pointing at the back of the car with his thumb.  
 
    ‘Go get it, boys,’ she said to the men stood behind her.  
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am,’ one of them said as they moved around and started to unload the car.  
 
    ‘You come across any trouble?’ Brunhilde asked.  
 
    ‘Not much,’ Nero answered her. There was nothing to be gained by telling her about the daemon or the zombies. The deed was done, the girl saved and the supplies returned, it was a job well done.  
 
    Getting to fuck the girl in the front seat of his car was a nice bonus that he had not expected.  
 
    He turned to see where Rose was, and saw her being greeted by several of her campmates. He watched as a man walked over, full of smiles, but Rose didn’t seem overjoyed to see him. She hugged him and kissed him, but appeared to be going through the motions. She never looked back at Nero. He had no idea what was going on there, and frankly, didn’t want to know. He just wanted to head out onto the road again, though. He was sure of that.  
 
    ‘…so, you can have this. It’s not much, I know, but we’re only a small camp, so…’ Brunhilde said.  
 
    Nero turned back to her and saw the box of food, water and supplies she was offering him. A man stood beside her holding a can of petrol for him as well. Nero gave a slight smile as he took the items.  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ he said.  
 
    ‘She give you any trouble?’ Brunhilde asked, looking over at Rose.  
 
    Nero shook his head with a grunt as he picked through the contents of the box. There wasn’t much in here, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    ‘She’s a bit of a wild one that Rose, best to keep clear. So, where you off to next?’ 
 
    Nero shrugged and looked back through the open gate, past his car into the desert beyond. ‘Somewhere,’ he said.  
 
    ‘You got any family, anyone close to you? Friends? Lovers? Anything?’ Brunhilde asked.  
 
    ‘My family were killed by raiders twenty years ago,’ he said, turning back to her.  
 
    ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Don’t be, it was a long time ago,’ he answered her as he placed the box into the car and looked out into the desert again. That had been the last time he’d ever travelled with anyone, and he felt no desire to do it again. Twenty years was a long time, but sometimes, the wounds still felt fresh.  
 
    They say that bad memories have a habit of fading over time, but Nero could remember the attack like it was yesterday. He could remember every detail, recall every word and almost hear the sounds of gunfire like it was happening all around him again right this second.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Twenty-one years ago.  
 
    ‘Hey, Mum, come on, just try to eat a little more. For me, please?’ 
 
    She groaned. ‘That’s enough for today, Nero, please. I can’t manage any more. I just need to rest,’ she said.  
 
    Nero sighed and dropped the spoon back into the bowl of broth that Holt had brewed up for them. It was cold now, anyway, and likely wasn’t quite as palatable. He looked down at his mother as she closed her eyes, her serene face framed by her long platinum blonde hair. She looked angelic to him, perfect. She’d been his rock, his supporter and the only thing that had really got him through these last five years, and to see her laying here, broken, unwell, maybe even dying, caused him pain and anguish that he hadn’t felt in years.  
 
    He looked down along her body to her legs that had been strapped to wooden planks. He knew both legs were badly broken, smashed in several places by the rocks that had fallen on her when the earthquakes had hit. She was hurting, and there was little they could do for her. Under her direction, they’d found some medicine. Some pain killers and antibiotics, but neither he nor Holt were doctors. They knew some basic field dressing stuff, some CPR, but that was light years away from knowing how to deal with two broken legs and who knew what else. 
 
    He wished he could do more for her. Take her pain away and fix her up. She’d given him everything he could ever need from a mother, saved his life on several occasions, but now, he couldn’t save hers. They needed a doctor, someone who knew how to deal with this kind of thing, but so far, no luck. They’d only been out of the ruined bunker for three days and made their way across the city, finding this pickup truck he was now in the back of before finally reaching the wasteland on the outskirts. They’d passed through one small camp, but found little of use and been surrounded by people they just didn’t feel safe with, so they continued on.  
 
    He was still marvelling at the change in the world. It had been one day of firestorms and earthquakes and who knew what else, and now the landscape was like nothing he’d ever seen before.  
 
    Just ten days ago, there was still green leaves on the trees, birds in the sky, and animals wandering around here and there, not to mention the hoards of zombies that had been a fixture for the past five years, killing millions and forcing the survivors into hastily made shelters and DIY bunkers. They’d made a life of it, sure, but death had become an ever-present companion.  
 
    His mother was tough, though; strong, independent, and a born survivor. It was strange how the world going to shit had brought out parts of people they simply didn’t know they had. It forced them to fight and survive.  
 
    His mother had been a veterinarian, and when they’d first arrived at the bunker they had spent the last five years at, they saw her value, and she became the camp’s resident doctor. Ironic really, considering her present condition. By the time they had found her, two days after the firestorms in the ruined tunnels, she was already delirious and in a bad way. They’d got some sense out of her, followed her directions for strapping up her legs and tried to find the medicine she needed, but these were all just temporary measures, prolonging her life in the hope of finding someone who could help them.  
 
    It was kind of ironic really that the one person in the group who could do something in this situation was the one who was injured and unable to help.  
 
    The frustration and futility of the situation had brought Nero to both tears and moments of rage. But, there was nothing for it. They could only press on, keep going, and hope that they might find someone who could help her.  
 
    As he sat there and watched his mother fall asleep, the sound of approaching engines came to Nero’s attention. He sat up and listened. Was he hearing things? 
 
    No, he wasn’t. They were coming, and that could mean danger. He looked over to Holt, who was also sitting still.  
 
    ‘You hear that?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘I do, get your gun,’ he said as he stamped on the fire to extinguish it before throwing dirt on it as well.  
 
    Nero jumped down from the back of the pickup and grabbed his revolver from his pile of things next to his pack. He checked it as the engines grew louder, and grumbled at the single bullet that was in there. They were low on ammunition.  
 
    ‘I’ve only got one shot left,’ he said, looking over at Holt as he chambered a round in the MP5 he’d found in the police station they’d passed.  
 
    ‘I’ve got a burst or two left in this,’ he said, before looking up at Nero. ‘Let’s hope we don’t need them.’ 
 
    Nero nodded and stood up, moving in next to Holt, close to the pickup.  
 
    Nero heard his mother moan in the back of it.  
 
    ‘Urgh, what’s going on? What’s that noise?’ she moaned.  
 
    ‘Danger. Be quiet, Mum, we’ve got trouble,’ he answered her.  
 
    ‘Oh, sorry, sweetheart,’ she muttered.  
 
    ‘We have to find a doctor in the next few days,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘I know. She’s bad. We’ll keep looking,’ Holt said, watching the horizon. 
 
    Following his gaze, Nero could see the beams of light playing over the nearby rise of hard-packed earth as the vehicles approached. Suddenly, the first one crested the hill and came into view. It was some kind of noisy American muscle car, followed by two other road cars. All of which looked a little impractical for driving around the wasteland. The muscle car was probably the best of the bunch.  
 
    All three cars barrelled down the slope and headed straight for them before coming to a skidding stop in a billowing dust cloud. As they watched, the man in the lead muscle car stepped out and slammed his door behind him. Four more men stepped out from the other two vehicles and started to make their way around to the lead guy's side, and all of them were carrying guns.  
 
    Nero looked at each in turn and felt sure he recognised them. He could be mistaken, but he was nearly one hundred percent sure that he had seen some of these guys at the camp they had been at just yesterday.  
 
    ‘Guys,’ the lead man said. ‘Let’s not be hasty here, I only want to have a look in that pickup of yours and at the lovely young lady you have in there. No need to start shooting at us,’ he said.  
 
    ‘What?’ Holt asked.  
 
    ‘The woman in the pickup. I want to look at her; ask her a question or two, that’s all,’ he said.  
 
    Nero looked over at Holt. It was a strange request, and he did not like it, but at least he’d not come out guns blazing. He didn’t know what to do. He didn’t want this strange man upsetting or hurting his mum, though.  
 
    Holt glanced at Nero and then turned back to the lead driver with a frown on his face. 
 
    ‘No, piss off,’ Holt said. ‘Find your jollies elsewhere dick hea…’ 
 
    The ear-shattering bang of a gunshot made Nero jump. His hands were shaking as he looked around, trying to figure out what had just happened. Then Holt dropped to his knees as he pressed a hand to his side where a growing dark stain had appeared.  
 
    Holt looked at the blood on his hand for a moment before looking up at the lead guy.  
 
    ‘Now, hold on one moment,’ the lead man said.  
 
    Holt raised his gun and fired, spraying bullets at the group. Nero froze, fear gripping him as he closed his eyes and took in a deep breath in an attempt to get a grip on his emotions. Someone or something grabbed his wrist suddenly and a moment later, the revolver was out of his hands. Nero looked up to see one of the men that had driven up to them was next to him, holding his gun. The huge man gave Nero a shove with his hand, causing Nero to fall to his rear in the dirt.  
 
    ‘Stay there,’ the man said.  
 
    Nero looked over to see the lead man still standing, looking at himself as Holt’s weapon only clicked now it was empty. The leader was unscathed, every bullet having missed him, but the muscle car was in a bad way. Bullet holes riddled the exterior, the side window was smashed, both tyres on this side were flat, and the engine was making a hissing sound that was not healthy.  
 
    The lead man looked up at Holt, and then at his car. When he turned back to Holt, the lead raider looked very pissed off. He raised his gun and fired maybe five shots into Holt, walking towards him as he did it, putting the last one in his head.  
 
    ‘No!’ Nero yelled.  
 
    The man looked over at Nero, his gun still pointed at Holt. Without taking his eyes of Nero, the man fired once more into Holt’s dead body, and then shrugged, as if to ask, and what are you going to do about it?.  
 
    Nero just scowled back at him. As he watched, the man then walked over towards the pickup.  
 
    ‘Don’t you touch her,’ Nero barked.  
 
    The man ignored him and looked into the back of the truck. He couldn’t make out what it was, but he asked her something quietly, which she answered. He then paused for a moment before turning to his men. ‘Get her out of there,’ he then said and walked over to his car and inspected the damage. He lifted the hood, but soon slammed it back down again in frustration.  
 
    ‘Well, that’s fucked,’ he said. 
 
    Meanwhile, the remaining three men lifted his mother from the back of the truck. Nero went to get up, but the man who was guarding him stepped in towards him. The warning was clear enough, so he stayed where he was.  
 
    He noticed then that the lead man was walking over to him, then stopped and crouched down beside him.  
 
    ‘Sorry, dude, she wasn’t who we thought she might be. I didn’t want to kill your old man back there…’ 
 
    ‘He’s not my father,’ Nero hissed.  
 
    ‘Whatever. He fucked my car, so now I gotta take yours. Sorry to leave you like this, but we got places to be. You can have whatever you find in the car,’ he finished before standing up and walking away. ‘Come on, let’s go,’ he said and walked over to the truck.  
 
    Nero watched the man who was guarding him, tuck Nero’s revolver into his waistband and walk back to his car.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ Nero cursed, before thinking of his mum and running over to her. ‘Mum, you okay?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, Nero, what’s going on?’ she asked as the cars revved their engines and roared away, their red tail lights receding into the darkness. ‘Where’s Holt?’ 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    ‘I hope you find whoever killed them,’ Brunhilde said.  
 
    ‘I never said they were murdered,’ Nero answered her.  
 
    ‘You didn’t have to, but like I said, I hope you find the one responsible.’ 
 
    Nero nodded. ‘I will,’ he said. His mother hadn’t lasted long after that. That raider might not have shot his mother, but he had condemned her by his actions, and that was enough for Nero. One day, he would find that man and exact his revenge.  
 
    ‘Look, if you need more supplies, you could head east. There’s a larger fortress that way a good days drive away, it’s called the Watchtower. I’m sure they would have some jobs and better supplies for you,’ she said.  
 
    Nero smiled, nodded to her, and climbed back into his car. ‘I’ll check it out,’ he said and fired up the engine. Brunhilde waved to him as he backed out of the gate and into the desert outside before orientating himself to drive east and setting off through the blasted landscape leaving the camp behind.  
 
    Brunhilde had guessed right, though. He was in need of some supplies. His food was running low, as was his water and petrol. Helping out at Camp Red was a useful stopover and would keep him going for a few more days, but not much beyond that.  
 
    Travelling through the wasteland was tough and dangerous, but it was the way he preferred to live. He’d been basically alone most of the time since his mother died, preferring his own company to that of others. Sure, it was fun to have Rose with him for the drive back, and there were times when he needed someone to talk to or be with, but the idea of travelling around with someone the entire time was an idea that he had rejected for years now.  
 
    He could probably make it work in terms of supplies, but beyond that, he wasn’t sure. The main issue was that he just hadn’t found someone who hadn’t bored or annoyed him within a very short space of time, meaning that he nearly always ended up wanting to be alone again.  
 
    He often wondered what life would have been like had Holt and his mum hadn’t died so early on. Would he have stayed with them, travelled with them, or set up some kind of permanent camp somewhere to live in? He’d spent the five years between the rising of the undead and the Cataclysm in a camp, so he guessed his mum and Holt would want to return to that way of living.  
 
    The hours passed as he drove east, into the night, before finally stopping, parking his car in a depression that meant he wasn’t easily spotted. Later, he climbed into the cramped armoured hold behind the rear seats he’d created that he could close off and sleep within without fear of a zombie or worse attacking him during the night.  
 
    He woke early, while it was still dark, and set off once again. As the light grew, he could finally start to make out a tall tower off in the distance. Feeling sure that this must be the place, he adjusted his course to head right for it and accelerated onwards.  
 
    The landscape rose and fell, with the tower occasionally disappearing from view as he drove into a dip or valley before spotting it again as he crested the next rise.  
 
    As he drew closer and drove up another incline and around a rocky outcrop, a vehicle came into view. It was a van, rusted and armoured with spikes and grills, but it wasn’t moving. Nero spotted two figures on the roof, swinging improvised weapons at a small herd of Zombies that had surrounded the van and were currently trying to reach the two men.  
 
    As he approached, a couple of the undead heard him and turned to face Nero and his car, letting out guttural screeches of defiance.  
 
    ‘Playtime,’ Nero grinned.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Nero floored it, and wheel spun forwards towards the two zombies that were now lurching towards him. The first hit the battering ram and practically exploded as it flew off sideways, while the second hit the car front on and slammed onto the bonnet beside the engine that rose from the hood. The things head smashed into the bodywork with a sickening thud and ripped itself clean off the zombie’s neck to bounce over the car.  
 
    Nero grinned again, feeling a sense of satisfaction fall over him as he aimed for the side of the van, wanting to just miss it, but scrape the undead that were standing there off the vehicle.  
 
    He slowed to bring the car in at just the right angle, before flooring it once more. He ignored the bodies that crunched into the battering ram and focused on not hitting the van. He sped past the broken down vehicle and skidded to a stop, grabbing his shotgun and jumping out. The front of his car was a mess, and one of the revenants was still alive and reaching for him from where it lay on the hood. Nero rammed the end of his gun into the thing's mouth, angled the barrel upwards to avoid hitting the car, and fired.  
 
    Brain and skull exploded from the thing’s head before Nero freed his weapon and made his way towards the van.  
 
    ‘Hey, err, we can handle it from here,’ one of the men on top of the van shouted down.  
 
    ‘Of course you can,’ Nero muttered to himself, and stomped on the skull of a zombie he’d cut in half with his car but was still pulling itself along with its one good hand.  
 
    Nero put his shotgun away and pulled out his dagger as he walked over towards one of the few remaining walking corpses at the front of the van. A swift dagger to the head and it dropped to the floor.  
 
    Nero walked along the side of the van, avoiding the rotting internal organs that had been spread over the floor by the car’s ramming of what must have been four or five of these things.  
 
    He nearly tripped over a leg as he reached the back of the van when two more undead stepped around just in front of him. They lunged for him, taking Nero by surprise by how close they suddenly were. He grabbed the first by the neck as it reached for him, clawing at his leather jacket before he kicked out to force the second one further away.  
 
    The second zombie staggered backwards, but Nero lost his balance and couldn’t get his legs back under him in time because the severed leg that he’d tripped on before was in the way.  
 
    Nero dropped to his back, still holding the zombie by the throat as it fell on top of him with a guttural hiss.  
 
    Nero fumbled with his knife, trying to get a good grip on it with his free hand, only to drop it in the dirt.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ he grunted as the zombie clawed at his face and eyes. Nero forgot about the knife for a moment and used his free hand to knock the zombie’s hands away before he punched it in the side of its face.  
 
    The things jaw dislodged from the force of the hit and hung limply from rotting viscera above Nero as it continued to go for him.  
 
    Suddenly, a shadow fell over them, and he saw a knife-wielding hand slam the blade it was holding into the side of the zombie’s skull. The thing went limp and was suddenly nothing more than a dead weight on top of him.  
 
    Nero looked up to see one of the men from the van standing next to him. The man let go of the dagger and took a step back. Nero noticed that the dagger was his own. He eyed it for a moment and then looked up.  
 
    The man smiled and shrugged. ‘Thanks,’ he said.  
 
    Nero nodded and then levered the corpse off of him and let it fall to the floor. The man offered his hand, Nero took it and allowed himself to be helped up.  
 
    ‘I’m Ras, this is Gus,’ the man said, pointing to his friend.  
 
    ‘Nero,’ he answered them, peering at the two men for a moment, wondering if they were going to be hostile. Ras wore an old dirty coat with some old bike pads sewn on here and there. He sported a shock of dark hair, longer than Nero’s, but in a similar mess, and several days worth of growth on his jaw. His friend was topless, his torso covered in tattoos and scars. He was bald but sported an old pair of motorcycle goggles on his head.  
 
    Satisfied they weren’t about to jump him, he crouched down and pulled his dagger from the skull of the corpse before wiping it clean and putting it away.  
 
    ‘Thanks for saving our asses there, sorry for telling you to leave us be, we were a little unsure of your motives,’ he said.  
 
    Nero grunted, he’d guessed as much.  
 
    ‘You headed for the Watchtower, too?’ Ras asked.  
 
    ‘Mmm hmm,’ Nero answered.  
 
    ‘Awesome, any chance of some help? I think we need a tow,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Sure,’ Nero said after a moment’s thought. He could leave them here, but they were indebted to him, and it was always a good idea to make friends rather than enemies when possible. ‘Why are you…’ Nero asked, pointing to the grey silhouette of the tower in the distance.  
 
    ‘Oh, we’re taking some supplies there; taxes, you know,’ Ras said as he helped Nero hook up his car to the Van.  
 
    Nero nodded, he understood. The camp Ras was from was probably under the protection of the Watchtower in return for supplies in the form of offerings or taxes. It was common practice these days.  
 
    A short time later, Nero was back in his car and easing it forward, letting the rope tighten up before he started to pull the van through the desert towards the Watchtower.  
 
    The trip took the best part of an hour, and the sun was fully up by now, blazing down on them, warming up the landscape for another day. As they got closer, Nero could see that the Watchtower used to be some kind of offshore wind turbine. Only one of the blades was left attached, though, and the casing at the top looked to have been extensively expanded upon, and if he had to guess, was also probably hollowed out as well.  
 
    Lower down, the base had been widened out with shacks and other buildings that had been built around it from scrap and parts from the other ruined turbines that dotted the landscape around them. This was the only one left fully standing.  
 
    Huge walls surrounded the place with a large main gate before them. Nero drove up to it and came to a stop before stepping out of the car. He noticed that Ras and Gus were also out of their vehicle.  
 
    ‘Who are you?’ shouted a guard down from the top of the wall.  
 
    ‘He’s with us,’ Ras called back.  
 
    ‘Ras, good to see you. You sure he’s safe?’ 
 
    ‘He saved our asses back there, so yeah, I think so,’ Ras answered.  
 
    The guard looked back to Nero. ‘What’s your purpose here?’ 
 
    ‘I just want supplies, that’s all. I’m prepared to work for them, too,’ he answered.  
 
    The guard hesitated for a moment before he called down for the gates to be opened. Nero climbed back into his car and pulled the van into the large courtyard, bring it to a stop and looking around the inside of the Watchtower’s defences.  
 
    The tower itself rose up high above him, while shacks, piled on top of each other, climbed up the outside of the base of the tower. He could see a few catwalks and balconies above him where people went about their business or watched the latest arrivals. There were some guards along the walls with a few gun emplacements, and up ahead, a large opening that he could see led into a garage beyond. Off to the right, beneath the walkways above, a neon sign that must have been taken from a city somewhere glowed above a door in the shadows. A single word was lit up on it in neon pink. “GIRLS”.  
 
    Nero raised an eyebrow. There was a brothel here? He could see a girl standing in the doorway watching him and the guys from the van. She smiled when she noticed Nero looking, and winked.  
 
    Ignoring her, Nero continued his scan of the area. His attention moved up to the walkway above and the group of men up there. He watched as the guard from the wall, the same one that had been talking to them outside, walked over to these guys. He started to talk to one of them who wore a hood and an old gas mask decorated with a rusted skull. Was that the tower’s leader, the man in charge? 
 
    A figure to that group’s left, standing somewhat away and leaning against a metal pillar, looked down at Nero. She was slim, wore some old, ripped, fitted clothing and sported a shock of platinum blonde hair. She had her arms crossed and her eyes narrowed as she looked on. For half a second, Nero thought it was his mother, or a younger version of her. It was likely the hair that did it. They locked eyes for a moment, and Nero felt a shiver ripple down his spine. She was a striking beauty.  
 
    She turned away suddenly and disappeared into the shadows as he stepped out of his car.  
 
    ‘Hey,’ Ras said from just behind him. ‘Come with me, I want to introduce you to the boss around here.’ 
 
    Nero closed his car door and followed Ras as he walked over to some steps that led up to the balcony above.  
 
    He climbed the steps and a large covered balcony space opened up before him, easily over ten meters square with several groups of people standing in twos or threes. Ras led Nero over towards the largest group of men that the guard had spoken too and watched the man in the mask and hooded jacket step forward.  
 
    ‘Sir,’ Ras said with a deferential nod of his head.  
 
    ‘You made it. We were beginning to wonder if you would,’ the masked man said.  
 
    ‘It was close. We ran into some trouble, but thanks to this man here, we’re here,’ Ras said, gesturing to Nero. ‘Nero, this is Custodiac Rex, he’s the boss around here; the Watchtower is his,’ he said.  
 
    Nero nodded.  
 
    ‘You helped these men in their time of need,’ Rex said. ‘Compassion is a rare quality in the wastes. I think you were lucky Ras,’ Rex said. ‘So, Nero, what brings you to the Watchtower?’ 
 
    ‘Supplies. I just need to restock, then I’m on my way,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Supplies?’ Rex asked.  
 
    ‘Yeah. Happy to work for them, just let me know how I can help.’ 
 
    ‘He can kill zombies like a motherfucker,’ Ras said excitedly. ‘Saved our asses from a hoard of them in that charger of his. He could take care of some business for you, I bet,’ Ras finished.  
 
    ‘Is that right?’ Rex said, and looked over the balcony at Nero’s car below. He paused for a moment before looking back at Nero, his eyes narrow, as if assessing him, weighing him up. ‘Nice car,’ Rex said.  
 
    ‘It does the job,’ Nero answered.  
 
    ‘I’ll bet it does. Okay, sure, I have a job for you. I have a group of raiders in the area causing trouble at some of the local settlements. They seem to have captured several zombies and are using them to attack the less well-defended camps. If you take them out for me, you can have all the supplies you need to get back under way, and a free night with one of Madam Privay’s girls. Deal?’  
 
    Nero looked at Rex’s hand that he held out towards him. It sounded like a fairly simple job. Take out some raiders and their pet zombies. Not too difficult. Having his pick of the camp's supplies would be nice, too. Well, he’d done more for less, so it felt like a fairly easy choice to him. Nero took Rex’s hand and gave it a shake.  
 
    ‘Deal,’ Nero said. ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘Today, but later. First, we eat,’ he said with what sounded like a smile that was hidden behind the mask and gestured to Nero’s right. Glancing in the direction Rex had indicated, he saw a young woman walking over to them with a metal sheet that had been turned into a tray with several mismatched cups, mugs, and tankards on top of it. Ras grabbed one quick and took a couple of gulps.  
 
    ‘Aaah, lovely. I’ve been looking forward to this. No one makes firewater like Lobos,’ Ras said.  
 
    ‘Lobos’ Inferno; it’s something one of my men makes, try it. Or there’s water over there if you prefer,’ Rex said.  
 
    Nero sensed that Rex was watching him, testing him, wanting to see if he would drink it. Nero smiled, he didn’t care what anybody thought of him, and he enjoyed a drink every now and again anyway. Many of the camps made their own variation of moonshine or cider, so he’d tried all kinds of drinks during his time. Eyeing the tray again he picked up one of the smaller mugs and gave it a try.  
 
    The liquid slid down his throat like fire, the strong alcohol content burning as it went, but it wasn’t unpleasant, and not the strongest he’d ever tasted. Nero nodded to Rex.  
 
    ‘Nice,’ he said, as he suddenly caught a whiff of some cooking meat.  
 
    ‘Good, enjoy our hospitality,’ Rex said and wandered off. Nero watched him walk to another group of people nearby, his men in tow. One of them lingered and walked over to Nero.  
 
    ‘Sorry sir, but we need to move your vehicle into the garage. We can do it for you if you like…?’ 
 
    ‘No one drive’s the charger but me,’ he growled back to the man who raised his eyebrows at the answer.  
 
    ‘Of course, sir, so, if I might ask you to move your vehicle, please?’ 
 
    Nero finished the mug with one more gulp and handed it to the man. ‘Sure.’ 
 
    It was the work of a couple of minutes to unhook the van from his car and then drive it carefully into the surprisingly spacious garage at the back of the complex. There were quite a few other vehicles in here from dune buggies to 4x4’s, even a monster truck. Ras’s van was being moved in here, too, with Gus at the wheel. He was probably the more mechanically minded of the pair. Nero found a space to park and made sure everything of value was locked away before he left his car here and wandered back up to the balcony. The hooch was nice, but he really needed something a little more quenching, so he wandered over to the water dispenser and poured himself a large mug of life-giving water.  
 
    He drank his fill and then poured himself another, this time he sipped at it, enjoying it as he watched the people in here talking amongst themselves. They were standing in small groups and showed a broad range of dress styles. Some wore more armoured outfits, others preferred freedom of movement and showed more bare flesh. There was a mix of men and women, with the majority of the people here being male. Maybe sixty percent, he guessed.  
 
    As he watched, Ras wandered over to him. ‘Taking it all in, I see,’ he said. ‘We have quite a gathering this time. It’s a good turnout.’ 
 
    ‘What is?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘All these groups in here. They’re from all the local camps, the ones under Rex’s protection, like us. Every so often we gather here, bringing an offering of supplies. You know, food, drink, plants, seeds, livestock, whatever we can as payment for Rex’s protection. It can be a hazardous trip, though, and not everyone usually makes it, you know?’ 
 
