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Аннотация
In a desolate, primitive future, strangers join forces to escape to a utopia.


Jean Preston
SLEDGEHAMMER


1

At six o�clock in the morning Kirwyn rose up with the other munks, said silent prayer, stoked the fire, ate porridge in a little wooden bowl and drank water from a little wooden cup.
The room was smoky, smelled of incense and sweat. It was a shabby little thing, one single stained-glass window, bare red brick, a fireplace. The whole place was littered with hammocks and sleeping mats. When great red curtains were opened, galaxies of dust moved around the rousing, stretching fellows. Combing scraggly beards and long hair, applying strips of linen to the hands and feet. They put on their tunics�� roughspun, burnt orange rags.
When the sun was high, they were outside and they saw the nuns and waved�� the nuns waved back. The nuns were doing errands, unknown to Kirwyn. The munks would be preparing land for new barley, digging out stones and weeds. It was hard work, especially for the old men. Kirwyn was one of the youngest of them, he found farming more tedious than anything, but the others sighed and rubbed aching muscles, had sweaty hair cling to their foreheads.
When twelve o�clock came it was time for middle-meal, the munks and nuns would come together in the great hall or in the garden and eat hearty food and drink wine, and they�d say middle-prayers silently. Then the rest of the day was Kirwyn�s to do as he pleased. He was encouraged to read the sacred texts, and he often did, but today he felt like stretching his legs. Perhaps he would walk the grey woods with Sister Malone, see some wild hogs, find their nest, see the brown little spotted piglets� or go sword sparring with Brother Frederick? They had to be back before night prayers�
Kirwyn had drifted off, absentmindedly digging in one place. All at once he felt the atmosphere change, uncomfortable, like there were mosquitos in the air. He noticed that all the other munks had stopped and were staring into the mountains. He did the same.
There was a cloud of dust, a few kilometres away. Kirwyn looked to Brother Carmichael for reassurance but there was none to be found in his old bonce. His was utterly passive, eyes locked in position, staring into the distance. At length he patted Kirwyn on the shoulder and motioned for him and the others to follow. And they did, slowly, reluctantly, dropping their tools where they stood.
At the mouth of the temple the munks waited, the nuns returned in drips and drabs, the Mother Superior guiding them along with a gesture or a touch of the elbows. When Kirwyn looked up again at the mountains�� the smoke had divided into 4 trailing clouds, and he could begin to hear the dull moan of machinery.
Whoever or whatever they were, they were heading straight for the temple. There would be no use running�� they could not hope to match that speed. They could hide in the grey woods�� but that would leave the relics and books unprotected. Besides, the visitors could be travellers in need of assistance. It was the Order�s duty to aid the sick and weary.
The rumble of machinery grew louder, the whole congregation had gathered to meet them. Looking up at the burgeoning clouds of dust, and then back to one another, the novices smiling nervously, the elders remaining passive, detached.
They were motorcycles. Kirwyn had never seen one before with his own eyes, but had read about them and seen pictures. The sound they made was deeply unnerving, too bass, too loud, too constant, it grew obnoxious as the bikes approached, then it juddered into silence. The four strangers dismounted.
They were very strange, but they were men. Three of them were armed. They had long guns slung over their shoulders, and when they dismounted they swung them around to their hips, aiming at the ground, fingers off the triggers. They wore faded green clothing, raggy and patchwork, with tan cloth wrapped around their waists and their necks and their mouths. Their faces were obscured by helmets�� these too were cloth-like in appearance, with ram�s horns glued to the sides. Their eyes were covered behind thick black goggles. They wore thin leather gloves and absurd armoured boots�� knee high, thick and made of some sort of shiny plastic or metal, Kirwyn couldn�t tell. They were segmented like a lobster�s shell, far too heavy it seemed, for their skinny frames.
The one who was unarmed�� or seemed to be�� hopped off his bike. He put his hands on his hips, taking in the view of the red temple and all the acolytes gathered before him. He took off his gloves, crammed them into his pocket and took off his helmet, leaving it to fall on the ground. He revealed a shaggy head of silver blond hair and a coarsely stubbled face. Not much older than Kirwyn. He was very handsome, with an almost feminine quality to him. His expression was enigmatic, half smiling, big blue eyes�� twinkling in the sun.
�Hello,� he bellowed in a strange accent. He sauntered up to them. His companions followed, their riding gear still on, weapons still pointed downwards.
�What is this place? Who are you people?� he demanded. When no answer came immediately, he reached into his jacket, grabbing for something, he muttered �Not a chatty bunch are you?�
�Forgive me Sir,� Brother Carmichael stepped forwards. �We are not used to welcoming strangers, nor�� speaking, in, truth. Most of us have taken vows of silence, you see?�
The stranger smiled strangely and lit a cigarette with a metallic stick. �That so?�
�Y-yes,� said Carmichael �We are a Tacitus sect. We are simple farmers, we want no quarrel sirs, you need no weapons here.�
The three bikers remained in position. The leader smoked his cigarette and looked at Carmichael madly, like he might hug him or throttle him as the mood struck him.
Carmichael swallowed, and, continued �What brings you to these parts, may I ask?�
�Well� me and my broders, we�re travellers see? And travelling�s thirsty work, especially in this weather. We was wondering whether�� if I could be so bold�� whether we could trouble you for something to drink?�
�Of-of course� said Carmichael, overjoyed. �Come this way�� The old munk scurried along, motioning the stranger to follow.
He didn�t. He glanced with half-closed eyes at the munks, and then the nuns. He walked over with the sun in his eyes, a couple feet away from the silent crowds. Looking at each one individually, some for a moment, some for a few seconds. Strolling along. One nun he stood by for a while, looking directly into her eyes, her expression was resigned and melancholic. His�� was curious. He held her jawline.
�My�� good man,� said Carmichael, trembling �The drinks are� this way�
The stranger moved his head, and then his eyes to look at Carmichael. �Of course� he croaked. And then sauntered off, following the old munk, his guards in clanking boots followed.
When they were out of sight the stoic nun fell to her knees, breathing heavily. The congregation was forlorn, Kirwyn looked down, cold knots in his stomach.
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Alana and Robin rode their horses in single file. Up the side of a hill to an old railway tunnel that cut through it. Through the guts of the world they trotted, in darkness. It was a small tunnel, so they needed no light, but on the other side the landscape was completely changed, thickly forested, no paths, no long vision. This was the area they would be scouting. They stopped for a moment, reigning in their impatient horses, then soldiered on into the forest.
A light drizzle hit them, so they wrapped up their long rifles in cloth and pulled up their hoods. As Rangers, their uniforms were rather understated, hardly looked like uniforms at all. Brown undershirt, pants, belt, forest green poncho, black fingerless gloves that went up to their wrists. Their hair was very neat, tied back so nothing could cover their eyes.
They made slow progress through the wood, they saw no animals, no birds, nothing but trees. The canopy was so thick in places it felt like riding through the night�� but then they would come to a clearing and the drizzle would whip at them again, they�d see the silver sunlight through the clouds. And they rode on.
There was a recess ahead, the flat ground dipping suddenly, the horses stumbled down it, and as they trotted on, it appeared they had waltzed into a massive crater, kilometres wide, few trees grew here�� mostly just long grass. They would be easy targets in the clearing, so they headed back and walked the perimeter of the crater, shadowed by the forest. They rode in utter silence now�� the break in the monotony sobering them.
�I see something,� whispered Robin, pointing to the clearing.
They both stopped, dismounted and pulled out their swaddled rifles from the saddle bags. Through the scope Alana saw a red rusted hulk of a thing, motionless, propped up, leaning on a rock, black cables festooned about it like liquorice.
�Could be a trap,� whispered Robin.
�Yeah,� Alana sighed. �We need to check it out though.�
They tied up the horses, hid their gear and proceeded on foot. Still sticking to the edge of the crater, hugging the forest. The red thing dipping in and out of view, hidden by trees. When they found a suitable spot, Robin built a nest. A vantage point to observe the clearing. He was perfectly still, hood up, prone, looking down the scope, nestled on high ground. Alana continued on alone, towards the clearing. From this distance the thing seemed like an enormous dead crab with all its legs pulled off.
She crouch-walked, so only her head and shoulders rose above the grass. Even this hardy plant seemed to struggle to grow around the wreck, it gradually withered and died as she approached, till she was utterly exposed�� face to face with the red monster. It was the size of a house, vaguely oval, metal�� with rivets all along the edges. It looked to have been crimson red in its youth, but now was faded and scratched. It lay on its side�� or so it seemed. It had 4 gaping sockets that Alana thought might have held legs, or guns.
From underneath there were thick black wires that poured out, diverging and multiplying like veins, they looped back down under the shell, so their purpose could not be ascertained. She walked all around the thing a few times, keeping her distance. She knew Robin was keeping an eye on her surroundings, but she decided to have a look herself, her peripheral vision always on the wreck, looking for any sign of movement.
Satisfied, or at least less paranoid, she walked slowly back towards the metal beast. It looked utterly inert. She pressed it gently with the butt of her rifle and then jumped back. It remained dead. No lights flashed, no engines rumbled, no secret compartments slid open. She exhaled with relief and then climbed atop the thing. She swung her rifle onto her back and crouched on the shell, looking for clues. She had absolutely no idea what this thing was. From her belt she drew a small knife�� she tested a dent in the shell for weakness�� it wouldn�t budge. She would need a crowbar or a driller to break the shell open and get to all the tech inside. She slid off and looked for Robin. She couldn�t quite see him but she motioned a sign of safety.
She had a go at one of the wires with her knife. It was thick, glossy, rubbery. She sawed away for a while until an opening was cut. A few oozing black globules dripped out onto the barren ground. It smelled like oil. She collected what she could into a little plastic bottle, but the wire was soon milked dry. Looking around, she suddenly felt uneasy. She made her way back to Robin.
They did not know what to make of the thing, it was utterly alien. They did not have the tools to salvage it, nor the knowledge to determine what parts, if any, were salvageable. They marked the spot on their maps and continued on. They would leave it to the top brass to figure out.
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The Chrysanthemum flew over black seas and through black air. It was almost silent, powered by an ancient radiation generator. It was smooth, white and bulbous, like a worn down pebble, plastic windows bubbled it, and two exhaust ports vented out rippling heat.
Inside, the troops were lit by a single red light, they were strapped in, a flat metal bar over each pectoral. They wore black armour, its material glossy and hard like ceramics, intricately tailored for each individual trooper�� they were perfectly sealed. Their helmets obscured their heads�� a perfect glassy black plane over their faces. The underside of their hands and fingers were coated in a ribbed, softer substance. To an outsider it might seem that they waited in silence, but inside the helmets, through their voice coms they chatted breezily, like old comrades, which they were.
Loma was their pilot, she wore the same uniform, except hers had little indentations of wings on the shoulders. She wore no helmet. Much of the mechanics of flying was handled by the ship�s AI�� but if this software were compromised in some way, she could take the reins fully.
Her duty was that of an overseer, observing the drones that accompanied the soldiers, scouting ahead. She offered tactical counsel and relayed new orders when it was appropriate.
She viewed their journey�s progress through satellite. They would soon reach land, and fly over foreign territory. Avalon was a beacon of peace and harmony in the mid-Atlantic, their mastery of the waves and the air was unmatched, nothing could touch them there. On land, thousands of miles away however�
Loma had been on the mainland before. When the gates of Avalon finally re-opened, and the expeditions inland started, she was among the first to volunteer. Her early enthusiasm turned grim, the expeditions became a duty only. She had seen what depravities the human ape could fall to when left to its own devices, memories of the gnashing of teeth and the hollow mad eyes of the barbarians filled her with unease.
She was more than happy to be sealed within the Chrysanthemum this mission. Her boots would not be tainted with the scum of the old world, soon she could plant them back on the firm ground of the artificial island, with its alabaster and jet blocks, so smooth, so clean and so soothing.
They were now over land, they flew higher, into the clouds, out of range of anything. There could be some ancient tin-pot anti air devices still buzzing away on the ground, their programming re-knitted by dirty grasping hands. The Chrysanthemum would be a great prize, even in pieces.
As they approached their destination, the Chrysanthemum dipped below the clouds. They would land two kilometres from the extraction point, and the soldiers would proceed on foot, accompanied by drones. The ship�s landing thrusters burned blue and it drifted slowly downwards, hovering for a moment over grass before 4 metallic legs emerged, the gentle humming ceased. They had landed without incident. Their landing position was not ideal�� it was low and easily accessible, but satellite had shown the area to be uninhabited, it was a grassy plain surrounded by forest. It was early night, they would be back to Avalon before sunrise.
In the cargo bay, the metal bars that held the soldiers in place lifted and folded into darkness. The troopers picked up their rifles from their overhead containers, and loaded a battery each. The cargo bay doors opened, steam wisped out, and the 8 troopers exited in synchronicity two by two. On either side of the cockpit, doors slid apart and 4 drones emerged buzzing into the night. They were flat and cylindrical with a slightly domed head, each possessed three black �eyes�. They followed the soldiers as they spread out into the forest.
Though it was pitch black, through the lens of the soldiers� helmets�� the material world was perfectly legible, though tinted green. The drones split their formation, 1 flew above the canopy, 1 went ahead and two guarded the flanks of the thin line of advancing soldiers. Loma saw through the eyes of the drones, and of the soldiers via their helmet cameras. Their visions were projected onto a great screen in the cockpit. A light rain pitter-pattered on the plastic window.
They had been advancing for some time when one of the trooper�s icons lit up: �Loma take a look at this,� he said over static. Loma pressed his screen and enlarged it to prominence.

�Everybody hold,� Loma called out. Looking through the trooper�s eyes, she saw the soldier digging up something half submerged in the mud, spherical and pale, he held it up to his helmet, brushing away the dirt�� it was a human skull, missing all its teeth.
�Alas poor Yorick.�
�What�s the holdup?� crackled a voice.
Loma puzzled over the screen. She snapped to attention. �Santiano found the remains of a native, long deceased. Keep me informed if you find anything else unusual, let�s keep going.�
�Aye Aye Cap�n.�
They paced forward, a half kilometre from their destination.
�Uh Cap�n?�
�Yes, trooper Bayern?� she enlarged her screen. Wedged into the elbow of a branch was another skull, its jawbone missing, it was stripped clean, staring down at them.
�Captain you gotta see this,� said another voice.
�Everybody hold positions,� Loma ordered. She pulled up the latest screen. The camera shook slightly as trooper 2 approached a large amorphous blob in her path. It was an earthen grotto. Two skulls, sans jaws decorated the entrance, it was a mound of earth and twigs, leading into the side of a hill infested with tree roots. The entrance was guarded by a scrap of fabric, held in place by rocks.
�Everyone form up on troopers 1 and 2.�
She ordered the drones to do likewise, making sure they stayed out of earshot. �Surround the hut. Troopers 1 and 2 will breach on my mark.�
She counted down and ordered the breach.
The first trooper lifted the cloth over onto the roof and stared into the room a moment, then plunged in, rifle drawn, the second trooper followed.
It was a small dirty enclosure, more like an animal den. There were exposed roots all along the walls, Intertwined in these were animal and human bones, hundreds of them, ribs, hips, skulls, empty black sockets staring into space.
�Hostile sighted,� whispered a voice in Loma�s ear. Loma darted to her screen. Saw the world through her eyes.
In the distance there was an obscured figure, observing her, hiding behind a tree. It was humanoid in shape, but not much more could be said of it. Its eyes shone bright in the infra-red light.
Loma inhaled sharply, then in a robotically calm voice made her announcement. �Troopers 1 and 2, exit the hut. All troopers: There is a possible hostile to your south east, I am adding his co-ordinates to your maps. He has visual on trooper 5. Approach with caution.�
�Why the fuck didn�t the drones find it?� spat a trooper.
�I�� I don�t know.� Loma paused. �There must be some sort of malfunction. I�ll work on it, proceed in silence unless something new comes up.�
The figure�s head retreated behind the tree. The troopers advanced to its last known position in a thin line, weapons primed. Loma studied the drone cams�� they should have picked up the figure�s heat signature and warned her, yet they proceeded as if everything were normal� 
�Hostile spotted!� screamed a trooper.
It was too tall, it�s head too small. It shambled through the trees, its form obscured by the swaddling of cloth and twigs around it, it limped away and wailed horribly, inhumanly.
�Light it up!� screamed a trooper.
Jets of thin blinding light erupted from the rifles. They ripped through bark, singing trees to the core and tore up sandy earth, turning it to glass. A number of beams hit the creature�� it burst into flame, its inhuman scream divided into two tones, then the thing ruptured horribly, leaving charred melting remnants on the trees and ground.
�Hostile dispatched,� muttered the first trooper.
That was first contact with the natives. After a moment Loma spoke up again. �Proceed to original destination, keep your eyes peeled, there�s some kind of malfunction with the drones� thermal imaging.�
�Roger that.� Replied a few scattered voices.
The rain was starting to leak down the Chrysanthemum�s windows. On the ground, the rain fell in streaks, visible through the cameras of the drones and troopers, limiting long range vision.
�So does anyone know what the fuck that thing was?� crackled a voice.
All communications fell silent.
�Probably just some inbred mainlander�
�Prolly a mutant��
�We�ll save the speculation till after the mission,� said Loma. �It was� hostile, you destroyed it, that�s all we need to know right now.�
With all the joy extinguished in them, they proceeded, out of the forest, to a steep hill that overlooked a plain. Across a concrete road there was an imposing building, large and angular. It was made of smooth grey stone.
The generals had dubbed it the Citadel, and it was a building of great interest to them. Digging through scraps of records, they found evidence that hidden beneath the Citadel was an ancient factory powered by its own miniature fission power plant.
Satellite imagery had implied the place to be inhabited by a primitive group of agriculturalists, living blissfully unaware of the invaluable tech lying just beneath the soil they toiled. Then, gradually the population dropped off to nothing. Most likely due to a radiation leak from the long-neglected power plant. With the grounds uninhabited, and the local powers still ignorant of its importance, now was the perfect opportunity for Avalon to explore the ancient ruins, and collect the treasures that no doubt lay there.
There were signs of recent habitation, rows of trenches surrounded the building, and there was large swathes of disused farmland nearby. A few huts and a few single-story concrete buildings dotted the grounds. But the place was totally abandoned now, tools lay scattered, no lights burned, not a soul stirred.
Two of the drones zoomed over the troopers� heads. These explored the grounds of the Citadel while the remaining two entered it directly. The troopers held position on the hill overlooking the facility, waiting for the go-ahead from Loma.
In two rows they marched forward, crept through large holes in the fences, hugged the walls, till at last they made it to the facility entrance, its doors long since destroyed, one by one they climbed the steps and entered into the building, following the drones.
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Kirwyn knelt in the chapel, his hands bound behind him. He looked to the other munks, some were glassy eyed, some haunted, some stoic. He pulled at his plastic shackles but they were unyielding. In the adjoining room he could hear muffled speaking. A sort of sing-songy language he couldn�t understand. He heard a crack and he flinched. One of the munks lowered his head and began to whisper-chant to himself. A sad old moan drifted through the door. It was the Mother Superior. Kirwyn had never heard her speak before, she�d never uttered a word as far as he knew.
Another smack and Kirwyn flinched again. The munks lowered their heads. The Mother Superior began to weep. The strange voices got louder�� there were two of them, asking questions, getting no answers�� she�d never speak�� surely. Kirwyn� chest began to heave. He pulled at his bindings again, pulled so hard his wrists stung maddeningly, but it was useless.
A glass thing was smashed and the Mother Superior cried out, then she went back to quietly weeping. It was a horrible sound. Kirwyn�s eyes began to well up in the dark, he clenched his teeth and pulled again at his plastic bindings. His breathing was ragged, full of pity and hatred. One of the strange voices grew deeper and angrier. Hectoring, threatening. The chanting munk stopped and stared at Kirwyn in confusion. Rivers of blood poured down from Kirwyn� wrists�� he was breathing through his teeth, eyes leaking in streams. The munks in their fashion, either in gesture or whisper bade him to stop, begged him. One rested his head upon his Kirwyn� shoulder, trying to comfort him. Kirwyn was deaf and blind to them now, with all his strength he pulled.
The pain was exquisite, annoying, tantalising, in flashes it was breath-taking, blood pooled round his knees, the plastic shackles, in a moment�� snapped, and he was free�� it shouldn�t have been possible.
With the quiet grace of a geisha he rose to his feet. The munks shuffled around in a whispered frenzy, begging him to sit down, Kirwyn seemed to be in a dream, walking silently towards the door that contained them. Another crack startled the munks, Kirwyn, with both bloody hands turned the doorknob�� it was unlocked. They didn�t even bother to lock it. He slowly opened it, just enough to slip out.
The Mother Superior was tied to a chair, her head lowered. A fist smacked into it, knocking her hair up. Two of the bikers stood either side of her, talking gibberish to one another, they were in a circular room, surrounded by pillars. The other two bikers were either side of Kirwyn, guarding the door. They had taken off their helmets and were leaning on the wall casually.
The one on the right he elbowed in the chin and snatched his rifle�� the man fell back, hitting his head badly on the stone wall. Kirwyn twisted and fired into the other one, ripping up his chest.
A shot whizzed into the back of Kirwyn�s shoulder, he felt the force of the impact but it was painless�� he sprinted behind a stone pillar. He heard footsteps approaching. He peaked a glimpse of two figures, crouch-walking, weapons drawn. Kirwyn saw that the man he had elbowed was crawling to his feet. Kirwyn squeezed the trigger and blew holes into the man�s terrified face.
Kirwyn peaked out again behind the pillar. A shot narrowly missed his head, he winced and fell back, the Mother Superior was silent, head bowed, tied to her chair. The two remaining men made their steady approach. Kirwyn leant round and squeezed the trigger, but no bullet came forth, just an echoing chup. He ducked again -a shot was fired at his pillar, splaying stone dust into the air and into his wrist wounds.
He had no time to think�� into the cloud of dust he leapt, taking a biker by surprise. The man had a throaty guttural scream. Kirwyn wrestled for the gun, but he was losing strength, the stranger pinned him against the wall. Kirwyn yelped like an animal, squirming, bare feet on the tapestry wall he pushed against the man, tipping him off balance, sending him tumbling backwards to the ground. Kirwyn snatched the gun and looked up�� he was shot in the bladder.
The leader twisted some mechanism on the revolver with his thumb, Kirwyn raised his rifle and squeezed the trigger, unloading the full magazine. The man�s chest and arms were ripped apart, he fell back and clung to a tapestry, ripping it from the wall and staining it with blood.
The man below Kirwyn kicked his foot�� Kirwyn lost balance and slammed his forehead onto the stone floor. The world went black. He lifted himself up in the darkness. He opened his eyes to see the man staring down at him, light behind his head, he swung his fist into Kirwyn�s face. All sound disappeared, Kirwyn stumbled back, then stepped forward.
The man coiled his body back and threw another punch. Kirwyn caught it. He grabbed the man�s wrist and twisted it till it snapped and the man shrieked in agony. Kirwyn punched the man�s snout, crunching it inwards, the man fell back on the stone floor. Kirwyn leapt upon him and slammed bloody fists into the pulpy mess of the man�s face, again and again, bones crunched, both in the man�s skull and in Kirwyn�s fingers.
Kirwyn rolled off him, hyperventilating, the pain of his wounds returning to him, he crawled over to look for the Mother Superior, she looked away from him sadly, Kirwyn collapsed.
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Rangers had no access to satellites, just old maps, many years out of date. Sometimes a river would be in the wrong place, a great building completely vanished, a pathway that shouldn�t have been there�� was there. These impressions were noted and would be attended to by the Cartography Kor when the area was scouted fully, and some form of permanent base of operations established.
They were the first wave, they were Rangers. A lot of kids signed up for Ranger duty, wanting to escape the tedium of the farms and the factories�� a lot of kids never came back to them. At least it was better than standard infantry conscription, there was more freedom in it.
They rode side by side, they didn�t talk much in the day�� and when they did it was done softly, this was potentially dangerous territory. At nights they lit no campfire�� it would give away their position. Instead they had heat packs that lay on their horses sides collecting solar energy in the day. These would be placed in their sleeping bags at night.
Their food was not unpleasant, standard army rations�� these would last weeks. Their only shortage was water, but this could usually be found in clear rivers and lakes that dotted this part of the island. At night they would lay their sleeping bags next to each other and trade whispered stories. Robin was still a boy, he had a naivety about him that made Alana smile sadly. He still whispered the Ranger�s Pledge every time he dismantled and cleaned his gun.
I am a Ranger. My weapon is the long rifle and my aim is true. I do not fight for money or for glory. I fight to protect the meek and the innocent. I do not run from my enemies, I face them. I do not fear my enemies, I pity them. I do not hate my enemies, I mourn for them. 
He had never fired a shot in anger, this was his second expedition. Alana had lost count of hers years ago.
They followed a road that was cut into the side of a mountain, it gave them superb vision of the surrounding areas. Robin took to talking, he would always tell stories of his life on the farm, his many brothers and sister, the curious characters that inhabited his village. Alana, by contrast, only spoke of her days in the Ranger Kor. Or occasionally�� she would tell him some old world stories�� history or legend, or some combination. They reached the end of the mountain trek and were sent back down to earth. They decided to re-enter the forest, following the path of the road, but keeping a distance from it.
They had been riding some hours when Alana spotted something large in the road. They dismounted, tied their horses at a safe distance and approached on foot. Looking through her scope, Alana saw some kind of vehicle. It was armoured and had six gigantic wheels, and a small turret. It was splayed across the road, completely still with no sign of life around it. It must have been put there fairly recently, every other vehicle had long since degraded or been destroyed�� this looked like it was still driveable.
They waited in silence for 20 minutes, walked in a large perimeter around it, and still saw no sign of life. At the back of the vehicle�� the hatch was ajar. And the front windows appeared to be damaged, cracked and white, though not destroyed. Apart from this, the vehicle seemed fine.
�What do you think, Robin?�
�Chester Militia?�
�Nah, too impressive, too pretty, they�d never send one of these out on their own.�
�Maybe it�s booby-trapped, maybe they want someone to loot it�� then they get you or summat.�
�Maybe�� said Alana �We still need to check it out. You have my back?�
�Yes sir.�
They found a suitable position for Robin to build his nest, overlooking the vehicle, surrounded by shrubbery. Alana had one last look through the scope, then crept down, and prowled her way to the road, hunched over, rifle in arm. She would stop occasionally, listening, then continue.
At length she reached the vehicle, and placed a gloved hand on it. It didn�t explode, no alarms went off. She inhaled and then walked around to the rear�� to the open hatch, aiming her rifle into the belly of the beast. There was not a soul living nor dying, it was completely abandoned. She entered into the driving seat, sat down, there was still a half tank of fuel and the keys were in the ignition.
She heard a shot fire in the distance.
She immediately got down, under the windows. On reflection, she could tell the sound came from Robin�s neck of the woods. She sighed for a moment, then kicked open the door and ran full-tilt into the cover of the woods.
She ran from tree to tree�� she would look down her scope into Robin�s nest, but could not find him. He had disappeared. She got as close as she dared, until she was definitely sure he had gone. Would he have run off without her?
Throwing caution to the wind she made a beeline for the nest, then crouched down. She scanned the horizon, but saw no sign of life. He had probably been spooked by some deer and gone running after it into the woods �� this she told herself. She would find his tracks and return him to his place by the scruff of the neck. Tell him to never do something so foolish again.
She walked walked out of his nest, saw something in the grass. There was no blood, no mess, no body, just Robin�s long rifle, snapped in two like a matchstick. Robin was dead. Alana was sure of it. She breathed in slowly, quietly, did a quick sweep around her again, saw nothing, and then walked, slowly, back to the road.
This was no deer, no enemy sniper.
When she was out of sight of the nest she picked up the pace, still silent, constantly scanning the horizon, turning around, looking for something, and not finding it. She reached the road�� leapt into the driver�s seat and locked the door.
She locked the back hatch. She twisted the key in the ignition, it struggled for a moment, whinnying, but then purred into action. Alana was in pieces, but then she saw it, and all the blood drained from her face.
It was in the middle of the road. Far too tall, head too big to be human. It was running at her. She stamped on the pedal and the vehicle squealed into movement. The creature picked up speed, running straight for her. It was jet black, with long white hair, its arms were as wide and stretched out before it.
Alana headed straight for it, moving the gearstick up as she did so�� until she saw the yellow in its eyes, then swerved out of its path. She passed it�� there was a slam, the whole vehicle rocked to its side, nearly tipping, then crashed back down, she lost control, the truck careened to the left, she slammed on the breaks, she hit a tree.
She was dazed�� she looked into the rear-view mirror�� she saw it, in the distance. A golem. It was walking towards her. She tried the ignition, but it was dead. She gritted her teeth and kicked the door open.
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Troopers ran down ratty hallways, paint stripped from the walls, water leaking from the ceiling, the building was a labyrinth, all written signs that remained were in an alphabet they couldn�t understand, they relied on maps and Loma for direction.
�I�m picking something up, something audible.�
�Hold position. Everyone hold position�
They stood for a moment, some guarding their flanks, all looking with concern, shallow breathing. Nothing happened.
�Alright� continue on��
There was a bump, several rooms away.
�I thought they said this place was fucking deserted?� hissed one of the troopers
�It seemed that way,� said Loma, defeated. �Just�� I�m sending a drone to check it out, proceed to the target, don�t make too much noise.�
Controlling one of the drones directly she sent it buzzing down the adjacent corridor where the offending noise occurred�� probably just some rubble falling. If it was a local, they�d be more than capable of dealing with it, should it turn hostile.
She wanted the team in and out as fast as possible-no more detours. With a thumb under her chin she watched the drone scan each room. She occasionally glanced back at the progress of the team. They had finally reached the metal staircase, that which lead down to the lower levels of the facility, the only available route to the bunkers since the elevators were inoperable. Two troopers stayed at the top of the stairs, keeping watch.
The lower levels were even starker, bare concrete with the occasional transparent plastic sheeting dividing up the corridors.
�What did the drones find?�
�Nothing,� replied Loma
�Take a look at this,� piped up one of the troopers.
The wall was covered in crude, childish drawings, figures, swirling patterns, animals, strange text that was not known to them, it continued on into the darkness, went up to the ceiling and then onto the other wall. It depicted men, or stick figures rather, thousands of them, some on horseback, some reclining in bed, some were in the sun, a fiery ball. There were many strange symbols, and figures that had no significance to the troopers, but obviously did to the painter, it felt like some old epic drawn by a madman.
�Looks like cave paintings.�
�Someone�s been down here a long time.�
�Shh, I hear something.�
There was a quiet scratching noise. As if someone were dragging a metal table, far away.
�The fuck is that?� hissed one of the troopers.
Loma slammed on the screen. �Find cover, create a perimeter, hold your position, I�m sending one of the drones to check it out.�
There was no response.
�Do you read me?�
All at once the screens turned white, even the drones.
�Trooper 1, Trooper 2 do you read me?� She demanded. There was no response.
She sat up in her chair panicking slightly. It can�t have been a malfunction, not so many at once. Must have been an EMP or some kind of jamming signal, or a virus or�� 
Down in the lower levels the troopers were left in total darkness, their helmets� night-vision had failed, as had their voice-coms, their maps were gone. They took off their helmets and shouted for one another by name, grabbing each other�s shoulders for support. One of them snapped a light-stick�� they were bathed in gentle green light.
�The mission�s over.�
�You don�t have the authority do that, only Santiano��
�Well he�s not here, I don�t care what you guys do, I�m getting the fuck out of here, fuck this.�
�Where the hell did he go?�
They looked about them. He should have been right with them. Trooper Lee had seen him just a minute ago-
�No! Fuck this. I am out of here.�
�You�re just going to leave him?�
�I can�t see shit, my suit�s broken to shit, fuck this shit!�
�Everybody shut the fuck up!� �They all stood in silence. Faintly, in the distance, they heard the scraping noise. It was getting louder.