    Nero nodded. This was not uncommon. Leaders rose from the ashes of the Cataclysm, gathering men to their banner, becoming powerful. The smaller local camps swore loyalty to these self-styled warlords or they were fair game. These leaders fought amongst themselves, trying to grow their territory, but most of them also swore loyalty to a higher power as well. He wondered if Rex had done this. 
 
    ‘But this, this is a good turnout. Not that I’m surprised,’ Ras said.  
 
    ‘Why?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘The Whisperer, of course. He’ll be here soon.’ 
 
    Nero gave Ras a questioning look. ‘A daemon?’ he guessed. 
 
    ‘You got it,’ Ras answered him.  
 
    Nero looked back into the crowd. It was as he suspected. Rex, like many of the warlords of the wastelands, swore loyalty to one of the powerful daemon lords. These weren’t the beast-like creatures of the wastes, like the one that attacked him at that raiders camp. These were powerful, intelligent, cunning, and very dangerous. This “Whisperer” must be the local lord. Nero hated everything to do with these things, and it was one of the reasons he chose to wander the wastes rather than settle down. If he was at a camp of his own making, or even just a resident at someone else’s camp, such as this one, he’d be expected to, at the very least, show deference to one of these leaders, these creatures from another dimension. The whole thing left a bad taste in his mouth, really.  
 
    Speaking of which, he thought as he caught another sniff of the aroma from the nearby grill. He could see that some of the guys were eating now, and that lovely smell was making his stomach churn.  
 
    ‘Fancy something to eat, sirs,’ said one of the two serving girls who was wandering around as she passed close to them.  
 
    ‘Absolutely,’ Nero said, and made his way over to the grill with Ras close by. They reached the makeshift barbeque and the smell of cooking meat made Nero’s mouth water. He could see several different cuts on there, most of it red meat that had been browned off and slightly singed by the hot coals beneath.  
 
    ‘Take you’re your pick, gentleman,’ the man behind the grill said as he threw another bloody cut of meat onto the metal grill where it hissed and popped. Nero took out his knife and stabbed a good-sized chunk of meat with it, lifting it from the grill. It was well cooked and smelt wonderful.  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Nero said as Ras followed suit before they both walked away. Nero couldn’t wait, and bit into the meat, ripping a mouthful off and savouring the taste as he chewed it. He had no idea what it was, what animal it had been. It might even be human. There was no way of knowing, really, but he also just didn’t care. Whatever it was, it tasted great and his stomach thanked him for it. They crossed the platform, and as they walked and ate, Nero heard the sound of clanging metal mixed with grunts and other sounds of effort and exertion. Feeling curious, Nero headed to the balcony area, where another man in a hooded cloak carrying an animal skull-topped staff stood, looking out over the courtyard beyond.  
 
    As he reached the railing, Nero looked down to see the girl he saw earlier with the strawberry blonde hair and fitted scraps of clothing holding a sword and facing off against a slender, wiry man with a mane of long hair and dark clothing. As he watched, the girl rushed in, swinging her sword. The man parried her attack and countered, but the girl was ready and defended herself. The effect was like watching a dance, but a very deadly one. He could hear the man talking to her as they fought, complimenting her, offering advice, reminding her of her footing or how she was holding her blade.  
 
    He was teaching her. She didn’t look like she needed much training, though. She was good, and easily holding her own against him.  
 
    ‘She’s good,’ said the cloaked man beside him.  
 
    Nero turned to look at him. He also wore a mask that obscured most of his face below the eyes, but Nero could hear him clearly through it. ‘She is,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Any idea who she is?’ the cloaked man asked.  
 
    Nero shook his head.  
 
    ‘That’s Nyx,’ Ras said on the other side of Nero. ‘She’s Rex’s wife, I guess. She’s always out here, training with Lobos. She’s a babe, ain’t she? Shit man, look at them tits. What I wouldn’t do to fuck her. Not gonna happen, of course. Rex would cut my balls off if I touched her.’ 
 
    ‘His wife?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Heh, that’s what he calls her, more like a slave if you ask me. Word around here is that she’s into some mystic shit, though, you know? She spends a lot of time with Pheen, so word gets around,’ Ras said. 
 
    ‘Who’s Pheen?’ the cloaked man asked.  
 
    ‘Rex’s Oracle,’ Ras answered.  
 
    One of the mad ones, Nero thought. Touched by the magic of the Cataclysm, they had the gift of insight. They knew things, saw things, but the gift usually came with a degree of madness as well.  
 
    ‘Hell, I could sit here and watch her dance about like that all day, you know? Shit, I’m gonna need to get myself one of the Madam’s girls tonight, I think, before I explode,’ Ras said.  
 
    Nero wrinkled his nose at the image, but Ras did have a point. This girl, Nyx, was certainly a beauty. She was slim, lithe, with sharp striking features and great skin. There was an intensity to her eyes that spoke of ferocity and mystery. He wasn’t surprised that Rex would take someone like that as one of his own. He wondered if she was with him willingly, or if she was more of a slave, as Ras said she was.  
 
    The man in the cloak turned to face him then and offered his hand.  
 
    ‘I’m Cryptus. And you are?’ the man asked.  
 
    ‘Nero,’ he answered, and gave the man’s gloved hand a shake.  
 
    ‘Nice to make your acquaintance, Nero. Are you from one of the local camps?’ 
 
    ‘No. Just passing through,’ Nero answered.  
 
    ‘A fellow traveller of the wastes, that’s good to hear. I myself am just passing through. I like this place, though. I might tarry here a while, see what it has to offer. Will you be staying here long?’ 
 
    ‘No. Just got a few jobs to do, then I’m gone,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Stocking up on supplies, I take it?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that,’ Nero answered.  
 
    Suddenly, the loud clanging of metal pipes being hit echoed out over the compound. Nero looked up to see Rex standing on a higher, smaller balcony, looking out over those assembled below.  
 
    Behind him stood a human-shaped creature in a pitch black hooded cloak that dropped the thing within the cloak into shadow. It looked human, but Nero knew right away that it was nothing of the sort.  
 
    ‘Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming here today,’ Rex started.  
 
    ‘The Whisperer,’ Cryptus muttered next to Nero.  
 
    ‘It brings me great pleasure to announce the arrival of our patron, who will be staying with us today, and, in honour of his presence, a feast will be held tonight to celebrate the bounty that he shares with us. I ask that you all join us tonight to celebrate, whether you be from one of our local camps, or if you’re simply passing through. Good day to you,’ Rex finished.  
 
    Nero bit off another chunk of meat and chewed it. Those daemons, those Night Lords, always gave him the chills, and part of him was convinced that its presence here could only be a bad omen.  
 
    Nero resolved not to stay here any longer than he needed to as he looked down at Nyx, who had stopped her training to listen to her master. As he watched, she turned, looked around the camp and up into his eyes once again. Her gaze lingered on him for a little longer than felt comfortable.  
 
    However, he thought, there were perks to hanging around here a little longer.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 
 
    * 
 
    Nyx 
 
      
 
    Nyx looked up at the men and women on the balcony nearby as they drifted away from the railing, leaving Ras, who she’d met a few times and was always letching after her, and two newcomers. A masked man in a hood, who, to her, seemed very creepy, and the man she’d seen drive in earlier. She’d heard his name mentioned by the guard and by Rex. Nero. He was looking right at her, so she looked back up at him. He was actually rather handsome with his short cropped hair, stubble, and leather jacket. Everything he had on was well worn, covered in dirt and more than a little roughed up, like everyone else. But there was something about him, something a bit different than the other travellers she’d met here over the years. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, though, and wondered if it was her insight working for her. Pheen had spoken about it often and had tried to cultivate it within her, trying to get her to listen to it more than she currently did.  
 
    ‘Nyx,’ Rex called out to her from the balcony. She looked up at him and could see the shadowy figure of the Whisperer behind him.  
 
    He inclined his head, telling her to come to him before he turned away and disappeared from view. Nyx pressed her lips together and let out a light sigh before she turned to Lobos, who stood nearby.  
 
    ‘Duty calls,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Sure. Good practice today, well done,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Thanks. Same time tomorrow?’ she asked with a smile. Her training was something she loved. It was an escape for her, allowing her to focus on her movement, her balance, and her swing, forcing her to forget everything else. If she didn’t have total concentration during her sparring sessions, she would fail. She loved that feeling as she spun and moved about, swinging that blade. She might still be here, in this place, a prisoner of Rex, but for a short time each day, she was free.  
 
    ‘I’ll be ready,’ Lobos said.  
 
    Nyx smiled at him and stalked off into the building. The whole place had been welded and bolted together using sheets of metal and plastic, old rusted pipes and any other scrap they could find to create this large multi-layered complex of rooms and corridors. She wandered through them, passing some of the Watchtower’s residents and at least one of the guards as she made her way over towards the lift at the back of the compound that would ferry her up the tower.  
 
    She stepped out of a door and into a much smaller space than the main courtyard where she practised her sword fighting skills and spotted Rex. He was standing off to one side of the small yard talking with the figure in curious shadow-like robes. Seeing them together like that reminded her of the reasons she hated Rex. One of those reasons stood right next to him. The one thing she hated more than Rex was the daemons that infested this world. That fact that her captor also happened to serve one of these so-called Night Lords only cemented her dislike of Rex even further.  
 
    But, what could she do? She had no survival skills. She wouldn’t have the first idea what to do out there, and Rex knew it, which was why he kept her in here and ignorant of any survival skills, barring sword fighting, of course.  
 
    Rex seemed to sense she was there and turned to look at her, waving her over. Nyx sighed. Now, she needed to put that well-worn mask of hers back on and pretend to be the kind and content servant to Rex that he expected of her.  
 
    Disrespect was not an option unless she wanted to be punished for her disobedience. She gripped her sword in her hand as she started to walk over towards him, and wondered what it would feel like to swing her blade and cut his smug little head off.  
 
    She’d bet a lot that it would feel great.  
 
    She noticed one of the guards watching her, and as she approached, he stepped forward and pointed to her sword. She knew what he wanted. He wanted her to put the blade away. She’d expected it, but had wanted to test the boundaries, to see what she could get away with.  
 
    The answer was nothing, by the looks of things. So, she slid the sword into its scabbard on her back as she walked and left it there before stepping towards Rex. She kept her eyes low, looking at Rex’s feet as she walked up, but even so, she could feel his eyes on her, eyeing her up hungrily.  
 
    She always felt like a piece of meat around Rex, like a trophy for him to display and show off to everyone around him. She was his status symbol.  
 
    ‘Darling,’ she said as she reached him and leant into him, pressing her chest against him in the way she knew he liked and kissed his cheek.  
 
    He let her, and in return, reached around and took hold of her right butt cheek in his hand, giving it a rough squeeze and caress. The feeling of his touch made her insides squirm every time. She hated it. It was just something she could never get used to.  
 
    But it wasn’t the worst thing, either. She knew full well that Rex would be summoning her to his bed tonight and expecting her to submit to him utterly. Out of everything that he made her do, the sex was the worst. He got her to do all kinds of things for him, and she needed to always look as though she was enjoying it, or he would punish her terribly.  
 
    She’d learnt to blank it out, to run on autopilot and do her best to forget what he was doing to her, or making her do to or for him. With the Whisperer here today, she felt very sure that he would want something special tonight, something to celebrate this visit and to allow him to let off some steam. Most likely, he’d bring in one or more of the girls from the brothel downstairs and expect some kind of show before he joined in.  
 
    Most of the girls from down there were nice, and they treated her as one of their own, teaching her how to deal with him, the little tricks of the trade to make life a little easier. The nights when they were just putting on a show for him, herself and one or more of the girls were the easiest, but she got the feeling that this would not happen tonight.  
 
    She could already feel the fear and revulsion growing inside her, but she pushed it back down and shut it away. She could worry about that later.  
 
    ‘Hi,’ she said to Rex after kissing him. She then turned to the shadowy figure, took on a more deferential tone and completed a shallow bow to him. ‘My Lord,’ she said. ‘It’s a pleasure to see you again.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, my child,’ the thing said to her, its voice had a strange quality to it. It was quiet, but easy to hear at the same time, and had a curious, inhuman modulation to it that was very alien to hear. ‘I shall join you in your quarters, Custodius,’ the creature said, before stepping back into the shadows behind it and dissolving into them.  
 
    It always freaked her out how it could do that.  
 
    Rex stepped away from her and walked towards the lift close by with his second in command, General Pitbull, a huge muscled mountain of a man.  
 
    Nyx followed, not really paying any attention to their conversation. They were going over plans for tonight or something, but it didn’t interest her. She knew what she would be doing later during the meal anyway.  
 
    ‘So, this Nero guy wants to do this job for you,’ Pitbull said.  
 
    Nyx’s ear’s pricked up as she heard the name of the cute guy that had arrived today.  
 
    ‘Yeah, send him out with two of my Dogs, we need that band of raiders dealt with, then give him whatever he wants and send him on his way. We don’t need more people hanging around here for days on end,’ Rex said.  
 
    Nyx looked at him. He appeared agitated about something.  
 
    ‘Agreed, we have too much going on with the offerings and everything to sort out over the next few days,’ Pitbull said.  
 
    Rex simply nodded.  
 
    Nyx narrowed her eyes at him. What wasn’t he saying? Something was bothering him, that was for sure.  
 
    They stood on a large platform of metal that was attached to four chains that extended from each corner up to a balcony on the former turbine housing high above by a system of pulleys. Nyx held onto one of the railings as it rose up, giving her a view of the whole of the inside of the Watchtower’s walls below and the people moving about down there. They were most of the way up, and Rex had stopped talking to Pitbull when she felt a playful slap on her bum. She looked round to see Rex smiling at her. He winked, and her stomach turned.  
 
    ‘We’ll have some fun tonight, hey?’ he said.  
 
    Silently, she groaned inside. Outwardly, though, she smiled sweetly. ‘Whatever you want,’ she purred back to him. It always felt fake to her when she spoke like that, and she always thought that he might one day realise the façade she was creating, but so far, he hadn’t, and a dirty grin spread over his face at her comment.  
 
    Moments later, they were at the top of the tower and Rex led the way off the lift onto the platform that sat on top of the turbine housing. Up here was Rex’s living quarters, while steps down into the housing led to her own personal bedroom. She could see the dark shadowy figure of the Whisperer in the doorway to his quarters, and she had a sudden urge to whip her sword out and charge at it. She’d dearly love to skewer it on her blade and send it back to whence it came, but she guessed it would be harder to do than she thought.  
 
    ‘Stay here,’ Rex said to Pitbull and ushered Nyx down the stairs in front of him. She walked into the first half of this level, with its ladder that led down inside the tower and the door into her bedroom. To one side of the room sat a guard, who immediately stood up to attention on seeing Rex enter the chamber.  
 
    Rex stopped at the bottom of the stairs and watched, as she knew he would. She had been through this same ritual most days, and it was almost automatic now. Nyx withdrew her sword and walked over to the wall where she placed it up onto the hooks that held it in place above where the guard sat, day in, day out. With that done, she walked over to her bedroom door, opened it by turning the deadbolt, and stepped inside. Rex followed her in and was pushing the door shut behind them when she turned around. She smiled sweetly, as she always did and waited.  
 
    ‘Tonight we feast with the offerings from the camps in honour of our Lord,’ he said. ‘You will be there, serving with the other wenches,’ he said. Nyx’s stomach twisted as his implication that she was a wench. She wanted to punch him.  
 
    ‘Good practice today,’ he said as he started to undo his belt. ‘I do love watching you spar; it’s always exciting to see you move.’ 
 
    Nyx shivered in disgust, she knew what was coming next.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Nero brought the dinged metal mug up to his lips once more and took another sip of moonshine that Lobos apparently made, and relished the burning sensation as it trickled down his throat.  
 
    He’d discovered a little balcony area, higher up than the main communal one. It was also higher than the surrounding wall and gave him a great view over the wastes beyond the walls. The evening was drawing in with the last remnants of the sun’s light dying on the western horizon, allowing the night's velvet embrace to envelope the landscape.  
 
    He could hear the general noise and hubbub coming from below as people talked, but it didn’t impinge on his enjoyment of the view. In fact, it was rather peaceful.  
 
    Placing the mug on the floor beside him, Nero arched his back and stretched with a yawn. The massive tower came into view above him, and he could make out the figure of Nyx standing up there, on a balcony above him, also looking out into the landscape.  
 
    He couldn’t see much of her, but her strawberry blonde locks stood out against the darkening sky, highlighted by the lights behind her.  
 
    There was something about that girl. Something he liked, something that drew him in like a moth to a flame. He had no idea what it could be, but he liked her.  
 
    Nero chuckled to himself. What an idiot thing to think. He’d never even said one word to the girl, and he was already thinking how much he fancied her? Jeez, how corny was that? He shook his head and reached for his drink again. An evening with one of the girls from the brothel might be just what the doctor ordered.  
 
    ‘Taking a liking to that stuff?’ said a gruff, slightly muffled male voice behind him.  
 
    Nero turned to see Rex standing in the doorway with two other guys behind him, looking at him.  
 
    ‘It’s not bad,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Well, we have loads of it, so, take as much as you like,’ Rex said and walked onto the balcony, leaving the two guards by the door. Rex wandered over to the railing in front of Nero and rested his two hands on it, looking out into the wastes. Nero took the opportunity to glance up, but the girl was gone.  
 
    ‘So, that job we talked about earlier. You still interested?’ Rex said.  
 
    ‘Raiders?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Rex said, turning to face him with his masked and hooded head. ‘The ones I mentioned before with the pet Zombies. They’re not far away, according to my scout. Just south-west of here, towards the edge of the salt flats out there. I’m sure you’ll find them.’ 
 
    ‘You want me to take them out?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Kill em, scare em, whatever, but I don’t want to have to deal with them again. Show them that the Watchtower won’t tolerate that kind of behaviour in their territory.’ 
 
    ‘I can do that. How many?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Only a handful. You’ll be travelling with two of my Dogs, okay?’ Rex said, pointing towards the two guys standing in the doorway. Nero looked back at them. They returned his gaze with the steely look of warriors born and bred. Nero had the distinct impression that these guys were little more than insurance, there to make sure he did the job for Rex more than anything else.  
 
    Nero nodded with a grunt.  
 
    ‘Excellent. Well, if you get going, you should be back in time for the feast. Good luck,’ Rex said and walked off the balcony, leaving the pair of guards with him. What did he call them? Dogs? Well, with a name like Rex, he guessed it fit.  
 
    Nero lifted his feet off the railing they had been resting on and sat upright before looking back at the two young men. ‘No time like the present, hey?’ he said.  
 
    ‘Let’s get going, pussy,’ one of them said.  
 
    Charming, Nero thought, raising his eyebrows a fraction. These guys would be a barrel of laughs. He only hoped their fighting skills were better than their social skills. Nero got up with a grunt, feeling a little stiff in his knees for a moment before turning to face the two men, who were not looking at all impressed. Nero sighed. This would be a long trip. He walked forward, passing between the two Dogs and made his way down through the compound, the two guards following close behind. Before long, they were in the garage, heading for his car. He saw Ras and Gus close by. Gus was still working on their van, but Ras was just leaning against the vehicle and spotted Nero immediately. Ras wandered over, reaching Nero before he got to his car and then walked with him.  
 
    ‘You going somewhere?’ Ras asked.  
 
    ‘Job for Rex,’ Nero said, nodding.  
 
    ‘Oooh, taking out those raiders he mentioned before?’ 
 
    Nero nodded.  
 
    ‘Excellent, count me in. I’m so bored around here. I need something to kill,’ he said.  
 
    That didn’t sound unhinged at all, Nero thought sarcastically to himself. But, an extra hand would be much appreciated. Rex had been a little fuzzy on the numbers side of things, so, best to be prepared, he thought. ‘Sure,’ Nero said.  
 
    The two Dogs jumped into the back of the car while Ras rode shotgun. Nero guided the car out through another entrance into the garage that avoided the courtyard, and moved into the desert.  
 
    It had been about twenty years since the Cataclysm, maybe twenty-one? Nero wasn’t totally sure and didn’t really keep track of the years like some others. But during that time, the camps and fortresses had been established as well as a system of barter and the transportation of goods around the wastes. Because of this, some of the more frequently travelled routes had become more road like, with their earth becoming compacted and hard, allowing for much faster travel. The drawback to this was that they were prime targets for raiders, so you took your chances driving along them. Nero had been forced to out run chancers like this several times over the years, but if he didn’t need to be anywhere quickly, he often avoided the roadways, preferring the open wastes.  
 
    Today, though, with three other well-armed guys in the car with him, he used the road and followed the directions that Rex had given to his Dogs.   
 
    Nero wanted to find out a little more about the Watchtower, Rex and the Whisperer, but with the two Dogs in the car with them, Nero bit his tongue, knowing that anything they said would get back to Rex and maybe ruin his chances of getting the supplies he needed. So, he kept quiet, and so did Ras, who leant out through the window, enjoying the wind in his hair.  
 
    The drive wasn’t far, as Rex had said, and before long, Nero made towards a nearby rise in the landscape to get a lay of the land. He pulled to a stop and climbed out to get a better look. They were close to some salt flats, as Rex had said they would be, and as usual, Rex could make out smoke plumes and dust clouds marking camp locations and the occasional travelling vehicle.  
 
    There was a dust cloud not too far away, though, and it was the only one that was close to them. Nero pointed it out to Ras.  
 
    ‘There, what do you think?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, my man. Looks good. Let’s check it out,’ Ras said.  
 
    Nero climbed back into the car.  
 
    ‘You found em?’ one of the Dogs asked.  
 
    Nero paused and looked behind him. ‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘What are your names?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, can’t go calling you Dog all the time,’ Ras added on.  
 
    ‘I’m Doz, this is Bazza,’ the one who had been speaking said. Doz was bald and sported some hand applied war paint over his face and naked torso. Bazza, meanwhile, had long hair tied in a top knot and wore some very old military fatigues that should have been thrown out years ago. Both carried guns, with Doz holding a sawn off shotgun while Bazza clutched an assault rifle.  
 
    ‘Groovy,’ Nero growled, and turned away before flooring it and skidding off down the hill.  
 
    They barrelled up another incline, and as the terrain passed by, they could make out a makeshift camp along the side of the road up ahead. It seemed to surround a central trailer that had a heavy-duty cage on top of it, filled with people. Several more people surrounded the cage, whooping and shouting as two guys on top seemed to be dangling someone into the cage.  
 
    As they approached the dust cloud that filled the air here, they noticed that there were two people on motorbikes circling the trailer at high speed.  
 
    ‘That’s them,’ Doz said, racking his shotgun.  
 
    The noise these guys were making, and the dust cloud the bikes were kicking up really worked in Nero’s favour as he sped towards them. They went unnoticed for the most part until they were right on top of them.  
 
    One of the two bikers saw them first, seconds before Nero hit him. The biker wobbled in surprise, trying desperately to change his course, but he wasn’t quick enough and was way too committed. The bike slammed into the spikes of the battering ram and lodged there as the rider flew off, hit the metal mesh cover in front of the cracked windscreen and flew over the car.  
 
    ‘Whoo!’ Ras yelled as the body bounced above them, trailing blood behind it.  
 
    Nero didn’t have time to celebrate, though, and gave the wheel a turn as he slammed on the brakes, causing the rear end to kick out and crunch into the side of a man who should have been paying more attention. Nero jumped out as the charger came to rest. He stepped over to the groaning man and slammed the butt of his shotgun into his face, breaking his nose and knocking him out.  
 
    A yell from behind him made him turn, his gun in hand. Another raider was running right at him. Nero fired, causing him to drop to the floor hard, tense up for a second, and then finally fall silent and still.  
 
    Nero looked up at the top of the trailer to the two men who were holding a man by his arms through a hole in the top of the cage.  
 
    Now that he was right next to the trailer, he could clearly see that the cage was filled with Zombies, most of them with collars on. The man they were teasing the zombies with had suffered some horrific damage to his feet where the undead had been chewing on his flesh. The man looked delirious as he yelled and sobbed for death. Nero cringed, pulled his pistol and fired at the injured man. Both raiders up there reacted by dropping the man into the cage where he was ripped to shreds while they dropped for cover. Nero fired again and caught one of them in the shoulder, causing him to scream and fall off the side.  
 
    Something flashed as the other man threw something at Nero. He dodged, and the knife missed him by inches before clattering to the floor.  
 
    Looking up, the thrower was leaping from the top of the cage towards Nero. He moved left, stepping out of the way as the man landed before shoving the raider sideways towards the car where Doz was climbing out. The raider hit the car beside Doz before Nero raised his gun again and put a single round in the man’s head, spraying blood over the roof of the car and Doz’s face.  
 
    Doz looked up at Nero with a look of surprise. Nero just nodded before he stalked off and made his way around the trailer. He could hear further gun shots and yells over the background noise of the groaning zombies. He could also still hear the sounds of the second motorbike, speeding about the place.  
 
    Stepping around the first corner of the trailer, the biker suddenly appeared around the far side of the vehicle, heading past Nero while firing in the direction he’d come from.  
 
    Nero sprang to his left towards the biker, and used the butt of his shotgun as a battering ram, driving it into the man’s head. The raider dropped from his bike and crunched to the floor, turning end over end several times while his bike sped on until it tipped too far and started flipping through the air before slamming into the gravel.  
 
    The raider twitched on the ground close by, still alive but badly injured. Nero walked over to him and fired a single shot from his pistol at him, whereupon he fell silent.  
 
    Looking up, Nero realised he couldn’t hear any further gunshots or sounds of fighting, only the rumble of his idling car and the throaty hissing of the undead in the cage. The dust settled and Nero, along with the rest of his team, were the only ones left alive.  
 
    ‘Holy shit, man, that was awesome,’ Doz said from close by. ‘I barely got to do anything.’ 
 
    Nero looked back at the Watchtower Dog before shrugging. He’d need to be quicker on the draw if he wanted to get involved in things like this.  
 
    ‘Told ya he was good,’ Ras offered.  
 
    ‘No shit,’ Doz answered.  
 
    Nero wasn’t listening anymore, though, and instead, looked up at the large cage of zombies on top of the trailer. The things were facing towards him and the others, reaching for them, moaning and hissing as they gnashed their teeth. They’d eat him if they got the chance, but Nero wasn’t about to give them the opportunity.  
 
    He could stand outside the cage and shoot or stab each one, but that would take time or resources, neither of which he wanted to waste here. An explosive, however, would be perfect.  
 
    He could jury rig something up, but only if he needed to. He’d prefer something a bit quicker.  
 
    ‘Hey,’ Nero called to Doz, the nearest of the two Dogs. ‘Any explosives?’ 
 