�I�m out boys and girls, if you wanna stay here, be my guest.�
�Do you even know the way without your map?�
This gave the trooper pause.
�We�re sticking together, if we get lost, at least we�ll be lost together.�
�What about Santiano?�
�Fuck him, you look for him! Let�s go.�
A trooper put his hands to his mouth. �Santiano!� he bellowed. His fellow troopers slapped his mouth shut and hissed him into silence. The sound of Santiano�s name echoed through the maze of concrete, unable to be shushed into silence. But the dragging sound did stop. The troopers looked at one another, unwilling to move.
Then the dragging began again, faster now, in earnest.
�We�re getting out of here, follow me.�
None argued.
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Alana ran quietly through the forest. Every few minutes she would stop, weapon drawn, baring it for all the world to see, but her enemy was aloof, missing. Every snap of a stick, every rustle of leaves would have the hairs on the back of her neck standing up. Apparitions squiggled in the corners of her eyes, but when she turned to face them they disappeared. She was sure there was someone behind her, but when she swivelled around she was alone, and then she felt it above her�� but there was still nothing, it was forever just out of view, if it existed.
She wanted to cry out, but kept her teeth gritted instead, breathing raggedly. She thought of Robin, imagined his final moments, ambushed by the golem. She remembered her mother and sister. Something sharp and black looked at her and screamed and she shot the branch it flew from. It was a crow, she gave away her position for a crow. Her hands were shaking, more from exertion than fear. She was soon at the bushes where their horses and supplies were tethered.
The horses were destroyed. Their necks were snapped, and their legs were twisted inwards like a dead spider�s. Alana held her breath�� even though her body screamed for oxygen. The packs, all their supplies, their maps and food�� missing. She slid the bolt of her rifle, sending a scrap or metal into the grass. She finally exhaled and jogged away.
She would be travelling back to Retragrad by foot�� the expedition was over. She had lost her partner, her supplies and her horses. Not only were there foreign mercs in the area, but golems from fuck-knows-where. Big feral ones by the looks of it. She felt a stinging pain spread through her abdomen, she slung the rifle on her back and squeezed the area tight with both hands, continuing to jog.� She had 3 chargers�� 24 rifle cartridges-no, 23. She had 6 bullets in her revolver. She had a canteen full of water�� that was everything of use. All the food, all the maps, all the extra ammo, all were gone. It was getting dark, she could not run any longer. Her lungs were on fire and her legs were dead. She had to walk.
She was not used to navigating without her map. On foot, in the dark, the forest lost its familiarity, the canopy and clouds made it impossible to judge direction from the stars. She had to wing-it. Soon it was difficult to see more than a few trees ahead of her, but she soldiered on, hands outstretched, stumbling over roots and stones.
In the distance she heard the rustling of leaves. She stopped�� slid down with her back to a tree and drew her pistol from her waist in one smooth motion. Something was moving in the forest, some animal or��� Its breathing was deep and heavy, it clumped along over stones and branches. It stopped for a moment. Alana held her breath.
The beast inhaled through its nose several times, paused, then clumped along, away from Alana. Alana waited in perfect stillness and perfect silence for a very long time, long after the beast had passed out of earshot.
But the sound returned, stumbling, sniffing, heavy breathing. She rose up from the tree and walked away, every kick of a stone, every slip on a root was like a cymbal crash in a graveyard. She broke into a run, hands stretched before her, branches swiping at her face, she fell into the soil, twisted her ankle. She dragged herself up by her elbows and limped away. The trees began to dissipate, she was entering a clearing. A meadow, with a lake, and a large square silhouette�� a house.
It was black and wooden, the bottom windows were smashed but the top ones were intact, the whole place was soiled with soot. She limped to its open door, entered, and finding a chain there, bolted the door shut. She walked to an adjacent room with black furniture�� she stared out of the window into the forest�� she could see very little. With her revolver drawn she limped through all the rooms on the bottom floor, looking for another entrance�� or some other occupants�� but could find neither. She ascended the creaky wooden staircase, found a room and closed the door. She looked out the window to the forest again but could see nothing.
She pushed a heavy black wardrobe to cover the door, the dragging and scratching was like an aircraft taking off, in that silent house, in that silent meadow. She placed her rifle on the floor. She looked out the window again�� on her knees�� and saw only the forest.
She leant back on a wall, sliding down to a sitting position. She put the revolver down. She put her head in her hands and sighed wheezily. She swigged the last of the water in her canteen. Her body was slick with sweat, her skin and clothes doused in dirt from her fall. She was beginning to cool down, she had no heat packs and dared not light a fire. She sat motionless, then gradually slid further down till she was lying on the floor. She lay awake for what felt like hours, but eventually exhaustion beat her into restless sleep.
Her eyes opened in the darkness. Something was trying to open the front door.
It was twisting the door handle and now pulling and pushing. Alana groped for her revolver and then pushed herself up against the wall. She checked the bullets�� 5 for it, 1 for her. Using both hands she closed the gun up, not making a sound. She wanted to look out the window, but the floorboards of the old house were creaky in unpredictable patterns, so she preferred to sit.
The gentleness with which the door handle was twisted�� disturbed her. The intruder was trying to be quiet. There was a long creaking and then a metallic snap. She heard heavy footsteps below. She closed her eyes and opened them slowly, resigned. The intruder stepped into each room and paused a while. In the room below Alana�s�� it seemed to pause an awful long time. Then at last, it moved on. It left the house. Alana exhaled. But she stayed perfectly still. She could not be seen from the outside�� from this position.
The intruder re-entered.
Alana raised her jaw up like a bulldog. The intruder went up the stairs, the wood creaked in pain under its weight, she heard something snap�� she flinched at the sound. The thing gingerly walked across the upper hall, floorboards groaning. It explored the room adjacent to hers�� its every footstep deliberate, slow. It closed the door. Then it tried for her door. The handle rattled. Alana rested her pistol hand on her left forearm and aimed at the door. The intruder gently tried to push, but the wardrobe held its place.
BANG�� the intruder smashed at the door, and then BANG a second time.
Alana flinched, but took advantage of the noise to adjust into another position. Kneeling, pistol still aiming at the door, within reach of her rifle.
BANG. The intruder had beaten a hole through the broken door. The wardrobe was caressed, fat fingers felt it up and down. There was a silence. Alana held her breath.
Then, after a few seconds, the intruder walked away, down the creaking, cracking stairway, clumped along the lower hall and was gone.
Alana was shocked, confused. She exhaled, still remained in position. What had just happened? Had the intruder given up? Gone to call reinforcements? Did it even know she was there? All of this she contemplated through the chaos of an exhausted and adrenalized mind.
She turned to the window. There was a large face watching her. Its eyes were wide and yellow, with small pupils. Its skin was jet black, its hair lank and white. It smiled widely, a gummy smile with teeth too small for it. Alana screamed and fired a shot at the window. The glass cracked, obscuring vision, the black blur of the golem passed. Alana screamed with frustration and retreated to a corner of the room, away from the window. In her left hand she picked up the rifle�� this she strapped over her shoulder. She held the revolver with both hands, trembling.
Her mind raced for some solution�� she was frozen in place. A black form passed over the window, the head, turning to face her, she fired another shot�� the window cracked more.
�MotherFUCKER,� She whispered. She kicked out the glass from the window, walking backwards she rammed the revolver into its holster and picked up the rifle.
�I CAN SEE YOUUU!� she screamed hoarsely. �YOU COWAAAARD.�
She heard running outside, thundering steps from the side of the house. She stepped to the centre of the room. There was an explosion of noise and soot, the golem had punched the wall, denting it and leaving two small holes. The impact rocked the room. Alana was regaining her balance when the opposite wall was hit, the wood denting inwards, soot exploded into the air.
She had had enough. She pushed the wardrobe aside and swung the door open. The creature crashed into the wall again. She tiptoed down the stairs and exited from the shattered front door. The crashing had stopped. She bolted out and swung round, alternating aim between the two sides of the house, walking steadily backwards.
She heard a rustling behind her, she flung around again and �
�I�m a friend. Don�t shoot.�
It was a figure, too small to be the creature, the voice was a young man�s.
�Don�t shoot.�
There was another crash into the house.
The man raised his hands above his head and walked past her slowly. It was a shabby figure, wearing layers of soiled rags. Hoodies and coats, and pants, and military boots. All a weird pale colour, splattered with mud. On his forearms, hands and calves were bandages. He lowered his hood, and turned to face her. He revealed a mane of dirty brown hair, blood seeped from one side of his face�� like he had been hit in the ear. He seemed woozy�� like he was drugged, he was not threatening in his demeanour.
�Run away.� he muttered, then walked by the side of the house to the golem, he balanced himself with a hand on the wall for a moment, then continued out of view.
Alana stood in silence�� a look of frozen, exhausted confusion on her face. A crash into the wall broke the spell, and she turned slowly to the forest and ran�� she looked back once, still confused, then continued on.
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Kirwyn emerged at the side of the house, he saw the golem�� or GMH as he knew it. It was clamped to the window, one arm scratching uselessly inside. Kirwyn studied the beast with dread fascination. It froze, then it snapped its neck to study him in turn.
�You there,� Kirwyn called out, softly.
With inhuman speed the golem jumped back and twisted mid-air, so its body faced him, it landed on all fours. Kirwyn put his hand on his sword and stepped backwards. The beast crouched down and it too crept backwards into the shadow of the forest, till only its bulbous ghoulish eyes were visible, greedily absorbing the light from the half moon.
�I am Kirwyn� May I ask your name?�
The eyes blinked slowly, one at a time.
Kirwyn coughed. �Please� sir� do not destroy this house, I wish to sleep here tonight.�
The eyes half closed, a horrible laugh emerged from the darkness, it was bizarrely high pitched�� squealing like a stuck pig, then it went down into a bassy guffaw.� Kirwyn�s eyes narrowed and he smiled painfully.
The GMH began to speak, its voice was that of a clever animal imitating humanity, the tone, the intonation�� almost perfect but unmistakably wrong in some indistinct way.
�Tis my house to break on whim, Kirwyyyyn,� It moaned.
�Then I�ll�� I�ll take my leave sir, do you know of some other place where a� weary traveller might rest his head?�
�In mine maw! betwixt mine teeth, no warmer pillow will thou meet.� The GMH prowled around and snapped his jaw shut loudly.
�You speak well,� said Kirwyn, wavering �You must have read a lot of books.�
The GMH made a strangled choking noise, feeling bolder, it walked out of the shadows, pacing around Kirwyn. It was the tallest animal�� or man�� he had ever seen.
�You are mad,� it said, smiling its cavernous smile. �There�s no sport in hunting thee. Tell me, whence the girl-child fled? I ate her friend, it would be a sin to let her grieve.�
Kirwyn�s smile hardened. �That�s very thoughtful of you,� he said. �But you�ll never catch her.�
The creature�s smile turned blank, it retreated back into the shadows. �Pray tell me why?� it boomed.
�I�m going to break your legs.�
The creature howled in delight. It let its mask slip, the laugh became deeper, more guttural�� the breathing was loud, air whistling through meaty nostrils into giant a cavernous chest.
Kirwyn stopped smiling. He dropped his coat, revealed the sword of Barabbas. Still sheathed, covered in parchment, he paced towards the GMH with it raised to the side.
The GMH spat out a spray of suppressed mirth �A knight art thou?� it squealed. �My sword, my kingdom for a sword!� It hopped away into the forest, chuckling its pig-squeal chuckle. Kirwyn stopped short of the trees, unsure whether to follow it. There was a loud cracking noise, and then rustling, the twisting of bark, deep in the blackness. Then he heard it bounding out towards him, thumping the ground and slapping trees as it came. Kirwyn stepped back towards the house.
It emerged standing straight, illuminated by the moon. It was about 9 foot tall, thickly muscled with odd proportions. Its legs and head were too large, even for its size. It stared with eyes the size of fists. It dragged along with it a makeshift club, the size of a man.
�I grow hungry,� it moaned and then swung the tree at Kirwyn with freakish speed. Kirwyn ducked down and walked backwards, narrowly avoiding it. The beast swung down�� Kirwyn hopped to one side, avoiding the blow and then he ran straight towards the creature. The GMH swung high, Kirwyn rolled down and struck its foot with all his might�� the blow hit ankle bone squarely, a strike that might have crippled a man.
The beast screamed deafeningly in surprise, dropped its club and leapt backwards, twisting in the air and climbed up a tree. Its face was blank, but in an instant, much too fast, it twisted into a smile with the sound of the skin rubbing saliva soaked gums. It receded into the dark.
�So strong for one so young,� it crooned. �Not quite a man art thou?�
Kirwyn followed the voice from left to right, he raised his sword�� he was out of breath.
�Not�� he began�� but somehow the creature had blindsided him�� it was too fast, he was too tired. It was on him, pinning him down. Giant fists around his wrists, clamped and pressing down with more and more pressure. It grinned madly, breathing hot steam into his face, crushing his organs and ribs with the weight of its body.
Time slowed for Kirwyn, the rapid breathing of the beast quietened and became peacefully sluggish. He had nothing. No way out. Nothing to say, even. The beast looked at him with covetous joy. Kirwyn pushed against it with all his strength, but his strength was waning. The beast leant in, its massive teeth bared. Kirwyn closed his eyes.
His face was splattered with hot spit. He was deafened, then a whining tone accompanied the muffled, clearing sound. He looked up at the GMH. There was a hole in its cheek. The giant looked to the side, frailly, and then another hole went through its forehead, almost silently.
It slowly released its grip on Kirwyn, then rested its giant bleeding head on his chest. Kirwyn wriggled out from beneath it, staring at it all the while.
A long barrel traced over the back of its head, and another shot was fired�� just barely audible this time. Kirwyn looked up at Alana. The ringing echoing into nothing. She stared at him widely, he stared back.
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�You have betrayed us. You have murdered. You have brought this order under great peril. You have rejected everything we taught you.� 
The old munk�s words echoed in Kirwyn�s mind. It had been years since they were spoken, but they still made him flinch, squint, kick the water. He washed the blood and dirt from his hands.
�We will always love you my son, but you cannot stay with us any longer.�
He submerged himself under the cold water, blowing out bubbles, and then surfaced.
�You must atone for this. I do not know how.�
He exhaled steam. Behind him Alana bathed also, their backs to one another. She sat, half submerged, massaged the mud and soot out of her hair. Kirwyn waded to the shore and brought his clothes in, he washed these as best he could with a little shard of soap, then left them drying on the grass beside the fire. It was dawn. Kirwyn wandered back into the water, sat with his back to Alana. She looked to her right and spoke quietly.
�What�s with the clothes?� she asked.
�What about them?�
�Why did you bleach them?�
�I don�t�� he mumbled off
�You think that�s cool? It makes you stand out, you know? I could hit you a mile away.� She stood up, water rushing around her, she waded off to get her clothes from the bank in front of her, then returned to her sitting place, scrubbing at them.
�It�s the�� Kirwyn faltered. �It�s the colour of penance. For my�� order.�
�What are you? A priest?�
�No. But� I was a munk, once�
Alana narrowed her eyes. �Do you wanna die? Got a death wish?�
Kirwyn seriously considered this. �No,� he said emphatically.
�Good. Neither do I. What are you doing out here?� she gestured to the horizon.
�I�m travelling.�
�Where?�
�I don�t have a plan.�
�Well� I�m going to Retragrad. You ever been there?�
�No.�
�Well, you might as well go there then. If you�re exploring.� Her expression hardened and she started scrubbing vigorously. �I�ve had a shitty couple of days, my partner got murdered and I�d rather not travel alone. What do you say? Come with me?�
Kirwyn paused. He sniffed. �Ok,� he said.
Alana bundled her wet clothes together, stood up and walked past Kirywn, wading towards the fire. She placed all her garments there carefully. Kirwyn averted his gaze. She marched up to him, wading through the water, stood over him.
�You walk ahead of me. You can be my canary down the mine. I�ll shoot anyone that goes for you. We�re both more likely to survive that way, especially you.�
Kirwyn still averted his gaze, water dripping around him.
�That�s a deal?� She outstretched a hand. Kirwyn looked up at her, with great intensity and effort looked into her eyes and shook her hand, then stood up. She looked him in the eye, then glanced down for a moment.
�Water�s cold,� she said, smiling, then walked to the fire.
Kirwyn paused, furrowed his brow and followed her.
�I�m sorry about your partner,� he said. They both paused.
�So am I,� she said. They sat opposite one another, across the fire. �He was only a kid,� she said distantly. �I didn�t know him very well but� horrible way to go��
They sat in silence. Alana squeezed the water out of her blonde hair.
�You ever seen one of those things before? The big GMH?� she asked.
�No. Not one like that. Have you?�
�Once, when I was very young� In Retragrad we call them golems, very dangerous�� She stared into the fire. Kirwyn looked into her eyes, then followed them to the fire.
�I�ve never seen a man fight one of those things,� she said. �Were you afraid?�
�Terrified,� he whispered.
�You didn�t look it. You�re very fast.�
�Well, you saved me.� He stared into the fire. �I owe you my life.�
�What do these words say?� she said trying to unsheathe the sword of Barabbas.
�Please! Don�t touch that,� he said, panicking, rising, seeing her, looking away, blushing. Snatching the sword out of her hands. She laughed.
�It�s a secret� oath, of my order,� he said, staring at the scrolls. �I can�t tell anyone.�
Her smile lost one of its corners. �You know how to fire a gun?� she asked
�No,� he said.
�You wanna know?�
�No,� he said sadly.
�Your funeral I guess.� She reclined back, staring into the fire.
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�This is Pilot to Trooper 1 do you read me?�
Static was the reply.
Loma put her head in her hands. There had been no communications in an hour. Procedure and instinct dictated a swift retreat. The situation was compromised. The safety of the ship was the biggest priority, it could not fall into enemy hands. Every minute she stayed on the ground increased the likelihood of that happening. Whoever was out there had some method of interrupting their communications, which could mean any number of things. It made them a threat�� that was certain.
Loma did not know what to do. So she left it to procedure. She told the AI to route a journey back to Avalon. ETA: 2 hours 14 minutes. The ship lifted into the air�� before it had reached the clouds, Loma had changed her mind and took direct control of navigation�� she flew towards the facility, full throttle�� she would find her team. She wouldn�t leave them to die in the wilderness.
She was at the facility in a flash. She hovered many miles above it, staring down in infra-red, zoomed in�� looking for signs of life. She saw a figure emerge from the facility.
�Identify that runner.�
�Trooper Leshawn�
Other figures burst from the building.
�Identify all.�
�Trooper Leshawn, and five unknowns. Six unknowns. Seven unknown��
�Ok!� she said, wiping her face. The building was erupting with hostiles. Leshawn was a few paces ahead of them.
He twisted round and fired at the crowd. His rifle was dead. He threw it at his pursuers in frustration�� it missed. The facility vomited out more shambling figures. He ran from them. He headed back to the forest, to the Chrysanthemum. Arms pumping, back straight, face grimacing. A spotlight illuminated him, he looked up and was blinded, he kept running, he saw the ship, heard the ship.
He was going to be rescued. It hovered a hundred feet above him, floating downwards, ahead of him. He screamed with joy, raising his hand, still sprinting. He expelled all his energy, felt muscles snap and acid pump round his body. The cargo bay doors opened, it was about 50 metres above him and falling.
He heard a thwip, something ripping through the air, it blasted into the side of the Chrysanthemum, knocking it back. The ship spun, juddering, creaking, it passed over a hill then went zig-zagging away into the night, black smoke trailing it.
Leshawn picked himself up. He saw the shambling horde approaching him. He had nothing left. He sat down and closed his eyes.
In the cockpit red lights blared. Soothing robotic voices relayed terrible information. There were hull breaches. The starboard thruster was offline, now adjusting. She struggled with the console, one by one systems shut down, she could no longer steer. The engine room was leaking radiation. They were losing altitude. A collision was imminent. Brace for impact.
Loma�s face was placid. The chaos erupting around her was muffled and slow. Her head was rocked by the ship violently, but she was like a statue otherwise. She looked up at her screen and saw mountains rushing to meet her. She slowly looked away.
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Alana had a few medical supplies, 20 cartridges for her rifle, and 4 bullets left in her revolver. The rest of the ammo was lost, along with everything else of value. Along with Robin. The quartermaster would be devastated when she came back�� if she came back. Their gear was worth more than they were, so he said, frequently.
She wondered what they would make of Kirwyn. Retragrad had no priests, no temples. She had seen mystics and preachers in her expeditions�� she didn�t think much of them. Superstition. Delusion lead people to do incredible things, and insane things, Kirwyn had demonstrated both when she met him. The golem was right about one thing. Kirwyn was mad. She felt she could trust him though, strange as it sounded. He owed her, she could use him.
Alana had a rough idea of the route home, they would simply head for the mountains, then travel south, soon they would find the People�s Road which was well known to her. Luckily Alana and Robin had not made it far into their expedition. It would be only two days walk before they reached the first outpost. Kirwyn had some rations, red granulated cubes he kept in a tin case at his hip. He claimed that a man of science gave them to him�� that each one offered a day�s nutrition. Alana tried one and guessed them to be placebos. She decided not to tell him until they found real food.
Kirwyn walked ahead of her, as she had arranged. She trailed from the side, keeping him in view. In this strange fashion they made it through the forests, over shallow rivers and through thickets and marshy land�� areas unsuitable for pack-laden horses, but two people alone could manage. It was more out of the way. If she ever felt lost she would find high ground, or shimmy up a tree and find the mountains on the horizon.
At night, Kirwyn wanted to light a fire, but Alana insisted against it. They slept under a large tree that provided some shelter, they lay down within its massive roots, back to back again. Alana turned to face him.
�So: �white is the colour of penance,�� she recited.
�For my order, yes,� he replied sleepily.
�What are you penitent about?�
He woke up. �A great many things.�
�Go on.�
He said nothing.
�What?� she pushed his back.
�Murder,� he whispered sadly.
�Oh,� she said. She shrugged. �Well I�m a soldier so��
A silence lay in the air.
�Well� I was a munk. For a layperson it would be a terrible sin, but for a munk it was�� I also desecrated the temple��
�You killed other priests?� she said, sitting up, surprised.
�No,� he said. �They were thieves, bikers.�
Kirwyn chewed on the knuckle of his thumb in the dark.
�So what happens now?� she asked �You�re just gonna� wander around for the rest of your life?�
�Well, until I find atonement.�
�How?�
�I don�t know.�
Alana got up, rested her head in her hand. �What do you mean you don�t know? How do you expect to find what you�re looking for if you don�t know what it is?�
�I�ll know when it happens. I�ll feel it.�
She paused, eyes squinting. �How do you know?�
�I�ll know.�
Alana turned her back to him in frustration.
�If it happens,� he corrected himself.
They both went silent. Kirwyn sighed sadly.
Alana turned to him again. �Those people you killed, the bikers�� did they deserve it?�
�Nobody deserves it.�
�But�� c�mon did they deserve it?�
�In my sect, killing people for any purpose is an abomination. It doesn�t matter if they start it, or if it�s in self-defence, or if it�s suicide, there is no justification.�
�Sounds like a pretty stupid system to me,� she offered sleepily. �So they started it then?�
�Well�� yes, but if we had done nothing, they would have tortured� some of us, maybe killed a few, but we would persevere, not only did I commit a terrible sin, I put a target on the congregation�s back. Retaliation. Reciprocation. Violence begets more violence. You don�t douse a fire with gasoline. Luckily, they had many secret monasteries to retreat to��
�So why do you carry around the sword? If you hate violence so much.�
�If I do not unsheathe it, it shows that I have learned my lesson.�
�But you can use it as a club? Seems pretty arbitrary to me,� she scoffed. �Who decided all this? Your god?�
�Look. I am not a good arguer,� he sputtered angrily. �I do not wish to justify my people�s beliefs to you, someone who obviously mocks the very �� He turned, resolving to speak no more. But he reneged: �First of all: I did try to reason with the golem, secondly I did not kill it�� you did. Also I�m not a munk anymore, so��
�Whatever,� she moaned.
Kirwyn tossed and turned. �I don�t�� know what I�m doing! ok? I�m just trying to do the right thing. It�s hard to tell sometimes,� he mumbled off� �-I don�t want to talk about my life. I hate talking. Tell me about your life� How did you, uh� come to be a Ranger?�
Alana lay and stared up at the stars sleepily.
�It�s� what I always wanted to be, since I was very small.�
�Why?�
She hesitated�� the mad munk had been candid with her�
�Because� when my family was killed, it was Rangers who picked me up. Looked after me.�
�Oh. I�m sorry� So you wanted to� return the favour?�
�No,� she said hollowly. �I wanted to do better. I didn�t want to clear up messes, hide away and pick up the pieces. I wanted to prevent chaos from happening in the first place. So good people didn�t need to die, and people like me, and� you I guess, didn�t have to turn out the way we did. It was a lofty goal, and I�ve more or less given up on it.�
Kirwyn didn�t know what to make of that. �That�s a shame,� he said, quietly, and then regretted it.
Tears silently welled up in Alana�s eyes, though they did not fall. She wondered what her mother would make of her now. How her sister might have been, had she lived to become a woman. She remembered that final day. How she ran, with her little sister on her back. The lights and the sirens.
�What�s Retraburg like?� He asked, hoping for a lighter subject.
She sighed heavily, wiping tears from her eyes. �Retragrad. What can I say? It�s a big city, with lots of towns and villages surrounding it. There�s food, there�s industry, there�s law. Hospitals, schools. We have an army, we have a Ranger Kor. There�s a lot worse places you could be in this world.�
�Do they let foreigners in? Like me, I mean.�
�So long as they don�t cause trouble.�
�Do you think��
He was interrupted. A blue light, like a flare or a comet passed over them, illuminating them for a moment. Then came the sound of a dying engine. The light passed over them, leaving them in darkness, it twisted and turned in the distance, then was extinguished in the mountain, followed by a muffled crash. Alana and Kirwyn looked at each other in astonishment.
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�Self-Destruct Protocol Initiated� announced the gentle voice of the computer
Loma�s neck ached, her head was on her shoulder. She undid her straps and fell to the ground. The cockpit was in disarray, the room pulsated with soft red light.
The countdown began, giant black letters stretched awkwardly on the main screen. Starting at 2 minutes. With eyes full of loathing, and dried blood in one nostril, she slumped to a keyboard and input a long code, one so deeply burned into her memory that even in her current fugue state, it came to her as easily as the date of her birth.
�Self-Destruct Protocol Belayed,� it announced, the main screen switched off.
�Ship status,� she croaked
There was no reply. She moaned and flicked a switch. When this had no effect she slammed the console with the flesh of her fist and the screen flickered into life.
CATASTROPHIC POWER FAILURE: ENTERING HIBERNATION MODE

The screen turned off.
�Goddamnit!� she spat. She pried open the cockpit doors and stumbled into the empty cargo bay. She picked up a spare helmet and wore it, it sealed up with a hiss.
�Current location. Full screen,� She demanded. The cargo bay dissolved away, a 3D map of the island appeared through clouds. It zoomed into the Citadel�s location, then drifted northwards erratically. The image faded to blackness.
SATTELITE LINK TERMINATED: UNABLE TO DETERMINE CURRENT LOCATION

�God! Damnit!� she shouted and a kicked metal bar. How? Was the satellite damaged? Did Avalon cut her off? Afraid that somebody might have requisitioned the ship? Did the hostiles compromise the software somehow?
She took her helmet off, grabbed a rifle off the rack and manually unscrewed the cargo bay hatch valve. As soon as it fell open she fired at the earth. A beam of brilliant blue light burst forth and blackened the ground. The rifles still worked at least. She stepped over the smoking hole into the daylight.
The ship was lop-sided. A great chunk of its wing had been seared off. The Chrysanthemum lay tilted on a mountainside, partially embedded into the ground. It was a sorry sight. She took in the lay of the land. It was barren country, grassy mountains that stretched off into the horizon. There were forests and lakes in the distance. She did not see a single animal, human or machine, nor any sign that any had ever existed, save for her ship. She looked around hopelessly, then returned to the ship which she sealed shut. She remembered the radiation leak. She hurriedly put her helmet back on.
The generator was dead. To get back to Avalon would require auxiliary power; solar. She slid the overhead compartment aside and pulled out a roll of thick rubbery material. She unfurled this outside the ship like a black glossy carpet, fully extended it was about 20 metres long. She did this with 5 more solar panels, all side by side, forming a great square. She connected the circuitry together, and plugged the tangled mess directly into the Chrysanthemum. She sat down a safe distance from the radiation-leaking mess and looked into the sun. Her helmet�s screen applied a grey filter, hardly necessary, the sun was weak, obscured by heavy cloud. It could take weeks to generate enough power to make it back to Avalon. Assuming the ship�s structural integrity could withstand the long flight. It had some self-repair capability, small wear and tear would automatically seal up given enough time. But she had no food, was utterly alone in hostile territory, all she could do was wait.
She took her helmet off and massaged her temples with the rubber soles of her armoured hands. The mountain wind whipped her hair into her face. She closed her eyes. Although she had risked her life to save the soldiers under her command, she felt no real mourning for them at this time. She felt empty. This turned to anger when she thought her superiors. Leading her into a warzone and then cutting her off when things got hairy. It was supposed to be a simple reconnaissance mission. There were supposed to be a dozen soldiers at most, and they were supposed to be bumpkin nobodies, lightly armed. How the hell did they manage to shoot her out of the sky?
She should have called the mission off when the drones started malfunctioning. Whether they had been tampered with or just failed on their own�� she should have called everyone back. She would have gotten in trouble, maybe received a court martial, but she would be back home right now. And her crew would still be alive. She sighed angrily and ripped up grass in frustration.
She looked at the wreck of the Chrysanthemum and grimaced. It was an eyesore. This high up it could be seen from miles around. She felt the grass in her hand, let it fall between her fingers.
She put on her helmet again and stepped inside the ship. She pulled out a compartment and rummaged inside, finding a liquid applicator and a plastic waste bag.
Outside she found an area of long grass, she placed her tools down, then unstrapped her rifle and adjusted the beam to its lowest intensity. She aimed low and scythed the grass in an arc, leaving a heap of grass which she stuffed into the refuse bag.
On top of the ship she poured globules of industrial adhesive, spreading it as best she could. She then poured the grass detritus onto the sticky hull, which held it in place, creating a rudimentary camouflage. She repeated this process several times till the smooth white egg of a ship was covered completely in grass. She did not know how long the paste would hold the camouflage in place, but it was better than nothing. The disguise would not hold up to close scrutiny, but the ship was no longer a peculiarity that could be seen by naked eye from miles around.
Wiping the grass from her hands she stepped into the ship again, monitoring the progress of the solar panels. It was disappointing. She walked out, looking for her adhesive gun, she picked it up and looked for her rifle. It was missing. She had placed it down a few metres away�� while working on the hull. She walked around with narrowed eyes, trying to remember if she had left it in some other place. It was not a great loss�� the ship had another spare. Still. It was bad form to leave tech in enemy territory.
�Hullo there,� said a man in white rags. He held her rifle in one hand, pointed lazily in her general direction.
Loma froze. She looked to her ship, it was too far away to safely run to.
�I�d like to ask you a few questions,� he began.
�Watch yourself with that thing,� she said, her voice filtered and robotic through the helmet �You might end up hurting yourself.�
�Don�t worry,� he replied, looking to the distance, agitated.
�It�s connected to my suit. Only I can use it, it�ll blow up in your hands if you try to fire.�
The man looked concerned for a moment. �There�s�� a sniper watching us,� he said quietly, then gave a thumbs-up to the world. A hole was torn into the earth at Loma�s feet, followed by a distant gunshot. She flinched slightly. The man looked at Loma�s rifle suspiciously, feeling it in his hands �So don�t try any funny business,� he mumbled. She punched him in the face with a metallic fist, he careened backwards.
A shot was fired, but it missed, zipping past Loma�s head. She ducked down and ran in a zig-zag pattern to the cargo bay entrance, another shot was fired into the hull. She tip tapped up the platform but was grabbed on both shoulders and pulled back into the daylight. She punched the man again in the head, but he bear-hugged her and forced her to the ground, holding her wrists in place.
�Stop�� punching me!� he said hoarsely. �Who are you? Why are you here?�
She replied by pushing against him, trying to knee him in the back and wriggle away. He squeezed her wrists and lent in closer.
�We�re not going to hurt you! We just need answers!�
Loma gave up the struggle, going limp. The man relaxed his grip slightly. �I need to tell you something.� She whispered, her voice barely audible through the electronic filter.
�What?� said the man.
Loma whispered something, slightly too quiet for the man to pick up. He leant in next to her helmet. She head-butted him, and as he instinctively cradled his skull in his hands, she elbowed him in the stomach. He punched her helmet, cracking the visor slightly, he regained control of her wrists.
A second figure approached. It was a woman, wearing some green sham uniform. She rested the muzzle of her long rifle on Loma�s helmet.
�Get her up,� She said. �Away from the ship.�
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�Take the helmet off,� barked Alana
Loma hesitated, then slowly unstrapped the helmet, the air tight-seal whistling slightly, her eyes adjusted to the light. She tossed the helmet to the ground carelessly and shook out her hair. It was black and straight, constantly shifting in the wind. She was in her 30�s, strikingly beautiful. Her eyes were jet black�� in this light, and they stared at Alana and Kirwyn with barely contained contempt.
�Who are you?� demanded Alana
�Loma.�
�Where do you come from?�
Loma looked to the west. She shrugged. They had abandoned her. She spoke in an accent that was bizarre to the two interrogators. �I am from an island called Avalon, thousands of miles away.�
�I never heard of it,� said Alana. �What are you doing out here?�
�My ride crashed on me,� she said, smiling joylessly.
Kirwyn interjected�� �What were you doing here before your flying machine crashed?�
�That�s none of your business, asshole,� said Loma in a flat tone. She stared him down until he looked away. Alana�s gaze did not break.
�You�re alone out here right?� asked Alana �We�ve been watching you a while.�
Loma didn�t respond, she switched her gaze from Kirwyn to Alana, staring down into her piercing blue eyes, the girl was a head shorter than her. �And judging by your arts and crafts�� Alana continued, gesturing to the grassy ship. �You don�t expect to be rescued any time soon.�
�You don�t intimidate me,� said Loma, coldly. She stepped forward�� Alana stepped back, raising her long rifle. Loma continued speaking as if nothing happened: �My ship�s a wreck, you can have it. It�s leaking radiation out the ass, but you can fight over the scraps if you want. As for me, stop pointing that musket at my head.� The two stared each other down. Loma moved forward again.
�Don�t�� take another step,� said Alana.
�I don�t think you have it in you, in all honesty. I think you only shoot people when they have their backs turned and you�re a mile away. I think you�re a scared little girl. That�s what I think. If you�re gonna shoot me, shoot me�� otherwise BACK OFF!�
Alana slid the bolt of her rifle for effect, and pointed the gun squarely at Loma�s chest. Loma smiled.
�Bolt action� she muttered to herself.
�Listen!� squeaked Kirwyn. �I think we got off on the wrong foot� We�re not here to steal from you.� He paused�� remembering that he stole her gun, he continued: �You seem like a decent enough person, you�re in a bit of trouble�� we�re in a bit of trouble� maybe we could help each other out?�
Loma looked at the man, bored. �Tell her to put the gun down and then maybe we can talk.�
�Alana,� he said. She didn�t respond. He gently pushed the rifle away, she acquiesced.
�Good,� said Loma, flashing a little smile at Alana. �Well you know my troubles, what do you want from me?�
There was a long silence. Alana looked down.
�Will your ship ever fly again?�
�Perhaps.�
�A long� time ago, I saw a ship like yours, white with blue flames, my mother told me it came from a city in the sea�� where it was always summer and safe, there was no toil or disease, it was like the best of the old days� and it was real.�
Loma�s look softened. Alana spoke up again �That�s the place you come from isn�t it?�
Loma didn�t respond.
�-well I want to go there, I want you to take me with you.�
Loma placed her hands behind her back, she looked around her.
�Supposing what you say is true, supposing I do take you with me. What will I get in return?�
�I�ll fix your ship.�
�You don�t know how.�
�I know this country better than you do�� better than anyone. I can find you anything you need. Parts, fuel, steel. I can get you food, clean water�� and stop you getting killed. You�ll live because of me.�
Loma bowed her head, considering for a while.
�What about him?� she asked, �What�s his deal?�
�She saved my life, so I�m helping her out,� said Kirwyn �I didn�t even want to come here. I don�t want anything from you.� He wandered off.
Loma shrugged �Fine,� she said. �You got a mean right hook kid, you got a lot of experience beating women?�
Kirwyn�s face darkened and he looked away.
�You�� she turned to Alana �Annie Oakley, you know where I can get turn of the century plane parts?�
�I know someone who would know,� she said quietly.
�Ok, ok� good enough. Alana was it? And your manservant?�
�Kirwyn,� she said blankly.
�Ok Alana, you got yourself a deal. If I�m alive and flying my plane, you�re gonna be with me. I�m not gonna lie, it�s not all sunshine and rainbows where I come from. But it�s a hell of a lot better than�� this,� she gestured widely. �Nobody born outside the city walls is guaranteed citizenship, but I could put in a good word. I could work something out. We got a deal?�
�Deal,� said Alana, and they shook hands awkwardly. Loma squeezed too tight with her metallic and rubber hand.
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The three travellers made for Moortown�� it was independent, well outside the reach of Retragrad or any other local power. Alana was supposed to still be on an expeditionary mission. In two weeks, when she did not return, she would be assumed dead. This suited her just fine. If she went home she would be pressed back into service and Loma would most likely be discovered as a useful foreigner, and imprisoned for information.
One advantage Retragrad did have was the road system. Even though it was slightly further away from their current location, the roads were well maintained, with frequent guard posts and resting houses, making the journey shorter and more pleasant. Going to Moortown was tougher, the moors were lawless; it was a land of gangs and outlaws. Moortown was the only sedentary community, every other village moved on wheels or hoofs.
Alana was familiar with the land, having ranged there when she was Robin�s age. She knew the popular routes of the caravans�� these drew bandits and as such were avoided. The first day�� torrential rain followed them. Loma was safe in her air-tight armour, but Alana and Kirwyn were soaked to the skin.
Loma told them of Avalon, its marble walls, its gardens, the harbour, the freshwater lagoon. Most of all she spoke of the Hall of Heroes. A massive structure that lay half underwater, here lay the barracks, the naval docks and the landing grounds. She walked ahead of them and spoke slowly and used simple language, and would often clarify things that needed no clarification.
They came across a horde of wild boars and shot one of them. Alana gutted it and cut out slabs of meat. Loma stood and watched the bloody business, arms crossed. The helmet made her expression inscrutable, but underneath she was repulsed, every meal she had ever eaten had come out of a vat or off a stalk.
They decided to light a fire�� this was a safe enough area. Kirwyn collected firewood, but struggled with the damp kindling. He dug a pit to place it all in, and using a vial of oil Alana had collected, along with a burst of Loma�s rifle, it was soon crackling. When the meat was cooked starvation got the better of Loma�� she tentatively took a bite of the pork, but immediately spat it out and dry heaved�� much to the delight of Alana. Kirwyn offered her one of his red cubes, which she nibbled on.
Alana told her about their first meeting, and of the GMH.
�In Avalon, we have genetic screening, to prevent things like that happening. You don�t have any�� she trailed off gesturing to Alana.
�Oh no. 100% bog-standard human.�
�Good.�
Loma smiled, looked up and saw a cloaked figure approaching. She readied her rifle and shouted in surprise. The figure raised two bony arms, resplendent in stony jewellery.
�I mean no �arm,� cried an old woman�s voice. �I just would like to stay by yer fire if that�s alright?�
�We�re very busy. Find your own fire,� called out Loma.
�I�ll be on my way then.�
Alana and Kirwyn glared at Loma in disbelief. Alana ran up to the old crone�� who lowered her hood respectfully revealing an ancient, pleasant face.
�She�s just joking,� said Alana. �You can sit by the fire, have something to eat.�
Loma was deadly serious. She could barely tolerate two mainlanders, with their slow minds and thuggish speech, never mind this new one. She placed her rifle across her knees and watched the newcomer warily.
The old woman tore into the boar-meet with gumption. On every finger she wore a black ring, and on her arms were also thick black bands made of stone. The other three sat in silence, watching her while she ate.
�You�re strange travelling partners if you don�t mind me sayin� so, ain�t not a common thread between you.�
The three sat in silence�� Alana had advised them to keep their identities secret for as long as possible.
�We�re�� ambassadors,� said Alana. �Representing different interests, we�re going to Moortown to oversee a treaty, as neutral advisors.�
�Is that so?� cried the old lady in astonishment.
�Yes,� said Alana happily. �I am Meredith, I represent the Ranger Kor of Retragrad. This is officer� Loma of Chester, and this is Kermit, of the Tacitus munks.�
�You are a arch-munk?� she said looking to Kirwyn. Kirwyn woke up from a day dream and looked to Alana in surprise.
�Uh, yeah,� he said, after some time.
�Could you pray for me, give me blessing for my journey? I�ve made it many times, but it�s a long one and I�ve never been so old as this minute.�
�Of� course,� said Kirwyn, touched. He knelt down and held her hands. He closed his eyes and mumbled under his breath. The old lady held her eyes open, enthralled. He put two fingers between her eyebrows �protect her on this journey,� he said, then went back to mumbling. He kissed both her hands and then got up to go to his seat. She got up to follow him, grabbing both his hands and shaking them.
�Thank you. Bless you,� she said, beaming from ear to ear. Kirwyn suddenly felt immense guilt. He smiled then looked to Loma who appeared extremely confused�� and Alana who seemed to regret the ruse, yet was still smiling faintly.
�I�ll leave you to your business,� said the old woman to the group. Alana weakly tried to get her to stay but the old woman was insistent. �I wish to end my journey as soon as possible, now I am warm and well fed, and blessed! I could not sit a moment longer, I bid you farewell, one and all!� Alana and Kirwyn said their goodbyes, Loma nodded upwards slightly. The old woman put her hood back on and floated out into the darkness.
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They soldiered on through barren, grassy plains. In the distance they saw mountains. They walked by an old, low stone wall. Alana saw a flash, she immediately ducked down and hissed at the others to do the same. After a while, laying low, she retrieved her rifle and propped it up on the wall, looking down the scope.
�They haven�t seen us�� I don�t think,� she whispered.
�Who are they? How many?� whispered Loma.
�Three of them. Look like raiders. Yeah they�re raiders.�
�How can you tell?� asked Kirwyn.
�Trust me. I know what I�m doing,� she said, staring down the scope.
�Can we go around them?� asked Loma.
�We could�� said Alana, sliding back behind the wall. �We�d have to go into more dangerous territory. And then these guys would pick off the next group who walked through here.�
�Take �em out then,� said Loma, gravely.
�Wait!� said Kirwyn peeking over the wall. �We don�t know if they�re raiders. They could just be travellers, like us.�
Alana wiped her face in frustration. �They�re not travelling, they�re lying in ambush. I wouldn�t have even seen them except�� one of them lit up a cigarette. They would have shot at us if we kept going.�
�You don�t know that, not for sure. They could just be hunters.�
�There�s no game around here.�
�Maybe they�re bad hunters.�
She grew weary of this and turned to their leader.
�Loma��
�Let me talk to them,� said Kirwyn earnestly, staring at Loma. �Let me try.�
Loma paused. She shrugged her shoulders and sighed. �It�s your life. Good luck buddy,�
�Loma,� said Alana coldly �This is a terrible idea.�
Kirwyn leapt over the wall, raising his arms.
Alana crept down even lower. �Fucking moron,� she uttered.
�Hullo there!� he cried, waving his hands above his head. He jogged and skipped along, his white robes flapping in the wind. A shot was fired, scattering up dirt by his feet. He ducked behind a shrubbery. More shots were fired from the raiders� position, whistling past him.
From behind him he heard four deep cracks in the air. The firing from the enemy camp was silenced. He lay prostrate on the ground. Alana kicked him lightly.
�Get up,� she barked. He did so. Loma walked ahead of them, hands casually held behind her back. They explored the enemy�s position. Three ragged warriors lay dead, their skulls open and bleeding on the ground. Two men and a woman. Alana crouched down and searched their bodies for valuables. Kirwyn looked away. She unearthed a sidearm, a large brassy revolver.
�Look at this,� she said, tapping Kirwyn on the chest with it.
The revolver had a chain at the handle�� there was a skeletal human finger attached, the bones glued together. She rattled it in front of him like car keys.
�Hunters?� she said enthusiastically.
Kirwyn looked away.
Alana emptied the revolver, taking the bullets one by one for herself, she spoke calmly as she looted. �This isn�t a monastery. This is the real world. People are true to their nature here, they�re animals. They don�t care about manners�� how nice you are. They�re here to survive and get what they want. They�re animals Kirwyn, we all are. The sooner you learn that, the longer you�ll survive. I mean look at them:� She gestured to the fallen raiders. They were a formidable looking bunch, even when dead. They wore brown leather masks with goggles sewn in, their knuckles were bare, scabbed. They were armed to the teeth, covered in white scars over lean bodies.
�Just because someone looks bad, doesn�t mean they�re evil,� said Kirwyn coldly.
�It�s got nothing to do with good and evil,� said Alana, shaking her head. �It�s whether they�re a threat or not. I�ll decide next time whether you parlay with strangers.�
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Moortown�s walls were wood and corrugated metal, they sat on raised earth, and wooden towers jutted out behind them. The front gate was an old rusting fence made of criss-crossed iron tubes. This was lowered and raised by a system of gears and pulleys. Guards paced around a bridge overlooking the gate. They wore no uniform, some of them had no shirt. Their weapons were similarly mismatched. Shotguns, crossbows. One had what appeared to be a rocket launcher resting on his shoulder, and an axe tucked in his belt. Alana noticed with some consternation that one of them wielded a long rifle of the Ranger Kor. She didn�t recognise him.
One of the guards wore black goggles so tightly on his head they appeared to be fused to his skull. He had a ratty grey moustache and deeply tanned skin, he was smoking some kind of metallic engraved pipe, he jumped off his stool and lent over the balcony when he saw the 3 travellers.
�Oy! What brings you to Moortown?� he cried.
�We�re traders,� shouted Alana.
�What do you trade?� he bellowed
�Technology.�
The guard smoked his pipe and considered them for a moment. He leapt down over the palisades, and strolled over to them, limping on an artificial leg.
�What sort of technology?�
Alana looked to Loma. Loma sighed and placed her backpack on the ground and rummaged, she retrieved a flat metal disk, placing it in the palm of her hand. Soothing music started playing, of such high fidelity one could assume an orchestra was hidden just out of view. A vine cracked out of the projector and flowers budded and swayed in time with the wind. The guard�s mouth dropped, but he closed it quickly to catch his pipe. He reached out a dirty hand to touch the flower, but his fingers passed through the hologram. Loma promptly turned the thing off and placed it back in her bag.
�Are we in or no?� she said
The guard still stared at his hand that had touched the flower. �Uh, open the gate!� he cried upwards. The gate rattled unevenly to the sky, and they passed through the earthen walls into Moortown.
�This is a town?� asked Loma incredulously.
There was no uniformity to the buildings, they were fashioned together with scrap. Each one spewed out a great deal of black smog from their chimneys. Rubble and detritus lay all about. There were no roads�� as such, more muddy pathways. A group of dirty children ran past them carrying guns.
Alana shrugged. �It�s Moortown.�
�Where is this mechanic?� asked Loma, barely containing her revulsion.
�On the opposite side of town, big blue building next to the scrap pile. Can�t miss it.�
�While I�m dealing with him, I�d like you to secure us a meeting. Someone with vehicles. Someone trustworthy. Do you think you could handle that?�
�Yes,� said Alana, irritated.
�Meet me here in approximately 30 minutes.�
�Yes sir,� said Alana.
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In the Magic Carpet music boomed. Hookah smoke swirled around the dim lights as a burly man waddled around, talking loudly and coarsely, collecting arms full of pint glasses, playing pool, jostling as groups moved in and out of the lively den.
Alana stood by the bar, trying to haggle with a Hun for safe passage back to Loma�s ship. A bald, stocky Kentishman wearing a greatcoat approached her. He tapped her on the shoulder. She quickly turned to face him.
�Are you a real rainja?� asked the Kentishman.
�What�s it to you?�
�I fought you lot always travelled in pairs?�
�Guess I�m not a real Ranger then,� she turned back to the Hun, continuing their conversation.
�But you look loik one, and you talk loik one.�
Under her poncho, she held the grip of her knife. Alana slowly turned to the man. �I�m very busy,� she said calmly. �Bother someone else.�
�You�re not so scary up close. Wivout your long roifle.�
He swung at her. His fist froze in the air, trembling. A hand clutched onto his wrist. Kirwyn stared at the Kentishman with wide eyes. The man groaned in pain. Kirwyn released him and he stumbled backwards. The man looked down, nursing his wrist�� he jerked up and spat in Kirwyn�s face. �YOU FACKIN FRRREAK!�
Spit ran down Kirwyn�s cheek, he stared at the man blankly, his eyes wide and unblinking.
�I�LL GUT YOU ALOIVE!� sputtered the man.
�Fuck off mate,� said Alana calmly.
An old Cavalier howled with laughter, he nudged his bodyguards and spoke to them. They scraped their stools and walked over to Alana. One of the bodyguards pushed the Kentishman aside, the other lead Alana and Kirwyn to the Cavaliers� table and sat them down.
The Cavaliers� colours were black and pink, they wore riding jackets and jeans, with little scraps of armour sewn in here and there. The old Cavalier was tall and fat, with balding grey hair and a thick moustache. His face was red and merry.
�You,� said the old Cavalier to Kirwyn, �You,� he said to one of his men. �Arm-wrestle, now. It will please me!�
The junior Cavalier put up a gloved hand to the table. Kirwyn reluctantly grasped it and the two men struggled for a few seconds before Kirwyn slammed the Cavalier�s hand to the table. The table erupted with laughter, Kirwyn and Alana smiled nervously, the junior Cavalier got up from his stool and headed to the bar, shaking blood back into his hand.
�You and me!� said the old Cavalier to Kirwyn. His men tried to drunkenly dissuade their boss�� he pushed them aside. He took off his jacket and his men whispered pleadingly into his ear. Alana casually brushed her hair from her ear and leant over to Kirwyn.
�Let him win,� she sang urgently and quietly. Kirwyn nodded reluctantly.
The old Cavalier barked his men away. He placed his arm on the table. Kirwyn placed his. They grasped. Kirwyn made a show of struggling, slowly dipping away into a losing position, but was surprised by a sudden burst of strength from the man. His pride wounded�� Kirwyn struggled against the man with all his might�� their hands went shuddering back to their original position. Kirwyn strained, looked with confused fascination into the grinning man�s eyes. The old Cavalier slammed Kirwyn�s arm into the table and his men roared with joy, and laughed, slapping their boss on the back.
Kirwyn nursed his hand, bewildered. The old Cavalier took off his glove, revealing a skeletal metal frame, he waved the fingers about fluidly and held his forefinger to his mouth. He looked to Alana �Shh, don�t tell him my secret,� he whispered. The Cavaliers burst into raucous drunken laughter. The old Cavalier banged the table with his robotic fist and laughed, Kirwyn grinned and looked to Alana, she smirked.
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The old woman scurried across the moors, clutching her robes in the wind, her black armbands clinking, she came to a quarry, and then to a vault door, which she twisted open with great effort. Faint violin music drifted out of the metal hole, it was erratic and high pitched, though not entirely unpleasant. She stepped down the ladder, and sealed the vault door shut behind her.
She plodded through lightless, echoing corridors, the music grew louder and more frenetic. The old woman lowered her hood, and then lowered her head and cringed. The music stopped. Fiddler was upon her, peering through the slits in his ceramic mask. He was a slight man, his mask was that of a Greek statue, serene and noble. The eyes underneath flitted about suspiciously.
�What news do you bring?�
The old woman threw off her robe and revealed two burlap sacks she had tied to her waist, these she untied and placed on a counter as she spoke. �The Yellowjackets and the Cavaliers are at war. Yellowjacket killed a Cavalier outside Newton. The Cavaliers are at Moortown convalescing.�
Fiddler studied her with crossed arms, he wore dark green velvet, ruffled and elaborate, with white, skin-tight gloves.
�Mo Buckwheat has been elected mayor of Moortown; he bribed half his constituents of course. In Jord they say a village disappeared overnight, not a soul remains.� Fiddler went back to his violin, playing low, sad music, quiet enough that he could still hear her.
�In the south there�s rumours of GMH�s wandering about, big ones, like the old days.� She removed yet another layer of fabric and revealed a wineskin on her back, this too she stored away. �Funny thing happened to me on the way over actually. There was these three foreigners, 2 ladies and a lad. They was wearing the most peculiar costumes, one of �em was one of them scouse Rangers, and the�� the feller he was wearin� white rags with bandages on �im. �E �ad some sort of sword on is knees, had all scrolls and queer letters on. And the last one, she wore this peculiar suit of armour, black as coal, with little wings on the shoulders. Had a strange rifle, smooth and white. Pretty thing she was and all, spoke all odd-like. I didn�t think��
Fiddler screeched the music to a stop. He froze in place. His back was turned to her. The old woman cringed.
�Did you speak to them?� he asked calmly.
�Aye. That� Ranger, she said they was some ambassadors or diplomats or summit, called the feller a high munk, I asked �im to bless me journey, but I never �eard prayers like that. I don�t know what scam they were plannin� on, but if I could see through it��
Fiddler was on her, his gloved hands gripping her shoulders tightly. She squeaked like a squashed dog. �Where. Did. You. See. Them?� he said, relishing each word.
�A day�s walk yonder,� she said, on the verge of tears. �They said they was heading towards Moortown on some diplomatic mission.�
�You are sure of this?� he said, his mask touching her nose.
�I swear, I swear!�
He looked to the side, to nothingness, then slowly turned to face her again.
�Pack my things,� he whispered. �Prepare my motorcycle. After I leave, you�re released from my service. Your debt is paid.�
�Oh truly master?� she whispered, tears in her eyes.
�Never speak of me again. To anyone. For any reason.�
�Of course,� she said, nodding.
He released her and she scurried off to another chamber of the vaults. He steadied himself on the counter, his mask pointing to the ground. He breathed heavily. With a final inhale he got up and strolled to the main room.
He buckled on a belt and holster. He retrieved a revolver, with a hexagonal barrel. He placed it inside the pouch and clasped it shut. He wore his helmet, silvery and egg shaped, like something from the Bronze Age. He fastened his silver greaves, and forearm armour, and breastplate. He placed two long grenades into slots in his belt. He fastened his boots which were brown leather, and they pointed upwards slightly at the tip. Lastly he fastened his sword to his side. The blade was long, with a hooked tip like that of a skinning knife. He placed his fiddle and bow in its case, and carried it to the garage. He placed the case in a container at the back of his bike, packed near to the brim with tools and supplies. He sat down and revved the engine. The garage doors slid open.
�Safe journey to you master,� said the old woman �and good luck.�
He turned to face her. �Leave the Moors, never return.�
She swallowed and nodded. He slowly turned to face the road ahead, and then burst out to it, the tires screeched and soiled the concrete floors as he left.
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The youth strolled to the guardhouse, with a shotgun slung over his shoulder. He leaned in the open doorway, observing the card game for a moment. It was dark out, so they played by candlelight. Some of the older guards were bickering and laughing, throwing flat red tokens, spilling drinks. The youth cleared his throat: �Ali. There�s a strange man at the gate, says you know him. He looks fishy.�
Ali sighed and threw his cards on the table, scraping his stool backwards. �Was never my game to begin with,� he murmured, walking out to the palisades�� a task made more difficult by his peg leg and drunkenness. He leant over and saw a ceramic face staring up at him. He tripped back, almost falling over. �Open the gate!� he hissed to the boy. The gate rattled upwards, faster than usual. Fiddler strode in.
He made for the Magic Carpet, the town�s sole public building still open at this time. It was fairly busy, and full of good cheer, the fighting hours were over and the singing hours were just beginning. Fiddler�s presence was not immediately felt by the revellers, preoccupied with their own business as they were, but when he was seen, by those who knew him, a pang of cold unease penetrated the fuzzy skin of their drunkenness.
The barman noticed him first of all. Fiddler strode straight to him and flicked him a silver coin, the man awkwardly caught it, nearly dropping it.
�Gin,� said Fiddler.
The barman nodded, and produced a frosted glass and a clear bottle with no label. He poured out a measure. Fiddler took the glass, placing it to the lips of his masks and slowly drained the contents. He coughed.
�I�m looking for a woman in black armour, came into town today, did you see her?�
�Aye of course,� said the barman, relieved. �Everyone in town did, her and her bodyguards. She had such marvellous trinkets and bauble�� shapes would appear and seem solid�� She was a queen I believe, or a princess? Of Avalon.�
�Where is she now?�
�They headed south. Uh, to Lundun, with half a dozen Cavaliers what she rented out, payed with her trinkets.�
�Do you know why they were going to Lundun?�
�Well� Carter, you know the one with the mechanics shop? He said she came in looking for some� aeronautical antigravital something or other. He didn�t have one in stock. Maybe they went to Lundun looking for one there? Lots of old treasure buried in the south they say, if you can get it.�
�When did they leave?�
�Oh, must have been two �� three hours ago? Why? Somebody put a bounty on that Queen?�
�Thank you for your assistance,� said Fiddler flatly, then walked away.
�Sir�� you paid for the bottle?�
Fiddler strolled out the door and then broke into a sprint through the tangle of cottages and corrugated-roof hovels of Moortown. When he saw the town gate it opened well in advance of him and closed as soon as he was out. He hopped onto his bike and exploded out into the horizon. The guards watched him leave, and were much relieved for having lost sight of him.
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They rode through the night, blasting electric light into the darkness. Alana clung to the back of the Cavalier, her arms criss-crossed over his leather waist. All she could hear were the roar of the engines and the wind that rippled her poncho, and chilled her. She looked to her left and saw Kirwyn�� he had never ridden on a bike before. He clamped onto his Cavalier like a mollusc, his eyes firmly shut. To her right was Loma, helmeted and inscrutable. In front of them were three other bikers, riding in a lazy formation that would fall apart and reform.
They rode over cement highways which were cracked, with little sprigs of grass and weeds blooming. The road was empty, occasionally they�d pass a burnt out husk of a vehicle, some blackened metal skeleton of a bike or a truck. But they passed no living traveller. The highways were controlled by the biker gangs. Traders between north and south relied on them, they paid tithes to the gangs in return for safe passage. In times of war however, they avoided the highways like the plague.
The large road had forked into four smaller ones that continued side by side. They passed under a great bridge. Alana could swear she saw something move on top of it. She considered whether to tap the biker on the shoulder and shout to him �the bike in front of Kirwyn exploded. Shrapnel and pressure pushed the centre bike into the rightmost, and they crashed into one another�� crushing one rider under wheel, and sending the other flying.
The three remaining riders skidded off the road. Gunfire followed them. They flew over a ditch, then up a small hill. The descent dizzied their innards. The gunfire stopped. They turned off their lights. They sped across an open field, and saw houses ahead of them. The centre bike drove to prominence, and the rider signalled forward with his tail lights.
Alana�s bike wobbled a little, and her arms felt damp. As they slowed down she heard her Cavalier�s breathing�� it was strained and weak. The bikes slid into the old dead town, resting at a car park. Alana�s Cavalier parked, and subsequently slumped over and collapsed on the tarmac. His comrades rushed to him. Alana�s eyes had adjusted to the light, her arms were soaked in blood.
The dying Cavalier moaned as his brothers-in-arms examined the wound. They looked at each other blankly, in shock. Alana ran to a nearby brick wall�� she vaulted up this, then leapt onto the roof of an old house, tiles slipping away and shattering on the ground as she ran to the peak. She then lay, eye glued to her scope, scanning the hill for movement.
Kirwyn knelt beside the dying Cavalier and wrapped linen around his wound. The two remaining Cavaliers and Loma stood apart, speaking low.
�If we don�t take him to a medic soon he�s dead. Within the hour,� said the younger Cavalier.
�Ludoc�s not far from here. There must be a doctor there,� offered the elder.
Loma took off her helmet �Who attacked us?� she said, agitated.
�Probably Yellowjackets,� said the younger.
The elder called up to Alana: �Are they following us?�
Alana frowned. �I can�t tell.�
�If they were Yellowjackets you�d be able to tell. And they would follow us.�
�What are we going to do?� asked the younger, gesturing to the dying Cavalier. Kirwyn prayed over him.
The elder breathed, looked across blankly, still in shock. His Hetman had died. He was in charge now.
�You take Yuki to Ludoc. When he�s stitched up, ride back to my father and tell him what happened.�
The younger nodded and lifted up his dying friend. �What about you Sab?��� As they spoke he escorted the injured man to his seat, then sat in front of him.
�I�ll shadow these three to Lundun. I�ll make sure we get our end of the bargain. Though with three dead it seems a fucking sour deal to me�� and no mistake.�
The younger Cavalier, nodded, furrowed his brow, tightened his lips. �Ride well brother,� he said, as his passenger wrapped a weak arm over his shoulder.
�Ride well,� said the elder. �Stay alive Yuki. That�s an order.� The dying Cavalier saluted sarcastically, still gripping on with his other hand. The elder smiled. Then his two comrades disappeared, their bike screeching into the darkness.
�How�s it looking up there?� cried Loma.
�Can�t see anything. Could do with some nightvision.�
Loma sealed on her helmet, then mounted the wall, she crawled up the tiled roof on all fours like a dog, slipping several times, and cursing. Kirwyn squatted and poured precious water over his hands, cleaning off the blood.
�Thank you for helping him,� said the Cavalier
�No worries,� said Kirwyn. �Who attacked us?�
�I don�t know. We�re at war with the Yellowjackets�� but I don�t think it was them. They are cowardly pieces of shit. But even then, I don�t see them laying down landmines. I didn�t hear any bikes, I don�t think it was any of the gangs. Whoever it is, they�re in for a rude fucking awakening if they think they can sabotage our road, kill our men and live to tell the fucking tale.�
Kirwyn frowned and shrugged his shoulders. They made eye contact. �I�m Kirwyn,� he said.
�Saburo,� said the Cavalier and extended a gloved hand which Kirwyn shook. Saburo was taller than Kirwyn, though much leaner. He seemed slightly younger than Kirwyn. His skin was tan, his hair jet black. He wore a faded pink jacket, with a white shirt, black boots, black jeans. He wore driving gloves and glasses when he rode. Like the rest of the Cavaliers, he wore no helmet, though he had rubber armour sewn into the elbows and knees of his clothes. He was handsome, yet Kirwyn thought there was something cruel and foreboding in his expression at times, though he guessed that might just be grief.
Alana and Loma slid down off the roof, Alana landed with perfect balance. Loma did not.