    Doz looked over to him and smiled. ‘You betcha,’ he said, before rummaging through his bag. ‘I have something in here I’m sure, hold on, yes, here we go,’ he said and pulled out three sticks of dynamite.  
 
    ‘Perfect,’ Nero nodded, walking over to him. Doz offered him one of the sticks and gave the other to Bazza. Meanwhile, Ras picked up a burning stick from the camp fire the raiders had created a short distance away and walked over.  
 
    ‘You’ll have maybe ten seconds or so from when the fuse is lit before it blows,’ Doz said.  
 
    Nero nodded. Seconds later, the fuses were lit, and with little trouble, they were able to slide the sticks into the bottom of the cage and moved well away behind Nero’s car before three explosions rocked the valley in quick succession.  
 
    Satisfied that there would be no further detonations, Nero looked over the hood of the car and surveyed the destruction on the other side.  
 
    The twisted remains of the cage reached up into the air like the rotted hand of one of these undead creatures. Blackened blood and gore was everywhere, and apart from the odd twitching or groaning remains here and there, the zombies were dead.  
 
    Nero stood up and walked around the debris field, moving from one twitching corpse to another, slamming his dagger into them one at a time, ending their existence.  
 
    After a few more minutes, he felt satisfied that he had finished everything off and walked back to his car where the other three waited.  
 
    ‘Was that worth it, boy scout?’ Bazza asked.  
 
    Nero ignored him. Leaving zombie’s alive was not something he felt happy about doing, and it was only the work of maybe five minutes to finish the job. Nero climbed into the car, waited for the last of the others to climb in before he gunned the engine and set off back the way they’d come, back to the Watchtower.  
 
    Now, came the tricky part. He’d upheld his side of the deal, would Rex uphold his? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    ‘Man, you should have seen him. He was cutting through the raiders like they were nothing; it was awesome to watch,’ Ras raved to Rex, who stood facing them. They were in the open balcony area again, but there was a large table set up in there now, and the smell of food made Nero’s stomach grumble.  
 
    ‘Is that right?’ Rex asked, glancing at Doz.  
 
    ‘He was impressive to watch, yes. He did most of the work. The raiders are dead, and so are their pet zombies,’ Doz said.  
 
    ‘Baz?’ Rex asked.  
 
    ‘He was alright,’ Bazza answered.  
 
    ‘Alright? Wow. Getting any kind of compliment out of Baz here is not easy, so it looks like you did okay,’ Rex said. ‘Thank you,’ he finished before offering his hand.  
 
    Nero took it and gripped the man’s hand in his. ‘Pleasure,’ Nero said. ‘Deals a deal; I did my bit.’ 
 
    ‘You did, and I’m grateful for that. I will, of course, uphold mine as well, but first, I must insist that you join us for our feast,’ he said.  
 
    Nero glanced sideways at the table a short distance away from him. It was made up of a variety of wooden and metal panels on legs or platforms, surrounded by chairs and benches of all kinds. It was the most civilised thing Nero had seen in years. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually sat at a table with others to eat like this.  
 
    Nero nodded. ‘Sure,’ he said. He wasn’t in any kind of rush to get anywhere, and his rumbling tummy wasn’t about to let him just walk away from that mouth-watering smell.  
 
    ‘Excellent. Once you’re done here, take your pick from Madam Privay’s girls, I’ve instructed her to tend to your every need. In the morning, you can take your pick of the supplies and anything else you want. You’re free to leave whenever you choose,’ Rex said before walking away with a smile.  
 
    Nero watched him go as people started to take some of the seats at the table. Although he seemed honourable, there was something about Rex that Nero couldn’t quite put his finger on, but knew he didn’t like him. He reminded Nero of a snake or an oily business man. Someone who puts on a good show, but who was also rotten to the core.  
 
    ‘I hear you did well out there,’ Cryptus said, appearing beside him from out of nowhere.  
 
    ‘I guess,’ Nero answered.  
 
    ‘Well, Rex is pleased, so that’s a win in my book. Would you like to join me at the table?’ he asked, indicating two of the nearby chairs.  
 
    ‘Why not,’ Nero said. He didn’t really mind where he sat, he just wanted to eat something. Walking to the table, he noticed Nyx walk into the room to be greeted by Rex. It wasn’t a very friendly meeting between them. Instead, it looked like Rex was telling her something, maybe issuing her some orders while Nyx stood there, her eyes downcast, nodding along as he spoke. As he finished talking to her, he gave her a playful slap on her bum and continued talking to his men.  
 
    The relationship between these two was not an equal one at all. Rex might call her his wife, but really, it looked more like she was his slave rather than anything else.  
 
    Nyx walked to join another group, consisting mainly of women, but also a few men in there, too, who were putting the food onto plates of all shapes and sizes, made from wood or metal. Nero shook his head. This whole thing seemed a little surreal to him. He’d been living in the wastes for years, using his knife and fingers to eat, and here he was, about to have his meal served to him on a plate by a waitress.  
 
    ‘This is absurd,’ Nero commented quietly to Cryptus. 
 
    ‘It’s very contrived, I agree. The veneer of civility that Rex is putting over all this is… Well, it’s typical of his kind.’ 
 
    Nero nodded as he took his seat. Moments later, a shiver ran down his spine and some movement to his left caught his eye. A single chair on the far wall that rested atop a raised dais had sat empty, but now as he watched, shadows played over it, and living tendrils or darkness reached up before collapsing into the shape of the Whisperer. It sat there, relaxing into the seat, and watched the gathering below.  
 
    Everyone was sitting down now, talking among themselves as the servants started to bring the food over. Nero couldn’t quite bring himself to think of these people as waiters because these really didn’t seem to fit the bill. They hadn’t applied for the job; they weren’t doing this out of choice. They had been ordered to serve this food and wait on the people here.  
 
    Nero sat back and waited for his food, and sensed the approach of someone behind him. He looked to see Nyx walking over to him. She looked up, saw him, and hesitated for some reason, stopping in her tracks. The girl behind her apparently didn’t see her stop until the last moment, and ended up shoulder barging into Nyx as she tried to duck around her. Nyx stumbled forward and dropped the large cut of meat from the plate onto the floor.  
 
    A look of horror crossed her face. She looked up at Nero and then glanced back at Rex before she crouched down and started to gather it back up.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,’ she muttered quietly, glancing up at Nero.  
 
    Nero twisted in his seat and bent down, helping her pick the food off the floor and return it to the plate. ‘It’s fine, honestly; don’t worry about it.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s dirty. I can get you a new plate…’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, I’ve eaten far worse. This is nothing,’ he explained.  
 
    ‘Okay. I’m sorry, I don’t know what happened. I just… I don’t know. I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Stop saying you’re sorry, it’s a simple mistake; nothing to worry about. You’re doing a great job, okay? We’re only human; we all make mistakes.’ 
 
    Nyx smiled at him, and Nero smiled back as they looked at each other.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.  
 
    ‘My pleasure. Don’t worry about it.’ Nero felt a warmth spread over him as he looked at her. As they looked into each other’s eyes, they shared a moment and a connection which he’d not felt for a long time. Nero smiled.  
 
    Nero watched as she suddenly remembered where she was and what she was supposed to be doing. ‘Sorry, um, I’d better get back to work,’ she said and quickly moved away from him, busying herself once more.  
 
    Nero watched her as she walked around the table, serving people and continuing her work. Part way around, she glanced up at him and they locked eyes once more.  
 
    She smiled and looked away. Nero felt the beginnings of a grin pull at one side of his mouth and as he admired her lithe form, stirrings elsewhere as well.  
 
    ‘Making friends, I see,’ Cryptus whispered to him.  
 
    The growing grin dropped from his face as he sat back. ‘Just showing her some basic kindness,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Careful, Rex might not like that,’ Cryptus answered him, in hushed tones.  
 
    ‘I don’t give a shit what Rex likes or dislikes,’ Nero answered him before he picked up his knife and slammed it into the slab or meat before him. He lifted it up, sat back and took a bite as he surveyed the room. As he watched, he saw Rex summon Nyx over. She walked over to him, and he beckoned her down towards him. She leant forward, coming closer to him before he suddenly reached up, grabbing her by the throat, and then pulling her closer to him.  
 
    She grasped his hands, but he didn’t let go and whispered something into her ear. Nero could see she wanted to pull away, but she wasn’t really fighting him. Not really. She wanted to, but something, fear perhaps, was stopping her.  
 
    Then he shoved her away, allowing her to stand.  
 
    ‘Upstairs,’ Nero heard him say as she backed away from Rex. She glanced up at Nero, their eyes locking briefly before she lowered them again and moved out through the door at the back of the balcony space.  
 
    Nero looked back at Rex, who was staring right back at him with a blank, unreadable expression. Nero didn’t hold the look for long. Instead, he focused back on his food and resumed chewing.  
 
    ‘Careful which friends you make,’ Cryptus said to him. ‘Some are more trouble than they’re worth.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see that?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Of course. He wasn’t happy about something, and he gave you a hell of a look, so, I think I can make a bit of an educated guess as to what pissed him off.’ 
 
    ‘He shouldn’t treat her like that,’ Nero said quietly, focusing on his meat.  
 
    ‘Are you going to tell him that? Because I can guarantee that you will not walk out of here alive if you do. Like I said, some things just aren’t worth it.’ 
 
    Nero grunted, and risked a glance back up at Rex, but he was already talking to someone else. He had a growing dislike for the Custodiac of this tower, but he really wasn’t sure what he could do. Freeing Nyx from Rex would obviously be the right thing to do, but it would almost certainly mean Rex would chase him down, and it would also mean for the first time in years, he wouldn’t be alone when he got out of here.  
 
    If he got out of here, he corrected himself.  
 
    Nero took another bite from the steak on his dagger and chewed at it, his mind conjuring images of the girl as he remembered watching her wander around the room.  
 
    After a few moments, he shook his head to banish the thought. He was acting like some teenage boy lusting after the school hotty. Shit, what was he thinking? She wouldn’t be interested in him anyway. He was at least ten years older than her, maybe fifteen.  
 
    Still, the thought of getting his hands on that soft skin never failed to get him revved up.  
 
    And there he was, thinking about her again. He’d seen all kind of girls, many of them very good looking, during his travels, but none of them had captured his imagination like this Nyx had. There was something about her, something he couldn’t put his finger on had branded her image onto his brain, and now he found himself thinking about her way too often.  
 
    He’d been alone for years, wandering those wastes, feeling sure that this was the way to live. The thought of someone joining him was a burden he just didn’t want to take on, and he’d shunned company ever since he’d lost his mother. But now, after meeting Nyx, was he actually considering throwing that away? He wasn’t sure. All he knew was that he was thinking about her an awful lot.  
 
    It wasn’t long before he’d eaten his meat and bread, as well as the other typical delicacies of the wastes: fried cockroaches and other insects, mushrooms, some maggots from the pot in the middle of the table. There were some fruits here as well. Some dates and peaches, meaning they were irrigating the land somewhere and growing crops.  
 
    It was the best he’d eaten in months.  
 
    Before long, he sat back and knew he couldn’t eat anymore, which was also a sensation he’d not felt in a long time. Having too much food was such a rarity these days and everyone at this table knew it, with most of the people sitting around toasting Rex and publicly offering their thanks to him for his protection and generosity.  
 
    Nero had seen people like this before, though. He’d seen how these people operate and how cruel they could be. He’d wager the supplies he’d been promised by Rex that he was no different. The way he treated Nyx only an hour ago being all the proof he needed. You could judge a lot about someone by how they treated those in the lowest parts of society.  
 
    ‘Gonna call it a night,’ Nero said to Cryptus as he rose from his seat.  
 
    ‘No problem, my friend. It’s been a pleasure to meet you. Have a restful night,’ the cloaked man answered.  
 
    Nero nodded to him and rose from his seat.  
 
    He wasn’t alone or the first to step away from the table, and a good third of the people in here were standing around the balcony space now, anyway. Nero slipped through the crowds and made his way down the steps and into the courtyard. He’d been given a small room close to the garage to sleep in, and even though he’d been promised one of the brothel’s girls, part of him wasn’t sure he wanted to partake in some bedroom olympics after that meal. So, he headed back to his room and ignored the glowing sign above the door of Madam’s Privay’s place. Nero pushed open the door to his room and stopped. The room was small, with only a dirty stained mattress beside a small wooden table with a lamp sitting on top of it.  
 
    The lamp’s light cast a dim glow over the room and across the naked form of a dark haired girl who was laying on her front on his bed. She turned and smiled at him, rolling onto her back and spreading her legs wide, giving him a clear view of her.  
 
    ‘Welcome back. I was wondering when you would return to your room,’ she said, gently tracing her fingers up the inside of her thigh.  
 
    ‘Sorry, but, who are you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m Jerri, and I’m here at the request of Rex. He’s very grateful for what you did for him today,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Oh,’ Nero grunted as he watched her run her fingers through her pubic hair and felt the stirrings of arousal.  
 
    ‘Do you like what you see?’ she asked as she started to touch herself.  
 
    Nero smiled, there wasn’t going to be any lying to this one, not with the fairly obvious state of arousal he now found himself in. She was slim and smooth skinned, and the meagre light picked out her shape beautifully.  
 
    ‘Why don’t you close the door and join me,’ she said.  
 
    Nero nodded and pushed the door shut beside him. When he looked back, she’d already sat up in front of him and started to undo his trousers. He took a deep breath and let her do it. He was still feeling full, but on seeing her there on his bed, naked and willing, the thoughts of wanting to just go to sleep slipped from his mind as she finally removed his cargo pants and grasped him in her hand. As he watched, she looked up at him, her dark eyes looking deep into his as she opened her mouth and placed her soft, warm lips around him. The warmth of her tongue as it moved around his length and played over the sensitive head of his cock was wonderful to feel, and he couldn’t help throwing his head back, closing his eyes and running his fingers through her hair as her head moved back and forth. He felt weak at the knees as she worked her magic on him, being careful not to use her teeth, but putting just enough pressure on him at the same time.  
 
    Her hands were all over him, touching him and caressing him, exploring him as she worked on him.  
 
    A few minutes later, she pulled away, her lips running over the full length of him before she laid back, her legs spread eagled.  
 
    ‘I want you,’ she said. ‘I want you inside me.’ 
 
    He didn’t need any further invitations, and pulled off his top as he knelt down and guided himself into her. He pressed himself deep inside of her, as far as he could, relishing the soft warmth of her as she wrapped her legs around him and pulled him in.  
 
    Nero started to move, withdrawing from her most of the way, before pressing into her again, and again, enjoying the feeling of her own arousal as the movements started to glide and become easier. He kissed her neck, burying his face into her and running his hands up her torso. He took her left breast in his hand, feeling the swell and softness of it as he caressed her.  
 
    The minutes passed as he brought himself closer and closer to his own fulfilment, until the pleasure built into a wave of sexual ecstasy that washed over him as he released inside of her, his body jerking with the power of it.  
 
    Seconds passed, and he rolled off her, withdrawing himself from her before laying back, feeling satisfied and happy.  
 
    ‘How was that?’ the girl asked.  
 
    ‘Great, thank you. That was fun,’ he said.  
 
    Jerri reached over and took hold of him once more, gently playing with him and running her fingers over him. Then she leaned over and took him into her mouth once more.  
 
    ‘This really is a full service,’ he said, closing his eyes and enjoying her touch.  
 
    ‘You have me all night, and I intend to make the most of it,’ she purred to him as he felt himself stiffening once more.  
 
    ‘Oh, God,’ he muttered. She was good.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Nero jerked awake suddenly, lifting his head. Had he heard something? As he listened, he heard a muffled scream coming from close by.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ he cursed, jumped up and pulled on his trousers, boots and jacket.  
 
    ‘What is it,’ Jerri said. She was still naked on the bed and looked up at him sleepily. Another scream and the sound of something heavy crashing to the ground echoed through the walls. Jerri was suddenly wide awake and looking at him, her eyes wide with fear. ‘What the fuck was that?’ 
 
    ‘Stay here,’ he said as he picked up his weapons, jerked the heavy door open and looked outside. The corridor out here led towards the garage, and he could clearly hear sounds of shouting and movement in there now. Nero looked back at Jerri. ‘You stay here, got it?’ 
 
    Jerri nodded vigorously, clearly terrified.  
 
    Satisfied that she wouldn’t try to do anything stupid, Nero pulled the metal door closed and stalked up the corridor, moving towards the sounds. If he wasn’t mistaken, these were the distinctive noises of a fight or struggle of some kind. Then a roar, like that of a lion but worse, echoed up the corridor, causing Nero to freeze to the spot. That would mean only one thing: a daemon.  
 
     Taking a deep breath, Nero forced himself onwards, moving up to the end of the corridor, he looked through the gap in the doorway, which stood slightly ajar. He couldn’t see much from this angle, so he pushed the door open and gave himself a better view of the garage. A guard ran past him suddenly and charged towards the carnage before him. Sure enough, the same huge beast-like daemon he’d run from out in the wastes a few days ago was tearing through the guards in here, ripping them to shreds.  
 
    ‘Well, fuck,’ Nero muttered.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The daemon stood in the garage, meters away from Nero’s charger, trying to hit and kill the guards who were dodging around it. As he watched, another of them took a claw to the chest and went down.  
 
    Closer to him, Nero noticed a man, bleeding and injured, dragging himself along, trying to pull himself up to his feet but failing. He looked up at Nero with sudden hope.  
 
    ‘Please, help me, man. Help me,’ he pleaded.  
 
    Part of him wanted to run. This wasn’t really his fight and if this thing hurt Rex’s chances of staying ruler of this place for much longer, then so be it. But as he looked down into that man’s face, he knew he couldn’t sit idly by and do nothing, or worse, run away.  
 
    Nero ran forward and picked the guard up, getting one of his arms around his body and forcing him to his feet before he moved towards the exit close to the door Nero had just stepped out of. It seemed like it would take hours to get out of here, and with another roar from the beast, Nero couldn’t resist a look behind him.  
 
    The daemon roared once more and ran right for Nero. He had one chance to do this right, he thought, and twisted slightly as he pulled the shotgun from his back, aiming it at the creature. It took all his willpower to focus and take his time with the shot. His body was fighting him the whole time, wanting to shoot wildly at the thing, but he knew that wouldn’t work. He needed a good shot to really do it some damage and give himself time.  
 
    Nero levelled his shotgun and once he was sure of the hit, fired right into the daemon’s face.  
 
    The huge beast was flung backwards with the shot, landing on his back amidst the remains of the men it had already killed. As he watched it scramble to stand up, shaking its head, the wound already beginning to heal, one of the few remaining people left alive in here opened up on the daemon with his automatic assault rifle.  
 
    The thing suddenly wasn’t interested in Nero anymore and turned to face the new threat. Nero turned away and moved as quickly as he could towards the exit.  
 
    As he reached the door to the corridor beside the main exit, a face appeared there.  
 
    It was Jerri.  
 
    ‘Oh, shit,’ she said with a yelp, her eyes growing wider still.  
 
    ‘Jerri, come here; help me. Come on,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘That’s… that’s…that’s a…’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, it’s a daemon, and if you don’t snap out of it soon, we’re dead. Now, come here.’ 
 
    ‘What? Why?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘I told you to stay in the room, but you’re here now, so you can help. Come here and take this guy out of here. NOW!’ Nero shouted.  
 
    Jerri’s eyes snapped to Nero suddenly with his shout. ‘Oh, okay; sure,’ she said, stepping out of the doorway and getting on the other side of the guard. Nero let him go and allowed Jerri to take his weight. She’d luckily thrown some clothes on before leaving the room, and in seconds, she was around the corner and out of the garage.  
 
    Nero was already running back in towards the mayhem and sprinted towards another body on the floor. Nero skidded down next to it and lifted the guard, only to see he was quite dead and missing his face.  
 
    The thing roared again. Nero looked up as the daemon lunged for him. The attack was clumsy, though, and Nero rolled away, dodging the thing’s claws as he racked his shotgun. Nero faced the ugly brute and waited on his feet until at the last moment. As the daemon leapt for him, Nero dodged left.  
 
    The thing missed him, allowing Nero to turn and blast it, putting two shells into the creature's side. Blood splashed as the shells hit, and the daemon lashed out, slapping Nero hard on the side.  
 
    It was a glancing blow, but it was enough to send him flying. He was flung maybe ten meters before he hit the ground and rolled, only coming to a stop when he hit Gus and Ras’ van.  
 
    Nero grunted as he lifted himself into a sitting position. It felt like his whole body was hurting. He looked around, but he was the only one in here.  
 
    Cursing, he looked over to the daemon and frowned as he watched the wounds his gun had inflicted upon it heal, knitting themselves back together right before his eyes. The creature turned and growled at Nero, looking left and right for any more surprises, before lowering its head and focusing on him again. Nero racked his shotgun, aimed, and fired, only to be greeted with a dull click. The gun was empty.  
 
    He dropped it and reached for his handgun, pulling it without issue and firing off five rounds into the beast. It merely turned its head away, letting him shoot it. As this gun clicked to empty as well, the thing turned to face him once more, baring its teeth in a deep throated growl while stringy drool oozed from between its nightmare inducing fangs. With a roar, it shot forwards, its mouth wide. 
 
    Nero barely registered the sudden flurry of footsteps above him, only really noticing something when someone jumped down from the top of the van between him and the daemon. The shock of blonde hair and the tight fitting clothing was enough to inform him who it was.  
 
    What was she doing, he thought? She landed right in front of the daemon and seemed to be struggling against it, holding it in place. Oddly, despite the life and death situation, a part of his brain noticed and enjoyed the wobble of Nyx’s bum as she moved before he saw the long and deadly looking blade that she had skewered the daemon’s head with. She ripped the blade from the thing's skull as she moved sideways. The daemon twitched, before dropping to its side, exposing its chest to Nyx. Drool foamed at its mouth as it seemed to go into a fit, its body shaking violently. Nyx lunged again and buried her sword into the thing’s chest.  
 
    As he watched, it jerked once more, before falling limp and still. Nyx watched it intently for a few more seconds before withdrawing the sword once more. Black blood poured from the wound and dripped from the blade, pooling on the rough, dusty rock ground.  
 
    ‘You… killed it…’ he said in shock.  
 
    Nyx’s eyes flicked over to him.  
 
    ‘How did you do that? They’re nearly impossible to kill,’ he said, feeling shocked. He’d fought and escaped too many of these things to count, but he’d never killed one or seen one killed. There were rumours of course of people doing it, usually with high powered explosives that ripped them to bits, but other than that, they were near immortal.  
 
    Nyx didn’t answer. Instead, she walked over to a table where she picked up a dirty rag and proceeded to wipe the blood from her blade.  
 
    ‘Thank you, you saved my life,’ he said. ‘How can I ever repay you?’ 
 
    Nyx looked up at him. ‘Tell no one about this. I was never here, this never happened. Got it?’ 
 
    ‘Um, but…’ 
 
    ‘Got it?’ she repeated herself, her tone insistent.  
 
    ‘Sure, I got it. You were never here,’ Nero said as he picked up his shotgun from the ground and started to reload it. 
 
    She took a breath, her chest rising and falling as she did so and a look of relief passing over her face. ‘Thank you,’ she said quietly. ‘I have to go.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ he said and watched as she turned away from him and walked off into the shadows of the garage. Nero racked the shotgun having finally reloaded it. 
 
    He knew that there was something special about her, something different, and now he knew what it was. She could kill daemons. But she didn’t want anyone else to know. Or maybe she didn’t want one person to know, the one person who would want to know the most. 
 
    ‘Rex, it was over here, in the garage,’ shouted a voice from outside. Nero stepped up towards the daemon where it lay on the ground, and suddenly it twitched, its arms reaching up into the air. Without thinking, Nero lifted his shotgun, the barrel inches away from the massive head, and fired.  
 
    The thing’s face exploded with black and deep red gore as it fell limp once more.  
 
    ‘Holy shit, you killed it?’ said a voice from the direction of the door. Nero looked up to see a growing number of people standing there, looking at him and his smoking gun. He looked down, and then back up, and knew how it looked. He could see Doz and the guy he’d saved with Jerri looking in. Rex was there as well, along with Cryptus and Ras and with others he didn’t know. They all walked in.  
 
    ‘He saved me, he did. I’d be dead without him,’ the man that Jerri was still holding up said.  
 
    Ras ran forward with a whoop. ‘Holy fuck, dude, you messed it up. Wow,’ he said. ‘You never told me you were a daemon killer?’ 
 
    ‘Well… Wasn’t much to tell, really,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Jeez, can you believe this guy? You killed a daemon,’ he stressed, before turning to the crowd. ‘Nero, Nero, Nero,’ he started to chant. Others joined in, and the room was filled with the noise of people shouting his name. He wasn’t sure what to do with that. He most certainly wasn't a daemon killer, but he’d vowed to Nyx that he would keep her secret, and he wasn’t about to break that promise. He felt sure he was looking very uncomfortable with the adoration the crowd was giving him, and after a short while, Rex raised his hand. Nero had noticed that Rex and Cryptus, as well as a few others, had not been chanting, but they had let those who wanted to, to do it.  
 
    At the raise of his hand, the chanting died away. Rex looked over to Nero and walked around the fallen daemon to him.  
 
    ‘Thank you, it seems we owe you a debt of gratitude,’ Rex said, his eyes looking over the skull covered mask that he always wore.  
 
    ‘If you say so,’ Nero answered.  
 
    ‘Oh, I do. Name your price. Anything, and it’s yours,’ Rex said.  
 
    Nero cocked his head sideways. On the one side, Rex seemed grateful, and was offering him anything he wanted, but his manner was subdued, suspicious even. Did Rex suspect something? He’d been living with Nyx for a long time, by all accounts. Did he suspect that this victory was not what it seemed?  
 
    ‘Well?’ Rex asked. ‘What is it to be?’ 
 
    ‘Let me think on it. I’ll let you know in the morning,’ Nero said, not really knowing what he wanted. His mind was a mess from the fight and the revelation of what Nyx could do. He was having difficulty thinking what to do next, let alone what he would like as a reward for supposedly killing this daemon. A reward that he knew he didn’t deserve, but never let it be said he was one to look a gift horse in the mouth. He’d think of something. Why not take the reward that was being offered to him? 
 
    ‘Tomorrow, then. I will see you tomorrow,’ Rex said and walked over to his Dogs. He said something to these men, pointed at the daemon corpse, and then went on his way.  
 
    ‘How did you do it?’ Ras asked him as he stepped up to Nero.  
 
    ‘I just shot it, that’s all, really,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Wow, you must be awesome with that gun,’ Ras answered him.  
 
    ‘Awesome, indeed,’ Cryptus said from close by. Nero looked over to him, picking up disbelief in the man’s voice. Cryptus was not even looking at Nero. Instead, he was looking all around the room, staring deep into the shadows as if looking for something… Or someone.   
 
    Did he suspect the truth as well?  
 