�We can�t see anyone,� said Alana. �They didn�t want to chase�� or they couldn�t.�
�We should get going,� said Loma �We can reach Lundun in an hour and a half.�
�It wouldn�t be an hour and a half,� said Saburo �We can�t go back to the highway without reinforcements. I�m not driving over any more fucking mines. If we rode on the by-lanes or over countryside we would have to go much slower. Riding in the dark�s one thing on the highway, it�s another out in the sticks.�
�It�s bad luck to travel by night,� offered Kirwyn.
Alana spoke up�� �How long would it take off the highway�� to get to Lundun?�
�In the dark?� Saburo considered this. �8 hours, maybe 9.�
�We might as well find somewhere to rest,� said Alana, �try the highway in the morning maybe.�
�No. We�ll ride now, through the countryside. I don�t want to be waiting around. I�m the one paying you people, I decide.�
Saburo folded his arms. �Bikes are loud. Lundun�s dangerous, especially at night. We�ve lost our best men. I�m with the Ranger. Find somewhere safe and wait for the daylight.�
�Also�� said Kirwyn. �You�re not paying me.�
Loma looked at Kirwyn with barely contained contempt. She looked to the side, worried. �What�s that noise?�
�I don�t hear anything,� said Saburo reaching for a smoke.
�No I hear it too,� said Alana. She climbed up the house a second time, rifle in hand and looked down her scope. �It�s a copter,� she called out.
Saburo looked to Loma�� �What do we do, Boss?�
Loma shook her head. �Hide the bikes,� she said, sighing.
The copter was a great beast of a machine, it seemed far too wide and dense to be able to fly. Two meaty propellers on its front and back created an obnoxiously loud noise, like mechanical thunder. It floated over the little town, dropping a spotlight over places of interest. The light passed over the window of their safehouse, illuminating the features of the four surviving members of the Lundun expedition, the first joint venture between the city of Avalon, and the gang that called themselves the Cavaliers. The copter buzzed off, its light following the road to the next town.
Saburo pulled a curtain open, slightly, and peered out the window. �I don�t know� what the hell is going on.�
Loma cleared her throat, ignoring him. �We�re leaving now. We�ll ride until we find somewhere safe. Stay off the main roads. I�ll lead, you follow.�
She left the room. Alana and Kirwyn looked at each other, Alana blinked and nodded�� they got up and followed. Saburo looked out the window a little while longer, till he heard an engine revving. He swished the curtain shut.
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They had driven to flatland by the sea. They found an inauspicious wooden and stone hovel by the beach, and slept there. They were exhausted, Alana and Kirwyn slept on the living room floor by the bikes. Saburo claimed a brown rotting sofa. The one bed, upstairs, was taken by Loma.
Alana was first to rise, raising her head from the crumpled poncho that served as her pillow. Her body was stiff and felt misaligned from the journey, she stretched and heard something pop in her neck. She winced, then hung her head, wiping her eyes. She walked to the window and swept the curtains open. She saw a man in a mask staring back at her. She screamed.
Saburo was up in a flash, he saw Alana�� her back turned to him. He crouched over to her. �What is it?� he hissed.
�Look,� she said softly. He popped his head up to the window for a second, then returned for a longer look. It was a child. It wore a flat wooden mask. It had a frozen look of happiness. With two big irregular eyeholes and a cartoon smile. Its only other garments were a loin cloth and some kind of dry grassy rings it wore on its ankles. It stood completely motionless. Kirwyn came next, groggy and irritable, he looked out and was sobered. The three looked at one another in confusion. Loma either did not hear the commotion or pretended not to. She slept in her sealed suit upstairs.
�Creepy little fucker,� said Saburo quietly, eyes glued to the thing.
�Why is he just standing there?� asked Alana, concerned.
�Maybe it�s a scout,� said Kirwyn. �Or maybe it�s� mad.�
�We have to go out sometime,� said Alana.
Alana went out first, creaking the door open and walking slowly. The mask turned to meet her.
�Hello,� she said. �Alright?�
The mask didn�t respond.
�Is this your house?� she offered. She walked up to the stranger until she was almost within touching distance. She confirmed that the child was unarmed. She looked at it for a while, and it looked back at her. �Do you speak Inglish? Salut. Ni hao.�
The mask cocked its head to one side, but still remained silent and still. Alana looked to the window and shrugged her shoulders. Kirwyn came out next, gingerly. The mask immediately fixated on him, the child walked away from Alana, until it was a few feet away from both of them. Kirwyn stopped in his tracks. �Can you speak?� he asked. �Do you understand us? Nod if you can.�
The mask looked down, and across the beach. Kirwyn furrowed his brow and sat down in the sand, he put his fist under his chin and studied the beach. Alana crouched over, resting her hands on her knees. She too looked across the beach, and all around, but saw nothing of interest.
�Hey kid,� said Saburo, kicking open the door. The child jumped in the air. �What are you doing out here mate?� He walked confidently to the child. It span around and ran up the beach on skinny little legs like a doe.
Alana glowered at him �What�d you that for, dickhead.�
Saburo was nonchalant. �What were you gonna do? Take it with you?�
�Where�s she off to?� said Kirwyn. They stared at the child, running into the sand dunes.
�I�m going for a swim,� said Saburo whipping off his t-shirt.
Kirwyn stared at Alana absent-mindedly. He got up and followed the child. Alana joined him.
�Those two are driving me fucking mental,� she hissed.
��Yeah,� said Kirwyn, sighing. The kid disappeared into the beach grass in the dunes. They followed its footsteps in the sand.
�What do you think�s wrong with the kid?� he asked.
�Probably just scared. Probably lost its mum. That�s why it went to me,� she said. She felt a cold twist in her stomach. �What are we going to do when we find it?�
�I could take it to a Tacitus sect. I know of a few temples.�
�Really?� she said. �You think that�s a good idea?�
�They took me in when I was around that age,� he said, hurt.
�And look how that turned out,� she thought. �Can�t you take him to Retragrad?�
�Isn�t that the place you ran away from?� he said, coldly.
Alana stopped �He�d be safe there. Is all I�m saying.� Kirwyn stopped too. He nodded, and they continued their walk.
�It�s a girl, I�m pretty sure,� said Kirwyn. They walked up to the beach grass, little hills, and dips with pools of sand in them. It stretched out far, but the hills concealed the true distance. They had lost sight of the child but continued to walk a little while longer.
�A future nun,� said Alana, smiling joylessly.
�If she wants,� said Kirwyn, matching her joyless smile.
�Somehow, I reckon a lot of kids end up nuns, when they�re raised in a nunnery.�
�I was raised by munks, I�m not a munk.�
�But you wanted to be.�
�What�s wrong with that?�
�Most people don�t want to be.�
Kirwyn didn�t know what to say, he stared at her, and she at him. Till a man screamed and blocked their path with a wooden club.
They stepped back, Kirwyn had his sword, and Alana her pistol, they drew them. But they were surrounded. Men and women in masks, like the child�s. Some more elaborate, with seashells and feathers stuck to them, others were ancient, like driftwood, green with algae. They all had clubs. Some rested them on the ground and had bows and arrows that they would constantly nock, pull, but then slowly release, never firing. They howled and whistled. Eyes wide with terror and rage behind the masks, white teeth flashing, tongues dipping out of wooden mouths.
In the throng, a path eventually parted, and as it did silence spread. An old woman appeared, wizened and wind burnt. Her teats hung to her bellybutton, and she wore hundreds of sea shells in her white hair and around her neck. She carried a large white staff. Her mask was large and ornate. She stood in front of Alana�s pistol, seemingly without fear. She stared at the two of them.
�You drop weapons,� she said.
Kirwyn reluctantly dropped the sword of Barabbas on the sand. A child snatched it and ran off. Kirwyn stared after it, breathing hot air out of his nose in frustration. Alana hesitated, then locked her pistol and offered it to the old woman. The old woman took it and passed it to another tribal member, this also disappeared into the crowd.
�What you doing on our beach?� demanded the Matriarch.
�We�re travellers. We needed somewhere to sleep,� said Alana.
�How many travellers?�
Alana wondered whether to lie. �Four,� she said, shrugging.
�And why you chasing my grand-child?� she said, jutting her staff under Kirwyn�s chin. He looked up, shocked.
�We thought she was an orphan�� we were trying to help!� he spluttered.
Hmmm breathed the old woman, eyeing him, but she released him. �Why?� she asked.
Kirwyn and Alana puzzled over this. �We�� were worried about her� We�re orphans too,� said Alana at last.
�I don�t believe you,� said the old woman laughing coldly. �We been tricked by people like you before.�
�Please!� urged Alana �She was on her own, we just felt bad, we�ll leave, we�ll never come back, we have no reason to.�
A skinny youth scampered into the presence of the Matriarch. She held up the sword of Barabbas, pointing to a section of the scroll that had been unfurled. She whispered into the Matriarch�s ear and then ran off. The Matriarch slipped her mask onto her head, revealing a tanned, wizened old face. The Matriarch�s blue eyes opened wide. She reached into the pocket of her skirt and retrieved a bizarrely ordinary-looking pair of reading glasses. She popped these onto the edge of her nose and read carefully.
�What this word mean?� she said, pointing to a section.
�Haralda,� he said.
�Yes?� she said impatiently.
�She was the Mother Superior at the sect I lived in.�
�You�re not wearing their clothes,� she said, looking him up and down with disgust.
�No, I was� kicked out.�
�You stole sword from her, didn�t you?�
Kirwyn stood up, but was instantly placed down by many hands. �No. She gave it to me when I left.�
�Liar,� said the Matriarch. �Why would she give to you, when they kicking you out?�
�Because�� he shouted, his eyes watered and his voice broke. �She raised me and she loved me.� He looked away, ashamed.
�Where she now?� said the Matriarch after a while, softening.
�I don�t know,� said Kirwyn forlornly. �They didn�t tell me.�
�I knew Haralda,� said the Matriarch.
Kirwyn looked up at her in amazement.
�She was� missionary to us, many years ago. She wasn�t very good, she didn�t get any Combi back to temple. But we liked her, and she liked us. I was little then, so was she. Did she speak of me?�
�I never heard her speak,� said Kirwyn. �She took a vow of silence before I met her.�
The old woman tutted and shook her head. �Doesn�t surprise me.�
�She never wrote of you. But I�� never really asked.�
�Probably wanted forget you Buko,� she said, an old man perked up �No one forgets Buko,� he said and then doubled over laughing. Little ripples of relief spread through the crowd. Alana smiled nervously, Kirwyn looked down, his face scrunched in confusion and pain.
Kirwyn and Alana trudged back to their beach house.
�They want to throw us a party,� said Alana.
�Why?� said Loma blankly.
�It�s a tradition for them, something to do with returning family.� She said, gesturing to Kirwyn who looked away.
�Well�� we should just go, we can be in Lundun before nightfall.�
�What about the party,� said Saburo, mock-dancing. �Somebody�s laying landmines the night you go to Lundun. There�s a copter from the fuckin�� Last War looking for you. Maybe it would do us good to lay low with some primitives for a while.�
�The landmines were a coincidence, we don�t know the copter was after us, or even from the same people,� said Loma.
�Do you really need to get to Lundun today? Can it not wait a day?� said Saburo. �I haven�t had anything to drink since Moortown.�
�Every day you�re with me, is another day you won�t have to be on the frontlines fighting Yellowjackets. Is that it?�
�I just need� a little vacation,� said Saburo smiling, his arms outstretched.
�We could do with a rest,� said Alana nodding.
�I don�t want to be rude to them,� said Kirwyn.
Loma shook her head. She sighed.
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Fiddler flew like a crow in the night. Across the moors then down the highway. He had bribes to pay any passing Cavalier, and if that didn�t work he had his pistol. His bike was black and shiny like a river stone. It was slower and quieter than most. He swooped in and out of hazards, humming along the motorway, cold wind pouring into his eyes and mouth, utterly alone.
He passed under a bridge. Ahead of him, he distinctly saw three sets of tire tracks swerve off into a field. He stopped, dismounted. He crouched down by the tracks, illuminated only by the light of his bike. The tracks were fresh. Black rubber. He looked ahead and saw a crack in the road�� there was a black discoloration around it, he noticed little pieces of glass and metal. He picked up one shard, the size of a grain of rice, it was stained red-brown with blood, fairly fresh.
He drew his revolver�� immediately he was shot at, scraps of metal pinged about the concrete around him and at his bike, he flinched, putting his arm before him instinctively, then leapt behind his bike. He turned off the engine and the lights, but still drew fire. He pushed the bike off the road into a field. The shooting continued in fits and starts.
On the bridge a spotlight shone down, it spread over the road, and then onto the grass on either side�� but Fiddler was gone. The men of the bridge clutched their machine guns with bandaged mittens. Tattered dirty cloaks wrapped around them. Their hoods were pulled up over their foreheads, obscuring their faces.
They peered out over the bridge and held their breath. One of them was shot in the back of the head by Fiddler, who was somehow on them and firing. The shot man fell face first off the bridge and his face exploded black on the ground. The others started firing, but Fiddler was obscure, the searchlight was spun around�� but this was shot before the light hit him. Fiddler�s eyes were used to the dark now, theirs were not. Another man was shot�� this time in the throat, he fell to his knees gargling, bandaged hands clutching the liquid that poured to the tarmac.
One of the men panicked and starting firing in a wide arc, killing many of his comrades, but also hitting Fiddler. Fiddler outstretched one arm like a duellist and shot him twice in the chest. Another man shot Fiddler in the thigh, Fiddler tripped down, turned and fired, his first shot missed but the next one reached the cloaked man�s ankle, which disintegrated, sending him hurtling to the floor, knocking him out for a moment. Two of the cloaked men had fled. The one who operated the searchlight was frozen in fear.
Fiddler got himself up and, limping slightly, walked to the 1 ankle�d man, who clumsily, lazily, extended his gun to aim at Fiddler. Fiddler shot him. Fiddler hunched over and vomited up black blood, which spewed obscenely from his beautiful mask. He corrected himself and walked towards the light-operator who�� shaking, raised his hands high.
�Guard your head.� Said Fiddler. The man quickly put his hands down to his skull. Fiddler pushed him off the bridge. The white mask of Fiddler looked down on him, blood still dripping from the mouth hole. The light-man wailed in agony next to his dead comrade. Fiddler made his leisurely way down off the bridge to the highway. He retrieved his bike and turned the light on, blasting it at the crooked, twisting, wailing light-man.
Fiddler crouched and patted him down for weapons, found a knife in his pocket and threw it spinning into the grass. He ripped off the man�s hood, stripping off layers of fabric. The man below the layers was a sickly looking fellow, more of a boy. He had no body hair, even eyelashes. His skin was delicate, moist and riddled with blue veins, he looked up at fiddler with the red eyes of an albino. Fiddler stood up.
He felt his outer thigh and winced, then caressed his breastplate, found no imperfections, though as the adrenaline faded he was increasingly suffering from pain in his thorax. He felt around until�� he touched his side�� was jolted with agony and saw blood on his gloves. The bullet had hit him in the side, probably got him in the guts. He looked down at the mutant boy, who yet still wailed, stopping only to cough awkwardly.
Fiddler opened up his revolver and saw he had used all his ammunition, he emptied the cases on the floor and put his gun away. He unsheathed his sword and held the hooked blade at the boy�s throat. The boy winced and juddered back, which pained him.
�Who are you?� whined the boy
�I�m Fiddler,� said Fiddler. �You tried to kill me back there. Why?�
The boy coughed and moaned quietly. �Why?� said Fiddler again, in the exact same tone.
�We were told to� hold the road for the night� get anyone who tried to pass.�
�Who told you?�
�It was�� the boy closed his eyes and moaned.
�Tell me and you�ll live to see the sunrise,� said Fiddler.
The boy reached for the sky with one hand, pointing, perhaps hallucinating. He dropped the hand far away from his body and coughed. Fiddler watched him in the manner a scientist might when observing a particularly disgusting parasite.
�It was�� From the ground,� said the boy. �They came and they�re�� ag�d. They live forever. They were gonna make us live forever,� he said, coughing, his face scrunched up with emotion. Fiddler stared at him. He retrieved his sword and sheathed it. He stepped away from the boy who seemed to fall unconscious.
Fiddler revved his engine and sidled up to the broken boy. �If you should live�� he said, driving over the boy�s hand. The boy screamed as the first wheel and the second passed over him, cracking fingers. �Remember my name. Tell your masters who crippled you, and killed your friends, and tell them to expect the same fate.�
He drove off the road.
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The Combi, as they called themselves�� the beach dwellers�� erected a massive tent with a hole in the centre of the roof. A great bonfire crackled inside and there were stumps for sitting on, and a table with seafood, venison, honeyed cakes and a clear alcoholic liquid served from irregular glass jugs into wooden cups. There was a motley band with many drums, pan flutes and a guitar. People took turns singing, and all around the fire the Combi danced half-naked, drunkenly and happily. Alana was amongst them, Kirwyn sat on a stump on the outskirts watching the revelry. Saburo entered the tent and sidled up to the former munk. They both stared at Alana, she was smiling and twisting her arms to the music.
�Are you fucking her?� Saburo asked quietly.
Kirwyn choked on his drink. �No,� he said, annoyed at the rudeness.
�Really? But, you�re trying though right?� said Saburo.
�No.� said Kirwyn definitively.
�Oh�� Saburo looked down sympathetically �Because you�re a priest?�
Kirwyn gulped down his drink. �She�s pretty I suppose. But I barely know her. And I�m not a priest.�
Saburo considered this with a tilted head and stretched lips. �So you wouldn�t mind if I�� he made a vague gesture.
�I mean�� do as you please,� said Kirwyn.
�Thanks,� said Saburo, relieved. �I just didn�t wanna be the bad guy you know? Needed to make sure.� He patted Kirwyn on the shoulder.
�Of course,� said Kirwyn, eyes drunkenly out of focus. He watched the Cavalier hop up to dance. Saburo offered his hand to Alana who accepted it. Kirwyn poured himself another drink, downed it, then stumbled outside, struggling with the flaps of the door. He found a secluded dune and urinated. He walked back, stepping drunkenly in time to the music in the tent.
�Enjoying the party?� asked Loma, looking up at him.
�Jesus!� shouted Kirwyn, turning away from her. She was a few metres away, wearing a white tunic, sitting wrapped in a blanket.
�I never really liked parties myself,� she said to nobody in particular, smiling sadly at the sea.
��No?� said Kirwyn, drunkenly sitting beside her.
�Always felt like� organised fun. Like, start having fun:�.now,� she clicked her fingers.
�I don�t have enough experience to form an opinion� to be honest,� mumbled Kirwyn
�I only go to them nowadays if my girlfriend drags me.�
There was a silence. Two Combi walked past talking loudly.
�Where is she then? Back at Avalon or whatever,� slurred Kirwyn
�Yeah.�
�Of course,� said Kirwyn, eyes scrunched up. �She a pilot too?�
�No!� Loma laughed. �She�s an artist.�
�Oh. She any good?�
Loma paused, and was saddened. �Yes, actually. She�s� the best.�
�That�s good,� said Kirwyn childishly.
�It�s just�� talking about her out here�� I don�t know, sometimes I feel like I�ll never see her again.�
�You will,�
�I can�t describe�� I�m just under so much pressure,� she said. �I feel lost. I am lost. �She grabbed her knees and looked out to the sea stoically. Kirwyn staggered to his feet and looked down at her, as solemnly as his drunkenness would allow.
�I don�t know what you believe in�� he began. �But� I believe in you. For what that�s worth� You�re a good leader. You�ll see her again.� She looked up at him and smiled with one corner of her mouth, but she looked away, her eyes were still sad. He patted her on the shoulder and headed back for the tent. Saburo flung open the tent flaps and headed straight for him.
�That Ranger bitch, you can keep her,� he said and walked off into the dark, swigging a bottle of clear liquid. Kirwyn stopped for a moment watching him, shrugged and walked into the tent. He saw Alana dancing with the Combi as if nothing had happened. He poured himself another drink from the table and sat on a stump and watched them.
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�Morning lovebirds,� said Alana.
Loma pushed her chin to her chest, eyes scrunched. Saburo�s arm was around her, and his head lay by her breast. Loma shaded her eyes with her hand and exhaled through her teeth. She got up, dizzily and wrapped the Combi blanket around her, leaving Saburo naked in the sand, blinking and confused. Loma walked briskly towards the beach house, blanket wrapped around her like a cloak. Alana followed her.
�Didn�t think he was your type,� Alana said slyly.
Loma didn�t respond.
�I thought you looked down on us Brituns�� but then you go for a biker! The lowest of the low.�
�Fuck off,� spat Loma
�I�ve got some pills you can borrow, to take care of� you know.�
Loma was visibly confused, but then�� �We�re sterilized after puberty, giving birth requires a licence on Avalon.�
�Oh. Well you never told me that.�
�You never asked. It�s to stop overpopulation. Why, you wanna have kids?�
�No� You�re not going to wash?�
Loma had turned to enter the beach house, but stopped angrily and now turned back to the sea, passing Alana without making eye contact, drawing the blanket over her head.
Alana caught up to her, she smiled �So how was it?�
�We�re leaving in an hour. Where�s your manservant?�
�Oh Kirwyn? I haven�t seen him since last night. No, but seriously, how did that happen?�
Loma stopped. She dug her heels in the sand, turning to face Alana. She was incensed. �I was drunk. I told him how I got here. How I got my people killed. I was depressed. He told me about his dead friends. I cried. He cried. We fucked. OK. Are you getting off on this?�
Alana was taken aback. �No,� she said in a small voice.
�Leave me alone,� Loma said coldly, then turned and continued to the sea. Alana watched her walk for a while, then headed back to the beach house, then onto the Combi tent. She passed Saburo, who had dressed himself partially, but still lay face down in the sand motionless. She did not wake him. She climbed up the grassy dunes, continued on uphill till she saw the walls of the great tent, which were sagging slightly, the centre no longer breathed smoke. She flapped open the entrance and looked for Kirwyn in the low light.
She laughed. �Did everyone get laid last night except me?�
There was a horde of revellers, drunkenly snoozing in various poses on the sand. Kirwyn was amidst them, the only one fully clothed, nuzzled next to a great bald fat man, with a big grey beard and grey chest hair. Kirwyn released himself from the sleeping embrace.
�What?� he croaked. �Shut up.� He got up and passed her, rubbing his eyes. �What do you mean? Did Saburo get with that girl�� the one with the pretty mask?�
�Oh no, it�s better than that. Our beloved leader. Loma.�
�Shut up,� said Kirwyn in a weary voice.
�No, seriously!�
Kirwyn stopped in his tracks. �She told me she was married, I think?�
�Well�� sucks for that guy,� said Alana flippantly.
�What a mess.�
They continued on. He suddenly laughed. �What a combo,� he said.
�I know right? He tried it on with me, did you see?�
�No, I think I was outside.�
�Oh, well�� he dances with me, then he starts telling me how beautiful my eyes are, how he admires strong women�� Kirwyn laughed. ��and I don�t know what to say, he takes that as his cue and starts�� groping me�� essentially, I tell him to fuck off and he throws a hissy fit.�
�Oh yeah, he was annoyed,� said Kirwyn sheepishly.
�Yeah. They deserve each other. No, actually, he�s worse. She�s just annoying, he�s a prick.�
Kirwyn nodded slightly, and they walked along. The Matriarch and her entourage approached them, the Matriarch held both his hands and wished him luck, they said their goodbyes, then parted ways.
Kirwyn began again: �He was telling me about his gang. I think he was trying to impress me, all the battles he�s fought in. Oh and then later he asks my permission, for him to pursue you. Like I�m your dad or something.�
Alana laughed. �Why did he ask you?�
�I don�t know, I think he�� I don�t know.�
They had reached the beach house. Loma was there, her back turned to them. She was wearing her black suit, her helmet stuck in the crook of one arm. She turned to face them, a blank look on her face.
�We�re leaving soon, get ready.�
�Of course,� said Kirwyn who avoided eye contact, went upstairs to retrieve his sword and travelling rags. Saburo followed, walking sideways between the two women. �Ladies,� he said, casually, nodding, his hair damp with sea water. Neither responded, though Alana smirked. He climbed the stairs, passing Kirwyn, who had stopped. �Kirwyn,� he said. Kirwyn nodded politely.
They rode for Lundun. Saburo lead, with Kirwyn gripping his shoulders like a terrified hawk. Loma followed, Alana hugged her waist, rested her head on Loma�s back, increasingly regretting her rudeness that morning.
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Gabriel sighed. It was a small trade convoy. They had pack animals laden with bags, they toured the southern towns. There were 40 or so people in the convoy, the number fluctuated with each stop. They were men, women and children and they took their houses with them, painted caravans pulled by horses. They travelled long into the night, candle lanterns hung from their caravans.
The Immortals fell upon them from either side of a dirt road in the hills. Foot soldiers, men and women of limited genetic and mechanical augmentation fired old ballistic weapons from dirty bandaged fingers. Some of the soldiers were piebald, some had lidless eyes, extra rows of teeth, some were hauntingly beautiful�� faces of perfect symmetry. All wore robes that covered their faces, their features could only be made out in fleeting moments of muzzle flash. Officers led them, they were more heavily modified�� they fought with true devotion, believing eternal life to be close to their grasp.
When the horses were all killed, and any stray guardsmen on the perimeter picked off, the hooded foot soldiers and their officers would retire back to their hiding places, drawing pot-shots from the surviving convoy members.
Then the golems would be released. There were four of them, unnaturally tall and muscled with odd proportions, facial features and pigmentations, ranging from volcanic black or arctic white. They were a genetic dead end, carriers of the Marius Gene. They crept into the caravan like snakes, sewing chaos and misery in their wake. They threw men like potato sacks, broke wrists like bamboo, tore throats with their fingernails and ate living flesh from bone like dogs. Many caravan guards would flee at the mere sound of them�� their deep breathing.
Gabriel pressed a button on his arm rest with his little finger�� a high pitched tone blared�� the golems were tortured into obeying it. They ran on all fours, tumbled, rolled to the signal. If any caravan guards remained they would try and follow, taking shots at the fleeing beasts. The Immortal foot soldiers would then return to cut down the remaining few guards. Advancing as they did so.
Gabriel observed all this with all the emotion a normal man might muster viewing an ant fighting another type of ant. His skin was pallid grey, with blue veins that coiled like old phone cords up his temples and down his neck. His eyes were bloodshot and yellow, and he had only a sprig of white hair covering his forehead. His head was enormous, the back was completely obscured in machine parts, chrome and plastic�� with the occasional wire or clear tube snaking through. Such was his condition he could no longer stand, but was constrained to a sedan chair, with four mechanical arthropod-like legs that took him to and fro with a thought. His hands were also large�� with long thin fingers that crept over his arm rests. Every twitch and movement of these digits sent ligaments and veins bouncing, visible through his moist, hairless skin.
The survivors, mostly children and the infirm were rounded up and brought before Gabriel, and were forced to kneel before him. He rested his giant face on one giant hand, eye bags drooping like a hound. He cleared his throat, and spoke, the sound of his voice silenced the mewling of the crowd. It was a voice so fine, so rich and right, so sure of itself, so warm. Utterly incongruous with the appearance of the man�� If he was a man.
�We are the Immortals,� he said. �Death is a horrid thing, but it would have come for them eventually. And it would have come for you, soon after. I am sorry for what I have done, but I had no choice. One day you will understand. I offer you� two choices: Die here with them. Or live forever, with me.�
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The four of them rode into Lundun, weaving through abandoned vehicles, paint chipping and metal rusting, windows long since smashed. There were buildings as big as mountains, blocks of white concrete with softened corners, pyramids of shattered glass, spires and old fortresses. It was completely empty. Even the sky was bare, the sun beat down on them with not an atom of cloud to be seen.
It felt more like an insect colony than any human habitation Kirwyn had seen, it baffled and amazed him to think that at one time the place was crawling with people, more people than now existed on the whole world, he supposed. Alana and Saburo had never been to Lundun either, but they had seen it at a distance, and knew of it by reputation, it was avoided by all sensible travellers. People who stayed too long in the old capital got sick, their hair and teeth fell out and their gums bled. Some of the rural people suggested that the city was haunted, or cursed, or something worse.
They parked a little outside their target location, in a large square plaza surrounded by red brick shops. In the centre of the plaza was a large dry fountain that dipped into the earth. They lay their bikes here, and had a good vantage point for viewing anything that approached, they remained inconspicuous if they crouched.
�I programmed these for you.� Said Loma, handing out flat metal disks, the size of palm. �It�s very easy. Just press the underside and�� A blue 3D chevron faded into existence, it pointed back at Loma. �It�s based on my suit�s position. You�ll never get lost now.� The three primitives tried their devices and were impressed.
�What about voice com?� said Saburo, eyeing his disk.
�I don�t trust it. They can be hacked and listened to. I think that�s what happened to my ship, my crew. We�ll operate under radio silence.� Saburo half smiled and raised one shoulder in mild protest.
�Saburo, you�ll be guarding the bikes. If something happens�� you�re in trouble, if you see something suspicious, do this:� She activated Saburo�s hologram, then formed a fist over it. The chevron moved to one side, accompanied now by a red exclamation mark. On all the other holodisks, a second red chevron appeared, pointing to Saburo�s disk. �Press it, and we�ll come back for you as soon as we can. Do not hesitate to call for help.� She reset his disk by placing a fist over it once again.
Saburo practiced a while. When satisfied, he placed the disk in his breast pocket.
�Alana,� said Loma, turning to her. �You�re coming with me. Stay low, keep your eyes peeled.� Alana nodded. �Kirwyn�� you stay with Saburo and the bikes, keep your head down.� Kirwyn slid down on his back and gave a thumbs up.
Loma sealed her helmet shut. She checked her rifle, tapped it and placed securely in the nook of her arm. Alana unclasped the protective shield on her rifle�s scope and stood to attention. She stared into the black void of Loma�s helmet, Loma stared back at her, saw a calm young Ranger.
�Let�s go,� said Loma, she lead the way, climbing up out of the fountain, running into the city, Alana followed her at a distance. They ran between narrow walls, took cover wherever they could find it, silent soles stepping over cracked concrete.
Kirwyn and Saburo sat in silence. Saburo retrieved a paper tube from his jacket, and a metal cylinder that produced a fierce blue flame, he sat munk-like, smoking, his free arm resting on a denim knee. Kirwyn sat up and peered over the cusp of the fountain, looking for any signs of movement.
Saburo broke the silence. �You ever been to Lundun?�
�No,� said Kirwyn. �I�ve never been this far south before. What about you?�
�I�ve been further south, but I�ve never been inside Lundun�� He exhaled smoke from his nostrils, Kirwyn coughed quietly. �I met an old Hun once, in a bar in Craigmore. He said the Huns sent an expedition to Lundun, 20 riders�� they got a tip off that there was platinum, barrels of the stuff, buried� somewhere in the capital. 20 men went out, 2 returned� One of the survivors abandoned the gang, just rode out into the wilderness�� never returned�� the other refused to speak about what happened�� became a shell of himself.�
Kirwyn turned to Saburo, but said nothing.
�I don�t know if he was bullshitting me,� he continued, stubbing out his smoke. �But he sold it well if he was lying. Maybe he was just trying to make me send some Cavaliers on a wild goose chase for a laugh.�
Kirwyn turned back to the world. He scanned the rooftops more earnestly now.
Several minutes passed. Kirwyn would occasionally slink down and lie in the curve of the fountain, but curiosity would always get the better of him and he would go back to his watch. Saburo stayed by the bikes. He pulled out his gun, an old machine pistol with a wooden handle. He emptied the bullets and did tricks, flipping it and catching it at odd angles, balancing it, occasionally dropping it, sending it clattering to the ground which would make Kirwyn wince.
�Do you hear that?� said Saburo, suddenly.
Saburo holstered his pistol and crept next to Kirwyn, peering out into the world.
�I hear it too,� said Kirwyn. �Music.�
It was barely audible, violin music. Low and mournful.