    ‘Congratulations, you seem to have accomplished the impossible. You must feel good,’ Cryptus said.  
 
    ‘I feel tired, I know that. Killing daemons really takes it out of you,’ Nero added, choosing to double down on this and accept that they thought he had killed the thing.  
 
    They were all slowly moving out of the garage into the courtyard, but Nero couldn’t resist a glance back at the corpse, only to see the Whisperer standing beside the fallen daemon, one of his kind, and then look up at Nero with a grave expression on his face.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Nero walked up to the water tank in the balcony area and ran some of the life-giving liquid into the bowl that sat there before plunging his hands into it and splashing the water on his face.  
 
    The cool liquid felt refreshing against his warm skin and washed away some of the sweat and grime that had built up on his face. He wiped some of the water away with his hand and stood up straight.  
 
    ‘So, how’d it go down. The fight, I mean,’ Cruptus said from where he stood close by.  
 
    Nero looked over at him, catching a suspicious look in his eyes. He was fishing for details. Did he suspect that Nero didn’t kill the daemon? Maybe. Nero looked behind him, they were alone for now, no one would hear them talking. Putting his hands on his hips, Nero looked down into the shallow water in the bowl before him.  
 
    ‘You’re not from around here, are you? You’re not affiliated with Rex, right?’ 
 
    ‘You know I’m not. I’m just passing through, like you,’ he said.  
 
    Nero raised his eyebrows a touch. He wasn’t sure he knew that for certain, but everything he’d seen with this Cryptus backed up what he said. He, like Nero, was treated as an outsider as far as Nero could tell.  
 
    ‘What do you know about the daemons?’ 
 
    ‘Not much. They’re not of this earth, and they appeared following the Cataclysm. That’s about it. Oh, and they’re nearly impossible to kill. I’ve seen it done before, but there’s not much left of them,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Exactly,’ he said, and looked up at Cryptus. ‘I didn’t kill that thing.’ 
 
    He said it on impulse, not really thinking it through and just going with his gut. He felt sure that confiding in Cryptus would be okay and that he wouldn’t share this detail with Rex.  
 
    ‘Of course you didn’t,’ Cryptus said.  
 
    ‘You knew?’ 
 
    ‘I was about as close to certain as I could get, without actually knowing for sure. I could see it in how you were acting and just from what I knew of you already. Yes, I was fairly sure you hadn’t killed it.’ 
 
    ‘Good to know I’m so transparent,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘So, the only question remains is, who did kill it?’ 
 
    ‘Heh… well…’ Nero said, unsure if he should give him that final detail.  
 
    ‘It was Nyx, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘What? How the hell?’ 
 
    ‘Stab wounds on the daemon’s body match her sword. Also, it just fits. She killed it, didn’t she? And saved your ass, right?’ 
 
    ‘I can neither confirm, nor deny such a statement,’ Nero muttered, checking behind them again to make sure no one was in earshot. No one was.  
 
    ‘I thought as much. What are you going to do?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I think I need to talk to her,’ he said. He’d seen her wandering around the place a few times, so, she seemed to have a certain amount of freedom. He figured if he stayed around the areas where he’d seen her most often, he’d find a way to have a quick word with her.  
 
    ‘I think you do,’ Cryptus said. ‘Let me know how it goes.’ The man walked off, leaving Nero to his thoughts.  
 
    Looking around, he knew he’d seen her inside the complex more than outside, so he headed that way, avoiding talking to anyone as much as he could and moved inside. He soon found a place, not too far from the main access into the tower itself that gave him a good chance of her walking past, and it was close to a small alcove that would give him an element of privacy.  
 
    Nero hung around the area for a while, keeping out of sight as much as he could and listening for the sound of someone coming down the tower rather than standing out in the open where he would be seen and eventually questioned.  
 
    He saw numerous guards walk past, going about their business, as well as various other residents here, such as some of the brothel’s girls and even Rex himself.  
 
    A couple of hours later, he heard more movement outside and glanced around the corner of the alcove to take a look. Spotting the mane of blonde hair right away, he smiled, got to his feet and hoped she’d come his way.  
 
    As it happened, he was in luck, and Nyx sauntered over towards him, unaware he was there as far as he could tell. Nero backed around the corner and waited. Seconds passed, but she hadn’t appeared, so he moved up to the corridor once again.   
 
    ‘What do you want?’ Nyx asked as she stepped around the corner into the alcove, checking along the corridor as she moved to make sure no one was watching.  
 
    She guided him inside with her hand, into the tight confines of the alcove, and looked at him with her bright blue eyes, waiting for his answer.  
 
    ‘To talk,’ he said, getting his best up-close look at her so far. She was a beautiful girl with lovely, soft looking skin. Her hair was pulled back from her face and sported a few braids here and there. She also wore some war paint or grease on her face around her eyes, giving her a fierce look.  
 
    ‘Says mister two-words,’ she muttered, glancing furtively at the exit to this little alcove.  
 
    Nero smiled. She’d noticed that he didn’t talk much. He wasn’t purposefully laconic, he just didn’t see the need to speak all the time, and, when he did speak, he preferred to get to the point quickly and just say what needed to be said rather than prattle on about unrelated or unimportant crap.  
 
    ‘Nyx, you killed that daemon,’ he said. She looked back at him, her arresting eyes nearly making him catch his breath with their intensity.  
 
    ‘Yeah, so?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never seen that. How did you do it?’ 
 
    Nyx shrugged. ‘Don’t know. I just can; I have no idea how,’ she said.  
 
    Nero suddenly noticed a bruise on the side of her face as she looked around her. ‘You weren’t hit during the fight were you?’ he asked.  
 
    Nyx brought her hand up to her bruise and shook her head, lowering her eyes. She looked ashamed, suddenly.  
 
    Nero frowned. The change in her demeanour was sudden and started him thinking about how she’d got such a bruise. ‘Didn’t think so…’ he said. ‘You’re Rex’s wife, right?’ 
 
    Nyx frowned now and wrinkled her nose in disgust. ‘Don’t call me that, I’m not his wife,’ she spat.  
 
    ‘You’re not married?’ 
 
    ‘No! I know what marriage is, and we haven’t done that. He can call me whatever he likes, but I’m not his wife.’ 
 
    ‘He hit you, didn’t he,’ Nero said, feeling sure that was where she got the bruise.  
 
    Nyx looked away, but said nothing.  
 
    ‘He did,’ Nero stated.  
 
    ‘Why are you here?’ she said.  
 
    ‘At the Watchtower? You know why. I’m just passing through. I won’t be staying. I just want some supplies, really,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Is that it? Nothing else? No other reason for you to stay?’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I came here,’ he said.  
 
    Nyx rolled her eyes and moved away from him towards the corridor. ‘See ya around then,’ she said and disappeared around the corner.  
 
    Nero leant back against the wall, looking out into the corridor where Nyx had just disappeared from view. He narrowed his eyes and pressed his lips together in consternation. He wasn’t an idiot. He knew what she was getting at. But he had to be careful. Saving her from Rex would not be easy, not to mention the ramifications of such an action on his lifestyle.  
 
    Shit. She clearly wasn’t happy here. Rex was abusing her, he felt sure of that. At the very least, he was hitting her, but he suspected that Rex was doing much worse than that. He could see it in her eyes, the scars of what she’d been through living here. She was damaged goods, and yet, there was a strength there. She was tough and was not about to give in to him just yet.  
 
    But then, you didn’t survive in this world if you weren’t tough. The weak were ground up by this world and spat out. They never lasted long. Nyx was strong, and he liked that. She reminded him of his mother. She kind of looked like her, too, with her strawberry blonde hair.  
 
    Nero sighed. He wanted to help her. He wanted to free her. But if he did, that would likely change his life for a long while to come, and maybe for good. He’d been alone for so long now, wandering these wastes, that he wondered if he’d even be able to travel with someone without them driving him to distraction.  
 
    There was something about her, though. Something which just really captivated him and made him think that maybe, just maybe, it might work out for the best. But he needed to get her out of here first, and that would not be easy.  
 
    Nero banged his head back against the wall he leant up against.  
 
    ‘Oh, hey, it’s you,’ said a voice at the end of the alcove. It was Ras, standing there looking in. ‘What you doing in here?’ 
 
    ‘Just getting away from everyone,’ he said, standing up.  
 
    ‘Oh, okay, sure. Don’t let me get in your way, then,’ Ras said.  
 
    ‘Hey, don’t worry about it, you’re fine,’ he said and stepped up to Ras.  
 
    ‘Cool.’ Ras said. ‘So, have you decided yet?’ 
 
    ‘Decided what?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘What you want. Rex said you could have anything for killing that monster, didn’t he. What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘He did, didn’t he,’ Nero mused.  
 
    ‘Sure did,’ Ras agreed.  
 
    It was a long shot, and Rex would likely not agree to it, but it was worth a shot. As far as Rex knew, she was just a slave, anyway. A pretty one, but that’s was all. Maybe he would let him have her.  
 
    ‘I have an idea,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘So, go on then, spill it,’ Ras said.  
 
    ‘Nah, not right now. I’ll speak with Rex first, I think. Do you know where he is?’ 
 
    ‘He’s got a room, like, an office or something, a meeting place. It’s this way, follow me. I’ll bet he’s in there.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not in his tower?’ 
 
    ‘That’s just his bedroom, his private quarters,’ Ras explained.  
 
    Nero nodded and followed Ras through the corridors to a large metal door.  
 
    ‘In there,’ he said.  
 
    Nero nodded once. ‘Thanks,’ he said and banged on the door.  
 
    ‘Come in,’ called a voice from inside.  
 
    Nero looked at Ras and raised his eyebrows.  
 
    ‘Good luck,’ Ras said as Nero stepped into the room, easing the door open and looking inside. The largish room had a rotten desk at one end that Rex was sitting behind, while General Pitbull, a short man, and an older woman stood beside it. Three other people were in here, sitting in the dirty seats close by.  
 
    Nero nodded towards Rex. Rex sat back in his seat and put the knife he was holding to his mouth.  
 
    ‘Come in, daemon slayer’ Rex said.  
 
    Everyone was looking at him as Nero closed the door and then walked over to the desk. He stopped a few foot short of it and waited to be spoken to, glancing at the others in here. He felt sure that the three people, one woman and two men, sat more or less behind him, were Rex’s Dogs. His guards. Maybe they were a higher rank than the others? Captains maybe? General Pitbull he knew by name, but the other two he didn’t, although he had seen the short man before. He looked like someone who didn’t get a lot of exercise, and he stood there holding a black slate and a chunk of chalk, looking at Nero. The older woman was a new one, though. He hadn’t seen her before. She wore feathers in her hair and a long raggedy dress or cloak. It was hard to tell what it was, really.  
 
    ‘What can I do for you today?’ Rex asked.  
 
    ‘Earlier, you said I could have anything I wanted for killing the daemon,’ Nero stated.  
 
    ‘I did,’ Rex answered.  
 
    ‘And you meant it?’ 
 
    ‘As long as it’s within my power to give you, of course,’ he said, laughing. Pitbull laughed, too, a deep throaty chuckle that Nero found no amusement in hearing.  
 
    ‘Then I know what I want,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Great. Name it, and it’s yours,’ Rex said.  
 
    ‘Nyx. I want Nyx.’ 
 
    Rex's eyes narrowed and his previous jovial demeanour vanished. Pitbull looked shocked, looking back and forth between Rex and Nero, while the older woman gave a half smile. The short man's eyes just went wide as she stared at Nero in shock.  
 
    ‘No deal,’ Rex said.  
 
    ‘You said anything,’ Nero challenged him.  
 
    ‘No deal! Nyx is not included in this, she’s off limits. Take one of Madam Privay’s girls, they can suck your cock just as well as Nyx can,’ he ranted.  
 
    ‘I don’t want them. I want Nyx. You said I could have anything as long as it was in your power. This is in your power. You can free a slave anytime you like.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not a slave! She’s my wife, and she’s not a bargaining chip. You can’t have her.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not leaving here without her,’ Nero barked.  
 
    ‘Fine. Kill him,’ Rex ordered.  
 
    Pitbull raised his gun, and Nero heard several other weapons being drawn behind him as well. This didn’t look good.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 
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    ‘Wait,’ the old woman said, raising her hands to try and stop everyone. ‘Don’t kill him, not like this,’ she said.  
 
    Nero looked up at her as everyone froze. She glanced at him as she looked around the room, and then turned to Rex.  
 
    ‘Why not?’ Rex asked. 
 
    ‘The people of the Watchtower see him as their saviour. They know what he did. If you kill him, you risk an uprising. Send him on his way, give him some extra supplies for his trouble, but don’t kill him. It weakens your position,’ the woman said.  
 
    Rex looked at the woman, then down at his desk, thinking it over. Nero watched him, wondering what his choice would be. Was he going to die today? 
 
    Finally, Rex looked up. ‘Pheen, what would I do without you. Your insight is always appreciated and usually right, and, on this matter, I am inclined to agree with you. Killing him would not work to my benefit. So be it. Docker?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir?’ the short man said.  
 
    ‘See to it that his car is loaded with supplies and send Nero on his way. I expect him to be gone within the hour. Got it?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, sir,’ Docker said, scratching something into his slate tablet.  
 
    ‘You go with him,’ Rex then said to Pitbull. ‘Make sure he doesn’t cause any more trouble. Pheen, bring Nyx to me, take one of my captains with you,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Move it, scum,’ Pitbull said as Rex smiled at Nero from behind his desk. Nero sighed. He’d tried. It was always going to be a long shot, but he’d tried. Resisting now would likely be a death sentence, so he didn’t, and walked out of Rex’s office and down towards his car willingly. Pitbull stood close by and watched him as Nero got into his charger and started it up, checking things over to make sure it was running smoothly. Meanwhile, several guards, directed by Docker, Rex’s administrator, brought boxes of food and supplies and put them into the car.  
 
    The tower’s residents and guests noticed he was getting ready to leave, and several of them came by to say thanks and wish him well. He didn’t know most of them. Pitbull kept his distance, but was always there, watching him.  
 
    Ras walked up as the minutes wore on.  
 
    ‘You leaving?’ Ras said.  
 
    Nero nodded.  
 
    ‘Well, shit, thanks, man. You saved my life back there, and Gus’ too,’ he said. He turned to Gus, who was still fixing up their van across the garage. ‘Hey, Gus, don’t be a dick. Come over here. Nero’s leaving,’ he said.  
 
    Gus got up and walked over, shaking Nero’s hand.  
 
    ‘Thanks, man,’ Gus said.  
 
    ‘No worries. It’s been great to meet you.’ 
 
    ‘So, you get what you wanted?’ Ras asked, peering at the supplies in the back of the car.  
 
    ‘Sorta,’ Nero said. ‘Be careful of Rex, alright?’  
 
    ‘Sure. We will.’ 
 
    Nero nodded and climbed into his car, revving the engine. Maybe this was the best thing for him to do, anyway. Taking another with him might be more trouble than it was worth. He’d been alone in these waste for years. He knew what to do, he knew how to survive on his own. Bringing Nyx with him would likely be trouble from the start.  
 
    Nero eased the car forward, into the courtyard and over towards the front gates. As he closed in on them, Cryptus walked forward, staff in hand. Nero leaned out the window as he approached him.  
 
    ‘So, you’re leaving us today?’ Cryptus said.  
 
    ‘Yeah, I need to hit the open road. It was getting a little claustrophobic in here,’ Nero explained. It wasn’t exactly a lie. He wasn’t enjoying having all these people around him. He much preferred his own company, doing his own thing his own way, and that would be something which would have changed if Nyx were sitting in that seat beside him right now.  
 
    He thought of telling Cryptus the truth, but Pitbull was close by, and he didn’t want to get Cryptus into any trouble. He glanced back at Pitbull.  
 
    ‘Gates open,’ the general said, dropping a not so subtle hint.  
 
    ‘Be careful,’ Nero said to Cryptus. ‘Maybe I’ll see you around sometime?’ 
 
    ‘You just might,’ he answered. ‘Safe travels.’ 
 
    Nero nodded and gunned the engine, easing the charger out of the gates. Nero looked into his rearview mirror and spotted Rex on a balcony with Nyx standing beside him. They were too far off for him to see any details or expressions they might be wearing, but they were both watching him leave.  
 
    ‘Sorry, Nyx,’ Nero muttered to himself as the gates closed behind him, obscuring his view of her. Shouts went up, announcing the gates were locked before it all went quiet. Nero sighed. For a while there, it looked as though things might change. He was beginning to think that he might have actually left with Nyx sitting next to him and have his first companion in years. But, maybe it wasn’t to be? 
 
    Nero revved the engine and then dropped the clutch, tearing off into the desert and leaving a huge cloud of dust behind him. He had much of the day ahead of him, and for now, he just wanted to get as far away from the Watchtower as he could. He chose a random direction and just drove, sometimes following the tracks, and sometimes going off-road. He didn’t see much as he went, just the usual encampments dotted about the desert, like tiny oases offering food, water, and shelter.  
 
    He wasn’t interested, though, and whenever he spotted the tell-tale dust cloud of a vehicle moving in the distance, he kept well away, preferring his own company for the time being.   
 
    He drove through the day, only slowing down and looking for a good place to stop as the night started to draw in. He soon found a suitable spot with a useful depression that would hide his campfire from casual view and moved around to have a look at the boxes of supplies he had been given before leaving the Watchtower. He pulled one out and started to go through it, pulling out some of the food and bit’s he saw inside it. It only took him a moment to realise something was wrong. There were some supplies in here, but nowhere near as much as there should be. The bottom of the box had been filled with junk with the food and drink placed on top, so, what looked like a full box of supplies, was nothing of the sort. He pulled out the other boxes and found the same thing in each. By the time he’d been through each one and separated the good stuff from the junk and empty containers, he realised be actually barely had enough to even half fill one of these boxes.  
 
    With each box he looked in, he grew angrier and angrier, cursing at the night sky, calling Rex all the names he could think of. The shit head had screwed him. Fucked him over one last time to make sure he knew where he stood.  
 
    Nero supposed he should have checked the boxes as they were being loaded, but it was too late now, the damage was done, and he couldn’t exactly go and lodge a complaint now, could he? He guessed that if he showed his face at the Watchtower again, he’d be shot on sight.  
 
    It was better for him to move on and look for supplies elsewhere. Going back would achieve precisely nothing and only waste more gas.  
 
    As his temper and anger faded and he started to accept the hand he’d been dealt, Nero went through the supplies he did have and sorted himself out a meal and settled down beside the campfire he’d built, wanting nothing more than to forget the day's events.  
 
    It had been a day of ups and downs, really, with the daemon attack being somewhat terrifying, only for that to finish with Nyx revealing that she could kill them. That was, so far, the first and only time he’d seen one of these things die. He’d fought them many times, countless times really, and it always ended with his hiding or running away while others died around him. He’d heard the rumours, of course. The stories that were passed from camp to camp by travellers like him. He’d heard talk of the daemons being killed by some of the more resourceful survivors. Even occasionally by the mystics, those touched with magic. But they had been only stories, tales of hope that were passed around during these bleak times when the human race teetered on the brink of extinction.  
 
    They made us feel better, made us think that maybe, just maybe, we could fight back.  
 
    He had always viewed the stories with a healthy amount of scepticism, because the evidence he had seen, the evidence he had first-hand experience of, said the opposite.  
 
    That had changed in the early hours of today when Nyx had killed that daemon with two hits from her sword. It shouldn’t have died. It should have healed and continued its rampage, probably destroying the Watchtower in the process. He’d seen it countless times before. If a daemon got into a camp or fortress, it would kill anyone it found and bring the place crashing down around it unless you were able to lure it away somehow.  
 
    But now Nero had his own story to tell. His own, first-hand tale of hope against the darkness.  
 
    Stories like this kept humanity, or what was left of it, surviving. It kept us going. It had certainly had a positive effect on Nero today as well, despite being thrown out of the Watchtower. Knowing that Nyx and probably others like her were out there and able to kill these nightmare creatures actually made the future a little more tolerable.  
 
    Nero grimaced, though. Sure, it was great that Nyx could kill these daemons, but she wasn’t going to be much help cooped up in the Watchtower as a slave to Rex.  
 
    Nero sat back against the side of his car, being careful to avoid the spikes and sighed. Hopefully, she would be freed, or free herself sometime, he thought, so that she might actually put her ability to use.  
 
    As he let his mind wander through the memories of the day and picturing Nyx in his mind’s eye, a sudden scuff of something against the ground, and the sound of pebbles rolling and hitting each other, brought Nero’s attention straight back to reality and his eyes snapped open.  
 
    A figure jumped from the low ridge of rock opposite him and landed just on the far side of the fire. Nero recognised him right away. It was one of Rex’s Dogs, holding a nasty looking club with huge nails and barbed wire wrapped around it.  
 
    ‘Wakey, wakey,’ the man cackled and leapt for him.  
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    Nero rolled sideways as the Dog brought his club down onto the side of the car with a resounding boom before turning towards him.  
 
    Nero scrambled to his feet and pulled the pistol he had on him from the holster on his hip. The Dog was on him right away, though, and swung his club at Nero’s gun. The Dog caught it with a clean hit, knocking the gun from Nero’s hand and scratching him with the barbed wire.  
 
    Nero hissed. It wasn’t a bad cut, but he knew full well that it didn’t need to be a big one for it to get infected and do him some serious damage and maybe even kill him.  
 
    The Dog wasn’t about to stop there, though, and went for him again. Nero ducked the clumsy swing and backed up some more.  
 
    ‘You’re far from home,’ Nero said, hoping to distract him.  
 
    The Dog smiled for a moment, and the pause was enough to give Nero time to pull his dagger from its scabbard. The Dog frowned at the new weapon and hesitated. Nero went on the attack, swinging his knife, slashing one way and then the other as the Dog backed off, doing his best not to get cut. The man backed up into the fire, though, and flames licked up his leg.  
 
    He yelped and jumped away from the flames, which had set the hem of his trousers aflame. Nero put his knife in his off hand and rushed him, body-slamming his attacker and knocking him over onto his back.  
 
    The Dog dropped his club as he hit the floor, but Nero didn’t hesitate to jump on top of him, pinning him to the ground and delivering first one, and then two punches to the man’s head. After the third hit, he stopped struggling, but Nero hit him once more to be sure. Nero then put his knife back in his right hand and lifted it up high. Only to look up into the ends of three shotguns pointed at him. Nero froze and looked past the barrels to the people holding them.  
 
    More of Rex’s Dogs.  
 
    Another of them stepped forward and relieved Nero of his knife before Pitbull appeared close by.  
 
    ‘I told him not to rush in,’ Pitbull sighed, looking down at the bloody man Nero sat atop. ‘Restrain him, hook up his car and let’s go, I want to be back before daylight,’ Pitbull said.  
 
    The Dogs went to work, hauling Nero off their fallen comrade and restraining him before loading him into the back of a pickup truck that they were attaching his car to.   
 
    They were soon on their way and bouncing through the desert back to the Watchtower. Nero saw no reason to argue with these guys as he’d only end up beaten up, and he felt sure he’d endure enough of that once he was in the tower anyway. Instead, he did his best to sleep. The bumpy ride didn’t help much, but he did manage to doze off a few times during the night out of sheer exhaustion.  
 
    Eventually, the Watchtower came into view, lit up from within by whatever generators they were using against the night sky. The first traces of daylight on the eastern horizon were just visible as the convoy rode up to the back entrance that led straight into the garage and moved inside. Nero was quickly brought down from the pickup and led into the compound and down a flight of stairs to a lower level.  
 
    Nero looked around, taking in the layout. He’d not been down here during his first visit, and as he passed a side corridor, he spotted the old lady Pheen in what looked like some kind of laboratory. She looked back at him, too, staring into his eyes before she passed out of sight.  
 
    A couple of turns later, after passing several other doors, they opened one up before him. They then removed his restraints and threw him inside. Nero stumbled, primarily because of how tired he felt, and fell to his hands and knees as the door was slammed and locked shut behind him.  
 
    Sitting up, Nero sighed and looked around him. The cell was bare, just stone walls, a stout wooden door with a barred window set into it, and opposite the door, another small barred window set high up on the wall. Nero raised an eyebrow. He wasn’t sure why they had bothered to put bars in the window, it was tiny. His head wouldn’t fit through that, let alone anything else. 
 
    Well, Nero thought, he didn’t think he would be back here so soon. He knew he’d insulted Rex, and probably pissed him off, but he wasn’t entirely sure why he was here. Maybe the insults were enough. Or, perhaps it was his interest in Nyx?  
 
    Ras had spoken of how much value Rex put on her when they had first watched her spar in the courtyard. So, maybe he really did hold her in high regard. Maybe, having someone out there like Nero, who was clearly interested in her and in her freedom, was enough to piss Rex off and order him to be imprisoned.   
 
    Nero moved to sit against the wall, still feeling really tired and did his best to rest, but his mind wouldn’t stop working and wondering what this was all about.  
 
    Did Rex know of Nyx’s ability, or just suspect it? Maybe his interest in Nyx wasn’t purely carnal. Sure, she was pretty, and in Rex’s mind, probably made a great trophy to have beside him, but knowing what she could do now, Nero couldn’t help but think that maybe Rex suspected something more.  
 
    Maybe he had a good idea or even knew that Nyx could kill daemons. If he did, it would certainly explain why he held her in such high regard. Although, her looks might do that, too.  
 
    ‘Arrrgh,’ he muttered to himself, there were too many possibilities. He would have to wait and see if Rex came to see him and maybe ask him some questions. He might get a better idea of what the situation was then, he thought.  
 
    He didn’t have long to wait in the end, and as the sky outside his window started to look more like morning, Nero heard the sound of approaching footsteps. A face appeared at the door. It was just a guard, but he unlocked it and let several people enter the room.  
 
    Pitbull strode inside, followed by a couple more guards, one of whom carried a chair that he placed in the centre of the room, and finally Rex.  
 
    Pitbull reached down and lifted Nero up from the floor. He was a big man with arms like tree trunks who was able to manhandle Nero easily. He placed him into the chair where one of the other guards restrained him again. The wire they used on his wrists cut into his skin, making him wince. If he struggled, he knew he’d do himself some serious damage.  
 
    Nero looked up at Rex, who stood leaning on the door frame, watching. As the last guard stepped away from Nero, Rex stepped forward.  
 
    ‘If you wouldn’t mind waiting at the top of the steps,’ Rex said to the two guards in here. They both nodded and followed Rex’s instructions, leaving the room. Rex stood silently, waiting for the sound of footsteps to recede enough before looking down at Nero.  
 
    ‘Tell me what happened,’ Rex said.  
 
    ‘What?’ Nero asked, confused, only to be punched in the side of the face by Pitbull. The force of the hit knocked his head spinning. He thought the strength of it might break his neck it was so sudden. The pain that blossomed from the punch was incredible, making the room spin as he tasted blood in his mouth straight away.  
 
    ‘This will go much smoother without any sarcastic comments, rudeness, and anything else that I feel deserves a punch, got it?’ Rex said.  
 
    Nero nodded, not really wanting to be hit again, but he also had no clue what Rex might be referencing with his first question. What had happened when? There were a few options, but, he supposed, only one was really interesting, but only if Rex suspected something.  
 
    Did he suspect something? Nero thought it was very likely, but not only had Nero made a promise to Nyx, but he also really didn’t like Rex, and had no desire to break Nyx’s confidence. 
 
    ‘Good, so, let’s start again. What happened in the garage yesterday morning?’ Rex asked.  
 
    ‘A daemon attacked us, I killed it,’ Nero answered.  
 
    ‘No, you didn’t. You shot it, but you didn’t kill it, did you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I did,’ Nero said.  
 
    He was expecting the punch, which actually kind of made it worse because he tensed up. As the pain from the hit lanced up and over his face, the room spun again while bright colours exploded before his eyes like the fireworks he remembered seeing as a child, before the world went to shit.  
 
    ‘No, you see, I think you’re lying. I think you know who killed that daemon and you’re protecting them out of some kind of misguided loyalty. You came here alone, and you were only here for a couple of days, so who the hell deserves that kind of loyalty from you?’ 
 
    Nero shrugged, and Pitbull punched his arm. Nero yelled in pain, cursing to the heavens as he shook his head and got control of himself again.  
 
    ‘I think I know who it is. It’s fairly obvious, but I just want to hear it from you. That’s all I want, and I’m prepared to stand here and watch you get beaten to a bloody mess, each and every day until you tell me,’ Rex explained.  
 
    ‘There’s nothing to tell, I killed that daemon, and if you don’t believe me, well, there’s nothing I can do about that, is there?’ Nero laughed. ‘But, if I had to guess, I’d say you were talking about Nyx. Heh, well, that’s a nice idea, but it’s far from the truth. She didn’t kill that daemon. I did. I only wanted to free her because she’s hot and would look good on the end of my cock,’ he spat, taunting Rex. He didn’t care what Rex did to him, he could beat him up and torture him all he liked, he wouldn’t break a confidence.  
 
    ‘That’s very honourable of you, Nero. Really, it is. You act like some kind of knight of the roads trying to protect her like that. I get it, but, the only cock that Nyx will be getting is mine, whenever and wherever I want. So, you just think on that as you slowly die here in this cell of yours while I’m up there raping her each and every night with impunity. The apocalypse is great, isn’t it? No one to stop me doing whatever the hell I like. No police, no judges, no courts. I can kill and rape and torture and rule like a king, and people love me for it. Fucks like you, still stuck in the old ways of doing things, are a dying breed, my friend. Face it, the future is mine for the taking, and believe me, I’m taking it.’ 
 
    Nero spat at Rex. The spittle smacked right into Rex’s eye with a satisfyingly wet slap and made him pull away in disgust. 
 
    Nero knew the punch was coming and just didn’t care. The force of it knocked him to the floor as he watched Rex retreat from the room. Nero laughed through the pain. Rex was scum and he deserved to die.  
 
    Before long, the two guards returned, removed his restraints and the chair and left him alone in the room.  
 
    Nero didn’t care. He’d never confirm that Nyx killed that demon. If Rex knew that, she’d never be able to escape him. The doubt that Rex still had was key. It would keep Nyx safe. He’d want to protect her in case she could kill the creatures, but also he wouldn’t send her up against one of them in case he was wrong about it.  
 
    One thing was for sure, if he ever got out of here, he’d do his best to free Nyx from her bondage here, and if he could kill Rex, too, that would be just fine with him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Nero dragged himself across the floor of the cell to the wall and propped himself up against it. He had to hand it to that Pitbull, he had a hell of a right hook on him. He felt sure that nothing was broken, not dangerously so anyway, but he was still in a lot of pain. His whole face felt swollen and tender, and he was having trouble seeing out of his left eye it was so puffed up. He’d taken the brunt of the hits on his left side. For the moment, he decided to just sit there and rest and hope that the swelling would die down.  
 
    About an hour or so later, a hatch on the bottom of the door opened up, and a metal bowl of brownish grey liquid with chunks of something in it, as well as a piece of bread was pushed inside.  
 
    It took some effort, but Nero managed to grab the food and slowly eat it. As he did, he started to feel a little more refreshed. He was still in a lot of pain, but at least it was slightly more bearable now.  
 
    The stew was not the best-tasting food he’d ever had, but it wasn’t as if he had any choice in the matter, and as he let it settle inside of him, he slowly drifted off into a fitful sleep. He awoke with a start, feeling sure something had just hit him. He looked around the cell, his eyes blurry and unfocused, and felt sure no one was in here. As his mind started to settle, he suddenly heard someone, or something, hiss at him.  
 
    Nero sat up and rubbed his eyes, trying to get a better look around him. As he did, movement on the far wall caught his attention. He blinked, trying to clear his vision.  
 
    Something was at the window, he thought as he finally started to bring the room into focus.  
 
    ‘Pssst, hey, Nero. It’s me,’ said the voice. Nero shook his head, not sure if he recognised the whisper.  
 
    ‘Who…’ he started to say.  
 
    ‘Shhh,’ hissed the voice. ‘The guards, they’ll hear you. Come here,’ the voice whispered.  
 
    Looking up, with his vision finally clear, he squinted at the small barred window that was flooding his cell with light. Light that was currently partially blocked. There was a shadow there, someone at the window.  
 
    ‘Who is it? Is that Ras?’ he said in reply, keeping his voice soft as he pulled himself up and started to shuffle over towards the window.  
 
    ‘No, it’s Cryptus. How are you doing? You look a mess, if you don’t mind me saying so,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Yeah, I bet,’ he said.  
 
    ‘They brought you in last night, right?’ 
 
    ‘How did you know?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘I have my sources. So, what’s the deal here, how come they dragged you back? I thought you were gone for good when I saw you drive outta here.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t like me asking for Nyx, but didn’t want to make a martyr out of me, so he kicked me out,’ Nero answered.  
 
    ‘And then dragged you back?’ 
 
    ‘Thinks I’m lying about the Daemon I killed,’ Nero said, shifting his weight as he feet grew tired.  
 
    ‘It was her, wasn’t it?’ Cryptus asked.  
 
    ‘You’ll have to ask her that,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Still not fully trusting me, hey?’  
 
    ‘No offence,’ Nero said. 
 
    ‘None taken. Look, you get some rest. I’ll see what I can do for you, okay?’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Nero said, giving his best smile with his swollen face before Cryptus disappeared from the window.  
 
    Nero wasn’t sure if Cryptus would be able to do much, and he wasn’t sure who he was or what he really wanted yet. He’d been friendly since his arrival here at the Watchtower, but for all Nero knew, he could be working for Rex, befriending people visiting here and passing info back to his master. He had no way of knowing really.  
 
    Anyway, how the hell did he know he was here in this cell? Well, he shrugged to himself, there were so many ways he could know that, with one of them being that he was one of Rex’s stooges.  
 
    For all Nero knew, Cryptus could be heading back to Rex now to tell him what Nero had just said. Letting out a shallow sigh, Nero returned to the wall and slide down it to get into a sitting position. He wanted to rest and heal and hoped that Rex would leave him alone for a while.  
 
    The rest of the day passed in something of a blur of semi-consciousness as Nero drifted in and out of sleep. He could hear a general hum of noise along with the occasional rev of an engine or shout from someone within the tower, but he didn’t hear anything that stood out. The sun moved across the sky, and as it started to dip down, taking the light of the day with it, the door to his cell suddenly opened and several men stalked inside.  
 
    For a few seconds, he wasn’t sure what was going on as he was brought into the centre of the room again, but he suddenly saw metal cuffs placed on his wrists that were connected to a chain. The chain was then fed through a metal loop on the ceiling before he was hauled up by someone pulling on the chain behind him.  
 
    He ended up teetering on his toes with his arms held up above his head, facing Rex as he ambled inside, taking his time and seemingly enjoying the spectacle.  
 
    ‘Nero, how are you tonight? Feeling a little more compliant?’ Rex asked.  
 
    Nero said nothing and simply stared at him, looking into those eyes surrounded by small wrinkles. The rest of his face and his head was, as always, hidden by a mask and a hood, giving him a slightly creepy and mysterious look.  
 
    ‘Hmm, okay, well, let’s see, shall we? So, the question is an easy one; I’m sure you remember it. Who killed the deamon?’ 
 
    Nero heard him, but he was done with this; done with this idiot’s questions and had decided that he wasn’t going to play these games anymore. So, he kept quiet, said nothing, and didn’t even look at Rex.  
 
    Rex sighed. ‘Right, so this is how it’s going to be, is it?’ he asked. With no answer coming, Rex nodded to Pitbull, who was stood close by. The huge man stepped forward and punched Nero once in the gut. It felt like his insides had just exploded, and for a moment, he couldn’t draw a breath. The pain lanced through his body, and as he finally managed to inhale, he felt like he was going to be sick, but fought the urge down as best he could.  
 
    He wanted to double up, to protect himself, but that was impossible. After a few more moments, he grew more aware of his surroundings again, and the image of Rex standing before him swam back into view. Nero lowered his chin and stared at the leader of the Watchtower from under his eyebrows, giving him a thoroughly pissed off look.  
 
    ‘Oooh, I think we annoyed him with that little tickle,’ Rex laughed to himself. ‘Oh, Nero, you think you can hold out. I know you do. You think you’re doing the noble thing and protecting someone, but how long do you think you will last, hey? How long do you think it will be before you break and tell me what I need to know? Trust me, I can keep this up for weeks on end, and one day, you will tell me what I need to know,’ he said.  
 
    Nero slowly shook his head from side to side, giving his answer to that. He wouldn’t talk, not anymore, not to this moron. This was painful, yes, but pain was fleeting. His honour and integrity were two things he still had that only he could take away from himself. They had not been destroyed by the horrors of the wastes, and he was not about to betray them now. He was an honourable man, a trustworthy man, and he would stand by his word.  
 
    ‘You poor pathetic fool. I know you think you’re protecting her. But really, you’re doing nothing of the sort. You’re only ensuring that I take out my frustrations on her tonight.’  
 
    Nero grimaced at the thought of what this monster might do to Nyx.  
 
    ‘Oh, don’t like the idea of that?’ Rex asked, obviously noticing Nero’s expression of disgust. ‘Well, keep this up and I’ll do much worse to her. Maybe I’ll lend her to Pitbull here? Let him have a play with her. I’m sure he’d like that. Not sure Nyx would, though. Especially if he brought his mates with him. They might break her,’ he taunted.  
 
    Nero focused on his breathing, shutting out Rex’s voice. The man was doing his best to get a rise out of him, to make him angry, and Nero desperately didn’t want to give Rex the satisfaction of knowing he’d gotten to him. He had no idea if Rex was serious or not; if he would actually do these things to Nyx. But he wouldn’t put it past him. He’d been using her for years already, so it wasn’t a huge step for him to take things a little further down that road of abuse.  
 
    ‘I’m bored of you already,’ Rex said. ‘Give him a quick work over and leave him for the night to think it over. I’ve got other stuff to do tonight,’ he said and turned to walk away. Nero looked to his left and watched Pitbull step in closer to him with a smile as he wound his fist back.  
 
    The beating didn’t last long, and he felt sure he didn’t have any broken bones, but it was still incredibly painful. He threw up a few times, but he didn’t care.  
 
    They left him there, strung up by the chains. They loosened them a touch to allow him to stand properly, but he couldn’t sit, and he had already lost a fair bit of feeling in his arms, which were still above his head.  
 
    Over the next hour, the light in the room slowly faded, dropping the cell into almost complete darkness while Nero felt the pain in his stomach slowly fade to a dull ache. 
 
    As he hung there in the shadows, he noticed something move in the corner of his vision. He turned, but nothing was there. He caught something again, but on turning, there was only shadows and darkness.  
 
    As he looked around himself, unsure what he was seeing. He felt sure he wasn’t alone in this cell and began to wonder if this wasn’t a much more dangerous foe.  
 
    ‘Who’s there?’ Nero asked, concern evident in his voice, no matter how confident he tried to sound.  
 
    ‘Only the absence of light,’ said a strange voice.  
 
    Nero jumped, not really expecting an answer, and looked all around him. He couldn’t see anything, though, despite feeling sure that something was in here with him. There was a presence in here, he knew it.  
 
    Nero closed his eyes and attempted to focus on his breathing once more. If this really was a daemon, he didn’t stand a chance if it wanted to kill him, but part of him wondered if it wasn’t just a figment of his imagination due to a lack of sleep.  
 
    ‘Closing your eyes and wishing me gone isn’t going to accomplish much, either. If I wanted you dead, you would be already,’ the voice said.  
 
    ‘What do you want?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Nothing… Yet. I’m just enjoying the moment. Enjoying your humanity in this inhumane world. You’re a rarity in these times, Nero. I wonder how long you might keep it up,’ the voice said.  
 
    ‘You don’t scare me,’ Nero answered, lying through his teeth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 
 
    * 
 
    Nyx 
 
      
 
    Nyx stood on the lift platform at the top of the Watchtower, watching the last of the day’s light fade into nothing in the distance, allowing the black velvet night to cover the land.  
 
    Looking out over the landscape, she could pick out pinpricks of light from far-off camps, burning brightly in the darkness. Most of the camps within sight of the tower were loyal to Rex, providing food and supplies to the tower in return for protection.  
 
    As she watched, she could pick out the occasional light moving across the landscape. These would probably be vehicles, racing to find shelter for the night. She wondered if any of them might be Nero in his charger, out there, surviving.  
 
    There had been something about him, something different. Something she liked. He’d been nice to her whenever he’d seen her, which few people were. He’d not cat-called her or stared at her body. He’d treated her like a human being and not a slave or plaything, but now he was gone, and she wondered if she’d missed her chance.  
 
    As she stood there, the chains that supported the lift started to move. She looked down to see the lift rising up the tower from the small courtyard with Rex, Pitbull and some of his guards on there, too.  
 
    Nyx sighed. Something had changed in Rex yesterday morning. He’d seemed angry, frustrated, and he’d taken it out on her. She rubbed one of the new bruises she sported on her arm and tried to push the memory of last night from her mind, but it wasn’t easy. He’d been really rough with her, and she wondered what he’d be like tonight. It was as if he were punishing her for something.  
 
    He’d been rough with her before, usually when she’d done something he didn’t like, but also when something else was annoying him outside of their dysfunctional relationship.  
 
    She stepped back from the edge of the platform where the lift would stop to allow the passengers to disembark and looked out at those lights once more.  
 
    She should have made more of an effort to leave with Nero, she thought. He clearly knew how to survive out there, and he’d been kind to her. She was always terrified, though. Whenever the thought of leaving entered her mind, a creeping fear grew within her, and the memories of when she’d been stranded in the desert that time came flooding back.  
 
    She’d only just made it back here having nearly starved to death.  
 
    The chains clicked and creaked as they passed through the system of pulleys that allowed the guards at the bottom of the tower to raise the lift up. She wondered if Rex would hurt her again tonight. The thought of it turned her stomach, making her feel sick. She needed to get out of here, to escape, but she couldn’t do it alone. She needed help. How long would she have to wait for the next chance to leave, for the next traveller who might take her under their wing and show her how to live in the wastes?  
 
    Rex and his men rose up into view over the platform, holding onto the railings of the lift. Rex glanced once at her as he disembarked from the platform and walked over to the steps that led up to the upper level and the table up there where he and his men would talk, play cards, or just hang out. She wondered if he’d want her with him and stepped after him. She’d learnt to try and anticipate his needs in an effort to limit the abuse he inflicted on her. He often seemed to enjoy showing her off to his men, like some kind of trophy, maybe? She didn’t know, and honestly didn’t care beyond making her own life as comfortable as possible.  
 
    As she stepped up, he turned to face her.  
 
    ‘Not tonight,’ he said. ‘Disappear for a bit. I’ll expect you back up here in a few hours,’ he said before he pulled her in, grasped her bum in his hands and kissed her forcefully. She let him. She knew better than to fight him, and again, did the minimum needed to keep him happy and make sure he didn’t hit her. He pawed at her for a moment, pulling on her top and exposing her breasts which he squeezed in his hands. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling, though. He was forceful and rough, like always. He kissed and licked her breasts, nipping at her flesh with his teeth. She wanted to bring her knee up into his groin as hard as she could, but as always, she didn’t.  
 
    He licked and pulled at her and slid a hand between her legs, clearly enjoying being able to do whatever the hell he liked to her before he pulled back and sniffed his fingers.  
 
    ‘Hmmm, lovely. I’ll be sniffing these while I work and looking forward to seeing you later,’ he said.  
 
    Fuck, he disgusted her.  
 
    ‘Now, get out of my sight,’ he said, and in a quick motion, reached out and flicked her nipple with his finger. She flinched away as the stinging sensation blossomed over her breast. She looked up, worried that her flinch might upset him, but he’d already turned away and was following his men up to the upper platform.  
 
    Nyx gave him an evil look and covered herself back up. He made her feel tiny, powerless, and inconsequential. One day soon, she would show him how powerless she really was, and that would be a glorious day, she thought.  
 
    She didn’t wait around for more abuse. She hopped into her quarters and over to the hatch. In seconds, she was sliding down the ladder and moved into the main complex of the tower. She passed the alcove she had found Nero in and looked sideways into it. She’d seen him properly close up for the first time in there and had the time to actually look at him and study him. It was strange. After all these years of abuse by a man, that she would find herself interested in another one. Shit, what Rex had done was enough to drive a girl lesbian, she thought. But, alas, even though she’d been forced to perform such things for Rex, she really wasn’t all that into women in that way. Or, at least, she’d not found someone she was that interested in.  
 
    This Nero though, he’d captivated her, and for the first time in a while, she’d found herself once again interested in a man. She continued on through the corridors and made her way out onto the walls. Finding a spot that was quiet and without any guards, she settled herself down, perched on the wall, looking out into the wastes.  
 
    She didn’t have the same view here that she had up at the top of the tower, but she was close to the gate where Nero had left, and wondered if he were still out there, close by.  
 
    He’d seemed interested in her, and she’d caught him looking at her a few times, but it was different. He didn’t appear to be just ogling her. His gaze wasn’t lecherous, but instead, had seemed more curious. He’d appeared to be interested in her in a much more genuine way. Maybe she was wrong, maybe she’s misread the signals and what she’d taken to be an interest in her was actually nothing of the sort? 
 
    He had just disappeared on her, after all. He’d got the supplies she knew he’d been after and left without any warning.  
 
    She really wasn’t sure what was going on. She wished she’d spoken to him more. It was difficult, though. After the daemon attack, she’d felt terrified to be seen with him. She didn’t want to raise suspicion in Rex, which might have been bad for him and herself.  
 
    When he’d come to speak with her in the alcove, she’d found herself torn between enjoying being in there with him, being close to him, and wanting to keep her distance to make sure Rex didn’t read too much into it.  
 
    She’d kept her secret about being able to kill the daemons successfully for a few years now, and she didn’t want it exposed yet. She knew that if Rex found out about it, he’d use it to gain power; to hurt others and inflict pain.  
 
    She hated the daemon's as much as the next person and had no problem killing them, but if he knew her power, he’d use it in ways that wouldn’t benefit others.   
 
    No, she wanted to use this power, somehow, someday, to help those who needed her the most: the weak and the desperate. She wanted to fight the darkness, not use it to kill people. Saving Nero that morning in the garage had seemed the right thing to do. She knew the daemon was here; she’d felt it and brought her sword down to confront it. She’d waited though, not wanting to reveal herself to any guards or anyone who would report back to Rex. When Nero was the last one standing, she’d jumped in.  
 
    She didn’t regret her actions, and she’d do it again in a heartbeat, but it did mean she had to ask Nero a favour to keep her power a secret, which he apparently had done.  
 
    ‘Missing him already,’ said a voice behind her. She looked back to see the cloaked figure she’d seen with Nero a few times over the two days he’d been here.  
 
    ‘Sorry?’ she said.  
 
    ‘Nero. I can see you’re missing him,’ he said.  
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she said, standing up and turning to face him.  
 
    ‘I think you do. I saw the way you looked at him, and the way he looked at you. He’s kept your secret by the way,’ he said.  
 
    ‘What the hell are you talking about? Look, all I have to do is to scream and then you’re dead meat. Rex will have your head on a spike for interfering with me, you know. He doesn’t like people…’ 
 
    ‘Nero’s here,’ he interrupted her.  
 
    ‘Sorry, what?’ Nyx said, wondering if she’d heard him right. 
 
    ‘Nero. He’s here, in the dungeon. Rex brought him back this morning,’ he said.  
 
    ‘He’s back?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘He is,’ he answered.  
 
    Nyx narrowed her eyes as she looked at this man. ‘I will know if you’re lying. I can check that dungeon very easily, you know,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Oh, I know you can. I’m not that stupid. I wouldn’t lie about something like this. I mean, why bother? What does it bring me?’ 
 
    Nyx thought about that for a moment and shrugged. He was right; it would be a relatively silly thing for a stranger like this guy to do to her. He’d arrived earlier the same day Nero had, and she’d never seen him before during her sixteen years at the Watchtower. As far as she knew, he was a drifter who had nothing to gain by sending her down there.  
 
    She looked up at the masked man and tilted her head. ‘Okay, sure. I have some free time, let’s see if you’re right,’ she said and stood up. She thought for a moment before setting off, deciding to make a slight detour to pick up some food for Nero on the way. If he was down there, she reasoned, then it was likely that he’d be hungry.  
 
    She swung by the balcony where a man was cleaning down the grill. She spotted the last of the day's food on the side and picked it up, thanking the resident before heading straight down to the tunnels.  
 
    She was fairly sure she wouldn’t have a problem coming down here. She was often in these tunnels as it was where Pheen, the Oracle, had her quarters. She and Pheen had worked together for years now, and she was always welcome down here. To get down into the tunnels, you had to pass through the guard room first, as only authorised personnel were allowed down here. These tunnels held some of the towers most valuable or sensitive things, including their prisoners and several areas dedicated to food production.  
 
    As they approached, they passed close to the garage, and Nyx stopped and turned to Cryptus.  
 
    ‘I think you should wait here. I’m allowed down into these tunnels, but you’re not. I’m not even allowed to take anyone down there with me. So, you’d better stay here,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Okay, as long as you’re sure,’ he answered her.  
 
    ‘I’m sure,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Then I’ll be right here. Just shout if you need help,’ he said.  
 
    Nyx nodded and turned towards the tunnel entrance. She walked down the slope and into the tunnel before she turned right and approached the closed metal door of the guard room. She banged on it. Moments later, a panel slid across to reveal the face of a guard inside.  
 
    ‘Nyx,’ he said.  
 
    ‘The one and only,’ she smiled.  
 
    The guard didn’t hesitate and opened the door for her. ‘Evening,’ he said, letting her in before closing the door behind her. Nyx sensed nothing out of the ordinary and nodded to the second guard in here who sat at a nearby table. He looked up and nodded back with a friendly smile.  
 
    With as much confidence as she could muster, she wandered over to the key rack.  
 
    ‘Which cell is the prisoner in?’ she asked nonchalantly.  
 
    ‘Four,’ one of the guards said.  
 
    Nyx plucked the keys to cell four from the board and walked over to the back door.  
 
    ‘He won’t be able to eat that,’ the guard who had opened the door said to her. Nyx paused and looked down at the platter of food she had in her hand.  
 
    ‘How come?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘He’s chained up, Rex left him like that,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Then where’s the key to his chains? I’ll sort it out,’ she said.  
 
    The guard's eyes narrowed as he looked at her. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘I can handle myself,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Oh, I know you can handle yourself, but this is a little different. I’ll come with you,’ the guard said.  
 
    Her mind raced, desperately trying to think up a plausible excuse for her to visit him alone, but she was drawing a blank. If she was legitimately just heading down here to feed the prisoner and nothing else, she’d gladly accept the help and added security that bringing a guard would provide.  
 
    ‘Okay, thanks,’ she said brightly, turning away from the guards so they couldn’t see the grimace she had on her face. There was literally nothing she could do. The guard stepped forward and opened the door for her, letting her through.  
 
    ‘Rex got you running errands for him again?’ the guard asked.  
 
    ‘Yeah. Just giving the leftovers from today to the prisoner. They want him fresh for questioning tomorrow,’ she said, thinking on her toes and making stuff up as quickly as she could.  
 
    ‘It was some good meat today,’ the guard said to her. ‘Do you know what it was?’ 
 
    ‘Uh, dunno,’ she said. ‘Wild dog? Rat maybe? I’m not sure.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have to ask the cook,’ the guard said to himself as he led her down the tunnel, through a couple of turns, and into the cell block area. They soon reached cell four, and the guard motioned for her to step forward and unlock the door with the key she held.  
 
    Moving up, she looked through the barred window on the door at the man inside, hanging from his wrists with his head hung low. She couldn’t see his face, but, it could be him. The clothes looked familiar.  
 
    ‘Yeah, they messed him up pretty bad. You don’t have to go in there, I can do it for you,’ the guard said, stepping up to her.  
 
    Nyx smiled at the chivalry the guard was displaying. ‘No, thanks, I can handle it,’ she said. She’d seen worse in her time than just a few bruises and a bloodied face, of course. The guard had misread her hesitation, which wasn’t surprising. She knew that if she went in here, there was no turning back. Once she’d freed him, they were on a one-way track to escape this place.  
 
    She took a breath and placed the key in the lock with a metallic clatter and turned it.  
 
    The man inside stirred and looked up. Nyx looked back at him, and even with the extra hair growth on his jaw, she recognised Nero. He spotted her and suddenly lifted his face with hope in his eyes.  
 
    She could see he was about to say something. In a panic, with her eyes wide, she shook her head slightly, hoping the guard didn’t notice. Nero paused moments before he was about to speak, so Nyx winked at him with a smile.  
 
    Nero clamped his mouth shut as she lifted the latch and threw the bolts open before pushing the door wide.  
 
    Nyx stepped back and let the guard in first, before reaching into her belt and pulling out the shiv she had hidden in there. The small self-made knife wasn’t very formidable looking, but she knew how to inflict plenty of damage with it.  
 
    She had a few of these homemade daggers around, ready for her opportunity to use them. Rex found one every now and again and confiscated them when he did. So, she was always cautious how and where she hid them, not usually carrying them on her when she was likely to be spending time with Rex as he would often have her searched for such things.  
 
    The guard walked inside the cell and stepped up in front of Nero. ‘Well, aren’t you the lucky one? Getting some food tonight, and from Nyx no less,’ the man said.  
 