�I think it�s coming from one of the buildings,� said Saburo.
�What is it?�
�I don�t know. Maybe an old recording, turned itself on?�
Kirwyn frowned. He pulled out his holodisk. �Should we call for help.�
Saburo weighed this, turning his head to his side. �No,� he said. �I don�t think so. Wish we could have voice coms. If they could hack voice coms I�m sure they could hack these,� he said, retrieving his disk from his jacket.
�It�s getting louder,� said Kirwyn, and it was, the sound became clearer, whatever it was that made the noise, it was moving closer to them. Then it stopped.
They sat perfectly still, holding their breath, watching.
They heard footsteps behind them. Saburo aimed, held out his pistol with two hands, Kirwyn lay down so he could not be seen, his hands at the hilt of his sword.
It was Alana and Loma, they were carrying a boxy piece of machinery, about the size of a suitcase. They held it either side with one hand, it was covered in brick dust and wires trailed behind them like a wedding gown. They placed it down carefully, it was heavy.
�How we gonna get this back to Moortown?� asked Saburo, incredulously.
�It�s going to be a tight squeeze. We�ll manage.�
Saburo held the bike steady while Loma and Alana lowered it onto the back of the seat. Kirwyn strapped it down with rope, tucked away the machine�s wires and tied these together.
�While you were gone�� said Saburo �we heard music.�
�From where?� asked Loma
�Somewhere close. It stopped.�
Loma took off her helmet and considered this, hands on her hips, struggling to get her breath back. She looked around with narrowed eyes.
��Both of you heard it?�
They nodded.
�It was probably nothing,� she concluded. �Probably just a jukebox going off. But if it happens again, let us know�� with the disks.�
She lent down, hands on her knees, breathing heavily. �I need a break. What about you Alana?�
�I�m fine,� she said, sitting cross-legged.
�Ok. You remember the route?�
�Yes.�
�You and Kirwyn get the spare. I�ll stay and guard the bikes. ok?�
�Ok,� said Alana, Kirwyn nodded.
The two set off. Squeezing between cracks of buildings, clambering over rubble. Kirwyn saw bombed out flats, run-down palaces and temples. He saw a woman�s face 50 metres tall with ruby red lipstick and a giant toothbrush, her teeth were covered in soot and algae, her eyes were torn out, revealing a second advertisement underneath. The sun beat down on them. Kirwyn had to take off his jacket and wrap it around his neck like a cape. Although Alana had already made the journey once, she appeared to never tire, and led the way by some distance.
They came to a large cylindrical building, the largest Kirwyn had ever seen. The parts were originally in one of the underground levels, down several flights of stairs, buried under piles of scrap, Alana explained to him. Loma�s helmet somehow saw through all the rubbish, they unearthed the treasures and brought them up to the ground floor. Loma decided that they were too heavy to carry both of them at the same time.
They lay it flat and held one side each, walking at an uncomfortable angle back the way they came. They squeezed through a narrow alleyway when Alana suddenly stopped, Kirwyn followed suit. The music had returned. A frantic fiddling. High pitched and frenetic, distant. They stared at each other.
�It�s the same as last time,� said Kirwyn.
�She said to call her,� said Alana, they placed the machine down and Alana retrieved her disk from a trouser pocket. She placed a gloved fist over the chevron. On Kirwyn�s holodisk a red chevron appeared and pointed towards her.
�We should keep moving,� said Alana.
They crouched down and picked the machine up, continuing on as before. They noticed, with some distress that the music was getting louder and clearer. Either they were moving towards it, or it to them. They picked up the pace, hoping to outrun it. They looked from building to building, half-expecting to see some figure creeping in the shadows of the alleyways, popping up at a window, ambushing them through an open doorway they passed. The music was getting louder.
�I�ll carry it the rest of the way,� said Kirwyn �You get your gun ready.�
Alana agreed. She swung the rifle around from her back and looked down the scope, she removed the scope and pocketed it. It would be useless to her in these claustrophobic conditions. Kirwyn hoisted the machine part onto one shoulder and jogged, grunting behind Alana. The music started to fade.
Alana rounded a corner and saw a figure in black, standing motionless in the middle of the street. Alana stopped, raised her weapon, and saw that it was Loma, staring at her disk. Alana dropped her gun to her waist and walked to her leader. Kirwyn came puffing round the corner, settling into a brisk walk.
�What is it?� said Loma
�We heard the music� said Alana. She paused�� realised that it had stopped.
�When was this?�
�It�s been following us for the last 5 minutes. It stopped just now.�
Loma looked around her, paused for a moment. �Let�s just get the fuck out of here,� she said. �Let me help you with that.�
She offered a hand to Kirwyn who gratefully accepted. They both held the machine and ran back to their bikes, Alana leading the way. They jogged to the cusp of the fountain.
Saburo was gone.
One of the bikes was gone. The one with the generator strapped to it.
The remaining bike had been sabotaged. Its tires ripped to shreds.
Saburo�s disk lay on the ground.
Alana�s heart dropped. She jumped down into the fountain, exploring. Loma and Kirwyn placed the machine part on the plaza floor. Loma paced around the plaza, searching. Kirwyn crouched down with his arms folded. They were all speechless.
Beneath Loma�s black helmet, tears of frustration formed. A growing sense of doom enveloped them all.
�He ditched us,� said Alana.
�No�� said Loma wearily. �That doesn�t make any sense. Why would he?�
�Take the goods and run. Wreck the bike so we can�t catch him.�
�But�� the part is only useful to me. There isn�t another aircraft like mine in a thousand mile radius.�
�Maybe they found someone who had�� Maybe they found your plane.�
Loma considered this, growing increasingly distressed.
�What are we going to do? We need to get out of here,� said Kirwyn, quietly panicking.
�We can find spare tyres,� said Alana �Your helmet can find them right?�
�It only works at short distances. And it�s only programmed to find ship parts,� said Loma, still preoccupied with the notion of Saburo�s betrayal. �Tyres like that aren�t in the database.�
�But you�ve got that map, you could find an old mechanics, or bike shop or something.�
�I could. But all the obvious places have probably been looted.� I imagine bike tyres are a lot more sought after than obscure ship parts�
�We�ll find somewhere obscure.�
An arrow sprung through the air and clattered to the ground by Loma�s feet. All three travellers stopped and looked at it, then looked around for its owner.
Another arrow whizzed past, narrowly avoiding Alana�s shoulder blade. They all leapt into the fountain. A flurry of arrows followed them, one hit Kirwyn in the back. He screamed. He was on his knees, trying in vain to reach it. Alana pulled it out and threw the bloody stick to the floor. The arrowhead was made out of chipped glass, the fletching was made out of pigeon feathers.
Loma peeked over the edge of the fountain. She saw half-naked archers running out of buildings, 20 or so of them. They arced themselves upwards and fired.
�RUN!� she screamed. The three rolled out of the fountain and sprinted. Arrows fell into the fountain, hitting the seat of the bike, ricocheting off stone. Alana turned, stopped and fired a beam of light into the crowd, it singed bricks then landed on one of the archers, who burst into flame, then disintegrated. The archers howled at the blasphemy, were sent scattered back into the buildings. Loma turned back around and sprinted out of the plaza, catching up to Alana and Kirwyn. They left the generator behind.
They ran up a narrow street, they had no plan or route. Arrows whizzed past them, clattering off walls and embedding in petrified trees. Loma stopped and fired another beam, but the archer she targeted hid behind a rusted wreck of a car. The beam heated the wreck, but did no more. She turned and ran.
Alana stopped, fired a shot from her hip. It missed. An arrow whipped past her cheek. She took another shot and hit the thigh of an archer, he collapsed�� another took his place. Alana ran again.
Kirwyn was now well ahead of the girls, he reached a T-section in the road. He waited for his companions and wondered which direction to take. He saw men emerge from one road, just a few at first, but then a whole horde. They roared in unison, carrying metal spikes and ply-wood shields. Alana caught up to him and immediately took a shot that went through the shield of one of them, sending him cascading down, he was trampled by the army. Loma caught up, and they all ran down the last remaining road, arrows falling where they had stood. Loma fired a beam at the shielded army, running backwards. A soldier exploded into dust and the one behind him was singed badly. This sent the army dispersing. Some continued advancing, some retreated�� the majority entered the open houses.
The three ran forward, and saw that this road too was filled with warriors rushing to meet them. Loma fired in an arc as she ran, singing the front line, sending the whole group howling into the houses and alleys. Her rifle had overheated and steam trailed from it as she moved.
The three ran, the whole world shaking as they kicked into it. They looked back and saw the first two armies of infantry and archers combining. Alana looked up at the houses and saw men running on the rooftops. She shot at one of them but missed. The roof runners threw bricks and spears, but most of them fell short. One brick flew uncommonly fast and hard, it hit the back of Loma�s head, causing her to fall badly, smashing her face into the ground. Kirwyn and Alana heard her fall and looked back, they both ran to her and helped her to her feet. Her visor was deeply cracked.
�I�m fine,� she said, her helmet�s voice distorted.
Two bricks fell on them from the rooftops, but Kirwyn batted them away like tennis balls with his scabbard. Alana took a shot, sending the roof dwellers scurrying. The three ran again. Loma lagged behind, so Kirwyn and Alana ducked under her armpits and ran with her, carrying her.
They came to a wide open oblong space, surrounded by tall stone buildings. There was a subway entrance nearby. Wordlessly they ran for it. Loma�� barely contributing to the 6 legged collective.
Kirwyn looked back -he saw the army round the corner, they spread out, forming a human crescent. Interspersed were archers who, seeing them, took aim and fired high into the air. He twisted and jogged backwards.
Most of the arrows fell short, but one sailed close to their heads�� Kirwyn batted it aside like a mosquito.
He pushed the girls forward and jogged backwards with them. Arrows fell all about them, he brushed a couple away. He looked back at the tribesmen, then tripped backwards on some rubble. He picked himself up and ran for the subway.
He saw Alana and Loma make it to the subway entrance. Another volley of arrows flew. Three headed for him, he twisted back�� the first arrow he blocked, but the second and third were too close, one hit him in the shoulder, the final he flicked away with his scabbard. He turned and ran, pulling out the shaft and snapping it. He left a trickling trail of blood into the pitch black subway.
�ALANA!� he cried.
�Here!� cried Alana, distant. He followed the sound, his arms outstretched. He walked forward and reached a wall.
�ALANA!� he cried.
�This way!�
He followed the noise. Came across a metal turnstile and stumbled through it. He walked forward, his scabbard ahead of him like a blind man�s cane. He hit another corner, went past it and nearly fell down a flight of stairs. He saw a red light at the bottom of them. Once he had stumbled to the bottom, he ran towards it, as fast as his bravery would allow.
It was Alana, her head under Loma�s armpit, holding her up. Loma sagged down, she gripped a hologram disk that produced a ball of red light that shone dimly.
�Did they follow?� whispered Alana.
�I don�t know,� said Kirwyn. �We should keep moving.�
Outside, on the surface, the tribesmen stopped. They leaned on their spears and peered into the void of the subway entrance. They waited a while, collecting their arrows. A draft of wind moaned through the subway, making a deep hollow noise. The tribesmen shuddered, walked backwards and then jogged away. One remained, he threw his brick to the ground in frustration and joined the other warriors.
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Loma collapsed, Alana tried to catch her, but she too was exhausted, the armour slipped through her fingers. The disk that lit their way clattered on the floor. Alana let Loma lay where she fell, she slid down and closed her eyes. Kirwyn had lagged behind, he knelt down, carefully took off his jacket and felt his shirt�� it was soaked with blood. He tried to take it off, but the pain was excruciating, so he ripped it off from the neck down.
Alana summoned the energy to get up, she pushed Loma into a more comfortable lying position and tried to take off her helmet, but could find no latch or button. With shaky hands Loma twisted the helmet off herself. Her hair was slick with sweat. Alana brushed hair away from her patient�s eyes and tried to find the source of the pain, but Loma moaned and motioned for her to leave. She gently got up and lent on the side of the tunnel. She saw Kirwyn unravelling bandages from his forearm, and wrapped them around his shoulder.
�Could you help me with my back?� he said weakly, offering the bandages to her. She slid off the wall and knelt behind him. Ideally she would disinfect the wound and stich it up, but they did not have the appropriate medical supplies. She could only stymy the bleeding. When she was done they all reclined by the old tracks, they lay in silence.
Loma stared at the ceiling. Lit red by the disk. She figured that she�d never see Avalon again. She�d never see her friends and family. She would die in a foreign country, a failure to her city. After a few months she�d be considered legally dead. Her parents would organize the funeral. They�d be devastated. She let them down. But they wouldn�t care about that. In too short a time they�d be dead, not long after her friends, her brother and sister, her girlfriend, they�d be dead too. Pretty soon there�d be nobody left alive who had ever known her, even tangentially. She would be just another dead soldier. She thought all this, and despaired, but as the fog of pain thickened around her skull and neck, an emptiness of emotion ensued. She was very tired.
Kirwyn lay on his front. He thought of Saburo. He had a bad feeling the moment he first laid eyes on him. Even if Saburo just fled out of cowardice, there was no reason to flee on the bike with the plane part strapped to it�� that would just weigh him down. Why leave the tracking disk also? He fantasized about finding Saburo in the future, finding him and throttling him. Catching him in the act, terrorizing some agricultural town, him and his Cavaliers, just finding him and beating the shit out of him. Such fantasies were unholy, and he was trained to suppress them from a young age, but he had lost a lot of blood, his thoughts were scattered, his mind would always return to the handsome grinning face of Saburo. The thought of his bandaged fist breaking Saburo�s perfect teeth filled him with petty joy.
Alana watched her two patients with one leg folded over the other, leaning back with her fingers steepled. She had bet on the wrong horse. She wanted to be back at Retragrad. She considered ditching them, as Saburo had done. She retraced her steps, dwelling on their mistakes, imagining ways in which she might have rectified them. She wondered whether either of her patients would be able to walk, whether it would be necessary to put them out of their misery. Whether they�d be strong and sensible enough to consent to it. She wondered why the tribesmen had attacked them at that moment, and why they had stopped. She wondered when they would return. She wondered whether they might wait till they fell asleep, and only then cut their throats. They could not stay in the tunnels. There was nowhere to hide. Low visibility. Perfect place for an ambush.
�Loma,� called out Alana, finally.
�Yes?� she replied, in a weak voice
�Are you ok? Can you walk?�
Loma breathed in deeply and sighed, she slowly lifted herself up, got on one knee, but dizziness overtook her, and she had to steady herself on the tunnel wall. She slid back down and lay with her head on an arm, groaning with discomfort.
�I need to rest. I need water.�
Alana offered her canteen. Loma struggled unscrewing it, so Alana had to take it back and do it for her. She looked to Kirwyn.
�You ok Kirwyn?�
Kirwyn took his cheek off the cold tunnel floor. He pushed himself up off the ground, his back and shoulder in agony. He sat up, cross-legged. �I�m ok,� he croaked. �I would like some water please.�
They had brought food for the journey, but it was back in the saddlebags of the bikes. Loma was still gently suckling water out of the canteen, her vision was blurred and she was disoriented. When she had finished, Alana took the canteen from her and offered it to Kirwyn. It was half empty. Kirwyn shook the canteen and gulped down, leaving about a quarter left for Alana. She abstained.
�What�s the plan?� said Alana.
She looked to Loma and then to Kirwyn, neither made eye contact.
At great length, Loma spoke up again. �Bring me my helmet.� She whispered. Alana dutifully complied, handing it to her, then helping her up. Loma put the helmet on, hissing through her teeth in pain. The helmet sealed shut.
She sat in silence, her back propped up by Alana who held it steady with a hand. Kirwyn seemed to be meditating. Loma�s voice crackled through her helmet speakers, more distorted than normal.
�We�re on the central line,� she said. If we keep heading east, we�ll get to a place called Etria, which is outside the city limits. We could go there, regroup, recover. Or we could go back to the surface and look for tyres.�
�How far is Etria?� asked Alana
�About 35 kilometres.�
Alana grimaced. �I say we go back to the surface.�
�Do you think we can fit 3 people and the machine on the bike?�
�If we dump the supply bags, yeah, maybe. It�ll be a tight squeeze but we can make it.�
�What about the locals?�
�They were too scared to follow us. They�ll probably avoid us from now on.�
�They weren�t scared of us. They don�t seem to like the dark though. Radiation probably made them go crazy.�
�We probably won�t see any on the surface, it�s a ghost town� we were there for hours and saw nobody, we just got unlucky is all.�
Kirwyn cleared his throat. The women stopped and looked at him sitting in the red light. �What is�� he began. �What is radiation?�
�It�s like�� Loma faltered, wondering how to explain it to a primitive. �It makes you sick if you�re around too much of it for too long. Lundun has a lot of it.�
�So it�s making us sick right now?�
�Well�� not as badly underground.�
�I don�t want to go back up there,� he said, after some consideration.
�We�re so close,� said Alana, looking to Loma. �We have what we need. All we have to do is repair the bike and we�re home free.�
�The locals might have taken the generator, or destroyed it. I don�t have the energy to run. It�s done. I�ll have to figure some other plan� I�m going to Etria�
Alana stood up. �And then what? We�ve got what-? Three holodisks to trade? How are we going to hire more people? You already promised the Cavaliers everything worth a damn. It�s now or never. You and me had a deal. I left my home for you. I abandoned my post because� you promised me you�d take me to Avalon. And now you�re just giving up?�
Loma was too tired and ill to argue, but she did anyway �I�m not giving up. I haven�t broken the deal. We�re outnumbered right now, we need to leave and try again another day-.�
�There won�t be another day, you don�t have any supplies. We need to go back to the surface. Now. You�ve got a fucking laser beam cannon and you�re scared of some inbred morons with bows and arrows?�
Loma sighed. �Yes,� she agreed. �Because I�m not an idiot.�
Alana laughed in amazement. �You�re pathetic. No wonder your whole squad got killed.�
�Alana,� said Kirwyn, shocked.
�Shut up Kirwyn,� Alana spat, she turned back to Loma. �If you�re the best Avalon has to offer, the best of the best, well I can see why you�ve been hiding so long. Your plans are shite. You�re arrogant and you�re weak. Fuck off to Essex and get some other suckers killed, it�s all you�re good for.�
�Alana,� said Kirwyn again, sadly.
Alana rolled her eyes �Oh shut the fuck up you weirdo. I�m sorry you got brainwashed when you were a kid, but you�re out of the cult now. Stop acting like you�re better than everyone else. �Alana!�� She was incensed. Kirwyn was stunned. �And why the fuck are you even talking? You don�t have a say in this. You�re only tagging along because you want to fuck me, but you�re too brainwashed to realise it.�
A silence lay in the air. �You saved my life. I was trying to repay the debt�� he said, stammering.
�Yeah, yeah�� is that why you were staring at me dancing all night, too chicken-shit to do anything about it? Was that part of your noble quest, you fucking psycho? �I don�t use guns, I just beat people to death. I�m so holy and pure� Why�d you get kicked out of that monastery again?�
�Shut up,� said Kirwyn.
�Oh, good one, well said.�
�Fuck you.�
�Nice, you idiot.�
�You think you�re so smart��
�I am compared to you.�
�SHUT UP� he screamed. �You think you�re so smart. But you�re just cynical. That doesn�t make you better than normal people it makes you worse. You�re not� cool. And it�s just an act. Underneath it you�re just a sad little girl�� you take it out on everyone else. You�re not the only one who�s suffered you know? At least your family loved you. Mine left me to die in the woods.
And the people who took me in, they abandoned me because�I�� I saved them! If I did that in Retragrad they would have GIVEN ME A FUCKING MEDAL!� he screamed the last words, breathing heavily, he returned. �But you don�t see me being a miserable prick about it. I don�t have to drag people down, and bitch��
�Oh I�m the miserable prick? At least I have friends.�
�You had friends, you abandoned them to go to Avalon.�
�Oh ok well at least I had friends last week. Unlike you. Your dick�s small by the way.�
�Yeah? Your tits are small by the way.�
�OK kids,� said Loma wearily. She raised two fingers up, motioning for them to stand down. Alana and Kirwyn stood either side of the tracks, staring each other down. �That�s enough of that,� said Loma. �I can see why you�re mad. The mission was a failure. That�s nobody�s fault. We did the best we could with the resources available to us. You�re still young, you�re not used to failure, really. It�s ok. I don�t blame you for taking it out on me, Alana. Genuinely, I don�t.
I don�t know what you want to do, but I�m going to Etria through the tunnels. I�m not going to stop you if you try and make it back to the surface. You won�t be able to fly without me. There�s still a seat available if you want it. I�ll figure something out, I always do. I will make it back to Avalon. Somehow. But I won�t fight anymore today.�
�Kirwyn,� said Alana. �I�m sorry my� tragedies are so� mundane to you. You wouldn�t understand. You�re incapable of it� But understand this: If you ever talk about my family again I�m going to shoot you right in your smug fucking face, you twat.�
Kirwyn stared at her. She slid the bolt of her rifle and aimed it at him.
�DO YOU UNDERSTAND?�
He put his hands up. �Yes. Yes,� he muttered.
Alana picked up the red light and turned, walked back the way they came, disappearing into the darkness.
Loma lit another holographic torch. She put a hand on Kirwyn�s shoulder. He nodded. They made their way to Etria.
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�Don�t move,� Alana shouted. The footsteps stopped. �I�m armed. How many are you?�
�Just me,� said a man.
Alana advanced, pistol drawn. She turned on her holodisk, held it in her left hand. She walked until the red light reached the man�s features. He was wearing a white mask with dark clothes and silver armour.
�Who are you?� she asked.
�Fred,� said Fiddler.
�What are you doing here?�
�I�m looking for someone,� said Fiddler.
�Who?�
�I don�t know her real name. She�s a foreigner. Wears black armour. Goes by Loma. Seen her around?�
Alana paused. �No,� she said. �What do you want with her?�
�I�m a countryman of hers. I was shipwrecked here many years ago. I wish to return home. I thought she might help me.�
�Oh,� said Alana, sceptically. She looked him over, saw the revolver at his hip, the cavalry sword at his side. �How did you uh�� she was about to say �find her�, but caught herself. ��find yourself walking through the underground without a light.�
�My torch died on me. What, may I ask, are you doing here?�
�I�m a Ranger� from Retragrad. I�m on a scouting expedition.�
�A Ranger.� Said Fiddler wistfully, leaning on his heels. ��I�ve had many pleasant dealings with Rangers. May I put my arms down sir? They�re starting to ache.�
�No you may not,� she said coldly. �What�s with the mask?�
�Oh well� when my ship went down, I was caught in an explosion. Shrapnel. I was never a vain man before, but after� I do not like to be stared at. I know, I frightened you�� I would frighten myself! Would it put you at ease if I handed you my weapons?�
�Yes. Yes it would,� she said warily. �Do it slowly.� She let the holodisk clatter to the floor. Fiddler unclasped his revolver and handed it to her, handle first. She tucked it in her belt. He unbuttoned his sword and handed it to her with both hands. This too she took, sliding it through her belt. He immediately put his hands back on his head. She picked up the holodisk. She looked at him for a moment.
�OK,� she said �You can put your arms down.�
�Thank you my dear,� he said. �Forgive my ignorance, I thought Rangers always travelled in pairs.�
�We do. I lost my partner recently.�
�Oh I�m terribly sorry,� said Fiddler. �You�re a long way from home. Lundun is a terrible place, full of dangers. May I offer to escort you out of the city?�
�No, that�s quite alright� thank you. Why is it you�re in the underground again?�
�I got a tip off that Loma was in Lundun. I�ve been searching for two days on the surface, I thought I might as well try the underground for a few hours, hoping for a miracle really. Now I�m a little lost.�
They stood facing one another in awkward silence. She did not know what to make of the strange traveller. His appearance was unsettling. But he had a gentleness in his movements and in his speech.
�Take off the mask,� she said
�Oh I�d really rather not.�
�I need to make sure you�re human.�
�Well�� don�t say I didn�t warn you.�
With trembling hands Fiddler removed his helmet and placed it on the ground. Then he pulled off the white mask with thumb and forefinger.
He had deep scars running over his face. They cracked his lips and bit into his eyebrow, his forehead, going up into his scalp, dividing his hairline. He was much younger-looking than she imagined, though his hair was white and he had a weak beard that was greying. She noticed that one of the scars started at his jawline and continued gruesomely down his neck, obscured by his clothes. He looked down timidly. His pale blue eyes watering. He was human.
Alana holstered her pistol.
�Well�� she said. �I�m heading for the next station. You�re welcome to follow my light if you�d like.�
�Oh, that would be most helpful,� said Fiddler, as he put on his mask and helmet. They walked for a while in silence.
�What country are you from?� she asked. �You don�t sound foreign.�
�I am from Avalon. I�m afraid I lost my accent many years ago. I�ve been stranded here for nearly two decades.�
�Two decades,� said Alana, incredulous. �Why can�t you just get a boat and sail there?�
�I am not a good sailor. I was but a simple soldier. I do not know the co-ordinates of the city. Besides, it is cloaked.�
�Cloaked?�
�Yes, near impossible to detect by the naked eye.�
They spoke a while about Avalon. Fiddler put her at ease with anecdotes of his youth, full of gentle comedy and interesting turns of phrase. He was a good storyteller. She told him about her life in the Ranger Kor, leaving out the last week or so. Fiddler listened with genuine interest.
�You must be homesick, after 20 years,� said Alana. Fiddler stopped.
�Yes,� he said in a trembling voice, then continued walking. �Very much so. I haven�t seen my family, my wife since I was a young man. She�s probably re-married, I wouldn�t blame her, they must think I�m dead. I feel like Odysseus sometimes. Still�� I would like to see her face one more time before I die.�
�She might have stayed� single,� said Alana.
�Perhaps,� he mused. �But it is not our custom to mourn perpetually. If I had truly died, I would have wished her to be happy. Not be some wailing widow for the rest of her life. Still, it will be hard to see her with another�� if I return. I love her. I feel I shall always love her, one cannot choose such things, more�s the pity. Even if she stayed �true� though, no woman dreams of a disfigured husband.�
�I think women don�t care about that as much as men,� said Alana.
�Would that it were true in Avalon,� said Fiddler, jovially. Alana smiled. �It�s possible. And I would love nothing more than to continue my life as if nothing had happened.� he sighed. �But I feel life is not that kind. I feel it�s the bachelor�s life for me, unrequited love and all that,� he sighed �I will endure it.�
�I don�t like that. In partners I mean. No offence.�
�What do you mean?�
�I just feel�� I�ve never been in love. I don�t really believe in it to be honest. But if you really loved someone, wouldn�t you try everything to be with them? Like: �fuck the rules, fuck everyone else. I love you.��
�Well�� for me� Love means wanting someone to be happy. Even if it that entails leaving them. Even if it pains you. They�re more important.� They walked in silence for a moment. �But I am an old fool. Perhaps it�s not in your best interest to take advice from a man who has been marooned for 20 years.�
Alana laughed politely.
They found the station, climbed up to the platform and ascended the stairs. When they reached the surface, and the setting sun poured heat and light onto them, Alana handed back Fiddler�s weapons.
�Thank you,� said Fiddler �It was refreshing to walk unburdened by them. Just out of interest; that holodisk you hold. Where did you get it?�
Alana froze. �I bought it from a trader. Why do you ask?�
�It�s just, you probably don�t realise; these are only manufactured in Avalon. They�re very rare. Where did you get it? It could be a useful clue.�
�Oh I�� got it in Moortown.�
�Did you really?�
�Yes.�
�When was this?�
�A few days ago.�
�I thought you said you had been in Lundun for some time.�
Alana�s mind raced.
�I have, yeah you�re right, must have been a few weeks back.�
Fiddler drew his pistol and aimed it at her face.
�No it wasn�t,� said Fiddler. He took her pistol out of her holster and tossed it aside. �You couldn�t have gotten it before Thursday. That�s when Loma came to Moortown. Where did you really get it?�
�What? I don�t�� Fiddler embedded the revolver into her forehead and cocked it.
�Don�t lie to me. I hate liars. I�ll know if you�re lying. Where did you get this?�
�I� f� I found it in Lundun. On the street.� Fiddler fired his gun into the wall behind Alana.
�You lied to me!� he shouted over the ringing in her ears. �Next time you lie, I�m going to kill you. You were the Ranger who travelled with Loma, weren�t you?�
Alana was speechless.
�Weren�t you?�
�Yes,� she said.
�They�re here in Lundun aren�t they? Loma and the other one.�
�Yes,� she said.
�And where are they headed? Why are they in Lundun?�
Alana stared at him, petrified. He fired another shot, above her head. �WHERE ARE THEY GOING?�
�I can�t remember the�� it was��
Fiddler, panned his gun down to her knee.
�NO!� she screamed �It was called�� Eddington, No Etria! It was Etria! I swear.�
�And then where?�
�I don�t know�� they�re trying to get her plane fixed�� that�s all I know! I swear it. I swear it on my sister�s grave,� she burst into tears.
Fiddler stared at her, he cocked his head sideways. He watched her cry for a while.
�Leave this place,� He whispered. �Never return. Go north. Do not speak of me to anyone for any reason. If I see you again I�ll kill you.� He crept away into the Lundun streets.
Alana fell back and slid to the floor silently crying. She heard the sound of a bike taking off.
She sat with her head on her knees, trying to make sense of what had just occurred. Trying to discern what were lies, and what were truths. She tried to recall the conversation, if she had incriminated herself, given him too much information. She knew he would be after Loma in Etria, but for what purpose? To kill her?
She heard the bike returning. She looked up. The roar of the engine grew louder. She ran for her pistol and drew it. The engine turned off and she heard footsteps running towards her. She retreated into the darkness of the station, she seemed to move in slow motion, like she was in a nightmare, tears blinded her. She crouched down and rested her pistol on the crook of her arm, but even in this position her hands shook.
�Loma!� cried a man�s voice. It was Saburo�s. He ran into the station. He saw Alana and was overjoyed, but this was dashed by the look on her face.
�Where are the others?� he said.
�They�re gone,� she said. �They�re in the tunnels.�
Saburo looked around fretfully. �I can�t follow them, I�d have to leave the bike. We have to go. It�s getting dark.� He paused. �We can�t stay here.� He offered her a hand. She grasped it.
They drove through the streets of Lundun, sweeping in and out of ancient traffic. Lights in the old skyscrapers flittered into existence. Bonfires on the sky gardens lit up. All the city was alive with fleeting and scattered life. Alana rested her head on Saburo�s back.
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Loma�s condition was not improving. She would get dizzy spells, and her vision would blur, and this combined with the poor lighting caused her to stumble regularly. She was in constant pain. She could not turn her head easily, any attempts to do so suddenly resulted in withering pain and dry heaving.
A third of the way through their journey, Loma found that she could not walk unaided. So Kirwyn propped her up, under her armpit. They walked in this fashion for another hour before she had to stop for a rest. They had no water. The only food was Kirwyn�s red sugar cubes which Loma now found unpalatable. She could not sleep on the floor, a makeshift pillow was fashioned from Kirwyn�s jacket and trousers.
When she awoke she found she did not have the strength to walk, even with support. Kirwyn carried her like a baby. He could not carry her on his back account of his injuries. She was surprisingly light, even in her armour. They walked in silence, Loma holding the holodisk like an otter clutching a clam. Her head pounded, her neck needled her and her mouth was sticky and hot. She needed water, soon.
Kirwyn�s shoulder was on fire. He knew he could not carry her much further. He could feel sinews ripping one by one. His wounds were not healing well. Soon he would need to leave her and find water and medicine, then come back to her. But that was easier said than done. He had no knowledge of this part of the island, whether it was even inhabited. He cursed Alana for having left them; she would have known what to do. Perhaps he should have kept his mouth shut and followed her instead?
Kirwyn stopped. He could hear something in front of him, very distant. Like screeching.
�Do you hear it too?� he asked. But Loma had fallen unconscious. He shifted her weight in his arms. He walked forward. Over time it became unmistakable. It was the fucking violin music.
�Loma,� he hissed. �What do we do?� Loma shifted sleepily and mumbled something about Vivaldi. Kirwyn sighed in frustration and looked around him. They could not go back. They would have to go forward. Every step he took, the music got louder. So used to silence was he, that the sound of the violin became almost deafening.
They came to a station. Kirwyn decided to get off at it. He would rather face radiation and tribesmen than this unknown thing. He hauled Loma up to the platform and looked to his left. There was a faint red light. And the silhouette of a figure walking towards him. The music was an orchestra by his eardrum. He lifted himself up on the platform, tearing his shoulder muscles apart. He cried out in agony. He considered leaving Loma for a few seconds, but picked her up, breathing through clenched teeth. They ascended the stairs jerkily, Loma dropped the light. He walked forward through pitch blackness and kicked a turnstile. He walked through it, then rounded a corner and saw sunlight for the first time in over a day. It stung his pupils but he ran to it. The music was a distant echo.
When his eyes adjusted to the light, he wasn�t sure if he was still in Lundun anymore. There were buildings, but they were overgrown with vines and lichen. Everything was lush and green. The concrete roads bloomed with flowers. The music had faded away. He stumbled along these roads, passing green wrecks of houses, till he came to a river with a big concrete bridge over it. He ran to it. Placed Loma down on grass and leapt down to the riverbank. The water was rather silty, but to his dehydrated tongue it was the sweetest, coolest, most delicious beverage he had ever the pleasure of guzzling. Once he had had his fill, he collected some in cupped hands and clambered over to Alana, spilling most of it. He poured the rest onto her mouth and chin. She swallowed some of it, mumbling. He looked around, hopelessly. He took off his jacket and emptied the tin of red cubes, he leapt down into the riverbank and scooped up water. He poured into her mouth gently. She coughed a little, then licked her cracked lips. He repeated the process several times until she closed her mouth, turned away. He sat down, exhausted, miserable.
�Hullo Kirwyn,� said Fiddler.
Kirwyn spun around and saw Fiddler standing severely, his hands behind his back, like a Napoleonic general.
�Who are you?� asked Kirwyn hoarsely.
�Don�t remember me?� said Fiddler in a hurt voice.
Kirwyn�s eyes darted to the left. �No?�
�Well. I remember you. I don�t forget my brothers.�
�I don�t�� Kirwyn trailed off. �Take off the mask.�
�I don�t think you�re in a position to be bossing anyone around, Kirwyn.�
�Who are you? Have you been following us?�
�I saw your little friend. The Ranger. She led me straight to you.�
�What?�
�Don�t worry. She�ll live. I didn�t even have to torture her.�
Kirwyn�s face scrunched up with confusion and outrage. �Who the hell are you?� he stammered, brandishing the sword of Barabbas with his one good arm.
Fiddler sighed. He took his hands from behind his back, revealing his violin and bow. �I thought you might be able to figure it out. Still as stupid as ever, Kirwyn.�
He started to play a low, sad song.
�Get the hell away from me,� said Kirwyn.
�It wasn�t long after you abandoned us,� said Fiddler. �That the retaliation, inevitably came. They didn�t take kindly to losing four men to a bunch of munks. I think it embarrassed them. They needed to save face. So they tracked us down��
�No,� said Kirwyn, crushed.
Fiddler nodded �They tracked us down. And they lined us up� And they mutilated us.�
Kirwyn dropped to his knees.
�And they killed us. Only�� Only I�� awoke in a pile of corpses. My face and neck torn to shreds. God kept me alive Kirwyn, it was a miracle. Do you know why He kept me alive?�
�Frederick,� said Kirwyn, eyes overflowing with tears.
�Yes,� said Fiddler, dropping the violin and bow to the ground. �Now you remember me. Do you know why God kept me alive?�
�No,� said Kirwyn, sobbing.
�To kill you. The one who betrayed us all. And blasphemed. And abandoned us in our hour of need.�
�I was banished,� said Kirwyn, choking back tears.
�Not like you to follow the rules. You were angry, you were proud. You didn�t want to stay.�
�No!� said Kirwyn, pleadingly.
�And your anger and your pride destroyed us. You and me�� we�re all that�s left.�
�Frederick��
Fiddler unsheathed his sword and advanced. �Do you have any last words?�
�I�m sorry,� said Kirwyn, bursting into tears.
Fiddler paused. �It�s a little late for that,� he said, his voice trembling with sadness and loathing.
He swung at Kirwyn�s head. Kirwyn blocked the blade with his sheathed sword. Fragments of parchment fell to the floor. The two blades slid to the hilts. Fiddler released and stepped back. Kirwyn stood up.
�I don�t want to fight you Fred,� said Kirwyn.
�THEN DIE,� screamed Fiddler, swiping at Kirwyn�s ribs. Kirwyn deflected the blow, sending more of the parchment fluttering in the wind.
Fiddler swung again, and again, Kirwyn deflected. Parchment fluttered to the wind. The scabbard was stripped bare. Kirwyn stepped back, battered by the force of the blows. He crept onto the bridge. Fiddler lunged at him, and they locked swords in place, juddering with the effort.
�You�re gonna break your last vow. You�re going to unsheathe that sword. It�s the only way you�ll stop me.� He broke the deadlock, and sliced Kirwyn�s cheek�� it ran ruby red.
Fiddler paced back and forth on the bridge, pointing at Kirwyn with his sword. �You�re going to try and kill me, just like you murdered the others. But you�re gonna fail. Because I�m better than you.� He lunged again. Kirwyn parried the sword away, he walked backwards off the bridge, dabbing his cheek with the backside of his hand.
They clashed swords again. Fiddler kicked Kirwyn in the ribs, sending him back, winded and coughing.
Fiddler stood and watched him. �I used to look up to you,� he said, tears in his eyes. �I was a fool then.� He advanced.
�Please Fred,� said Kirwyn weakly. �Please don�t do this.�
Fiddler paused, breathing heavily, his shoulders low. But then her pulled his sword above his head and swung it down with all his strength. Kirwyn held his scabbard with both hands and withstood the blow. Fiddler swung the sword back and poked at Kirwyn�s belly. Kirwyn deflected, just in time. He ran backwards, Fiddler was after him, sword outstretched�� just a few inches away. Kirwyn stopped suddenly and batted it out of his hands.
Kirwyn swung at Fiddler�s head. Fiddler bent back unnaturally, barely dodging the blow. Fiddler elbowed Kirwyn in the face, sending him staggering backwards. Fiddler leapt for his missing sword and retrieved it, breathing heavily. Kirwyn stumbled to his feet.
Kirwyn hacked away at him. Fiddler blocked admirably, but was staggered by the force. On the final swing, Kirwyn connected, batting the side of Fiddler�s face savagely. He was sent backwards to the floor, his helmet and mask removed. He got up. His big eyes were moist, he looked at Kirwyn with terror and loathing. He fumbled around on the floor looking for his mask.
Kirwyn saw the terrible scars and his heart dropped. He stood and watched Fiddler who still scrabbled rat-like trying to strap on his mask and helmet again. He did so at great length. Kirwyn looked to the ground in shame.
Fiddler got up and screamed. He ran and swung madly at Kirwyn�s head. Kirwyn ducked and grabbed Fiddler�s wrist, holding his sword at bay. Fiddler panicked and reached for his revolver. Kirwyn dropped his sword and grabbed the gun by the barrel. Fiddler fired into the ground. Kirwyn tried to head-butt Fiddler, but Fiddler jerked away. Fiddler fired another four times, burning Kirwyn�s hand. Kirwyn released, tried to grab hold of the gun with both hands, snatching it, and did so, but Fiddler dug his sword into Kirwyn�s side.
Kirwyn clubbed Fiddler squarely in the face with the butt of his own revolver, sending him tumbling backwards. Kirwyn threw Fiddler�s gun as far away as he could. He felt his side. The cut was deep. Little rivers of red poured down his abdomen, soiling his once-white clothes. He picked up the sword of Barabbas and leaned on it like a cane, breathing raggedly.
Fiddler leapt to his feet in one motion. He swung his sword in the air, slicing imaginary enemies. He raised his sword above his head and screamed. He appeared to swing high again, and Kirwyn raised his sword in defence, but Fiddler ducked down with unexpected speed, going past Kirwyn and stabbing him in the back as he did so. Kirwyn hunched over, knelt on the ground, coughing. He slowly turned to face Fiddler. Fiddler sauntered, not seeing his work but satisfied in its success. When Kirwyn finally rose again�� Fiddler turned on his heels and went in for another attack.
He swung down, Kirwyn intercepted the blade, and they were locked once again, very close, hilts clinked. Kirwyn leant forward and pushed Fiddler around, back onto the bridge. Fiddler dug his heels in and pushed back, grunting. The blood was draining from Kirwyn�s face, he gritted his teeth and gave it his all.
Fiddler let go suddenly. He bounced backwards, struggling to untie his breastplate. It was glowing with heat. Fiddler screamed like a pig, he bent over, trying to untie a clasp, and Kirwyn saw Loma on the other side of the bridge, taking aim, readying another shot. Kirwyn screamed for her to stop, ran past Fiddler, blocking her shot, his arms in the air.
Loma was puzzled, but eventually stood down.
Kirwyn smelt burnt meat. And heard the clatter of the breastplate finally leaving Fiddler�s body. There was a hole melted into the metal, the size of a coin. Fiddler was steaming. He leapt into the river crying, a great quantity of steam erupted from the surface of the water. Kirwyn looked over the edge of the bridge, but once the steam had cleared he could make no sight of Fiddler. He crossed the bridge and jumped down to the river bank looking for Fiddler, a trail of blood followed him. He was shaking now, as the adrenaline left his body. He searched the river frantically. �Frederick!� he shouted. Loma walked up behind him.
�What the hell is going on?� said Loma.
�He is my brother,� said Kirwyn, sadly. He walked along the river bank a while. There he collapsed.
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�So,� said Alana, over the roar of the engine. �What happened?�
Saburo looked uncomfortable. �I got ambushed. By those savages with the bows and arrows. I was outnumbered. I made a run for it.�
�Why didn�t you warn us�� with the holodisk.�
�I dropped it, ok? I still have the plane parts, that�s all that matters. What happened to you and the others?�
Alana looked uncomfortable. �We got attacked. We had to run for the tunnels. We got� separated. I left them. I met� someone. He handed me his weapons, got my guard down. He was after Loma, he put a gun to my head, I told him where Loma was headed.�
�Where? Where is she headed?� demanded Saburo
�Etria. It�ll be a day before they get there. We still have time.�
�So he wants to kill her?�
�I don�t know. He said he was from Avalon and just wanted a trip back.�
�And you believed him?� said Saburo.
�I don�t know. He only got violent when I lied to him. I said I didn�t know Loma.�
Saburo lifted one hand from his bike to smooth his hair back. �What do we do then? I�m running low on fuel.�
�I don�t even know where Etria fucking is. I lost my holodisk�
�I don�t know either,� said Saburo. �And the savages took my holodisk.�
�No,� said Alana, hope returning. �It was�� it was still there in the fountain. They didn�t loot it.�
�Maybe it�s still there?�
After returning to the fountain, and retrieving the holodisk, the two left Lundun as fast as they could. They headed east, following the holodisk�s direction.
As night fell the bike began to slow. Saburo was only vaguely familiar with the area, they kept their eyes peeled for a refuelling station�� one that was not controlled by the Yellowjackets. After a while, the engine ran dry completely, Saburo had to push the bike along while Alana walked beside him.
Alana made conversation, discussing potential plans for reaching Avalon�� should the generator prove unusable. Saburo�s answers were monosyllabic. He would mutter angrily to himself that they should have passed a refuelling station by now. He was sure there was one nearby.
Alana spoke on it at last: �Why were we low on fuel anyway? I thought we had enough��
Saburo winced and spoke quickly. �Because I had to get the fuck out of there, and then I came back, and I was riding around looking for you alright?�
�Alright� she said slowly, surprised at his passion.
�Sorry.� He muttered, looking down. �It�s my fault, I shouldn�t have wasted�� He glanced around again anxiously �Maybe we missed it? But then we should have been able to see the lights. Why does everything have to be so fucking difficult!?� he despaired.
Alana looked at him with surprise, not sure how to respond.
They proceeded in silence. An old can lay in the road�� the bike wheel clattered into it. Saburo jumped back swearing, letting the bike crash to the ground. He walked away briskly, his hands tugging at his hair. Alana stared, bewildered.
He crouched down, far from the bike. Alana approached him after a while.
�You ok?� said Alana, quietly.
�I�m fine�� Saburo choked on his words.
�Is there something wrong with the bike?�
�No.�
�Then what?�
�I keep�� seeing them. They were right in front of me and then they were gone. Over and over and over.� He started hyperventilating, he put his chin to his chest and closed his eyes.
�It�s ok,� said Alana sympathetically.
�No. I have to�� Saburo trailed off.
Alana lifted the bike into position and pushed it for a while. Saburo followed, his head held down in disgrace.
He caught up to her and gently took over the handlebars�� she released. He started pushing again.
�It�s a terrible thing�� to be a coward,� he said. �I didn�t choose to be this way.�
�You�re just a little shook,� said Alana. �There�s no shame in that.�
�Cavaliers aren�t supposed to get shook.�
�That�s stupid,� she said blankly. �Everybody gets shook. Some people just aren�t brave enough to admit it.�
She looked at him and smiled sympathetically. He smiled back weakly and laughed through his nose a little, he shook his head and went back to pushing.
They parked at an old crumbling manor house, ferried the bike over to the stables. They ate and drank from the saddle bags and then silently explored the derelict rooms. These were damp and stank of rot. They decided to sleep on the flat roof of the stables. Saburo vaulted Alana to the top, and Alana gave a hand for Saburo to grasp as he pulled himself up. They settled in, sitting across from one another on the asphalt. They watched the holographic chevron.
�It�s moved slightly. I�m sure of it,� said Saburo.
�They�re still moving. They�re ok. We�ll catch up to them.�
In the morning, as they pushed their bike along, they came across a merchant truck splayed across the road. It lay silent and still. The valuables unstolen.
Alana watched through her scope as Saburo crept to the eerie scene. He saw bullet holes in the sides of the truck and there were dreadful bloodstains, but no bodies. Just spent shells on the floor. The truck would not start. They siphoned off fuel into their bike and left as soon as they could.
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Alana gripped onto Saburo with one arm, the other held the holodisk. They drove through open plains, green and empty. Unblemished save for the occasional concrete road that still persisted, cutting through the grasslands. They saw sheep grazing in the distance, but no shepherds. A dirt road branched off from the concrete one, and this one lay more in line with the chevron on the holodisk.
�Take a left here!� yelled Alana, over the roar of the engine.
The bike struggled a little on the new terrain, bumping them and kicking up stones, but they grew used to it. Faintly in the distance they saw smoke rising. It was probably a town.
�Let�s check it out,� shouted Alana. Saburo revved the engine and sped up.
Little pieces of ash would float across them, these increased in size and number as they approached. Little by little a noxious fog enveloped them, till they could not see further than 10 metres. They entered the village unexpectedly. The gates had been smashed open. The walls, the hovels, the storage depots were mostly destroyed, those that remained, like everything else, were covered in a thick layer of grey dust. The forest that once surrounded the village was now much receded, leaving grey stumps, and in the distance it could be seen that healthy trees still burned.
It was a large village, driving carefully, they made their way to the centre. They dismounted. Alana took out her rifle, and Saburo his machine pistol. They wandered around, looking for signs of life. They kicked down a door that crumbled to pieces. The house was empty, possessions strewn about casually as if someone would soon return to them. When they exited-
�Drop your weapons, put your hands up.� Said a stranger, her voice muffled by a bandana around her mouth, her eyes covered in goggles. She wore the green poncho of the Ranger Kor, and bore their long rifle also.
�I�m a Ranger,� said Alana quietly.
�You�re dressed as one,� said the girl. �What legion?�
�Fourth Legion.�
�Fourth Legion are up North. What the hell are you doing here?�
�It�s a long story.�
�Yeah I bet. Give me the short version.�
A man jogged through the fog, dressed similarly to the girl interrogating them. He took off his goggles and bandana, revealing a square, masculine face with big eyebrows and lively brown eyes. He was about the same age as Alana.
�Alana?� said the man.
�Rob?� said Alana with narrowed eyes.
�What the hell are you doing here?� he cried, then swung his rifle over his shoulder and hugged her, lifting her off her feet.
�Sorry,� muttered the girl under her breath. She too took off her goggles and bandana. She was practically a child, she was gaunt, with dark hair and eyes, and a shy look about her. �I�m Nadine,� she said, when Alana and Robert had finished hugging and laughing.
�Alana,� said Alana, nodding upwards. �And this is Saburo.�
Saburo had been watching the events play out with crossed arms. He gave a quick sarcastic salute at the sound of his name.
�How do you know each other?� asked Robert, looking over Saburo with suspicion.
�It�s�� complicated,� said Alana. �He�s with the Cavaliers. He�s been helping me, he brought me here.�
�Why?� said Robert, his posture becoming more stiff and uncomfortable. �Aren�t you supposed to be far north, near the Lakes?�
Alana pinched the bridge of her nose and winced. �It�s very complicated.� She glanced at Nadine, then looked to Robert. �I�d prefer to explain it to you in private.�
Robert stared into her eyes and nodded. �Nadine,� he said. �Look after the people, tell them it�s safe to come out and gather their things.�
Alana looked to Saburo �Can you wait here?�
He shrugged.
�I�ll be 5 minutes,� Alana grabbed Robert�s arm and walked down the dirt road.
�There are people here?� asked Alana as they strolled away. Saburo and Nadine eyed each other suspiciously, until Nadine walked off into the fog.
�Yes,� said Robert. �A few survivors. Poor bastards. They got raided, by slavers. A bunch of mutants who call themselves the Immortals.�
�Are we in any danger?�
�No I don�t think so. According to the locals, the Immortals only raid at night� You know you�re not supposed to consort with gang members Alana.�
�I know,� she said �But I can explain.�
She relayed the events since her aborted expedition with some degree of accuracy, though crucially she left out the renunciation of her citizenship and plan to escape to Avalon. Instead she claimed that she was acting as an ambassador, and was promised technology in return for aiding Loma.
�I don�t know,� said Robert, scratching the ash from his brown hair. �Shouldn�t you have taken her back to Retragrad?�
�She refused,� said Alana. �She wanted to remain �incognito�.�
�Well, what�s to stop her from killing you as soon as she gets what she wants?�
Alana jutted her jaw out and stood up straight. �There ain�t a soul living who can outgun me,� she said in a deep voice. Robert stared at her shaking his head, then laughed a little through his nose. He pushed her away. She pushed him back.
�I hate you,� he said lovingly. �But this scheme of yours�� he looked away and shook his head.
�You won�t grass me up will you?� said Alana girlishly, holding his forearm with both of her hands.
He looked down, then at her. �No of course not,� he said. �But I don�t approve. And I don�t think top brass will either. I think you should come with us, help escort the people back to Retragrad. We have an oblast waiting for them.�
�This is a once in a lifetime opportunity,� crooned Alana. �The tech she gives me could change the face of the country.�
�If she gives it to you.�
�I�m willing to take that risk.�
�You shouldn�t be the one making that decision,� said Robert, grimacing. �I respect the initiative. But you�re fucked if people back home find out�� especially if your plan fails.�
�You�ve always had such confidence in me,� said Alana curtseying her poncho.
�You�ve done so much to inspire confidence in me,� he said, bowing.
They had made their way back to the village, which was now swarming with people, mostly women and the elderly. Robert sobered up, put his goggles and bandanna back on. Alana lost the spring in her step, she observed the people. They were covered in ash, like everything else. They were packing whatever they could salvage into carts, backpacks and wheelbarrows.
Alana whispered to Robert. �Where are the children?�
�They were taken.�
�All of them?�
�All of them.�
An old woman stopped her packing and looked up at Alana, her aquamarine eyes shining out from the grey of her face. She looked pleadingly, then turned back to her business. There were about 50 others, they moved like ghosts, they�d lost almost everything. When Alana reached Saburo, there was a woman on his arm, begging him.
�-He�s about your height, he has red hair like his father.�
�I�ll keep an eye out for him,� said Saburo, �I promise.� He looked down at her and patted her back awkwardly. He looked up at Alana.
�We have to go,� said Alana.
�Oh please, if you see a boy�� his name is Kenneth Jacoby, he�s about this tall, very skinny with red hair. Please tell him where we�re going,� she started sobbing.
Alana hugged her. �I will,� she said. �I have to go, I have an important mission, I will look out for him, and all the others.�
The woman released Alana and was escorted away by a sympathetic friend. Alana looked to Robert who was helping to load a cart. Saburo had revved the engine and approached. She got on the bike and looked back again at Robert. He took off his goggles and gave a salute, a raised fist that landed on the heart. She returned it. She hugged onto Saburo�s back, and they disappeared into the smoke.
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They found Loma walking amongst some green ruins, she dropped her rifle and took off her helmet as they approached, she smiled broadly.
�Long time no see!� she called out. �What happened to you?� she said gesturing to Saburo.
�Got ambushed. Had to run. Sorry.�
�And you,� she said, smiling at Alana, but with sadness in her eyes.
�Had a run-in with a countryman of yours,� said Alana meekly.
Alana relayed all that had happened to them. Loma explained to them what she knew of Fiddler. That he was an enemy of Kirwyn�s, that he was no Avalonian.
At the riverbank they crouched over Kirwyn�s unconscious body. Alana pulled back his blanket and grimaced at his wounds. She placed a hand on his chest and pulled back the bandages over his shoulder, she seemed surprised by what she saw.
�Do you think he�s going to be ok?�
�I didn�t think so at first,� said Loma. �But he�s getting better.�
Saburo peeked from far away, he frowned and walked off. �I�ll hide the bike,� he said, and hopped up to the road.
Kirwyn muttered feverishly in his sleep. They wrapped him up in his blanket and walked to a nearby smoky fire�� they sat beside it. Loma stoked the fire with a log in silence. Alana looked down�� but then raised her chin and cleared her throat.
�How are you?�
�It still aches, but I�m doing a lot better,� said Loma.
�Those things I said back in the tunnels. They were completely out of line��
Loma swatted the notion out of the air and smiled benignly.
�I was very� frustrated and exhausted�� but that�s no excuse. I fucked up. I don�t want to be that person anymore. I�m sorry.�
�It�s fine �� I�m not upset,� said Loma. She stood and opened her arms for a hug, Alana meekly acquiesced, closed her eyes, they held and swayed a while, Loma released, held Alana�s shoulders gently.
�You know, you remind me of my sister,� said Loma.
�Oh yeah?�
�Yeah she�s a cunt too,� said Loma smiling. Alana burst into laughter.
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�Kirwyn,� said Loma gently.
Kirwyn opened his eyes. It was night, He was laying by a fire. Covered in a blanket.
�How are you feeling?� said Loma.
�I�m not�� Kirwyn drifted off, closing his eyes, coughing.
Loma felt his forehead, it was burning. She unravelled his blanket and looked at his wounds. �You shouldn�t be alive,� she said, her eyebrows furrowed.
�ok,� said Kirwyn.
She felt the bandage on Kirwyn�s shoulder. He did not react. She held him up to a sitting position. He held, woozily. She undid the bandage. Though the arrow had cut him deeply less than two days ago, the wound was completely dry and clean-looking, no infection. It looked as if he had been in a hospital, resting for a week, eating good food�
�You�re not�� Loma began, looking down at Kirwyn with trepidation in her eyes. �You�re not bog-standard human are you?�
Kirwyn looked up at her lazily. He crept forward and vomited black bile. Loma jumped back and shrieked. Then he fell back near the fire, covering himself in the blanket. He shivered violently.
�I need food and water,� he said.
They had camped near the riverbank, so water was in no short supply. The only food to hand was Kirwyn�s red cubes, the last of which he guzzled down greedily. After a while he found the strength to sit up. He saw Alana sitting across from him, her hand casually close to her rifle. She stared at him with concern.
�I am� genetically engineered,� said Kirwyn. �I have the Marius gene. It skips generations, but I have it� It�s hard to kill us but we don�t tend to last very long. We tend to go� crazy,� said Kirwyn. �And worse.�
Kirwyn coughed deeply, then spat black blood into the fire. �I used to wonder why God made me like this� Why he gave me such terrible strength, such terrible wrath. Why? When he wanted his children to live peacefully. It didn�t make any sense� But then I figured it out� God didn�t make me. A man did. A strange, cruel man, hundreds of years ago. The greater part of me at least� I�m not a human, like you say. I can�t� go to heaven.�
He spat blood into the fire again. �I�ll never see them again�� He turned away. �I think Frederick�� the one you shot? He�s the same as me. He has the Marius gene. That�s how he survived when everyone else�� He thinks it was a miracle, I think it�s the opposite. I think we�re abominations.�
He slowly closed his eyes, then woke up again. Loma was still in the same position, her facial expression slightly softened.
�Are you going to kill me?� he said, resigned, eyeing her rifle. �Maybe that would be for the best� Maybe that would be for the best��
�Kirwyn,� said Alana gently. �I didn�t say this in front of the others, because I know� on the mainland, it�s not accepted�� she paused. �I�m genetically modified too. All of us are on Avalon. For example: I�m 112��
Kirwyn didn�t react.
��years old.�
Kirwyn stared at her with yellow eyes. His jaw slowly opened as he realised she was speaking the truth, though his eyes remained lazy and unfocused. She didn�t look a day over 35.
�I don�t know anything about genetics,� she continued. �But maybe if you came to Avalon we could get rid of your Marius gene, or at least� mitigate the side effects.�
�I don�t know�� said Kirwyn. �Your people would let me in?�
�I�d make them, whether they wanted to or not. You saved my life. You stuck with me when everyone else left. I�ll never forget that. I don�t think you�re an abomination.�
Kirwyn looked down sadly, he coughed up a web of black gunk. �Thank you,� he said wearily, then closed his eyes and fell back beside the fire.
�Saburo and Alana came back.�
Kirwyn sat up, so quickly that he injured himself, moaning in pain.
�Calm down!� whispered Loma
�Where are they?� he cried.
�They�re holed up in a building nearby. I didn�t want to move you.�
Kirwyn eased back down. �Please don�t tell them,� he whispered.
�I won�t if you won�t.�
He nodded and closed his eyes. He fell into a deep sleep.
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Alana came to camp, she held a dead sheep on the back of her neck, dropped it by the river. Kirwyn sat up, wrapped in his blanket, bleary eyed. Alana took out her knife and gutted the sheep, throwing the organs into the river. She looked up at Kirwyn and smiled weakly.
�Didn�t expect to see you again,� she said.
Kirwyn stared at her a moment, getting his bearings. �Likewise,� he said. He watched her skin the animal for a while. �I�m sorry for what I said to you,� he muttered, looking down. �I didn�t mean it.�
One of the corners of her smile faded. �So you don�t think my tits are small?�
Kirwyn cringed, he laughed quietly, but had to stop due to the pain.
Alana grinned, cleaned her knife in the river. �I�m sorry I threatened to kill you.�
�No worries.�
�Loma tells me we have a mutual friend,� she said, her smile fading. �The man in the mask.�
�Oh,� said Kirwyn sadly.
�I didn�t know who he was. I�m sorry I lead him to you.�
�That�s ok. Not your fault,� said Kirwyn sleepily.
�He fucked you up pretty bad huh?�
Kirwyn stretched out. �You should see him,� he said. Alana laughed politely.
�I did,� she said. �Before. Did you give him those scars?�
Kirwyn hesitated. �No,� he said weakly, then he stood up. Alana watched him with concern. Saburo hopped down to the river bank.
�The munk lives!� he cried. He grasped Kirwyn�s forearm.
�Saburo,� said Kirwyn holding Saburo�s forearm. �It�s good to see you. What happened yest�� Where did you go?�
�I got ambushed. I had to run.�
�Thank God you made it,� said Kirwyn, releasing him.
Loma joined them.
�How�s the head?� said Saburo.
�Much better,� said Loma, running her fingers through her hair. She turned to Alana, her nose wrinkled with disgust. �We have food in the saddlebags you know?�
Alana was tearing strips of meat and laying them on a flat rock. �Relax you hippy,� she said. �It was dead when I found it.� Alana popped a bit of raw mutton in her mouth. �Shame to let it go to waste,� she said, chewing and smiling. Loma gagged.
They ate roast mutton by the fire. Loma outlined their new plans.
�There�s a large town a few miles from here called Sevenokes. We have plenty of tech in the saddlebags to trade for some more bodyguards. Depending on the number and quality of these, we�ll possibly go back to Lundun and pick up the spare generator. If they don�t have any transport we�ll just go around Lundun, back to Moortown, meet up with your guys�� she gestured to Saburo. �Then head back to my ship. Everyone will be paid in full, everything square. We�ll say our goodbyes. We�ll fly to Avalon.�
Saburo nodded and tore into his mutton leg. Alana picked at her food and glanced around. Kirwyn sat cross legged, bare chested apart from his blanket-cloak that hung on him like a toga, he hadn�t touched his food. Loma looked at them one at a time, then cautiously took a small bite of her mutton skewer. �That sound good?� she said at last.
�I�m not going to Avalon,� said Alana. �I�m going back to Retragrad.�
�May I ask why?� said Loma.
�I�ve just� reconsidered. I�ll still help you back to your ship�
�Ok� she said, a little unsatisfied. �What do you want in return?�
�Give me one of those helmets or something. Something I can take back home to impress my bosses.�
Loma considered this, chewing on a sliver of meat. �I can get you something.�
Alana nodded.
�What about you Kirwyn?� said Loma, pointing her skewer at him.
He flinched. �Huh?�
�You still on for Avalon?�
�Yes,� he said, nodding and smiling at her. He took a bite of his mutton. Alana raised her eyebrows and looked at him, but he did not return the look.
Saburo cleared his throat and looked to Loma. �Will we be getting compensation for our losses? � A few extras thrown in for our troubles?�
�That wasn�t part of the deal,� she said, narrowing her eyes.
�No. But it�s our custom. It would be a nice gesture. Especially if you plan on doing business with Cavaliers in the future.�
�I don�t think I�ll ever come back here,� said Loma shrugging her shoulders.
�Oh,� said Saburo.
They all helped push Kirwyn up the riverbank, and made their way to Alana and Saburo�s sleeping quarters. They packed their bike, reinforced the rope the held the generator in place. Kirwyn was given a seat on the bike, Loma steered. They drove at walking speed, the stabilising gears in full effect. Alana and Saburo walked either side of them.
They had been travelling a while when Kirwyn suddenly dismounted and walked off the road into the woods. They called out to him, but he merely raised his hand, his back turned to them. �1 minute� he cried in a hoarse voice, when he was far away. He disappeared. They waited a few minutes.
�Someone should go after him,� said Loma.
�He�s probably just pissing,� said Saburo.
�What if he�s in trouble, he could have collapsed.�
Saburo rubbed his chin and considered this. �Maybe.�
�You should go after him,� said Loma to Saburo.
�Why me?�
�C�mon be a man,� she said, patting him on the back.
He scoffed. �I�m not undoing his fly if that�s what you mean.� He sauntered off into the woods.
He walked a while, hands in his jacket pockets, looking around. He found Kirwyn with his back facing him, sitting on an old log, his head in his hands. Saburo approached and heard that Kirwyn was weeping. Saburo turned, embarrassed and walked back to direction of the road. He waited another couple of minutes. He sighed and walked back to Kirwyn.
He cupped his hands and shouted Kirwyn�s name.