    Stepping up behind him, Nyx took a breath and then lunged at him, grabbing him by the neck and then slamming the shiv against the side of his skull as hard as she could. The guard whimpered, spasmed for a moment, and then fell to the ground, the shiv still lodged in the side of his temple.  
 
    ‘Are you going to kill me, or is this a rescue?’ Nero asked.  
 
    Nyx looked up at him, and then down at the guard. Well, she thought, she had officially passed the point of no return. She turned, pushed the door so it was nearly closed to hide what they were doing from view before crouching next to the guard and yanking the shiv from his skull. Blood poured from the hole she’d made. It was not a pretty sight.  
 
    Standing up, Nyx looked up at Nero. ‘What have you told Rex?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Nero answered her.  
 
    ‘Nothing? You didn’t say I killed the daemon?’ 
 
    ‘No, I swear,’ he said.  
 
    Nyx eyed him for a moment, looking for any hint of deception in his face, but saw only open honesty. ‘Okay, I believe you,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Has he been asking you the same thing?’ Nero asked. 
 
    ‘Not really, but I think he suspects. He has been crueller than usual with me though, which I think might be related to you,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Why don’t you run? I’ve seen you fight. I know you can handle yourself. You’d do fine out there in the wastes,’ he said.  
 
    Nyx sighed and placed her hands on her hips. ‘I want to, believe me, I do, but I don’t know how to survive out there. Yeah, I can fight, but I suspect it wouldn’t be the creatures that would kill me in the end. Rex has been clever in keeping such skills from me. I’ve picked up some stuff, but not enough. Not really. I’d die of starvation or exposure or something,’ she said. ‘Oh, and I can’t drive, either.’ 
 
    She saw Nero thinking, turning something over in his mind before he looked up at her.  
 
    ‘Okay, if you can get me out of here, you can come with me,’ he said. It looked to Nyx that coming to that decision was not something that came easily to Nero. As if it had been something he’d been wrestling with for a while, but finally, he’d made his choice.  
 
    Nyx smiled, reached down and picked up the keys the guard had been carrying. ‘Well, then, today's your lucky day,’ Nyx said, holding the key up before her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Nero grinned back at Nyx, and it was as if a weight had been lifted from his mind and back. He’d been wrestling with this choice for the past few days, but now, finally, there was no turning back.  
 
    If he were honest with himself, the moment that Nyx killed that guard, the choice had been made for him, anyway. Either he agreed to help her, or he condemned her to torture or death, and he’d likely be beaten to a pulp himself as well. There was no going back now, not really. Where ever this roller coaster led, they were stuck on it.  
 
    But, now he thought about it, he actually didn’t mind it. Even though the choice had been forced on him and effectively made for him - as he wasn’t about to stand by and let Nyx be captured - he didn’t feel angry or upset. He found it quite freeing, actually, and the view of his future suddenly looked much different. Whereas before, looking at it now, he knew he’d been just surviving, just getting through each day one at a time. Now, he realised he had a purpose, he had a reason to do what he did.  
 
    Nyx was depending on him. She needed him, and he liked that feeling. Moments later, the chain went slack and he was able to slowly lower his arms. For now, he couldn’t lower them the whole way. His muscles felt stiff and painful, and he dropped to the floor with a groan.  
 
    ‘I have some food,’ she said to him. Even though he was on a hard stone floor, laying here and letting his arms relax on the cool stone surface was like heaven. He looked up and saw the platter above him.  
 
    ‘It’s not much, just the scraps of meat from dinner today, but I thought you’d like it,’ she said.  
 
    Nero took the plate from her and did his best to use his aching arms and stuff the meat into his mouth. He’d almost forgotten how hungry he actually was.  
 
    ‘I need to get you out of here,’ Nyx said.  
 
    Nero tested his arms, but the pain lanced through his shoulders and sides like lightning, causing him to grunt.  
 
    ‘Shit, I can’t get you out like this, you’d never make it out the tunnels,’ she said.  
 
    The door creaked behind Nyx. Nero looked over in a sudden panic, his heart in his mouth, as did Nyx, who spun to look at who was approaching. As they watched the door open, Nero noticed Nyx held her shiv behind her back, ready to leap.  
 
    Pheen, the Watchtower’s Oracle, leaned into the room, showing her face from behind the door. ‘Only me,’ she cooed into the cell. ‘Here, try this,’ she said and held out a small bottle of liquid.  
 
    Nero let out a long breath at seeing Nyx relax. Seeing that door opening up had scared him, flooding his body with adrenalin and making his heart beat like a drum in his chest. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘Medicine, for your friend there,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Oh,’ Nyx answered and reached out for it.  
 
    ‘Hold up,’ Nero said. ‘Lady, I don’t know you from Eve, so, I’m sorry, but, I’m not sure I want to just swallow that without any proof of what it does,’ he said.  
 
    The woman smiled. ‘Of course. Look here,’ she said, and poured some into her mouth before swallowing it. ‘Mmm, yum, that’s nice. See, it’s harmless?’ 
 
    Nero saw her do it, but part of him was still unsure. What if she’d built up a tolerance to some poison and she could now just drink it and not suffer any adverse effects? He didn’t like it, but it seemed that Nyx trusted her.  
 
    ‘Nyx?’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘You can trust her,’ she said, taking the bottle from Pheen and taking a sip of it herself. She pulled a face, wrinkling her nose in disgust. ‘Ugh, yuk, that’s gross,’ she said. ‘I thought you said it was nice?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘Well, I like it. Hmm, well, I suppose there’s no accounting for taste, is there. Heheh. But anyway, it won’t hurt you,’ Pheen said.  
 
    ‘Do you trust her?’ Nero said to Nyx.  
 
    Nyx nodded straight away. ‘She’s a little crazy, but yeah, I do. She’s the only person I trust in the tower, actually.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, give it here,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Drink all of it to get the best effect now,’ the Oracle said. ‘Down the hatch, you pretty little thing.’ 
 
    Nero looked at Pheen, and then back at the bottle, doubt filling his mind. Drinking the concoction of a crazy person seemed like madness to him, ironically. 
 
    ‘We don’t have all night. We need to get you moving again,’ Nyx said to him. Nero glanced at her and saw the look in her eyes. She was mentally urging him to drink it and to help her. He was her only hope of getting out of here, and now she had killed a guard, this was it. Nero steeled himself and gulped down the foul liquid. It had a slightly syrupy feel to it, and it really was disgusting to taste.  
 
    He handed the bottle back to Nyx, who then passed it up to Pheen.  
 
    ‘How long until it starts to take effect?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘Oh, not long, not long at all. Watch, just watch. He should start to feel it any second now,’ she said, turning to him. ‘So, do you, hmm? Can you feel it?’ 
 
    As the woman spoke, as if by magic, the pain in his arms, shoulders, and back did actually start to drain away. It was slow going, but it was working, and as it did, the movement in his shoulders also came back.  
 
    ‘How did you know?’ Nero asked, looking up at the old woman in wonder.  
 
    ‘I’m only down the corridor, sweetie. I saw you arrive, but I was busy with an experiment.’ she said. ‘When Rex came back dragging that chain down the corridor, he woke me up, the little troll. So, I had a look and saw your pretty face and remembered that little Nyxy here quite liked you. Figured I’d make some go-go juice to pep you up before I went to find her, but you beat me to it, you pesky little scamp,’ she said to Nyx.  
 
    Nyx smiled up at the woman. ‘Thank you, but yes, someone else beat you to it,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘Cryptus,’ Nero guessed. The strange man had come through for him.  
 
    Nyx nodded to Nero. ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Where is he?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Back up top. He couldn’t follow me down; the guards would get suspicious,’ she said.  
 
    Nero nodded.  
 
    ‘Hey, Lander, you okay down there?’ yelled a male voice from back up the corridor.  
 
    The old woman turned to look behind her with a startled look on her face.  
 
    ‘It’s the other guard. He’ll be here any moment,’ Nyx said. She turned to look at Nero, then at the body on the floor and then back to Nero, clearly thinking through her options.  
 
    He knew what she was thinking. His arms were better but had a little way to go yet. He’d be overpowered by the guard in moments.  
 
    ‘What do I do?’ Nyx asked, obviously at a loss. 
 
    ‘Are the other cells open?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘I think so,’ Nyx answered.  
 
    ‘Go across the corridor, wait in the cell opposite. When he has his back to you, ambush him with your shiv, got it?’ 
 
    Nyx nodded and looked at the dagger in her hand, taking a deep breath.  
 
    ‘Go, now,’ Nero urged her.  
 
    ‘Okay, okay,’ she said and walked to the door before disappearing through it.  
 
    Nero got himself up and did his best to move to the body and grab hold of its hands. ‘Can you help me here?’ he asked the Oracle.  
 
    Between them, they moved the body behind the door where it wouldn’t be immediately visible. Nero suggested that Pheen stand next to it, also to keep her out of sight. Nero then moved back to the middle of the room and sat down with the platter of meat scraps and started to eat. As he did, the noise of approaching footsteps grew louder. Nero took a breath to steady his nerves. He hoped Nyx would be able to do this.  
 
    Moments later, the boots stopped outside Nero’s cell.  
 
    ‘Lander, where the hell are you? Are you in there?’ the guard asked, pushing the door open until he saw Nero sitting in the middle of his cell eating. ‘What the hell?’ he said.  
 
    Nero looked up at the guard and smiled. If he stepped into the cell just a single step, he’d see Pheen through the window in the door, but right now, she was out of sight. As he watched, Nero saw movement behind the man, then with a swift stabbing motion, Nyx brought the shiv down onto the top of the guard’s head. He stood there for a moment, his eyes going wide and rolling back in their sockets while his mouth dropped open in shock, until all of a sudden, with runnels of blood trickling down his face, the man collapsed to the floor like a felled tree, smashing his face on the stone floor. It was a pretty horrific sight. 
 
    Nyx stood behind him and flinched as he hit the floor.  
 
    ‘Good job,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Nyx answered, sounding a little unsure. ‘If you say so.’ 
 
    ‘You going to leave these guys in here?’ Pheen asked.  
 
    ‘I think that’s best,’ Nyx answered her before turning to Nero. ‘How are your arms feeling?’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ Nero said and tested out their range of movement. They were getting on for being back to normal, really. They ached, but the pain was significantly reduced and was certainly bearable now. He had no idea what Pheen had given him, but it had worked wonders. He’d seen a glimpse of her laboratory when he’d been brought down here, so he guessed she was some kind of herbalist or alchemist or something. A useful person to have around, he thought.  
 
    ‘Great, what’s next?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    Nero stood up. ‘We leave,’ he said and moved to the door to look down the corridor. He turned his head left and right, checking each direction, but the tunnel was empty. He stepped out and made his way along the hallway towards the guards room with Nyx and Pheen following along behind him until, after a turn in the tunnel, Nyx asked him to wait.  
 
    He stopped. They were next to the entrance to Pheen’s lab, and she was giving Nyx a hug.  
 
    ‘I’ll miss you,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘You’ll be fine. I always hoped you’d get away from here one day, little one. It wasn’t right of Rex to keep you locked up and to treat you the way he did,’ she said.  
 
    ‘You helped me get through it,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘I didn’t do much. You’re tough; tougher than you realise. Now, get out of here and don’t come back,’ Pheen said before turning to Nero and offering her hand to him.  
 
    Nero stepped up and took it in his.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Pheen said. ‘Look after her, won’t you.’ It wasn’t a question, but more of an order, or the request of a friend. Nero nodded.  
 
    ‘You promise me,’ she said.  
 
    ‘I promise,’ Nero muttered, feeling the weight of responsibility fall on his shoulders. ‘You’re not coming?’ 
 
    ‘No. I’m needed here, and anyway, this is my home. I’m not a slave, I can leave anytime I like, but there’s no need. I’m happy here,’ she said.  
 
    Nero understood. There was something to be said for having a home, something he’d not really had for years now unless you counted the charger. He wondered if he ever would again.  
 
    Nyx said her final goodbyes to Pheen, and they continued on up the tunnel and into the guard's room. Nero scanned it, and quickly noticed a stash of weapons on a side table, spotting his own shotgun, pistol, and dagger amongst them.  
 
    With a smile, he walked over, picked up the items, checked them over to make sure they were okay and loaded before holstering or sheathing them about his person. He also grabbed whatever suitable ammunition he could find as well.  
 
    Nero turned and looked at Nyx, she looked concerned about something and wore a bit of a frown.  
 
    ‘What’s up?’ he asked.  
 
    Nyx shook her head. ‘Nothing, don’t worry about it,’ she said and moved to the next door. Moments later, they were walking carefully up the slope and out of the tunnel entrance into the main complex of the Watchtower. It seemed quiet when Cryptus suddenly appeared around a corner up ahead. Nero flinched and went for his gun, but stopped the moment he recognised who it was.  
 
    ‘You did it!’ he said to Nyx.  
 
    Nyx smiled back at Cryptus. ‘Of course, was there ever any doubt?’ 
 
    ‘You were taking a while, so, I was beginning to wonder,’ he said. ‘How are you?’ he asked Nero.  
 
    ‘I’ve been better, but I’ll survive,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Good to hear,’ Cryptus said. ‘Let’s get to your car, shall we?’ 
 
    Nero nodded. It felt great to be out of that cell and free to walk around again, but he was also well aware that they weren’t out of danger yet. They didn’t have far to walk to get to the garage, but they would be passing close to the brothel, which Nero guessed would be busy on occasion. Both Nyx and Cryptus seemed happy for Nero to take the lead, so he forged ahead, staying as stealthy as possible.  
 
    As they finally passed one of the entrances to Madam Privay’s house of ill repute, the door suddenly slammed open and a figure stepped out with a huge smile on his face.  
 
    Panic flooded Nero’s system for a second until he realised he knew who it was.  
 
    ‘Ras?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘Nero? But I thought you…’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Rex had him brought back and threw him in a cell,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘What?’ Ras exclaimed in confusion and surprise. ‘I don’t understand, why would he do that?’ 
 
    ‘Long story,’ Nyx quickly answered again.  
 
    Nero didn’t mind Nyx responding to these questions as the real reason for his capture concerned her more than him anyway, so he let her deal with it.  
 
    ‘Oh?’ Ras answered her, before glancing at Nero, then back to Nyx, before he seemed to get an idea of what was going on. ‘Oh, I see,’ he said. ‘Care to fill me in?’ 
 
    ‘Later. We don’t have time now; we need to get out of here,’ she said.  
 
    ‘You’re working together, aren’t you? Busting out of here,’ Ras said, with a smile. ‘Awesome, count me in. Let’s do it.’ 
 
    Nero shrugged to himself, and they continued on their way, making it to the garage without any trouble as they walked through the quiet fortress. These days, with the lights from the cities of old long gone, the nights were dark. Really dark. The Watchtower was better lit than many camps, and there was a mix of electric lights, gas lights, and lamps around. Various sconces on the walls and out in the courtyard there were a couple of burning barrels as well. But even so, the hallways and corridors in here were very dark, allowing the group to move through the shadows and stay out of sight for much of the time.  
 
    Eventually, they reached the garage and Cryptus led the way over towards a car that had been covered by several sheets to hide its identity. But even with the covers on, Nero recognised it as his own right away and ripped the sheets off as quickly as he could.  
 
    The garage was also quiet and devoid of people, for the time being, allowing them to work undetected as Nero checked the car over. As he moved around it, with Ras already climbing inside, he noticed Nyx standing a short way off and looking troubled.  
 
    Nero watched her for a moment, and after a few seconds, she looked up at him with an expression that concerned him. She looked scared and suddenly unsure. Nero left the car, which looked as beautiful as ever, and walked up to her.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘I can’t leave,’ she said.  
 
    Nero’s heart sank. Was she having doubts now she had done all this? 
 
    ‘Why?’ he asked, his tone serious but concerned.  
 
    ‘I mean, I want to; I need to leave, but I need to get something first,’ she said.  
 
    ‘What?’  
 
    Nyx looked up into his eyes and he saw steel and resolve in there that would not be denied. ‘My sword. I need my sword. I can’t leave without it.’ 
 
    Nero pressed his lips together in consternation. They were so close to getting out of here, and now she wanted to walk right back into the lion’s den. But that look in her eyes told him how much this meant to her. She could not leave here without at least trying to get it.  
 
    Nero took a breath and with a sigh, put his hands on his hips. ‘Where is it?’  
 
    Nyx gave Nero a nervous smile. Nero knew he was not going to like the answer to his question.  
 
    ‘It’s at the top of the Watchtower,’ she said. ‘I’m going to get it, and I’m not leaving without it.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Nero closed his eyes. He knew she was going to say something like that. Of course it wouldn’t be in the next room, or somewhere else that was easy to get to. That would be too easy. But, it was fairly pointless complaining about it. He could see she was not about to let this go. He had no idea why, but this sword was clearly important to her, and if that is what they needed to do, then so be it, he thought.  
 
    Opening his eyes again, Nero looked down at her. She stood there with nervous energy bubbling up inside her. He could see she was desperate to go and get the thing and the look in her eyes was filled with hope that he would go with her. Nero couldn’t resist those eyes, and suddenly the decision was made for him.  
 
    Nero gently nodded once, and the biggest smile he’d ever seen her wear yet spread over her face in a second. Before she could say anything, Nero raised one finger, indicating she should wait one moment.  
 
    Nero turned to Cryptus. ‘We’re not leaving yet,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Hmm? How come?’ Cryptus asked.  
 
    ‘What?’ Ras yelped.  
 
    ‘We have an errand to run, Nyx and I. We won’t be long. Get the car sorted out and be ready to get out of here in a rush,’ he said.  
 
    Cryptus nodded. ‘You can count on it,’ he said.  
 
    Nero nodded and turned back to Nyx, gesturing with his hand that she should lead the way.  
 
    Nyx smiled and gave a quick nod before setting off through the garage at a rapid pace. Within seconds, they had left through one of the various exits out of here and were making their way through the compound, heading straight for the base of the tower.  
 
    ‘We won’t be able to just walk up there,’ Nyx whispered to him as she slowed her pace to allow him to step up to her.  
 
    ‘Guards?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Yes, two of them, at least. One at the base of the tower and another at the top,’ she said. ‘I can go through fine, but they won’t let you through.’ 
 
    ‘We can use that to our advantage,’ Nero mused as they neared the base of the tower. As they reached a left branch in the corridor, Nyx slowed and peered around the corner before ducking back.  
 
    ‘Yep, just one of Rex’s Dogs,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll walk up and distract him,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Once his back’s turned, I’ll come over,’ Nero finished, smiling at how quickly Nyx was picking up his thought process.  
 
    ‘Perfect,’ Nyx said, smiling at him and looking deep into his eyes. Nero had seen pretty girls before, he’d even slept with a few of them during his travels, but Nyx was different. When he looked at her, a strange warmth filled him up and washed away the cares he was dealing with right at that moment. It was an alien feeling, and one he’d not really experienced before, not to this extent, anyway. All he knew was that he liked that feeling and wanted to keep on experiencing it.  
 
    For what seemed like a lifetime, Nero just looked into her eyes and took in every detail of her face. Beauty is of course in the eye of the beholder, and although other people saw his car and thought it looked like some kind of brutish machine of death, Nero saw something wonderful. He looked at his charger and saw his life mapped out on it. Each dent or scrape or stain told a story and reminded him of something that had happened. That car was his life, his saviour and his home, and he thought it was beautiful. A work of art. But he wondered how many others saw it and thought the same thing.  
 
    When he looked at Nyx, he saw a different kind of beauty. Hers was a softer, more inviting and friendly beauty, but a beauty that was just as valid as the one he saw in his car.  
 
    Nyx’s ash blonde hair framed her face, shot through with braids on the sides of her head with little trinkets tied up in it.  
 
    She wore some freckles on her fair skin that spread lightly over her nose and upper cheeks, while her arresting blue eyes had a depth to them that was captivating and all too easy to drown in.  
 
    For those few seconds that she looked up at him, he was lost, his mind forgetting the dangerous situation they were in. Instead, he drifted off to some fantasy dreamland where he could hold her in his arms and press his naked body into hers.  
 
    ‘Ready?’ she asked, and suddenly he was ripped from his daydream back into the rust and dirt of the Watchtower.  
 
    ‘Ready,’ Nero said and pushed the carnal thoughts of endless nights in Nyx’s arms away for the time being. Nyx winked at him, took a deep breath, and then strode confidently around the corner.  
 
    Nero waited for a while, letting her footsteps trail off as she walked away before edging around the corner to wait for his cue.  
 
    He spotted Nyx first and caught himself enjoying the rise and fall of her butt cheeks as she walked away before he remembered what he was meant to be doing and looked past her to the guard on duty.  
 
    He was leant up against the wall next to the door that led into the tower. He seemed bored, and when he suddenly noticed Nyx walking up, he stepped off from the wall and smiled at her. He couldn’t make everything out, but he heard him greet her and engage in exchanging pleasantries. She probably knew all the guards by name now, he was willing to bet. He wondered how she felt about killing each of them? Would she be remorseful or would she not even care? 
 
    As she spoke to the Dog, she continued moving past him and opened the door to the tower. She made sure to keep him engaged, though, and as she hauled open the door and stepped inside, the guard turned to continue facing her, putting his back to Nero.  
 
    That was his cue to move, so he pulled his dagger and stepped out into the corridor, being careful to walk as quietly as he could.  
 
    As he got close, the tension he felt grew. He was painfully aware of how loud his footsteps sounded and hoped that this guard wouldn’t pick up on them too soon.  
 
    He was just a few feet from the guard when he suddenly heard Nero’s footsteps and turned to look at him. Nero lunged forward, and brought his dagger up and under the man's jaw and rammed it up into his skull, right up to the hand guard between the blade and the handle.  
 
    The position of the blade and the force of Nero’s arm pushing the blade up under his jaw kept the guard's mouth shut tight and prevented him from calling out or screaming.  
 
    The man struggled for a moment, his eyes going wide and then bloodshot as blood welled up and seeped from the corners of the man's mouth, out of his nose and even out of his eyes. With his other hand behind the guard’s head, Nero held him still for the few seconds it took for him to fall limp before guiding the man into the bottom of the tower through the door. Nero laid him out and withdrew the knife, letting the blood pour free from the man’s head.  
 
    Nero wiped his knife against the man’s trouser leg before putting it away and looking over at Nyx. She was looking down at the man, the guard, with an air of remorse about her.  
 
    ‘Sorry,’ she whispered to the corpse.  
 
    ‘You okay?’ Nero asked.  
 
    Nyx seemed to take a moment to steel herself before she looked at him. ‘I’m fine,’ she said and moved to the nearby ladder that led up inside the tower. ‘I’ll go first, there’s another guard up at the top. He should be expecting me,’ she said.  
 
    Nero nodded and let her start to climb up first. Nero followed and looked up at what he considered to be a lovely view of her undeniably pert ass and the thin bit of old lycra or leather that separated her cheeks and hid her modesty.  
 
    The climb was a long one up - roughly one hundred meters of ladder. Nero couldn’t help but enjoy the view as her legs pumped back and forth as she climbed, her muscles tensing and relaxing, causing her flesh to wobble as she moved.  
 
    Again, he found himself imagining all kinds of erotic scenarios with her where he finally got to get his hands on her.  
 
    Minutes later, they finally approached the hatch at the top. Suddenly, Nyx stopped, breaking Nero from his thoughts. He tore his eyes away from Nyx’s ass and looked up at her face. She raised her eyebrows at him and tilted her head in an expression that told him she knew he was looking at her rear and enjoying it, like some horny teenager who should know better. Her slightly disapproving look also suggested he get his mind out of the gutter and concentrate on the dangerous situation they were currently in.  
 
    ‘Sorry,’ he muttered.  
 
    ‘Whatever,’ she whispered back. ‘Are you ready?’ she asked.  
 
    Nero took a breath and did his best to banish those naughty thoughts away for now and concentrate on what he was about to do. Nero looked up and nodded to her.  
 
    Nyx winked at him with a smile and continued up the last few meters before climbing out of the top of the hatch. If he didn’t know any better, and he wasn’t sure he did, he thought he noticed a change in the way she was moving, almost as if she were presenting herself to him, knowing he was looking at her.  
 
    That was ridiculous, though, he thought and shook his head as he neared the top as well. He waited for a moment, unable to clearly see into the room from where he was, when Nyx suddenly appeared at the hatch again with a finger to her lips, urging him to be quiet.  
 
    ‘He’s asleep,’ she whispered to him.  
 
    Nero smiled and started to climb out of the hatch. He found himself inside the housing for the turbine that used to be in here but had clearly been removed. It looked like the space had been divided into two, with a fabricated wall to his left with a metal door in the centre of it. The inside of the housing had been retrofitted with sheets of metal and various other materials to create a floor and thicken up the walls. He could see fabric and old foam and other bits stuffed into the makeshift cavity walls to give the place some insulation, too. Nyx stood nearby, looking a little nervous, while right in front of him, one of Rex’s guards sat in a chair against the far wall, in a deep sleep, gently snoring.  
 
    On the wall above the guard, he could see Nyx’s sword, in pride of place. To his right, a set of steps led up and out of the housing. Nero climbed out of the hatch, being careful to be as quiet as possible, and eventually stood up next to Nyx.  
 
    ‘What do you think?’ Nyx whispered.  
 
    Nero looked at her wide eyed, and then at the guard. She was taking a risk talked in here, he thought.  
 
    ‘Oh, don’t worry, he sleeps like a rock, as long as we whisper, he won’t wake up,’ she explained.  
 
    ‘Oh. Is this…?’ Nero started to ask in a low whisper, gesturing at the room. 
 
    ‘My place. My bedroom’s in there. This has been my home for the past few years. When I was younger I lived down in the complex, but as I… …developed…’ she said, gesturing to her chest, ‘Rex decided he wanted me closer, and to have me to himself…’ she said, clear disgust toward him in her voice and body language.  
 
    ‘Is Rex nearby?’ Nero asked, thinking it would be a good idea to change the subject slightly.  
 
    Nyx nodded and pointed up. ‘He’s above us, playing cards with some of his guards.’ 
 
    Nero looked up and gulped. He did not fancy alerting Rex to their presence here. Nero looked back at her. ‘Let’s not hang around too much then,’ he said.  
 
    Nyx nodded to him and walked over to some furniture and other bits in the corner. She picked up and put on a long old trench coat and clipped a bag to her hip before she walked up to the guard and her sword.  
 
    ‘Careful,’ Nero said, feeling his heart start to hammer in his chest. This was a dangerous moment. If they woke the guard, he might alert Rex and the others nearby. Nero pulled his dagger and his gun, wanting to be ready in case something went wrong.  
 
    He watched Nyx stand as close to the guard as she dared before she reached over him and slowly took her blade in her fingers. She was at a really awkward angle that didn’t give her much leverage, and she was struggling to lift it. Nero gritted his teeth while his brow knitted together in worry as Nyx did her best to get the blade.  
 