�Oh there you are,� he said, approaching, giving Kirwyn enough time to contain himself. Kirwyn did not, or could not take the opportunity. Saburo approached him from the front, awkwardly staring at his shoes, trying to think of something to say.
�We were worried about you,� said Saburo
Kirwyn sniffed deeply and wiped his eyes. �Yeah?� he said. Saburo sat beside him on the log, neither looked to the other.
�I never used to cry,� said Kirwyn. �Now it seems to happen all the time.�
Saburo slowly shook his head and raised his shoulders. �There�s no shame in it. Only shame is pretending you�� don�t�� he said, half remembering what Alana had told him. Kirwyn breathed deeply and raggedly.
�What happened?� said Saburo.
�I don�t wanna talk about it,� whispered Kirwyn.
Saburo nodded. They sat in silence a while. �If you ever change your mind�� he said �I�m here, y�know?�
Kirwyn looked at him for the first time since they started speaking. �Thanks� Saburo� he said, genuinely.
They made their way back to the bike.
�Just had a little trouble getting his pants back on,� said Saburo puckishly.
�I bet. With you around,� said Alana, elbowing him.
Loma laughed, Kirwyn smiled.
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The journey was sunny at first, with a cool breeze. But as the road entered the woods, they found themselves enveloped in a warm fog. An old man riddled with tattoos carrying a heavy backpack ran past them. He stopped, stared at them with bulbous eyes. He pointed back at the direction he came from, tried to cry out something-but it was incomprehensible, he ran off.
Loma dismounted and had Kirwyn push the bike behind them. Alana, Loma and Saburo drew their weapons. Little flecks of ash swirled around them, growing more numerous the further into the forest they walked.
�The Immortals,� said Alana. She had relayed to Loma and Kirwyn the encounter they had had at the ruined village the day before. �They�ve been busy.�
�Do we keep going?� said Saburo.
�The next town is hours away, I want to have a look,� said Loma. �You say they only come at night?�
�I think so,� said Alana.
�Let�s see.�
Refugees came pouring out in drips and drabs. Shell-shocked and inconsolable, carrying what little belongings they could hold. Many reacted with fear when they saw the four travellers, few would offer more than a brief word of explanation before they took off into the fog. They were mostly elderly, predominately women, no children. They were all tattooed�� simple geometric shapes, black bands on their arms and legs, diamonds on their foreheads, the older they were, the more covered.
Sevenokes was about the same size as Moortown, though its population was now much smaller. The city walls were concrete and high, nigh impregnable save for the large hole that had been blasted through them, insultingly close to the much flimsier-looking gate.
When they approached they heard the sound of a gunshot. They all instinctively ducked.
�Who are you?� cried a voice.
�We�re traders,� yelled Loma.
There were muffled sounds of arguing. They looked up at the city walls, saw smoke billowing upwards. There was a distant explosion�� that had them all ducking again. A man exited the crack in the wall and strode towards them, holding a shotgun. His skin was dark brown, and he had tangles of black hair that fell on his shoulders like tentacles. He racked his shotgun as he approached.
�Now�s not a good time for trade,� he said.
�Maybe we can help,� said Loma.
�Do you have medical supplies?�
�No,� said Loma.
Alana interjected�� �Was it the Immortals, who attacked you?�
The man looked her over suspiciously. �Yes. That is what they call themselves. How did you know?�
�They attacked a village north of here a few days ago. We helped to escort the survivors to Retragrad.�
The man snorted. �Well�� thanks but no thanks. We�re sticking around.�
There was another muffled explosion that made all of them flinch.
�Are they attacking right now?� cried Loma.
�No! That�s my bloody vodka exploding. They struck in the night, when most of our soldiers were out fighting another battle. They�re cowards you see? They took all they could and burned the rest. The fires have spread to the distilleries.�
�Can we come inside? Maybe we could help,� said Kirwyn.
The man looked them over again. They were an odd group, if they were spies they probably would have dressed more inconspicuously.
�Give me your weapons. Empty out the ammunition,� he said.
They did in turn. Kirwyn handed his sword, the man looked down at it and snorted. Kirwyn latched it back on his belt.
�Name�s Ben,� he said. �Welcome to Sevenokes.� With that he turned, clutching the many weapons awkwardly. He disappeared through the crack in the wall. Loma followed him. There was another explosion.
�How many fucking distilleries do they have?� cried Saburo.
Ben�s head popped back into view �None,� he said, bitterly.
They entered a hellish scene. The town crumbled and smouldered before them. Teams of volunteers set to work, and the four travellers joined them almost unconsciously, settling into the work, forgetting their own troubles for a while.
The streets were teeming with tattooed bodies, streaming into smoking buildings, retrieving precious goods. Some carried hoses and pumps, and sprayed water into the remaining fires. Loma assisted in these duties�� her suit was fireproof, and filtered out smoke. She could enter the most hazardous building unimpeded.
Some lifted chunks of rubble, trying desperately to get at the wounded people trapped underneath. Saburo and Kirwyn helped in this task, pulling off their jackets, squatting down and tossing great chunks of concrete away, carrying broken bodies to medics.
Alana assisted in the medical wards�� cleaning and bandaging wounds, disinfecting tools and ferrying precious supplies to the medics who needed them. Hers was a steady hand to hold, and she offered it freely to the pained and inconsolable.
By the time the last fire had been extinguished, the four travellers had developed a surprising and real camaraderie with the township. They had arrived so suddenly and so fortuitously, and conducted themselves with such unassuming dignity that it much impressed the townsfolk, especially as it lay in such stark contrast with their last encounter with foreigners.
A few shared nods, pats on the shoulder, barked words of encouragement and advice, this was the language of their work, and they shared many crushing disappointments and many moving victories�� saving lives, reuniting the dispossessed.
They lay exhausted next to one another, sharing flasks, wiping the ash from each other�s faces. So strong was this sudden bond that when the households gathered to decide on their next course of action, the four were ushered in as if they had always been there.
An old woman started the proceedings. She relayed the events of the previous night. They received word that a neighbouring town was under siege. Sevenokes sent the majority of their forces to aid them, but they never found their allies. Their town had been destroyed and the people were missing. They searched in vain. Meanwhile, Sevenokes itself was being attacked.
They sent giants who crept over the walls and killed sentries. When they tried to radio for help, they realised their communications did not function, nor did any electrical device within the town. The Immortals blasted a hole in the wall and sent troops in who looted, committed arson and retrieved choice slaves. They brought these to a man in a mechanical suit, not unlike the one Loma wore. He picked the slaves he wanted, then they all departed on vehicles which were unseen.
An old man with a hawkish face piped up. �We need to fight them as soon as possible. It would take years to regain our full strength, every day they grow stronger.�
Another spoke up �We still have not found them. Only rumours.�
�They are slavers. We find the slave markets, from there we will find who supplies them.�
�I don�t think they sell the slaves,� said the old woman. �They keep to themselves, or else we would know of people who had dealings with them.�
Another spoke up: �I believe they come from Lundun. From the underground. That�s how they stay hidden, and there�s ancient technology there.�
�No,� said another. �The first towns to disappear were in the deep south. They are a foreign empire, from beyond the sea.�
�They�re not Frenchmen!� said another �They come from� up there� he said pointing to the sky. �They�re not of this world.� Most of the crowd loudly dismissed this.
�You there, Ranger,� said Ben. �You said you saw another town they raided, do you have any information?�
Alana shook her head. �It was just the same as here. They came at night, they burned the buildings, they took a few people and they left.�
The room descended into disarray, five or six separate conversations emerged, all vying for audible supremacy. Rumours they had heard�� villages that had disappeared. They discussed methods of finding the Immortals, stratagems they might use against them. Loma sat with her thumb under her chin, her eyebrows furrowed. She snapped out of it.
�I know where they are,� she said. She had to repeat herself, and then a second time, louder, this slowly silenced the room.
�How?� said Ben.
�It was the reason I was sent here�� to this island, to investigate a place we called the Citadel. According to our records there was technology hidden there, from the Last War. I believe a local tribe or gang has inhabited the Citadel, and has found that technology. They used it against us, and now they�ve used it against you.�
�You know where this �Citadel� is?� said Ben, his voice full of wonder.
�I�ve been there,� said Loma. �I barely made it out alive.�
�Will you show us the way?� said Ben.
�Of course.�
�We�ll tear them out root and stem, no matter how long it takes. This I swear.�
The room erupted in hearty cheers, guns were fired in the air.
�Since they raid at night, we should do as they did to us�� wait until their warriors have left their keep�� that is the moment to strike.�
�How far is this citadel of theirs?�
Loma put her helmet on. The crowd waited, murmuring. �Four days from here, give or take.�
�Then we must leave at once. Who�s with me?�
A loud cheer erupted, more guns were fired. Saburo nudged Alana and whispered. �They�ll be out of ammo before they get there.�
�Gather your weapons and your supplies, we leave in an hour.� The crowd dispersed in generally high spirits. Many who had recently been in mourning found new strength and determination, they had teetered on the abyss and now unexpectedly stood on solid ground. There were still some who remained glassy eyed and stone faced.
The four travellers exited the meeting, they found a secluded space near a blackened tree and the shell of a concrete house.
�We better leave soon,� said Alana. �Give them the co-ordinates and we�ll try the next town for vehicles. These guys are a couple drinks away from pressing us into service.�
�I�m going with them,� said Loma suddenly.
A shocked silence followed.
�They need all the help they can get,� she continued.
�You can say that again,� said Saburo. �If your squad got wiped out, I don�t hold much hope for these.�
�I feel bad for them,� said Alana. �But I�ve done my part, I spent the day helping them. I�m not going to die for them. They wouldn�t die for me.�
�My mission was to investigate the Immortals. Their�� Citadel. They killed my crew before we even opened our mouths to greet them. That wasn�t even supposed to be possible.�
Alana interjected �These slaver empires come and go, they always burn themselves out after a couple of years. At least fly back to Avalon, call for reinforcements.�
�It�s not that simple,� Loma began. �I don�t know if I my ship will be able to fly at all even with the parts we got from Lundun. Secondly, I�m not a queen, I can�t just order in reinforcements�� It�ll take time for the council to determine whether to send more troops in.
We have a small population, we don�t like to lose people for nothing. Which is exactly what happened on my first flight here�� this will weaken my position� by the time the reinforcements came�� if they came�� these people will have already gone to war� and probably lost.�
�But you�ll make all the difference?�
�Possibly. I have access to more knowledge than they have. I have tools at my disposal that they lack, I�ve fought the Immortals before��
�And lost,� said Alana.
�Listen,� said Loma, irritated. �If you want to go -for the last time�� I won�t stop you. You can have a reward now if you want.�
�I just don�t want you to throw your life away for no reason. I like you Loma, but you have to admit, a lot of your plans don�t pan out well.�
�So you�re happy to let all these people die?�
�I�m not happy about it, but there�s not much I can do� I mean, what do you think Saburo?�
Saburo listened intently, his arms crossed. �I think we should just go back to Moortown,� he muttered. �Like you said, we did more than most would. We don�t owe them anything. Your heart is in the right place Loma, but this is isn�t my battle. You promised my clan you�d lead us to your ship, and we could have anything that wasn�t bolted down. How are we meant to do that if you�re going on crusades, getting yourself killed?�
�Is that all you care about? The deal?�
�No. I care about you, like Alana said, I don�t want you to throw your life away.�
�Give me a minute,� said Loma, sealing her helmet and walking away.
Saburo turned to Kirwyn. �What do you think?� Kirwyn was startled by the question, then he merely shrugged. Saburo and Alana looked at each other in exasperation, Loma returned. She tossed Saburo a holodisk.
�This is linked up to my heartbeat. If it stops, it�ll reveal the co-ordinates of my ship. Now you don�t have to worry about me dying.�
Saburo looked at her, hurt.
�Don�t lose it this time,� she said. �I�m going with the Sevenokes, my mind is made up. What about you guys?�
They waited a moment, looking to one another. Alana raised her hands. �I�m going home. Sorry.�
Saburo exhaled loudly, and spoke quickly�� �I�m with you Loma. Fuck it.�
Loma was surprised, she grabbed his forearm and held him close for a moment. Alana looked away, then stared at Kirwyn.
�I�m� with you Loma.� Said Kirwyn.
Loma smiled �� �I never doubted you.�
Alana grabbed Kirwyn by the arm and took him away. �I just need to talk to you for a second,� she said. Kirwyn acquiesced. When they found a secluded spot, Alana leaned in.
�Did Loma fuck you too?�
�What?� said Kirwyn, as if waking out of a dream. �Why does everything have to be so� low with you?�
�I don�t know�� you didn�t want anything to do with Avalon before. You�re meant to be a munk, now you�re going to war. It doesn�t make any sense. Unless she fucked you, and in your dumb munk mind that means she�s your wife, and you have to die for her or some shit. She�s using you Kirwyn!�
�It�s not that,� said Kirwyn wearily.
�Then what is it?� said Alana, exasperated.
�I�m� not� well. I�m ill. Mentally. I need to go to Avalon to get fixed.�
�You�re not ill,� she said emphatically. �You� just. You had a fucked up upbringing. I did too. You can�t solve that with drugs or a laser beam, or whatever the fuck.�
�Loma said that�� I could be cured.�
�Could be? Did she guarantee it?�
��No,� said Kirwyn sadly.
Alana hugged him and held him close. �These Avalonians, they�re not all they�re cracked up to be. I don�t know what the fuck they�ve been up to these past hundreds of years, but I don�t like the results. I mean they left Loma to die. Why do you think they�ll give a shit about you?� They stared at each other a while.
�I know you�re genetically engineered,� she said. He pulled away from her, fear in his eyes.
�It was obvious the day I met you. When you wrestled with that golem and your arms didn�t get ripped off. I don�t give a shit.�
�That golem is how I�ll end up.�
�You don�t know that. I�m not sure if that�s even true. It�s a superstition. So what if you�re genetically engineered? I probably am, if you go back far enough.�
�People hate me for it. They try and kill me, or abandon me.�
�Fuck your parents. Fuck everyone. I�m leaving. Come with me. Keep your nose clean and nobody will be none the wiser.�
�It never works, someone will find out�� why do you care anyway? I thought you despised me.�
�If I�m being completely honest� I feel sorry for you. I think you�ve been manipulated your whole life, and I want to put a stop to it.�
Kirwyn shook his head slowly. �I have to go� to Avalon. I have to at least try. Good luck on your journey Alana.�
He outstretched a hand. She looked at him sadly, then offered a gentle gloved hand, they shook and then Kirwyn left her.
Alana returned to Loma and Saburo. Loma handed her three blank holodisks. Alana toyed with them like poker chips. �Thank you,� she said. �And best of luck, Loma.�
Loma couldn�t stay mad at her. She was only a child. �You too, shooter.� They shook hands.
Saburo hugged Alana, unexpectedly.
�Stay out of trouble lad,� she said, patting him. �Look after the two idiots.�
�I will,� he said, unexpectedly emotional.
They parted, and she turned and left.
Loma gave a presentation to the huddled tattooed masses. The holodisk projected a map of the Immortals� base of operations. Loma slung her rifle on her shoulder and pulled her hood up. She looked for Kirwyn, caught his eye. She waved at him, he got up and followed her.
�If you�re ever in Retragrad, look for me. I�ll show you around. I�m Alana O�Neil. 4th Legion.�
Kirwyn nodded. �I don�t have a last name,� he said. Alana laughed.
�We�ll meet again,� he said. They hugged, awkwardly, and she disappeared into the night. Kirwyn watched her, then returned to the conference.
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The alarm woke Alana. The sound was distant, but yellow light blinked through the shutters of her home. She got up groggily and woke her sister. She was a four years younger than Alana, she had the same blonde hair and similar features, though she had a wine-stain birthmark that covered her cheek�� a source of much silent pity from adults and ridicule from other children. She was gentle and kind. Alex was her name.
Alana saw people rushing past her window. She urged Alex to wake up. Alex did so, they did not have time to change out of their pyjamas, but Alex took her teddy bear. There was the muffled sound of an explosion, and crumbs of stone fell from the ceiling.
Alana and Alex walked hand in hand out of their room. The hallways were filling up with frightened people. The alarm blared loudly. Soldiers ran past them, running in unison, machine guns at the ready. An official told the assorted people that this was not in fact a drill, and that they were to retreat out of the caverns immediately. There were hushed voices, and babies crying. More soldiers ran past them. The civilians made their way in nervous but orderly fashion.
�Where�s mum?� said Alex.
�She�ll be with us soon,� said Alana.
There was another muffled explosion, the lights flickered and a woman shrieked. Alex squeezed Alana�s hand tight. The crowd of civilians picked up their pace.
�Where is she?� said Alex.
�She�s busy on the surface. She�ll be with us soon.�
They heard the crackle of distant gunfire. Babies wailed, people quarrelled amongst themselves. People screamed. The orderly retreat turned into a rout, as other groups from other sections of the cavern intersected and collided. Alex started to cry. Alana squeezed her hand and ran, dragging her along.
Yet more soldiers ran past them, pushing through the braying crowd. Alex lost her teddy bear in the confusion. She tried to pull Alana towards it, but Alana was stronger. Alex shrieked.
�We�ll get her later!� shouted Alana. Alex cried.
They ran. The hallways pulsated yellow. The grates rattled with the vibrations of so many civilians. A man ran through Alex and Alana�s clasped hands. Alana shrieked, and Alex was lost amongst a scream of frightened human cattle. Alana squeezed through bodies, ducked under legs. She saw Alex crying on the floor. She lifted her up, and she hoisted her onto her back.
There was another explosion, much closer. She heard the screams of soldiers, and the deafening gunfire. She ran with Alex on her back, being jostled and hurried by the people around her. They saw open doors ahead of them, dawn-light poured through. The lights had stopped working. The alarm had stopped.
There was another explosion that rocked the metal grids of the walkway. Alana�s legs burned with effort. The gunfire had fallen silent. She looked back and saw the front gate had been breached. And there were� things following them. Civilians all around her screamed. The rout became a mad stampede, adult legs kicked her, fingernails tore at her skin. She could no longer bear to hold Alex, her muscles could not take the strain. She squatted and Alex got down. They held hands one more and ran. Most of the people had outrun them. She looked back and saw the giants sprinting at them on all fours. She looked forward again, she ran too fast for Alex and had to slow down. She looked back and saw the giants pick up an old man and tear his arms off, tossing him aside.
They ran together. They ran. She heard the clanking of heavy bodies on the walkway, heard screams that muffled horribly. Bones cracking, flesh tearing. Howls. They ran, but Alex dragged her down. Alana looked back across the hall and saw yellow eyes.
They ran together, her grasp slipping. Alex looked at her, her face reddening, her eyes wide and wet. They ran together.
Her grasp slipped, skin slid, their fingers brushed.
She let go. She ran.
�ALANA!�
Alana woke up. Cold sweat beading on her forehead. She breathed heavily and rapidly, gathering her poncho about her. She drew her pistol. She looked about her, in the darkness. The dawn was approaching. She exhaled raggedly, and wiped her face.
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Loma looked down the scope. She saw the great Citadel. It was much busier than her last visit. Peons worked the fields, overseen by armed guards in hooded cloaks. She saw a barracks area where raw recruits were being drilled. She saw a GMH, a big one, chained to a slab of concrete. An injured soldier limped towards it. Another shambling figure cut the GMH with a long pole. Hot black blood fell on the injured soldier. The GMH moaned inhumanly, audible even at this distance. The injured soldier walked away. Another broken soldier lined up, taking his place under the shower of blood. Loma handed the scope to Kirwyn. The creature moaned again. Officers of the Sevenokes militia looked on in disgust, passing the limited number of binoculars amongst each other.
When night fell, a flat grassy plane slid across the ground, revealing an entrance to a tunnel, and out of it emerged six small boxy tanks. Their look was reminiscent of designs from the Last War, she had seen holographic depictions in her military education, though these were painted in woodland rather than desert colours.
This convoy was allowed to pass unmolested by Loma�s army. The Sevenokes had some primitive grenades, and Loma had her rifle, but they were not sure that these were sufficient to penetrate the tanks� armour.� When they had passed out of view, and nothing could be done, some of the officers began bickering�� surely that was the opportunity to strike and it had just been lost, and every second they waited increased the likelihood of their positions being discovered. Loma was completely crestfallen by the appearance of the tanks. It wasn�t just a lucky fluke that destroyed her ship and her crew. This wasn�t just another flash in the pan tin-pot slaver empire. They were busy little bees, with a lot of tech, tech that was advanced even by Avalon standards.
They waited several more hours, a sense of doom and futility enveloped the camp. Then the gates of the fortress opened once more. Six trucks lopped onto the surface. They too were atavistic in their design, with large chunky wheels and slits of black glass high up on the sides. They were armoured, but looked to be more flimsy than the tanks. The decision was quickly made to prepare for the ambush.
The convoy passed through a road that cut into the forest. Hooded figures straddled the trucks, and held onto grips on the sides. One of these passengers tapped the roof of the foremost truck. It juddered to a stop, the trucks behind it stopped in turn. The hooded figure leapt off from the lead truck, observing the obstruction in the road. It was a GMH covered in a cloak, shuffling around in a circle.
The hooded figure called out �What are you doing here? Get back to the stable.� The GMH did not respond, it simply continued to turn around casually.
�Stupid beast,� hissed the hood. He tapped the side of the truck and more hooded figures erupted out of the back. They walked in formation, then cautiously surrounded the GMH.
�I�m warning you,� shouted the hooded figure, twisting a metal bracelet. The GMH turned around again, not a care in the world.
One of the hooded figures unfurled a telescopic pole, and attempted to push the GMH in the right direction, but the pole simply passed through the beast. The hooded figures gasped, and another attempt to poke the creature was similarly useless, he held the baton in place, and the beast passed right through it, as if it were a ghost.
One of the hooded figures knelt down and picked up a metal disk. The hologram twitched and faded into thin air. Explosions and gunfire erupted all around them. One of the trucks was sent careening into the air, cushioned by fire. Hooded figures erupted out of the trucks but were mown down by machinegun fire. Another truck was sent flying backwards by an eruption of fire. The hooded figures tried to retaliate, but all they saw were black trees and flashes of light. A particularly strong beam of light cut through one figure, bisecting him and setting his clothes on fire. The rest fled.
Sevenokes soldiers descended onto the road, picking the carcass of the convoy for weapons, ammo and injured prisoners of war, all of these were taken speedily into the darkness of the woods. One of the trucks that still remained had not opened its doors. The driver had abandoned it. The officers and Loma investigated this, while their troopers mopped up the remaining mess. The truck clanged to one side, there were four small indentations in the metal. Then four more emerged on the trucks doors. The doors were bent outwards and stretched, and scratching noises were heard inside. Suddenly the doors were flung open�� one was ripped off its hinges. Four metallic crab-like legs were seen, and then the body of a man sat astride them, his pallid flesh besmirched with wires and coils full of fluid, some under the skin, some over. His head was large�� made all the larger by the metallic covering the engulfed the back of his skull. Gunshots were fired at him but the bullets fell away uselessly. Where they struck, there was a faint blue light that flashed�� he was covered in some shield�� the shape of which was revealed to be circular, the more bullets that were fired.
The shooting stopped. The creature, Gabriel stared at his attackers gloomily. He pressed a few buttons on his armrest with large fingernails and looked on. A blue light erupted from beneath his metal legs. A Sevenokes officer was hit. He roared with pain, fell to his knees, blue fire erupting from the sockets in his skull. More gunfire hit Gabriel, all of it in vain. Soldiers ran for cover. Gabriel turned to face them, another shot of blue light hit one soldier in the back, he doubled over, flesh melting from his skeletal hands.
Loma fired a shot at him, the light of her rifle appeared to squash the shield for a moment, but it inflated back to its normal shape, Gabriel turned and fired at her, she ducked behind a burning truck, the blast melted the already hot metal. Gabriel turned to other fleeing soldiers, firing and killing many of them. Loma watched with morbid fascination. She saw some of the Sevenokes soldiers turn and fire back�� but always the shield would present itself. Then Gabriel would pursue his attackers. A grenade was thrown at him, but it merely bounced off his shield and exploded in the air, rocking him slightly.
Gabriel decided to make his way back home, a look of profound boredom on his large face. A bare-chested soldier ran to meet him, he fired his machine gun point-blank range at Gabriel, screaming all the while. Gabriel watched him with heavily lidded eyes. The gun stopped firing, there was the click click click of spent ammunition. The man tried to reload but was evaporated in an instant. Gabriel continued to walk home. Loma figured it out.
�Kirwyn� she cried, her servant dutifully came. �I don�t think he can�t fire while his shield is up,� she said breathlessly. Kirwyn considered this blankly. �I�ll cover you,� she insisted �You hold onto him. Then we�ll hit him with everything we�ve got.� Kirwyn nodded.
Loma got out of cover and fired a continuous beam at Gabriel, advancing as she did so. Gabriel, stopped and turned, waiting for the moment to strike. Kirwyn sprinted to meet him. He placed his hands on the shield, but this was painful and unpleasant, like holding a live battery. He placed his sword flat on the invisible shield. A blue light appeared where the sword lay. It was continuous. Gabriel turned to face him, looking him over sleepily. Loma ceased firing. Her rifle breathed out steam, which she blew at like a birthday cake and advanced on Gabriel.
Gabriel tried to walk away, but Kirwyn strained against him, slowing him, his boots scraping along concrete. Another soldier came and helped to block Gabriel�s path home. He touched the shield and flinched, but then rammed his armoured shoulder into it. They were both pushed, but more slowly. From another direction Loma fired a blast at Gabriel, which dilated the pupils of his eyes, but otherwise unmoved him. From the forest, Sevenokes soldiers saw what was happening and cautiously approached.
Loma�s rifle had overheated again. She saw Ben fire two shots into the shield, then whack away at it with the butt of his shotgun. A soldier had commandeered one of the surviving trucks, he drove away into the night. More Sevenoaks soldiers had appeared, kicking and barging, firing precious bullets uselessly into the shield. Gabriel was utterly surrounded. He was still unmoved, though a little more awake now. His mechanical legs fidgeted in place, trying to find an opportune angle and moment to escape the writhing throng.
They heard the blaring honk of a truck�s horn. Headlights flashed and blinded those who faced them. The soldier was returning. He honked his horn several times, approaching at increasing speed. Kirwyn and the other soldiers one by one scattered. Loma fired a beam into the shield, stepping away from the road. The truck hit the shield�� and continued moving. Four metal legs sent blue sparks flying over the road. Gabriel had two of his legs clasp onto the truck, trying to climb atop it. The shield flickered and became malformed, struggling to adapt to the rapidly changing environment. Gabriel looked at the driver coldly, his shield flickering. The soldier returned the look and honked the horn again, maintaining eye contact, they crashed into a large tree.
Loma ran up to the site of the crash, rifle drawn. Smoke belched forth from the engine. A tattooed man was hunched over the steering wheel, blood dripping down his face. Gabriel was crushed. His mechanical head and fleshy arms strew out over the hood of the truck. Yellow foul smelling liquid poured out from his face holes, and from his chest which was flattened between truck and tree.
Soldiers came and gently removed their bleeding comrade from his seat, taking him to the medics. They tried the engine again, keeping an eye on the monstrosity that lay before them. Surprisingly the truck burred into life, still coughing up black gas, they reversed and Gabriel lay on his face in the mud, a shell of himself. They examined his corpse. Some vomited from the smell. Loma was fortunate to be sealed within her suit. She traced fingers over his large metal skull, feeling the rivets and the wires. Looking over displays that yet still ticked on.
�He�s still alive,� said Loma.
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Saburo parked his bike and walked up to the bar. He heard old music, bassy and muffled. Two bikers stood outside the entrance smoking. They wore red leather jackets and had their hair in top knots, their beards were a mangled mess of black wire. Saburo nodded to them. They stared at him wide eyed.
�Hand over you weapons.�
Saburo unclasped his Mauser and handed it to one of the bouncers.
He entered the bar. The music engulfed him. The smell of smoke and liquor and piss lingered in the air. The bar was foggy, with crowds of bikers huddled around tables, roaring with laughter, smashing bottles, quarrelling, swaying drunkenly. Rising to their feet suddenly and wrestling. It was mostly men, a few women here and there, some people looked up from their drinks to spy on Saburo. He nodded and smiled, few returned the smile. Navigating past a portly biker carrying four sloshing pints, and a group of drunken girls heading for the toilets�� they giggled as they passed him, Saburo sat down on a barstool and sighed contentedly.
�What can I get you love?� -The bartender was a bald woman in her fifties, morbidly obese, wearing a tank top.
�I�ll have a shot of whiskey,� said Saburo, flashing her a cheesy smile. She smiled weakly and nodded. She slid the shot across the counter, but a gloved hand intercepted it and brought it to his lips. He was a young man, strongly built, with bleached white hair, wearing a dirty plastic yellow jacket, with yellow metal shoulder pads. He sat beside Saburo, and two of his yellow comrades joined him.
�My, my, my,� said the stranger. �If it isn�t the little Cavalier prince.� He slapped a hand on Saburo�s shoulder. Saburo flinched and stood up from his stool.
�This is neutral ground,� said the bartender, reaching for her sawed off shotgun.
The stranger raised his hands. �It�s just banter,� he said. �Another shot for my friend.�
�Hello Bill,� said Saburo. He snatched the shot before Bill had a chance to, he downed it and grimaced slightly.
�Last time I saw you�� said Bill. �You was turning your tail and riding for the sunset. Your boys were still fighting as I recall��
Saburo raised his finger for another shot.
�Surprised you mustered up the nuts to come in here. Alone.�
Another Yellowjacket leaned in on the bar, staring at Saburo with mad green eyes.
�Well that was a long time ago,� said Saburo, slowly draining his glass.
�Doesn�t seem that way to me,� said Bill. �I lost a lot of good men that day.�
�We lost a lot of good men too,� said Saburo.
�I doubt it,� said Bill.
�And we�re both gonna lose a lot more.�
Bill�s eyes twitched. �Is that so?�
�Have people been laying mines on your highway?�
Bill grabbed Saburo by the scruff of his jacket and lifted him up.
A Yellowjacket vaulted over the bar and grabbed the shotgun. Another held Saburo�s arms locked behind him.
Bill smashed a glass. �I fuckin� hate Cavaliers,� he whined, drawing the glass to Saburo�s eyes. Women screamed and men shouted. In Saburo�s peripheral vision tables were overturned, makeshift weapons were drawn.
�They mined us too!� said Saburo urgently. �Fucking bastards!�
�We all know it was you lot,� said Bill, incensed.
�Really? Why didn�t we attack any of your stations? We immobilise you �� then don�t take the advantage. Why?�
Bill considered this. �Because you�re cowards,� said Bill.
�Our roads got mined too. Every major road has been sabotaged in some way. Ask around. I have. �
Bill looked around at the patrons. There were shouts of drunken agreement. Little snippets of woe. Somebody tore down our bridge. The computers on our bikes were fried. There were ambushes in the dark.
�The roads are the one thing that connects the island. We control the roads. We protect the trade, we pass on the information. Somebody�s trying to stop us. All of us.�
�Who?� said Bill.
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Loma connected the wire to her helmet, she mimed typing in the air, as tattooed soldiery watched on, mystified. The wire lead to the corpse of Gabriel, the socket jutted out of his skull. Loma swiped away at something, then continued to type on thin air.
One of the soldiers whispered to Kirwyn�� �What�s going on?�
�She�s trying to talk to him.�
�He�s dead isn�t he?�
�She told me his soul is in that box,� said Kirwyn, pointing to the bulbous mechanical device that fused to the back of his skull.