    She wobbled, and the blade scraped along the nails that had been hammered into the walls to act as pegs that held the blade in place.  
 
    Nero looked down at the guard, and so did Nyx. The guard's eyes were open, and he was looking up at Nyx, her chest inches from his face.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16 
 
    * 
 
      
 
     ‘Nyx? What are you doing?’ the guard asked.  
 
    Nero sprang forward and swung his dagger at the man’s head. The guard caught the movement, though, and lifted his arm to defend himself and by chance, catching Nero’s arm.  
 
    ‘What the hell?’ the guard exclaimed.  
 
    Nyx lifted her knee and planted it in the guard's chest, forcing him back into his seat as she lifted the sword from the rack.  
 
    Nero tried to yank his arm free, but the guard gripped him hard, and as Nyx stepped away, he reached for Nero’s dagger with his other hand and pulled it from him. Nero jumped back with a curse and lifted his gun. He didn’t want to fire it, mainly because it would be so loud, but also because it was a waste of precious ammunition.  
 
    There was a flash of metal and Nyx’s blade sang as it cut through the air and through the guard's neck.  
 
    Nero had his gun up and pointed at the guard, but he didn’t shoot. Instead, he held his stance and waited a moment while the guard gurgled and held his neck, before tipping to his right and falling off the chair.  
 
    Moments later, he was dead and silent on the floor with a growing pool of blood beneath him.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ Nyx exclaimed.  
 
    ‘We need to leave, now,’ Nero said, picking up his dagger. Nyx looked up at him and nodded. She looked quite scared. They both ran to the hatch and looked down, but saw movement down there and could start to hear the calls of the guards below. 
 
    They would have found the body at the bottom of the stairs if they were climbing up, Nero realised, which was why the alarm had been raised.  
 
    ‘Can’t go that way,’ Nero said. ‘Any ideas?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, follow me,’ Nyx answered and ran across the room, her long coat flowing as she started climbing up the steps.  
 
    ‘Up there? But isn’t Rex…’ Nero began to protest.  
 
    ‘Trust me,’ Nyx called back.  
 
    Nero followed and jumped up the steps behind her, taking two or more at a time until he was up on the platform on top of the housing. The wind whipped past him up here as he looked around. They were at one end of the turbine housing, next to a curious winch and pulley system. Nyx stepped up to it and started to untie some ropes. Nero wondered what she was doing until he spotted the lift platform just beyond her, and guessed how they would make their escape.  
 
    ‘Hey? Nyx? What the…’ yelled a voice from behind him.  
 
    Nero turned to see a surprisingly large and makeshift complex built atop the housing of the turbine. Sheets of metal, scaffolding and girders had been hammered, bolted and welded together to create a small house up here. It was impressive to see up close. He’d seen it from below, of course, but it was something else to see it up close. Out front of the structure, on some kind of open-air seating area, he spotted Rex, Pitbull and three others that had been sitting around a table playing card games.  
 
    As he looked, he noticed that Rex wasn’t wearing his mask and had stood up behind the table. As he focused on him, Nero suddenly realised he knew him. This was the same guy who had killed Holt and doomed his mother to a painful death out in the wastes just over twenty years ago. This was the raider who stole their truck and left Nero the car that would become his charger.  
 
    Nero stood there in shock as everything came flooding back and a new, deeper hatred for Rex swept over him. Nero registered that the guards were moving forward, including one very keen female captain of the guards who was sprinting for him, brandishing her gun.  
 
    ‘No guns,’ shouted Rex. ‘Don’t hurt Nyx.’ 
 
    Nero ignored him, but pointed at him and yelled in a deep voice. ‘You!’ 
 
    Nero watched Rex smile. He didn’t like that look and realised that Rex already knew who he was. He probably knew the moment he drove into the courtyard as he probably recognised his car, even as modified as it now was.  
 
    Suddenly, the woman leapt up in front of him. Nero switched his focus to concentrate on the immediate danger and stepped sideways, using the woman's momentum against her and tripped her up. She hit the floor hard with a yelp as Nero stepped back.  
 
    The woman was up quicker than he expected, and pulled her gun.  
 
    ‘No,’ yelled Rex from nearby, and caused the woman to falter. Nero kicked out and smashed the gun from her hand.  
 
    ‘Fucker,’ the girl said.  
 
    Nero ran at her and used his greater bulk to throw her backwards. She hit the railing behind her, and tipped straight over it, falling out into mid-air and dropping like a rock with a scream that cut short suddenly.  
 
    Nero drew his shotgun and faced the four men advancing on him. Rex was at the back, with Pitbull before him and the two other captains of the guard leading the way.  
 
    ‘No guns,’ Rex shouted again.  
 
    ‘Nero,’ Nyx said from just behind him, her voice low, focused on him. ‘Come on, we need to go,’ she hissed.  
 
    Nero focused on Rex, though, and scowled at him. ‘You killed my mum.’ 
 
    ‘Now, now, I did not kill your mother,’ Rex said. ‘I might have killed your father, though.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t my father, but he was a good man doing his best to defend us,’ Nero explained.  
 
    ‘Well, he wasn’t very good at his job, was he?’ Rex answered.  
 
    ‘You cocksucker,’ Nero spat. ‘You didn’t have to kill him.’ 
 
    ‘I think I did, if memory serves. He tried to kill me first, right?’ 
 
    ‘Only after he was shot by one of your men,’ Nero countered.  
 
    Rex sighed. ‘You want to argue who shot who, you little fucker?’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t I shoot you and we call it quits?’ Nero smiled.  
 
    ‘Nero, come on,’ Nyx said behind him. He could hear the tone of her voice. It sounded less desperate and more serious, and it gave him pause for a moment. What was he doing, he thought? Why was he arguing with this man? What was he going to achieve by standing here and shouting at him? Ultimately, nothing. Even if he did hurt or even kill Rex, the guards would tear him apart, and Nyx would be back in their custody.  
 
    He’d made a promise to Pheen to help Nyx, to get her out of here and look after her, and if he could speak to his mother now, he was fairly sure he knew what she would want him to do. 
 
    He looked back at Nyx and locked eyes with her. She was silently pleading with him, desperate for him to come with her now and get her out of here. He could see her mouth moving, quietly asking him to follow her.  
 
    Nero looked back at Rex and raised his shotgun, only for Pitbull and the guards to move and stand in his way. Movement on the left side ahead of him alerted him to the arrival of the guards who had been climbing the tower.  
 
    ‘Last chance,’ Nyx said behind him.  
 
    Nero gritted his teeth. ‘Shit,’ he hissed but started to back up towards the suspended platform.  
 
    ‘Running away, are we?’ Rex asked. 
 
    Nero ignored him and glanced down at Nyx. ‘Sorry about that,’ he said, as he finally let go of the anger he’d been holding onto for these last twenty years. Ultimately, it was all about what was most important to him, and although he hated Rex for what he did, twenty years is a long time, and he’d come to terms with his mother's death a long time ago. Had he stayed, both he and Nyx would have almost certainly been killed, so there was only ever really one choice.  
 
    ‘Forget it. Now, hold on,’ she said, and suddenly the lift fell. The top of the watchtower shot upwards while the body of the tower slid past in a blur. Nero grabbed the handrail as Nyx applied the brakes hard. The lift hit the ground with a bang, but they had slowed down just enough and were unharmed.  
 
    ‘Whoa,’ Nero exclaimed. That was a wild ride, he thought. He wondered how many times Nyx had practised that move.  
 
    ‘Come on, we better get out of here,’ Nyx said and jumped off the platform. As they did, another of Rex’s Dogs ran in carrying a crowbar. Nearby, the body of the female captain that Nero had thrown off the top of the tower lay broken and bloodied. The guard looked at the body and then up at Nyx and Nero.  
 
    ‘Nyx?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ Nyx answered him and whipped her sword up and across the man’s body. He screamed and fell backwards onto the floor, where he started to paw at his body, bellowing in pain as he tried to keep his insides from falling out of him.  
 
    Nyx paused to look down at the fallen guard. Nero could only guess as to the thoughts that were passing through her mind, but he guessed she was feeling very conflicted. Needless to say, pausing to think things through was not really a luxury they had right now.  
 
    ‘Come on, we’ve gotta go,’ Nero urged. Nyx nodded and led the way into the fortress. They could hear movement and shouts from all around the Watchtower as the guards started to realise that something was wrong. Nero did his best to ignore them and followed Nyx through the corridors towards the garage. From out of nowhere, a guard smashed into Nero and threw him up against the wall while attempting to throw a punch at him, too.  
 
    The blow hit Nero on the side of the head, but didn’t really do much as its momentum was never really there. The man then rammed his forearm into Nero’s neck and went for a gut punch instead.  
 
    The strike into his midriff knocked some of the wind out of him, so Nero brought a knee up with a jerking motion and caught the attacker in the stomach.  
 
    The pause in the hits gave Nero half a second, so he reached to his side and withdrew his gun. The guard didn’t seem to notice until Nero jammed it into his stomach. The man looked down, and then back up with fear in his eyes.  
 
    Nero pulled the trigger. The noise of the gunshot was muffled by the man's body and clothes, but it was still loud enough to announce their presence to the rest of the tower.  
 
    The man fell back and doubled over, dropping to his knees where he groaned in pain.  
 
    Nyx had stopped and was moving back up with her sword ready.  
 
    ‘Let’s go, he’s dead anyway,’ Nero said and led the way through the last few hallways and out into the garage where they ran for his car. It had moved slightly, and the engine was running with Ras sat in the driver’s seat, but he jumped out on seeing Nero and Nyx run around the corner.  
 
    ‘Get in, get in, we gotta go,’ Nyx yelled.  
 
    ‘We’re all fuelled up,’ Ras said as he climbed in the back with Nyx.  
 
    Nero nodded once to him and jumped in. ‘Ready?’ he called.  
 
    Everyone answered affirmatively, so Nero floored it. The charger’s engine roared and the wheels spun into life as Nero aimed the car towards the garage door, which had been closed but was now wide open. He assumed either Ras or Cryptus, who as in the front passenger seat, had done that.  
 
    The car shot out of the base of the Watchtower and sped into the darkness. Nero thought he saw movement in the garage as he left it behind, but he couldn’t be sure. For now, he just concentrated on the road ahead, lit up by his headlights.  
 
    ‘Where we headed?’ Ras asked.  
 
    ‘Anywhere,’ Nero answered him.  
 
    ‘As long as it’s far away from the Watchtower,’ Nyx agreed.  
 
    The car made it down the slope and out into a wide flatter area, so Nero aimed slightly left and kept going.  
 
    ‘Anyone following?’ Nero asked, peering into his side mirror.  
 
    He watched as Ras and Nyx in the back seats peered out behind them through their own dust cloud, trying to make out lights from any pursuit vehicles.  
 
    ‘Aaah, shit,’ Ras said. ‘Yeah, they’re on our tail.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘Here. Come here and look there, you see them?’ Ras said. ‘They have their lights off.’ 
 
    ‘Nyx?’ Nero asked, hoping that Ras was mistaken.  
 
    ‘He’s right, they’re coming,’ Nyx said and slumped back into her seat. ‘Shit.’ 
 
    ‘What are you going to do now?’ Cryptus asked, his voice calm and curious.  
 
    ‘Well they’re not getting me without a fight,’ Nero said and pushed the accelerator down a little harder to squeeze a little more juice out of it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As the landscape grew a little more rocky and uneven, the first of Rex’s pursuit team caught up with them. There was no mistaking the loud roar of motorbike engines, and as Nero peered through his mirrors, he saw them turn their lights on as they started weaving about behind him as they grew closer.  
 
    The rougher terrain forced Nero to slow slightly as he guided his charger around the rocks, while the bikes kept catching him.  
 
    ‘They’re right on us,’ Ras said, checking his gun.  
 
    ‘Dammit, I keep losing them behind the rocks,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘They’re close,’ Nero said. From the looks of things, the two riders had gone out wide on either side of them. Nero guessed they would be angling back in to make a pass on them with whatever weapons they were carrying. ‘Don’t waste your ammo,’ Nero said to Ras.  
 
    ‘I won’t,’ Ras said as he kept looking out for the attackers.  
 
    With a roar of its engine, one of the bikes shot off the top of a nearby rocky outcropping and jumped the car. Nero swerved. He hadn’t seen anything, but he didn’t like the idea that the bike was above him. If he did that, it would be to drop a bomb.  
 
    As Nero swerved left, towards the side the biker had come from, the road where they had been exploded with fire and debris. The shockwave wobbled the car, but little else as the biker dropped to the ground and veered around a rock.  
 
    ‘Right side,’ Nyx shouted. Nero glanced right and saw the second bike, this one with a sidecar carrying a passenger wielding a gun, barrelling in and swerving up beside them. Gunfire erupted from the biker’s passenger, slamming into the side of the car. 
 
    ‘Ugh,’ Nyx muttered.  
 
    Nero did his best to duck down as well like everyone else, hoping he didn’t crash into anything as his view of the road was obscured.  
 
    As the first bout of gunfire abated, Nero slid back up in time to see the lone biker swerve across in front of them. Nero watched her look back, the biker’s long hair flying in the wind and then drop something that bounced on the ground between them. Nero swerved right, this time towards the bike and sidecar when the second IED exploded way too close for comfort. With a crunch, the charger slammed into the side of the bike and sidecar. causing them to veer off and away. Looking left, Nero swung the wheel and moved towards the biker girl and lifted the shotgun from his lap where he’d placed it for ease of access.  
 
    He poked the gun through the window as he closed the gap on the biker. As he neared her, she looked back at him and seemed shocked that he was so close. He spotted another IED in her hand and a few more on her bike. Nero winked once and squeezed the trigger.  
 
    Blood flew, her bike pitched over, and she tumbled to the ground. Two seconds later, Nero watched a huge explosion engulf the area she’d landed in as the bombs went off.  
 
    ‘Holy shit, dude,’ Ras said from the rear seat.  
 
    ‘Ras, get ready,’ Nero said as he pulled on the wheel once more, closing in on the biker and passenger.  
 
    ‘On it, bro,’ Ras said.  
 
    ‘Swap with me,’ Nyx said, and moved out the way, letting Ras scoot over to her side of the car. Nyx dropped into the seat behind Nero, being careful to keep her sword out of the way as they moved.  
 
    The biker swooped in towards the car as Nero closed the gap, and suddenly, they were getting very close. Nero could see Ras out of the corner of his eye, aiming his gun out the window.  
 
    BOOM.  
 
    The biker flailed about for a moment, tried to get back in control of his bike as it swerved in and suddenly hit Nero’s car. The biker screamed. Had he hit some of the spikes on the side of the car? 
 
    Ras reached out the window and started pushing them off when Nero heard a thump from the rear of the car. Nero looked in his rearview mirror to see the girl who’d been in the sidecar with her gun had jumped onto the back of Nero’s car.  
 
    ‘Company out back,’ Nero yelled.  
 
    Nyx looked back. ‘I got her,’ she said, grabbed her sword, and started to climb out the rear window over the backseat.  
 
    Only the front had any glass left in it, and even that was cracked and not really meant for this vehicle. Nero had removed the glass from all the other windows on the car.  
 
    ‘Ras? How’s it coming?’ Nero shouted. The car had slowed right down with the bike and sidecar attached to it. Ras shoved the biker a few more times.  
 
    ‘Nearly there,’ Ras answered.  
 
    ‘Get it off, Nyx might need some help,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘I’m trying, dude,’ Ras said.  
 
    ‘Give me a gun,’ Cryptus said. ‘Maybe I can cover her.’ 
 
    ‘Are you any good with guns?’ Nero said, looking sideways at him. Cryptus had been mostly quiet so far on this ride, his hands gripping the car like vices. Nero figured he wouldn’t be much use in the fight.  
 
    Cryptus pulled Nero’s pistol from the holster on his hip and held it up in front of him. ‘That’s the dangerous end, right?’ he asked, pointing to the barrel with his other hand.  
 
    Nero smiled as Cryptus shifted in his seat, pulled the slide to check the chamber before he aimed out the back window.  
 
    Nero looked in his rearview mirror. Ras was still trying to get the bike off the side of the car while beyond him, pulling herself into the trunk of the car, which was somewhat emptier now, Nero got another eyeful of Nyx’s shapely derriere as she approached the unwelcome passenger. 
 
    ‘Don’t you dare shoot Nyx in the ass,’ Nero muttered.  
 
    Cryptus laughed. ‘It is distracting, but I shall endeavour to avoid it for you, my boy,’ he said.  
 
    Just beyond Nyx, he could see the biker girl holding on, doing her best to not fall off and to haul herself up so she could protect herself. She still held her gun, too. As Nyx approached, the biker managed to find purchase and pulled herself up to face Nyx just in time.  
 
    ‘Have you got a shot?’ Nero asked Cryptus.  
 
    ‘Not really, no. I can’t keep it steady. I’m worried I’ll hit Nyx,’ he answered.  
 
    ‘Last resort,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘Understood,’ Cryptus answered.  
 
    As Nero watched events around the car, he wondered about stopping, until he spotted four or five more cars bearing down on them in his side mirror.  
 
    ‘Ras!’ Nero bellowed. ‘We have company.’ 
 
    ‘Hold on,’ Ras shouted back. Nero watched him open the side door and then kick it with his boot. The door swung wide, knocking the bike and sidecar off and away. The steering got a whole lot lighter all of a sudden, and it wasn’t pulling to the right anymore. ‘Got it,’ Ras yelled.  
 
    The car jerked and wobbled as the bike dislodged itself, while Nero noticed the two girls out back reach out to steady themselves. The biker girl stumbled, as did Nyx, but Nyx caught her balance first and brought her sword up in a wide slash.  
 
    The biker girl fell backwards off the car as Nero watched her severed head bounce along the desert track and disappear into the dust plume behind them.  
 
    ‘Whoop,’ yelled Ras from behind him. Nero smiled to himself, but it didn’t last. Movement to his left caught his attention, and he suddenly noticed one of the pursuit cars right on his flank.  
 
    Nero could make out the five cars clearly now, spotting the monster truck he’d seen in the garage, a pickup truck, some kind of former hot hatch, a flatbed truck, and some sort of dune buggy up front. All of the vehicles only bore a passing resemblance to their former original shapes, having been boosted and welded and armoured, turning them into war machines of the wastes.  
 
    The dune buggy swiped in, and as it grew close, gouts of flame erupted from its sides and lashed up the panels of Nero’s charger.  
 
    ‘Arrrgh,’ Nero yelled and pulled his car away before he was roasted alive. He bumped over the rocky ground, slowing him further as he tried to aim back towards the track, but away from the buggy.  
 
    Bouncing back onto the track, Nero looked right towards Cryptus. ‘You drive, right?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, my boy,’ the older man answered, his tone suggesting it was a silly question.  
 
    ‘Good,’ he said, and glanced left, spotting the buggy. He turned and swung in towards it, opening his door as he moved. ‘Then take the wheel,’ he yelled over the engine roar. The charger crunched into the side of the buggy, and as it did, Nero pushed the door wide and jumped down onto the side of it.  
 
    ‘Urgh,’ Cryptus yelled. ‘Holy shit, what the hell are you doing, you crazy son of a bitch?’ 
 
    Nero didn’t listen. Instead, he grabbed the roll bars that arced over the top of the driver's seat and kicked out and through the buggy.  
 
    The driver screamed as he struggled and fought, but his actions were futile, and when a trailing length of fabric caught in the wheels, the Dog’s fate was sealed.  
 
    The man was ripped from his seat and disappeared beneath the wheels of the buggy with a hard thump.  
 
    Nero dropped quickly into the driver's seat and floored it, gunning the engine as he took the vehicle under his control, pulling it out of a left turn and back towards the chase. Between him and his charger, the boosted hatchback with oversized wheels went by, gaining a lead on the convoy. Nero could see there were two guys in the car. One driving, but the second guy was in the back where the rear door had been removed long ago. He was holding on, shouting at the driver and pointing at Nero’s charger, holding an open-topped wooden box with his other hand.  
 
    Nero frowned. What was in the box, he thought? Nothing good, that was for sure. Nero accelerated and followed, aiming to come up alongside them.  
 
     The hatchback veered in and started to cut across in front of the charger while the man in the back readied the box. Was it bombs? Spikes? Something else? 
 
    Nero turned in, he wasn’t right alongside the hatch yet, but he was close enough. Rex’s Dog in the back of the hatch looked up at the buggy with a psychotic smile, probably expecting to see a mate of his, but looked right into the eyes of Nero.  
 
    Confusion fell over the man's face for half a second before he realised Nero’s intent. He shouted at his driver, but Nero was right on them and slammed into the side of the hatch. He’d already spotted the painted red button with flames painted around it on the dash. Someone had written “Burn baby, burn” on it.  
 
    Nero jabbed at it with his thumb.  
 
    Fireballs erupted from both sides of the car, the one on his right engulfing the hatch. The man in the back caught the brunt of it and screamed in pain, knocking the box out the rear of the car.  
 
    Nero pulled left as the hatch swung right, driving head-on into a boulder. No one was surviving that one, he thought, looking behind him to watch the box that the hatch had dropped, smash on the ground and spill spike balls everywhere. They weren’t exactly on target with his charger, but one of them did disappear beneath it.  
 
    Boom,’ went one of the chargers rear tyres. The sound was clear as day and quite obvious.  
 
    Pulling into the side of the charger, it was quite clearly slowing down with a flat when Rex’s monster struck with its battering ram drove into its rear and sped it up again.  
 
    Nyx was still in the rear of the car and was jerked back and forth when the monster truck hit. As he watched, Nyx stood, fury evident in every movement she made. Nero could see two people in that monster truck. Pitbull, who was driving it, and a young woman covered in war paint yelling and screaming from where she stood in the rear of the vehicle.  
 
    Nyx jumped up onto the hood of the truck and then its roof, swinging her sword at the woman.  
 
    A shadow passed over Nero suddenly, and he looked to his left side just in time to see the flatbed truck, which must also have been boosted, pull up alongside him. Looking up, he noticed that an enormous mounted assault cannon was on the rear with one of Rex’s Dog’s controlling it.  
 
    Seeing the cannon aiming for him, Nero turned the wheel and braked just as it erupted with fiery death and deafening noise. Nero pulled the buggy back and swung in behind the flatbed too fast for the gunner to keep up.  
 
    Glancing right, he noted that Nyx was still fighting the girl before he returned his concentration forward and accelerated hard. He aimed for some higher ground to the flatbed’s left before angling it in. At the last moment, he clipped a rock, which sent him skywards, and after two seconds of freefall, the buggy landed on the back of the flatbed.  
 
    Nero grunted with the bone-rattling landing and forced himself to move as he noticed the gunner struggling with the cannon. The Dog was heaving the huge gun around to aim at the car, but Nero didn’t care to be shot by that thing and ran at the gunner, pulling his own weapon from his back. Dropping to his armoured knees, he fired a shot at the man. The Dog fell off the gun with a yell, landing on the flatbed covered in blood. Nero stepped up to him and shoved him towards the edge of the truck with his foot. The Dog scrambled for something to hold onto, but found no purchase and suddenly fell off the side.  
 
    As he looked up, Nero saw Nyx kick the warrior woman off the back of the truck into its dust plume with a shout of anger 
 
    ‘Atta girl,’ Nero muttered to himself as he watched Nyx turn and look at Pitbull in the cab.  
 
    The black pickup truck accelerated into the gap between the monster truck that was still pushing Nero’s charger and the Flatbed Nero stood on. Nero looked between the pickup and the monster truck as Nyx brandished her sword and stabbed it into the back of the cab through the open window and into the back of Pitbull himself.  
 
    Movement in the pickup caught Nero’s attention, and he suddenly realised that it was Rex himself driving it. The large black truck had huge desert driving wheels and had been extensively modified. Nero noticed that Lobos, Nyx’s sword trainer stood in the rear of the pickup holding his sword along with another of Rex’s Dogs, but it was Rex’s actions that concerned him. Rex pulled a gun and started to aim it towards Nyx.  
 
    ‘No,’ Nero grunted and grabbed the cannon on the back of the flatbed, angling it towards Rex’s car. He fired early and swung the barrel left in towards the pickup only to notice Nyx take a flying leap from the monster truck to the back of the pickup, slamming into Lobos as bullets from Nero’s cannon peppered the side of Rex’s truck.  
 
    Nero kept the gun swinging and released the trigger. Silver bullet holes in the side of the pickup glinted in the sun, but no one seemed to be hurt by the shots.  
 
    A screech of metal made Nero turn and look back towards the buggy that he’d landed on the flatbed. He’d landed it awkwardly, and as the flatbed bounced over another rock, the buggy tilted, slid sideways, caught itself on the ground and was suddenly ripped from the truck in a shower of sparks.  
 
    A gunshot rung in Nero’s ears as it pinged off the cannon.  
 
    Nero ducked, but looked towards the pickup in time to see Rex trying to shoot him. Nero moved to get himself more fully behind the cannon as Rex fired again.  
 
    Nero readied his shotgun, racked the foregrip, and peered around the cannon. His charger, no longer caught on the monster trucks ram, veered in towards the pickup and slammed into the far side of it, making the pickup in turn crunch into the side of the flatbed. 
 
    Nero glanced at Rex. The leader of the Watchtower was no longer aiming his gun at Nero. Instead, he was struggling with the steering wheel and shouting obscenities at Cryptus, who was driving Nero’s charger.  
 
    Nero smiled to himself. ‘Dick,’ he said towards Rex. Looking back up, Nyx stood at the rear of the Pickup’s own flatbed area, locking swords with Lobos. Staying closer to the cab, the other passenger, another of Rex’s Dogs of War, stayed ducked down to avoid being hit with a sword, but aimed his gun towards Nyx, looking for an opening.  
 
    Nero aimed his own shotgun at the Dog and squeezed one off. The blast knocked the Dog sprawling against the side of the pickup's rear flatbed, where he moaned and writhed in pain.  
 
    As the vehicles passed into a shallow valley between raised rocks, a shadow fell over Nero and the trucks before something massive landed on the cab of the flatbed and the hood of the pickup.  
 
    The sudden stop of the truck as it flipped forwards threw Nero into the air.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18 
 
    * 
 
    Nyx 
 
      
 
    A black shadow smashed into the front of the pickup, flipping the rear up into the air. Nyx suddenly found herself airborne, the momentum from the truck carrying her forward even though the truck had stopped.  
 
    As she flew through the air, she looked back to see the thing that had landed on them and saw a huge daemon. A massive thick-limbed brute over double the height of a person and covered in a tough craggy grey skin.  
 
    Allowing herself to flip over in the air, Nyx landed on the dusty ground and rolled for several meters before bringing herself under control and to a stop.  
 
    A crunch to her right caught her attention, and she saw Nero land and roll to a stop with a groan.  
 
    Her sword was a couple of meters away as she dropped it as she fell. She picked it up and ran to Nero, feeling pain in her legs, back, and arms. Nothing incapacitating, but she’d be sporting some pretty ugly bruises for sure.  
 
    ‘Nero, are you okay?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘Ugh,’ Nero groaned and looked up at her. ‘Never better,’ he said.  
 
    Nyx smiled. ‘Good to hear it, I’ll be back,’ she said, and stood up, looking over towards the brute daemon. As she watched, one of the last remaining Dogs jumped out of the wreckage and shot at the creature. The thing flinched before it swept its arm at the man and sent him smashing into a nearby small cliff face.  
 
    The daemon roared and continued clawing at the wrecked vehicles. Nyx took a breath and ran in towards the daemon. She was the only one here who could kill the thing, so it fell to her to end this attack before it killed everyone.  
 
    As she sprinted in, carrying her sword by the upper part of the blade, she noticed that Nero’s car wasn’t beside the twisted remains of the pickup or flatbed. Looking around as she ran, it suddenly came into view off to her left where it had veered off and come to a stop by hitting a rock. The car didn’t look too badly damaged luckily. As she watched, Cryptus half stepped, half fell out of the driver's side door before he looked up and nodded to Nyx.  
 
    Nyx nodded back, spotting Ras moving on the other side of the vehicle.  
 
    Looking back the way she was running, she saw Lobos out there now, swinging his sword at the daemon, ducking and dodging the brute’s counterattacks. He was suffering through, and Nyx could see he was favouring one leg and that one of his arms was holding his side.  
 
    As she watched, a sloppy dodge meant that the daemon clipped him, sending him spinning and falling to the floor. With a roar, the brute slammed its fist down on top of Lobos. A red mist puffed up around the base of the creature's fist as it roared its defiance.  
 
    On the other side of the wreckage, she saw Rex stumbled out, holding a gun. The brute turned towards him and roared again. It tensed, ready to pounce.  
 
    ‘Hey!’ Nyx shouted, still a few meters off. The brute turned to look, giving Nyx just enough time to close the gap and swing her sword. She slashed at its chest and sliced a large gash in its grey flesh.  
 
    The thing bellowed in a surprisingly high-pitched yelp and backed off from her. Nyx smiled. She wondered what Rex thought of what she was doing. Would he think she was saving him? Well, he wasn’t far wrong, but it wasn’t because she was altruistic or anything. No, she just wanted to deal with Rex herself, and nothing, especially no daemon, was going to keep her from that.  
 
    The brute roared at her, but looked unsure. She’d hurt it, and it was likely something that had never happened to it before. Naturally, it was concerned. Nyx held her sword up and ready, feeling a rage build up inside of her.  
 
    ‘Come on!’ she bellowed at the thing. It looked at her, and then around at the scene. Nyx glanced to her right to see Nero up and walking in, taking a wide berth to keep away from the daemon.  
 
    ‘Oi, don’t look at him, look at me,’ she yelled at it. ‘Come on, you fuck, come and get me,’ she said.  
 
    The thing lowered itself to all fours and peered at her before it tensed and sprang forwards. Nyx leapt left, dropped into a roll and came up below and to one side of the beast, swinging her sword up in a great slash.  
 
    Dark red, almost black ichor, poured from the wound as the thing roared and skidded to a stop. Nyx spun and swung her blade in a huge arc at the daemon's closest rear leg. The blade sang and nearly cut the limb clean off.  
 
    The monster roared. Nyx raised herself up and turned in as the daemon’s head swung in at her, its rows of nightmare-inducing teeth slathered in drool that whipped out as it went to bite her. Nyx stabbed out with her blade and buried it deep into the creature skull, where it froze in place. Its eyes went wide as it gagged on its own blood. The daemon's body spasmed a few times, before emitting its final death rattle and dropping to the floor as Nyx withdrew her blade.  
 
    For a moment, she stood there, breathing hard and watched the brute, but it didn’t move. It was quite clearly dead.  
 
    Looking up, she saw Nero standing beside Rex. Nero must have disarmed him as he was pointing Rex’s own gun at her former master. Rex knelt on the ground before Nero, his hands on his head, looking up at Nyx with fascination and awe.  
 
    ‘I knew it,’ he said. I knew there was something different about you, something special. Ever since I took you from your parents, I knew I was right.’ 
 
    Nero poked the end of the gun he was holding into the back of Nero’s head. ‘Stop mouthing off,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘No, it’s fine. Let him talk,’ Nyx called out.  
 
    Nero looked up at her with his eyebrows raised. ‘Really?’ 
 
    Nyx walked over, wiping her sword in her jacket before she addressed Rex. ‘My parents? Tell me about my parents,’ Nyx asked.  
 
    She watched as Rex glanced up at the gun Nero was holding before he looked back up at her. ‘What do you want to know?’ 
 
    ‘Anything. Who were they? Where were they?’ she said, feeling a little exasperated by him. He’d never once told her anything about her parents other than to brag about how he’d stolen her mother’s swords and reforged them into her current sword. But now the tables had turned, and she wanted answers. 
 
    ‘Look, I don’t know much. It wasn’t like I spent any time with them, I just hunted them down. When I spotted you, I knew you would be perfect. I don’t even know if they’re alive. I didn’t kill them. I hurt them, sure, but I didn’t kill them,’ he said.  
 
    ‘How very charitable of you,’ Cryptus said who’d wandered over and was listening to him.  
 
    ‘When you spotted me?’ Nyx asked. ‘What do you mean perfect? Perfect for what?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it obvious? I mean, look at…Ugh, ack,’ he trailed off, gurgling and struggling for breath. He moved his hands from his head and started to claw his throat trying to get at something. Nyx looked and saw dark shadowy tentacles wrapped around Rex’s neck.  
 
    Nyx hesitated, suddenly conflicted about helping him. She wanted him dead, in fact, she wanted to kill him herself, so why stop whatever this thing was, she thought for a moment. He knew more, though. He had been about to tell her something, to explain to her why he’d taken her.  
 
    Nyx reached forward and tried to grasp at whatever it was that was strangling him, but her fingers slipped right through it. She could feel it, its coolness, like cold air, but she couldn’t grasp it or hold it.  
 
    As she watched, the tentacle jerked and constricted, suddenly crushing his throat to half its size. Blood welled up from Rex’s mouth as his eyes rolled back and his face went bright red. Seconds later, with his eyes almost entirely red from burst blood vessels, he went limp.  
 
    The blackness around Rex’s throat faded away, and he dropped to the floor.  
 
    This wasn’t the first time she’d seen this kind of thing, and she suddenly felt very vulnerable out here in the open. Standing up, she saw Cryptus standing to one side and looking behind them.  
 
    Nyx knew who and what she would see, and slowly turned around.  
 
    In the shadows at the base of a nearby cliff, a slim humanoid ink black figure, seemingly made of darkness itself, stood watching them.  
 
    ‘Guys,’ Nyx said, nodding towards the daemon.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Nero looked up at Nyx and noticed her tense body language and the direction she was looking. Frowning and wondering what she was looking at, Nero turned and followed her gaze towards the base of a low cliff below a rocky outcrop.  
 
    Standing in the shadows was the Whisperer, the daemon that Nero had seen at Rex’s Watchtower. The thing stood there in the shadows, watching them surrounded by flowing tendrils of shadow waving about around him like sea urchins.  
 
    Nero slowly put his hand back on his handgun, but didn’t draw it yet. This thing was a daemon, like the brute that Nyx had just killed, but the Whisperer was not some aggressive beast. He was intelligent, cunning, and probably more powerful.  
 
    He glanced over at Nyx, who looked just as worried as he felt, and wasn’t sure if this was a fight they could win, even with Nyx by their side. Nero also noticed a small tear form in her eye, and then stream down the side of her face as she blinked. This thing had taken away her chance of finding out more about her parents, and clearly that had upset her.  
 
    Nero turned to face the Whisperer and took a deep breath. ‘So why did you do it?’ Nero asked.  
 
    The daemon smiled, revealing its wicked teeth while its eyes flared with a pinprick of red light. ‘He’d outlived his usefulness and was betraying me, so his life was forfeit. It’s nothing personal, it’s only business,’ it said in its curiously melodic voice.  
 
    Nyx took a step forward and took her sword in both hands. ‘You piece of shit, you took away my one link to my parents. I vow to make you suffer for this,’ she said.  
 
    The daemon smiled. ‘There’ll be time for that soon enough,’ it said, while living darkness whipped around it and suddenly it vanished.  
 
    Nyx lunged forward as it disappeared, but it was gone before she could reach it. Nero cursed, feeling bad for Nyx. She’d only wanted some information out of Rex, something to hold onto, something to use or cling to, but he’d been taken before they could do anything.  
 
    ‘Curious,’ Cryptus said from beside him.  
 
    Nero turned to face him with a raised eyebrow. ‘What?’ 
 
    Cryptus turned to face him. ‘Do you not think so?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I’m not sure what you mean,’ Nero said.  
 
    ‘He didn’t kill us. I mean, he could have, the daemon I mean. So, why did he leave?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. To taunt us? To frustrate Nyx?’ Nero answered, not quite following his train of thought.  
 
    ‘Valid answers, for sure,’ Cryptus said. ‘But not the one I’m thinking of. No, I believe it was something else. There probably was a bit of vindictiveness in there that the thing probably took a great deal of enjoyment in, but honestly, I’m not sure that’s why it left. No, I think the reason it left us is that it’s scared.’ 
 
    ‘Of us?’ 
 
    ‘Of her,’ Cryptus said.  
 
    Nero looked over at Nyx and nodded. Cryptus was probably right. The Whisperer now almost certainly knew that Nyx could kill daemons, something very few could do. Naturally, it didn’t know how such a thing might work, and how dangerous Nyx really was, but what it did know is that if it did attack now, it might actually die at her hands. This seemingly immortal and nearly invincible creature had to face up to the genuine possibility that it might die. An alien and scary thought for it for sure, and not one it would like the idea of.  
 
    ‘’Of me?’ Nyx said. ‘That… thing is scared of me? Wow, I’d never considered that before. That’s crazy. But anyone can kill one of those things,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘True, yes, but it’s incredibly difficult. They have to be obliterated, utterly destroyed for them not to just heal back up again. But what you do is something much scarier for it. I mean, think about it. The Whisperer is no different to that brute you just killed, fundamentally speaking. The brute is an idiot compared, of course, but it’s still the same kind of creature,’ Cruptus said.  
 
    ‘Yeah, I get that,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘Well, the whisperer has lived for centuries, or, at least, that’s what he and others like him have said about their life spans. They’re nearly immortal, or maybe fully immortal. Who knows? They’ve not had to worry about death for millennia, and then you come along, able to kill them with a single stab of your sword. You’re dangerous. You could kill them very easily. Something very few humans can do,’ Cryptus explained.  
 
    ‘I’m a threat to them,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Which also makes you a target,’ Nero pointed out.  
 
    Cryptus nodded. ‘Yes, it does.’ 
 
    ‘So, I’m in danger?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    ‘Well, let’s just say I’d keep a low profile from now on if I were you,’ Cryptus said.  
 
    ‘Hey, where’s Ras?’ Nero asked.  
 
    ‘He was over by the car last time I saw him,’ Cryptus said.  
 
    Nero frowned and walked over towards his charger, wondering why Ras had not joined them yet. He couldn’t see any movement over there, but as he walked around the car, he spotted Ras slumped down on the far side of it.  
 
    Ras looked up at Nero. ‘Hey boss, I think I took a stray bullet or something,’ he said and pulled his hand away from his side, revealing a deep red wet stain beneath.  
 
    ‘Shit, we gotta get you some help,’ Nero said. He looked around to see Cryptus and Nyx close by. They were equally as concerned once they saw Ras’ wound and helped Nero lift him into the back of the car. Nyx climbed in after him and did her best to help.  
 
    ‘Do you know what you’re doing?’ Cryptus asked her.  
 
    ‘Pheen taught me a few things back at the Watchtower. I’ll see what I can do, but we need to get him back there,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Is the Watchtower the best place?’ Cryptus asked.  
 
    ‘His mate, Gus, is back there. Once he’s stable, Gus can take him back to his camp,’ Nero said. ‘I don’t really want to stay there any longer than needed, though, even with Rex gone.’ 
 
    ‘Me neither,’ Nyx said.  
 
    ‘You don’t have to. I’ll stay with him. Drop me at their gates. I’ve had fun, but I wasn’t planning on staying with you pair, anyway. I have my own path to walk,’ Cryptus said. ‘What do you think?’ he asked Ras.  
 
    ‘Sounds good. I wasn’t going to stay with you, either. Don’t want to cramp your style,’ he said to Nero through clenched teeth.  
 
    Nero smiled. He couldn’t deny to himself that we had been getting more than a little worried that the number of people travelling with him was growing beyond what he’d planned. Taking Nyx with him was one thing, but Ras and Cryptus, too? That would have been too much, he thought. But maybe he'd been worried about nothing, and maybe they’d just wanted to help him free Nyx.  
 
    With so many people only looking out for themselves in this desolate wasteland, taking whatever they wanted and not caring who they hurt in the process, seeing and experiencing real human kindness was almost strange and alien.  
 
    He’d lived for so long on his own, not wanting to trust others, not wanting to help others, but to just survive, this was something that might take a little getting used to. But he didn’t mind that idea. They might have faced death today and won, but it had been made so much easier facing it with friends, people who were willing to stand up and fight for what was right.  
 
    ‘Style? What style?’ Nero asked, keeping the tone light.  
 
    Ras laughed, and then bent double with pain. 
 
    Nero’s mood sobered up as he backed the car up from the rock, which hadn’t done much damage the vehicle really. As the charger moved it made an ugly sound, and he suddenly remembered the flat that it had from the spikes that had been dropped.  
 
    ‘Shit. Gotta change the wheel,’ he said. ‘Won’t take long.’ 
 
    Nero jumped from the car and went to work. He’d changed innumerable wheels over the years and kept a bunch in the back strapped to the sides of the trunk. He pulled one free, grabbed the jack and started to raise up the car. It didn’t take long, and in less than ten minutes the spare had been fixed into place and the burst tyre restrained in the trunk. He’d have a better look at it later and see what he could do with it. He might live in the wasteland, but there was always another use for the scrap that he and others threw away.  
 
    Moments later, the car roared to life as Nero steered it past the remains of Rex’s convoy, and the custodiac of the Watchtower himself, before gunning it back the way they’d come.  
 
    They soon passed the other wreaks from their chase, and within thirty minutes, the tower itself rose up before them, its ominous shape dark against the dusky sky.  
 
    A single remaining guard stood on the walls, but Nero guided the car towards the rear garage, and as they approached, the door opened up to reveal Gus and several other guests and residents.  
 
    ‘We heard you coming,’ Gus said. ‘There’s like two or three guards in the entire place, and they can’t control us. It’s hilarious,’ Gus beamed, talking to anyone in the car who would listen.  
 
    Cryptus climbed out and helped Ras out of the back.  
 
    ‘Ras? Are you okay? What happened?’ Gus asked.  
 
    Ras grunted in reply, ‘I’ll tell you later.’ 
 
    ‘Hey! Hey, you can’t do that. You can’t open this door,’ a guard shouted as he ran into the garage from the courtyard. 
 
    Gus turned. ‘Shut the fuck up,’ he spat.  
 
    The guard stopped short and looked around at the stony faces of the residents and guests who stood against him. ‘Okay, sure, you’ll see though, when Rex comes back,’ the guard said.  
 
    ‘He isn’t coming back,’ Cryptus said. ‘He’s dead, and so are his Dogs of War.’ 
 
    A roar and a cheer went up amongst the people assembled here. As Nero watched, the guard tried to back away, but the crowd surged towards him with murderous intent on their faces.  
 
    Gus took hold of Ras on the other side to Cryptus.  
 
    ‘He’s taken a bullet or shrapnel or something to the body,’ Nyx called out to Gus and Cryptus. ‘Take him to Pheen in the tunnels, she can fix him up.’  
 
    ‘Will do,’ Gus said and started to walk away.  
 
    Cryptus made sure he was okay before returning to the car and stepping up to Nero’s window. ‘It’s been fun and educational,’ he said, offering his hand.  
 
    Nero shook it. ‘Good to meet you, too.’  
 
    ‘Maybe, I’ll see you guys again sometime,’ Cryptus said.  
 
    ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Take care of her,’ Cryptus said.  
 
    ‘Me take care of her? It’s more like the other way around, I think,’ Nero smiled.  
 
    Crytus looked up to Nyx. ‘Take care of him,’ he said.  
 
    Nyx smiled from where she now sat in the front passenger seat, having climbed through to it. ‘I will.’ 
 
    ‘Go on, get out of here. You don’t want to see the shit storm that’s about to go down here now that Rex is gone.’ 
 
    ‘What will you do?’ Nero asked him.  
 
    ‘Same as you: head out into the wastes, see where fortune takes me,’ he said.  
 
    Nero nodded. ‘Stay safe.’ 
 
    Cryptus smiled back before banging his hand on the roof of the car. ‘Go on, go.’ 
 
    Nero gunned the engine and sped off with a wheel spin, kicking dust up into the air behind him. He stuck his hand out the window and waved as he went.  
 
    He looked over at Nyx. She sat back next to him, one foot up on the seat, looking out the window with her arm resting on the window base. As they sped along, the rush of wind caught her hair, making it waft back and forth.  
 
    There was no going back now. He’d done it. He’d saved her, and now he was no longer alone. His life had taken a sharp turn off the road he had been forging ahead on for so long now, and there really was no going back.  
 
    Less than a week ago, he’d been quite happy to wander through the wastes, going about his business, alone, surviving. Now, though, he would be doing it with someone else. They drove in silence for maybe ten minutes, burning rubber across the wasteland tracks, before Nero decided he wanted to know where he stood with her.  
 
    They’d had a strange few days, and although he knew he liked Nyx, he wasn’t sure how she felt. Nero didn’t want to mess about, he wanted to know where they stood. Spotting a suitable place, Nero turned off the track and drove up to the top of a rocky rise before skidding to a stop. He pulled on the handbrake and turned the engine off.  
 
    ‘What are we stopping for?’ Nyx asked.  
 
    Nero opened his door and looked at her. ‘We need to talk,’ he said before getting out and wandering around to the front of the car. He’d seen her raise her eyebrows at his comment, and wondered what she’d do.  
 
    She got out as he perched himself on the hood of the car, crossing his feet in the dusty orange sands. Nyx wandered around and walked a little past him up to the edge of the small cliff that they were on top of. She’d taken her long trench coat off, and Nero couldn’t help but admire her as she reached up and stretched after all the driving today. The moonlight picked out her form and shape against the shadowy landscape before them.  
 
    She certainly was beautiful.  
 
    She turned as she relaxed and smiled at him. He liked that smile. It had a naughtiness to it that he loved. ‘So, what’s so important that we need to stop and have a chat?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been alone a long time out here, wandering the wastes, moving from camp to camp, always alone. Freeing you from Rex and the Watchtower was… Well, it wasn’t a choice I came to lightly,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Nero,’ Nyx said. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Get to the point,’ she said.  
 
    Nero smiled. ‘Sure. I just want to know where we, you and me; where we stand,’ he asked.  
 
    ‘That depends on you,’ she said.  
 
    ‘On me?’ 
 
    ‘Do you like me?’ she asked.  
 
    Nero smiled again. ‘Heh, well, yes, I do.’ There was little point in lying or being coy, he wanted the truth, anyway.  
 
    She took a step towards him. ‘How much do you like me?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I think you’re a very beautiful woman,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Really?’ she said, closing the gap between them some more.  
 
    Nero nodded.  
 
    ‘Well, you’re not too bad yourself,’ she said, stepping right up to him and putting her feet on either side of his.  
 
    ‘Sooo…’ Nero said.  
 
    Nyx reached forward, gently took hold of his jaw in her fingers and pulled him towards her. Her touch was soft, and he allowed himself to follow her lead, moving where she was urging him. His face approached hers as she placed her other hand on his thigh. As their lips touched, he closed his eyes and revelled in the feeling, the delicate caress of her kiss. 
 
    After a few seconds of bliss, she pulled away and locked eyes with him. ‘Does that answer your question?’ she asked.  
 
    Nero reached up and took hold of her waist with his hands and pulled her in. She put her hands on either side of his face as she kissed him again. Their movements bolder, more confident as they started to explore each other. Nero couldn’t resist any longer and moved his hands down to her bum, taking a good handful in each and enjoying the feeling of their weight and softness. She seemed to enjoy it, too, but eventually pulled away and took his hands off her bum.  
 
    ‘There’ll be time for that later, it’s been a hell of a day, don’t you think?’ she said.  
 
    Nero smiled. She wasn’t wrong about that. ‘It has,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Thank you for freeing me, I couldn’t have done it without you,’ she said.  
 
    ‘What do you mean? You’re incredible with that sword of yours. You could survive out here easily,’ he said. ‘Less skilled fighters than you have been living out here for years.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not the zombies or daemon’s that would kill me,’ Nyx answered. ‘It’s the environment. Rex kept me ignorant of survival skills on purpose. I have no idea where to find water or food out here, and I can’t drive or start a fire. I can fight, sure, but survive?’ 
 
    ‘How do you know if you’ve never tried?’ 
 
    ‘But I have,’ she said, her expression growing wistful. ‘I was part of a convoy when I was younger, heading back to the Watchtower from an outlying camp. We got separated from Rex and his Dogs of War and were attacked by a daemon. It was killing everyone, there was no escaping it. I hid, scared to death, but it found me eventually. I acted on instinct…’ 
 
    ‘You killed it,’ Nero interrupted. 
 
    ‘I did. I had no idea what was going on. I’d watched everyone else in the convoy die after they’d shot it and hit it with everything they had and still it kept attacking us. No one could hurt it. I was convinced I was going to die, but I wasn’t going to go down without a fight. I had no idea that I could actually beat it,’ she said.  
 
    ‘You were the last one left alive?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘That’s right. I was alone and miles from the tower. I could escape, I could make my own way in the world. I took what food I could and picked a direction. I avoided the camps. They were all loyal to the Watchtower, and they all knew me by then. I’d be spotted and returned in moments. Within days, my food was gone and I was lost. Tired, starving, and desperate, I approached the first camp I found. They recognised me immediately. Turned out, I was still just a few miles from the tower. I thought I’d travelled further away than that, but apparently not. It was hopeless. I wasn’t going to do this myself. I needed help. I needed you,’ she said, looking up at Nero. ‘I needed my knight in rusted armour,’ she smiled. 
 
    ‘And now you have me,’ he said, a smile pulling at one side of his mouth as he pulled her in and wrapped her in his arms. The wasteland stretched out all around them in every direction, waiting for them, calling for them.  
 
    His life would never be the same again, and that no longer scared him, in fact, it thrilled him, and he couldn’t wait to see what tomorrow brought. 
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
      
 
      
 
    Author Note – 13th Sept 2017 
 
    Thank you for reading this first book in a brand new series and genre for me.  
 
      
 
    The Magi Saga was fun and is very much a passion project for me which I hope to return to soon (stay tuned, I have ideas), and the New Prometheus was a fun project that scratched my Cyberpunk itch.  
 
    This story is something I’ve had in my head and had written down on my ideas sheets for a few years now. The basic form of it has changed from the initial idea, but those first ideas are still in there.  
 
      
 
    You can almost certainly spot the pop culture icons that have influenced this story, but if not, well, then you’re clearly not shiny and chrome and awaited in Valhalla.  :-) 
 
    Yes, Fury Road was a clear influence on this, but there are plenty of others too.  
 
      
 
    The basics of it being that I always liked the idea of a post-apocalyptic world, filled not only with humanity clinging to survival, but also with some creepy magical influences and some monsters from legend — zombie’s being one part of it. But I wanted to avoid there being powerful mages throwing fireballs about, and try to keep the paranormal more unknowable and creepy.  
 
      
 
    So, this is book one, and I have at least two more planned in this series. I also have two other series ideas currently brewing away, one of which would see a return to the Magi Saga, but in a totally different way.  
 
      
 
    I really hope you have enjoyed this adventure through the wasteland. It’s been a wild ride, and I have loved every moment of it.  
 
    I’m writing this having just finished the first draft, so now it’s onto the read through and the second draft before getting it edited.  
 
    I also have the cover to do, and I can’t wait to shoot that.  
 
      
 
    See you in the next book! 
 
    Andrew.  
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Get Book 1 in the 4 book series NOW!

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.

Praise for book 1 from Reviews

“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”
  
 
    Praise for book 3 from Reviews 
 
    “Great follow up to the first two books in the series. Full of action. Waiting hopefully for the next book in this series. Loved all three so far.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



EPIC CALLING 
 
      
 
    The MAGI SAGA 
 
    
When a Demon werewolf attacks you in a New York alleyway, and you fight back with magic you didn't know existed, it's fair to say life's going to change a bit!  
 
      
 
    Amanda-Jane Page is just a normal girl struggling to make a life on the streets of Manhattan when she discovers she has the potential to be a Magi, someone with the power to use magic and she’s drawn unwittingly into a hidden civil war. 
 
      
 
    Her mysterious link to an ancient Artifact discovered in the Egyptian Desert draws her into a race to control its power. Finding others like her, together they must stop the dangerous and powerful dark Magi, led from the shadows by the mysterious Witch Yasmin, in a race for control of the Artifact. 
 
      
 
    Amanda must learn the ways of magic and become a Magi to stand a chance against Yasmin and the forces arrayed against her. If the Artifact fell into the wrong hands, it could change the war and mean victory for the forces of darkness. Discover the price of victory in this gripping Urban Fantasy Thriller! 
 
    Available on Amazon now. 
  
 
    Book 1 – Epic Calling 
 
    Book 2 – Shadows of Darkness 
 
    Book 3 – Black Dawn 
 
    Book 4 – Infinities Edge 
 
      
 
    Want FREE Prequel to The Magi Saga Series??? 
 
    If you would like a FREE PDF Short Story Prequel to this series that details the events referred to in the second Prologue of Book 1, and would like to stay up to date with my latest releases and news, please consider signing up to my Mailing List.  
 
    CLICK HERE 
 
    
Praise for the Magi Saga from Reviews 
 
      
 
    “Great story! Well written. Amanda's story grabs your attention and doesn't let go!” 
 
      
 
    “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.” 
 
      
 
    “Love this series, you should really read it, the main character is seriously bad ass and keeps you on the edge of your seat action.” 
 
   


  
 


 
    Andrew Dobell is a Photographer, Illustrator, and Author who lives in Surrey with his wife Louise and three children.  
 
      
 
    Andrew is hard at work on this and other series. 
 
      
 
    You can see more of Andrew’s work at www.andrewdobellauthor.co.uk  
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