Loma stood upright. The text she had been fiddling with evaporated, as did the forest and all the soldiers around her, replaced by bright white light. She stood back, corrected herself and stood forward again. The white light faded to black. Suddenly a white diamond shape appeared, blasting an obnoxious tone. She jumped. The diamond shattered into multi-coloured shards that thrusted towards her face, one after the other, each one implanting in her vision, altering it slightly, accompanied by a different tone, the sound of which was disorienting.
Suddenly she was falling. The simulation felt real, moreso than any she had experienced on Avalon. She was buffeted by icy cold wind, as she passed through clouds, then saw turquoise tropical seas, she fell down, into a gaping maw in the earth, a volcano, her suit heated up, her vision became red, she was about to hit lava when all became black and temperate, then freezing cold. She was still falling, though in silence now, she passed stars, galaxies, falling.
All this faded again till she was in the dark soundless void of nothingness. She saw her own pupil, was taken out of her own body to see her own eye, and then her face, and her body. She was wearing a white tunic. She then returned to herself, seeing things with her own eyes. Her hands blurred before her, so it seemed as if she had many fingers.
She looked up, wind whipping her hair. She was on top of an onyx mountain, the sky was lilac and red lightning crackled in the distance. Pink crystal mountains bobbed and morphed thousands of miles in the distance, past an orange sorbet desert.
A grey sphere, the size of a moon shuddered into existence. It boomed at her, like a foghorn, the force of the blast stunned and wriggled her cheeks. A cyclopean eye emerged from the sphere�s centre blasting the light of a nuclear bomb at Loma. She screamed. The light faded, till it merely illuminated her.
It belched loud mechanical noises at her, there was the strangled sound of humanity in there, grasping, choking on buzzes, beeps and echoed words in strange languages.
Alana lay on the ground, her arm shielding her face.
�STOP!� she cried.
The sphere spoke again.
�WHO. ARE. YOU,� it boomed, the human in it becoming more predominant with each word. The words appeared as it spoke, two dimensionally, in several scripts that swirled around Alana.
�I�m Loma Juarez, of Avalon,� she cried.
�WHY. ARE. YOU. HERE,� it bellowed, its strange voice becoming more mechanical, with an undercurrent of a buzzsaw, the wind of the words blew her down.
�I need to talk to you!� she cried.
Instantly the sphere shrunk to the size of a pea. The mountaintop was utterly silent now, even the wind stopped.
�What do ya wanna talk about?� said the pea in an irritating voice. Two little cartoon eyes and a cartoon smile appeared on it.
Loma shivered. �I�� who are you? What is this place?�
�My name� was� Gabriel! It�s funny to talk vocally in here. I haven�t done that in a long, long, long, long�� the pea continued for several seconds. �-long, long time!�
Loma looked around, disturbed. �Are you with the Immortals?� she asked.
�Oh yeah!� laughed the pea. �You were the one shooting me weren�t ya?��� the pea frowned. �that was very NAUGHTY,� it screamed. On the last word, the pea grew to the size of a bear, it�s features turned demon-like, breathing hot air and cinders into her face. She covered her face, jutting back. When she lowered her hands the pea was smiling again. �But I don�t mind!� it said. �You just sent me home early.�
�What is this place?�
�You�re a funny little thing,� said the pea. �This is the whole world. This is the whole time. You come from that other place huh?�
Loma stared, confused.
�I don�t like that place. We used to live there. But then we came here. We�re #1! We�re #1!� The pea danced. �There were some others, they went up into space, and they went far, far away. They�re #2. They�re #2.� It danced less enthusiastically this time. �Then there�s you guys. You�re the remainder. You�re #3.�
Loma tried to process this, the pea hummed and tumbled around. �So�� she began �You like it here. What are you doing in our world?�
�Oh,� said the pea, frowning. �Maybe I shouldn�t tell you that��
�Please�� Gabriel. I want to help you.�
�Gabriel? Oh yeah�� the pea laughed. �Well�� you guys, you didn�t wanna live forever. That was weird. But we didn�t mind. Then we forgot about you. Whoopsie!� The pea danced along. �But then some�� the pea turned into an Easter Island statue, its voice was deep and mechanical �HOMO SAPIENS, SAPIENS.�� It morphed back into the pea. �-came into our server room. They started talking to us. They wanted to come and live with us.� The pea deflated and fell to the floor, becoming 2 dimensional. �We didn�t know what to do. We thought about it for a long time, then we decided: �OK!��
The pea spread out along the ground like a puddle, Loma had to walk backwards to avoid it. �We tried to let �em in, honest, but they didn�t have the right parts, so they all died. Everyone dies when they�re #3.� The flat puddle morphed into a flat skull, then in an instant reformed into the pea. �But we found a way to be #3. We went into their bodies, can you believe it? Some people like being #3. I don�t. I think it�s�� The pea�s mouth became photorealistic�� �BOR-ING�
�Once we were in your world, we decided to build more servers, so our home could be bigger and better!� The pea inflated, turned gold, perfectly spherical, beautiful carvings indented themselves, two white eyes and a white smile emerged. �Some of you guys got jealous. They were called Lundun. So we destroyed �em! � The sphere winked, then returned to being a grey pea. �Then everyone else was getting too darn big for their breeches. You guys were supposed to be hippies and dumb-dumbs, but you started building WEAPONS.� An absurdly large rifle blasted in Loma�s face, sending her careening backwards. �TRANSPORTATION.� A bike rolled by, honking its horn, the light blinding her, she jumped out of the way, but was intercepted and she was knocked high into the air. �AND SURVEILLANCE.� A satellite whizzed by beeping, sending Loma spinning back down to the onyx mountain, she fell, wind whistling around her, her body heating up like a comet, she crashed into the mountain, she lay in a cracked crater, winded, coughing up blood. The pea hovered over her. �So we had to destroy you too. Don�t worry. You were gonna die anyway!� The pea looked up.
�Aw shucks,� it said. �Boy am I in for it now.� Two grey spheres, the size of planets looked down at them from the heavens. The sound they made was that of a billion church bells clanging at once. Loma covered her ears and screamed, she was whisked out of her body once more, she saw her eyes turning black and bleeding, then her body burst into white flame. �Loma, can you hear me?�
The connection was unplugged. She lay on the grass, foaming at the mouth, convulsing. Kirwyn held her, while Sevenokes soldiers peered down at her.
�Loma? Can you hear me?�
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Kirwyn made the finishing touches on his new scroll, he had read the original inscription so many times over the years that he could repeat it by memory. The wax seal was more difficult to replicate�� not having the ring of the Mother Superior�� he tried his best to recreate it by hand. He had been forced to replace his scroll many times, and had collected a brush, inkwell and small red candle in his travels. Paper was harder to come by�� this time he resorted to using bandages. Once the calligraphy was done he wrapped the bandages around tightly on the scabbard, over, then under the pommel, he blobbed hot wax, sealing the blade shut, and when it had cooled, he tried to recreate the Sigel of his order with a thorn.
He looked up and saw Loma delivering a speech to the troops. She was explaining the nature of their enemy. He had already heard the preliminary version, delivered to him and the officers. It was a terrible business, but truth be told he only half understood it, and the half he did understand he wished to forget.
The main speech finished, and she then fielded questions from the soldiery. She looked uncomfortable and unwell. The soldiers were generally unsettled by her revelations, they feared for themselves and their loved ones�� the prospect of a future ruled by these unnatural men, these Immortals.
Loma moved on to the plan of attack for tomorrow. The Immortals had not sent out any more convoys since the ambush. Loma�s army had moved camp far away from the Citadel, and had scouts continuously circling the perimeter, wary of any counter attack. Kirwyn blew on the candle wax and bounced the sword on his knee like a baby. He stared into his fire, eavesdropping on the battle plans. These too he had some foreknowledge of. His role essentially amounted to following Loma and not dying. He would try earnestly to achieve both of these goals.
He had never been to war, and would have asked Saburo or Loma for guidance, but they were both heavily pre-occupied, they had better things to do than assuage his concerns. He was a third wheel here. He wondered whether he would die tomorrow, and whether this would have been preferable to living out the dwindling days of sanity following Alana. He wondered whether she was right, perhaps he would remain himself into old age. He sighed painfully. It was too late to back out now.
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An old Hun rode his bike languidly by the Citadel. His spiked helmet sat on his head askance, and his brown leather jacket was stained and faded. He revved his engine loudly and honked his horn.
�I�m a little lost!� he bellowed. �Does anyone know the way to the main road?� Nine of his comrades came up behind him. They swigged on flasks and looked around causally, they spat.
�HULLO?� he shouted. He retrieved his pistol from his coat pocket and lazily took a shot at the main building.
They waited a few seconds, then heard the creaking of old gears. The underground garage was revealing itself.
�Time to go boys,� said the old Hun.
Six tanks emerged from their underground lair. They drove in single file at surprising speed. The Huns burst down the road, fanning out into a loose formation. The cannon of the foremost tank erupted, firing a beam of blue light. It hit one of the Huns, vaporising him instantly and sending his bike careening across the road. The other Huns skilfully maneuvered away from it, and continued on their journey, passing out of view. The tanks followed.
Another beam was fired, searing the ground and catching the wheel of a bike�� the owner was sent tumbling forward, crushed by his own machine. The tanks formed a firing line, all six fired in sync, one after the next. The Huns fell one by one.
The tanks stopped. A hooded figure emerged from the bowels of the metal beast. With bandaged hands he took out a pair of absurdly large binoculars and scanned the horizon. He looked back the way they had come, and saw a line of bikes, hundreds wide.
�TURN AROUND,� he squealed, then retreated into the tank, sealing the valve shut. With lumbering inefficiency, the tank�s cannons twisted around to meet this wave of steel, flesh and fumes. They only had time for one volley, but this alone sewed terrible misfortune among the bikers. Blue light engulfed them, tearing their ranks apart, causing brother to crash into brother, debris clogged in spokes and embedded in chests. But still they came. With terrible speed and terrible cruelty in their hearts.
The zipped past the tanks, the tanks maneuvered laboriously, creakingly and achingly slow, trying to follow them. Grenades were tossed into the tracks, disabling them. Saburo�s bike still held Loma�s plane part, some modifications had been applied to it. His driving partner unlatched and slid it under one of the tanks. The bikers dispersed, as soon as they had come, like swallows fleeing a hawk. A few parting shots were fired, then all was silent. The tank commander unlatched the valve and went out for a second look. The plane engine exploded. A white hot ball of hellfire was born. The explosion scorched the tanks black, and cooked those inside alive. Saburo had been instructed not to look back, but curiosity got the better of him. Two mushroom clouds appeared in his sunglasses. The tanks stopped firing.
The bikers ground to a halt. A hearty cheer broke out. This�� despite their abysmal casualties, about a quarter of their entire force by Saburo�s reckoning. The cheers died down.
On the horizon 12 tanks appeared, hurtling at full speed. They crashed through the blackened remnants of their predecessors, an explosion of black dust and flame, they persevered through and started firing. A bike next to Saburo exploded. Saburo and the others started their engines and squealed off the road, dispersing into the wilderness. The tanks dispersed and pursued.
Outside the Citadel, Loma gave the order. Thousands of soldiers walked out of the forest. They had come from towns and villages across the south. Saburo had spread word wherever he could of the Immortals and the impending siege. There were half-mad savages just looking for a good scrap, there were lost souls desperate for revenge, there were untrained pups with noble intentions but most of all there were starving mercenaries, desperate for a sniff of the old world technology promised within the Citadel.
The grounds of the Citadel were empty and eerily quiet. The farms, barracks, trenches all abandoned. Loma�s army advanced, in little teams. There was no uniform, flag or even cause that united them, though they advanced shoulder to shoulder all the same. Soldiers piled up, hugging the wall of the Citadel�s entrance. Some lit lanterns. They poured in. Loma was first amongst them, Kirwyn followed close behind.
Through crumbling corridors they trampled, more and more troops poured in. They found the staircase leading to the lower catacombs. They tramped down, guided by lantern light. They navigated through the concrete tunnels, brushing plastic curtains aside. The walls became less plane, filled with primitive scratches and colour, words they did not understand, figures, machines. An army of figures, running, and then kneeling and then lying before the gods. Painted in white, with tendrils trailing from their limbs, their heads were elongated, they stood nobly, surrounded by ant-like red figures.
They heard a scratching noise echoing through the tunnels. Loma stopped, her guards did likewise and assumed defensive positions. The night-vision of her helmet failed, her screen flickered and died. She took it off and tossed it aside. She heard mumbling voices, chanting, it seemed, in unison. She tried her rifle, but it was useless. She threw it to the ground and unholstered a pistol. The scratching noise grew ever louder, rusted metal on stone.
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Saburo stopped his bike. His passenger had been picked off. All around him he heard the carnage of battle. Distant muffled gunfire, explosions, screams, they all faded to nothing. All he heard was his heartbeat. His hands shook wildly, he couldn�t breathe. He grasped onto his handlebars and put his chin to his chest, closed his eyes.
Bill rode up loudly beside him and stopped.
�Lead them into that clearing!� he cried.
Saburo nodded with tears in his eyes and revved his engine, bursting forward, skidding along grass, bumping through roots.
Saburo zipped between trees, struggling to control his bike on the uneven ground, his tires kicked up soil and stones. Behind him a tank steamed through the canopy, firing shots of light carelessly, incinerating trees. The surviving bikers had learned of the slow turning speed of the cannons. They adapted, speeding and slowing at random, driving erratically.
He entered the clearing, trees whipping past his face. He was well ahead of the tank, but could see signs of another one approaching�� trees flattening in its wake. A shot was fired at him, leaving a circle of burnt grass. He stopped, revved and his bike kicked upwards, he rode on one wheel, zig-zagging towards the tank. Beams of light whiffed past him, he turned abruptly and rode away, back into the heart of the clearing. The tank had grown weary of him, it turned its head slowly to find choicer targets. Both tanks were now in the clearing.
Bill emerged from the forest, he burst through grass, driving between the two tanks, firing pistol shots that dinged off the armour pathetically. The foremost tank turned its head laboriously to meet him. It fired a shot at near point blank range. Bill unexpectedly sped ahead. The shot hit the rear tank in its side, molten metal dripped from the gaping hole in its shell, it turned and tried to break, too suddenly, it skidded and crashed into a hill bank, crushing the main gun. It sat, smoking.
Saburo was in awe. He revved his engine and followed Bill through the canopy. Several Yellowjackets did the same, some burst into flame as the remaining tank continued the pursuit.
�He�s fucking furious!� screamed Bill, cackling in the wind.
A Cossack in a brassy old bike joined their formation. �I know a good spot,� he cried. �When I hit my horn�� he did so, a high pitch reedy tone blared out. �-Everyone stop. Understand?�
�Yes!� screamed Bill, still revelling.
�I�ll lead,� cried the Cossack.
He took an abrupt turn to the left, Saburo and the Yellowjackets followed him, fanning out. The tank adjusted course awkwardly, firing shots into the trees.
The formation whipped past, branches clawing at them, they were forced to slow down, but still outpaced the tank considerably. They reached the top of a hill, slowly rolled down, allowing it to catch up. The trees became sparser, and the soil became dry and rocky. Once the tank had vision on them again, the Cossack revved his engine and sped up, and Yellowjackets followed, one bike was popped, sending a shockwave of heat and debris. They hurtled down the hill. The Cossack hit his horn. They all stopped, boots digging into the soil.
The tank sped past them, turning to fire, it flew into the quarry below, falling forward�� the cannon was crushed, and the tank landed on its side, throwing up a blanket of dust. Hooded figures clambered out and ran through the quarry, but they were picked off by the bikers above.
Bill looked down to the quarry �LEARN TO DRIVE YOU CUNTS!� he screamed.
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Loma�s army made a fighting retreat out of the citadel. Hooded bandaged figures crawled out of holes in the concrete like rats, firing automatic weapons in close quarters. The casualties on both sides were horrendous. Melee combat and friendly fire were inevitable in the dark, claustrophobic conditions. When the golems were released, all hope was lost of an easy victory that day, the mercenaries fell back, company by company, and with them followed the rest of the disparate alliance. Many stragglers of her army found themselves lost, cut off in the maze-like catacomb underneath the facility.
Loma�s personal force now contained only 6, including her and Kirwyn. They made their way out of the citadel, inch by agonising inch. Stopping behind cover to fire at their pursuers, they heard gunfire and explosions distantly, both above and below the ground.
They ran down a corridor. A hooded figure jumped out of a room ahead of them, he fired a shotgun, killing one of her men. The rest of them ducked down and entered a nearby room. They heard distant footsteps running towards them, from the corridor they had just passed. Loma glanced out and saw that they were Immortals. She pulled her head back from the doorframe and a shotgun blast punctuated the action, sending shards of wood into a nearby soldier�s face.
�They�re flanking us,� she said. �We have to go.�
�What about the fucker with the shotgun?� asked the Sevenokes soldier, trying to pick splinters from his tattooed face.
�I�ll deal with him,� said Kirwyn. �You go on ahead.� Without time for discussion, Kirwyn lifted his lantern and swung it at the doorway containing the shotgun-toting Immortal. The figure staggered back, avoiding the flame, firing into the wall. Kirwyn leapt through the fire after him. Loma and her remaining men ran past him, firing down the hallway at the flankers as they went.
The flankers were taken unawares, and fell down, shooting wildly from the ground. A bullet hit Loma�s leg and backside, but her armour protected her from serious wounds. One of her men was not so fortunate, he lay screaming on the ground. They could not take him. They ran around a corner. She heard a shotgun blast. She winced, she had to go on.
They rounded another corner and saw the entrance hallway, light poured in from the outside world, their salvation. She heard explosions outside. These rocked the facility slightly, sending dust pouring down the light shaft. They exited the facility, blinking. They saw their fellow soldiers running in disarray, some in clumps, some alone, hundreds of them, making for the safety of the trees. Loma joined them, and her men followed.
Ahead of her, artillery fell. Groups of soldiers erupted like flowers, spreading from the dreadful impact. She could not stop now. She turned around and saw squads of cloaked figures with old cannons, little mortar teams. She turned to fire at them, but it was useless, she did not have the range, she turned back to the wooded hill and saw another explosion far ahead of her. Great chunks of earth were flung up. Limbs ripped off of bodies, craters were left. There was nothing they could do, they had to keep going. All gunfire had stopped. The only sounds were the whistle of the mortars, the deafening explosions and the wails of those unfortunate enough to be wounded by them.
She was hurtling through the air. The world was silent. She fell, her body bouncing like a ragdoll. Men and women fell in pieces around her, splattering her face with mud and blood. A high pitch ring emerged from the void of silence. She blinked slowly, staring at the sky. Explosions fell, muffled in the distance, the screams of agony. She did not speak. She could not move.
She heard a gunshot, faintly, in the distance. And then another. They rang out with regularity. In time the mortars lay silent. She had heard that particular gunshot before, it came from a long rifle.
�Good shooting, kid,� she whispered, smiling, she closed her eyes.
Saburo thundered along the road, surrounded by an assortment of bikers. The holodisk in his breast pocket vibrated. He retrieved it. The co-ordinates of Loma�s ship flittered across his glasses. He stared at them for a moment, then tossed the holodisk to the road. He revved his engines and burned black rubber on the roads.
Alana lay in her nest. She fired again. The artillerymen lumbered with their mortars, trying to find a more suitable position. She knocked one of them through the head, sending the equipment tumbling to the ground. She slid the bolt.
�I am a Ranger,� she whispered to herself.
She fired at another artilleryman. The shot kicked up dust by his leg.
�My weapon is the long rifle, and my aim is��
She shot him in the body, sending him, tumbling off the roof of the Citadel.
��true. I do not fight for money or for glory. I fight to protect the meek��
She fired. Slid the bolt.
�And the innocent.�
She fired. Slid the bolt.
Within the Citadel, Kirwyn lurked in a dirty room, utterly lost. He had stolen one of the black robes of the Immortals, and tried to appear inconspicuous, but feared one of Loma�s men might find him there. He heard soldiers marching, ducked down and cringed. They came to an abrupt stop.
�My lord.� Said one of them.
A figure walked past the doorway. It was deathly pale, with blue veins, and a large elongated head, the end of which was covered by black machinery. Its body was likewise metallic and covered in wires and sockets. Clear plastic tubes hissed gas into its snout. Two large pale blue hands emerged from black sleeves, the nails long and yellow. It spoke to its men.
�What news?� it said, its voice strangely pleasant and soothing.
�The enemy are in full retreat, sir. We�re cleaning up pockets of resistance in the tunnels. There are snipers in the hills, preventing our artillery-.�
�Send a couple of the big lads,� said the creature. �You and your men make sure they make it back.�
�Yes my lord.�
The creature turned, and for a moment Kirwyn could have sworn it saw him crouching, but it moved on regardless. He heard the soldiers marching away. He hesitated for a moment, then scrambled to his feet and joined them, marching in step. One of the Immortal footmen stared at him for a moment, but then looked forward.
They came across a big golem tearing flesh from a disembodied arm, it looked at them in alarm.
�You!� said the captain �You�re with us.�
The golem followed meekly, dropping its prize, it marched comically in step with the soldiers, its long arms trailing behind it. It was pale sallow, with lank red hair. They found another, lurking under a staircase.
�OI!� cried the captain. �Stop lazing about, I�ve got orders for you.�
The giant crept from its hiding place and walked to the back of the line. It was largely grey, though speckled with white, like a marine mammal. It was completely hairless. It looked at Kirwyn for a moment, its large yellow eyes boring into his soul. It sniffed him.
�OI!� cried the captain. �Get a move on.� It meekly acquiesced, walked behind its brother, and the whole battalion marched out.
They came across another company marching in the dark. Their captain approached.
�We need the big lads, there�s men holed up in the lower levels, we need something to break through.�
Kirwyn�s captain sighed. �You can have one of them.�
The other captain clicked his fingers at the sallow giant. �You!� he cried �You�re with me.�
The golem looked to the original captain, then looked around in confusion. The other captain twisted a metal bar on his wrist and pointed at the sallow golem. It fell to its knees and grabbed at its throat, squealing in agony, grimacing and closing its eyes. The other captain kicked it in the back. �You�re with ME,� he shouted, kicking the giant into position. The two companies parted.
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Kirwyn�s troop had approached Alana�s position from the rear. The captain slid down by an old felled tree, and his recruits followed, the golem lolled about nearby.
�The enemy is up there,� he hissed. �Move quietly. Go, you devil!�
The golem stretched its neck, ligaments in its neck popped. It pulled at its shock collar and looked around. The captain glared at the beast until it fell down to all fours, scampering up the hill. The troop followed it, slowly advancing to the tree line. They heard rifle shots echoing in the distance. They marched in good order sluggishly through the forest. Kirwyn panicked.
�There�s an enemy!� he cried.
The Immortals ducked down behind a log. �Where?� hissed the captain. Kirwyn smashed him on the head with his scabbard. He retrieved the captain�s automatic rifle and held it awkwardly, pointing at the confused recruits, trying to find the trigger.
�Drop your weapons,� he whispered urgently.
They looked on one another, hesitated, but did so, one by one. The captain moaned on the floor.
�Take off your hoods,� Kirwyn whispered, staring at them impatiently.
They did so, reluctantly. They were no older than 15, by Kirwyn�s reckoning. Their heads were hairless, their skin was snow-pale, even the ones with African features. Kirwyn stared at them for a moment, his unease softened.
�Get the fuck out of here,� he said, with narrowed eyes. �If you come back I�ll kill you. Understand?�
Some of the children nodded anxiously. Others stared blankly into space. They put on their hoods and walked away, none in the direction of the Citadel. Kirwyn looked at them leaving, puzzled. The captain moaned quietly in pain on the ground. Kirwyn remembered his purpose and climbed the hill, flinging his gun away.
Alana fired and slid the bolt. She heard a rustling behind her, she wheeled around and shot, hitting the golem in the ribs. It wailed and spun around, retreating behind a tree. She slid the bolt and hit it again�� in the back, just before it disappeared. Black blood splattered on the tree.
Alana shook, she advanced, her eyes wide. She slid the bolt, sending a bullet casing into the grass. The creature moaned in agony and hate. Alana closed her eyes and grimaced. Tears welled in her eyes. But still she advanced.
�I am a Ranger,� she whispered �My weapon is the long rifle and my aim is true.� 
�I do not fight for money or for� glory. I fight to protect the meek� and the innocent.�
She heard the heavy footsteps of the creature.
�I do not run from my enemies, I face them.�
The creature moaned inhumanly.
�I do NOT FEAR�� She shouted, terrified ��my enemies, I PITY THEM!�
�I do not hate my enemies, I mourn for them.� 
She rounded a tree, rifle at the ready.
She found the Golem, lying propped up. It breathed deeply and painfully. Black blood poured from its ribcage in quarts. It tried to get up when it saw her approach, she raised her rifle to shoot, but the beast slid back down, coughing monstrously. She watched it a while. Its yellow eyes flitted about, its expression was one of blind panic. She wondered if it was once Kirwyn. Her expression softened. She looked around her, eyes narrowed.
She could hardly believe she was doing it, but she lowered her rifle. The creature stared at her. It looked away, struggling to breathe. She walked closer to it. It tried to rise and turn away from her, but it could not.
�It�s ok,� she whispered.
The creature stared at her, confused and terrified. She saw the thick collar around its neck, metal and rubber. She saw the scars around its neck, fingernail scratches and burns. She walked closer and raised a hand. The creature flinched.
�I�m not going to hurt you,� she said.
She approached slowly. Step by step.
�Can you speak? Do you have a name?� she asked.
The creature looked at her, its eyes flittered about. It closed its eyes and turned away. It opened its mouth, but closed it and swallowed. It tried again, words croaked out of its throat for the first time in a very long time.
�I am� I was� Fort-in-bras,� it said, its voice deep and strange.
�I�m not going to hurt you Fortinbras,� she said, her voice wavering. �Please don�t hurt me.� 
She approached.
She touched his shoulder with a trembling hand. Fortinbras stared at it, then at her in wonder.
She pulled out her knife, Fortinbras flinched and raised his arms to guard himself.
Alana jumped back. She breathed heavily. �T-trust me,� she said.
Fortinbras slowly lowered his hands. Alana approached and held his collar. The creature closed its eyes and breathed deeply, wind sucking into its wound. Alana tried to cut the collar, then sawed at the rubbery material. The collar snapped, wires sparked. She grabbed it and threw it aside. She sheathed her knife and stepped back.
Fortinbras felt his neck and looked up at her in wonder. He slowly raised a trembling hand and led it to Alana. Alana was visibly terrified. Fortinbras clutched his hand back. Alana laughed nervously, quietly. Fortinbras had a pained expression, he smiled. She approached him, he slowly raised his great lumbering hand up to her face, stroked her hair with two massive fingers. She laughed a little.
�I didn�t� want� they made�� he muttered, lowering his head in shame and retrieving his claw, resting it on the ground. His chest had sealed shut, the wound was black and slimy, he still struggled to breathe. He clambered to his feet, towering above her, swaying slightly.
He looked at her for a moment, sadly, then looked away. He supported his ribs with his great hand, then lumbered off from her, into the forest.
Alana exhaled suddenly and fell to her knees.
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Kirwyn ran through the forest. He had found rifle casings in a little clearing, but saw no other sign of her. He considered calling out to her, but feared that might attract enemy fire.
�Kirwyn!� cried Alana distantly. Kirwyn looked to his side like a dog hearing its name, he hurtled through the forest.
�Kirwyn!� The sound was closer, leaves and branches flapped in his face, his heart raced, he leapt over roots and stones.
�Found you!� cried Fiddler.
Fiddler held his cavalry sabre up to Alana�s throat. His free hand fell across her chest, clutching her shoulder. He hunched over her, breathing heavily down her neck.
Kirwyn stared at them.
�Frederick�� he said.
Fiddler clutched Alana tightly, she felt the cold thin blade on her throat.
�There�s no running away from me this time,� said Fiddler.
�Fred, please.�
Fiddler�s mask was calm, placid.
Alana stared at Kirwyn pleadingly, her eyes red with tears.
�Fred, let her go,� Kirwyn said, wavering slightly. �She doesn�t have anything to do with this. She hasn�t done anything.�
�She�s a murderer Kirwyn,� said Fiddler, eerily. �I can see why you were drawn to her.� Fiddler squeezed at her breast.
�Fred. Let her go,� said Kirwyn blankly.
Fiddler drew the blade closer to her neck, a trickle of blood fell to her clavicle, she closed her eyes and sucked air into her clenched mouth.
�Fred I�m sorry,� said Kirwyn, voice breaking. �I have sinned, terribly. But that has nothing to do with her.�
Fiddler stood motionless. He nodded. He slowly pulled his sword away, held it at arm�s length�� but then quickly returned it to her throat. She wailed.
�FRED.� screamed Kirwyn, �PLEASE. Just-Leave her alone.�
�Those who live by the sword�� said Fiddler �die by the sword.�
He cut her throat slowly, from ear to ear.
He released her. She knelt down, blood pouring down her abdomen, she leant back, held her hands to her neck, and collapsed on her side.
Kirwyn�s stared unblinkingly. Eyes widened with madness, tears evaporated, blood drained from his face. He stared at Alana, then looked to Fiddler. He looked down at his sword.
Painted scrolls stretched and ripped, the wax seal shattered. He unsheathed the pale blue blade. He let the scabbard drop to the ground.
Fiddler began to laugh.
Kirwyn advanced, eyes bulging out of his head, he held his sword to his side, and raised it.
Fiddler was bent over, choking with laughter, tears of joy streamed down his face. He walked backwards, gesturing for Kirwyn to stop.
Kirwyn swung at him, Fiddler blocked, the two swords clanged and bit into each other.
Fiddler was shaking his head, his eyed narrowed. He tried to contain himself, but sputtered into laughter once more.
Kirwyn released him and swung at air, Fiddler ducked. Kirwyn stabbed at Fiddler�s chest, but Fiddler deflected and counter stabbed at Kirwyn�s genitals. Kirwyn stepped back rapidly and struck down at Fiddler�s blade.
Fiddler removed his mask. �Please forgive me Kirwyn,� said Fiddler, snorting with laughter. �PLEASE.�
Kirwyn struck down at him with such force that chips of metal fell from Fiddler�s sword. But Fiddler held it in place. Fiddler slid his sword, scraping to the right and nicked Kirwyn�s shoulder, he punched Kirwyn with his left hand. Kirwyn stumbled backwards, spinning.
�Please Kirwyn!� said Fiddler, grinning a long-toothed grin.
Kirwyn screamed inhumanly and charged at Fiddler. He swung at him horizontally, then vertically, then diagonally. Fiddler blocked each time with ease. But was surprised when Kirwyn�s pommel whacked him in the nose. Fiddler stumbled back, dazed. Kirwyn caught his breath, shoulders rising with each inhale.
Fiddler felt his broken nose and saw blood on his hand. He was shocked. He smiled again. �Leave her alone,� he said.
Kirwyn stabbed at him madly again and again, Fiddler swerved his whole body unnaturally, he riposted, slicing up Kirwyn�s torso. Kirwyn staggered back, held his sword diagonally, his wide eyes staring unendingly at Fiddler.
Fiddler sliced at Kirwyn�s knee, hitting an artery, spraying blood. He swung again. But Kirwyn blocked. The two swords locked together once more. Kirwyn pushed with every fibre of muscle he possessed, every cell, every neuron burning with white hot loathing. He clenched his teeth, veins popping in his forehead. Fiddler looked up at him, his smile turning to a grimace, he sniffled and groaned. Fiddler�s strength broke first, the sword of Barabbas struck him in the shoulder and cut down to his hip. He fell to his knees and swung fruitlessly at Kirwyn�s legs, Kirwyn hobbled back. Fiddler�s smile had faded, his face shook with rage. Kirwyn stared at him blankly, eyes wide.
They sprung up and swung at each other, they both twisted in the air and missed, falling on their feet. Fiddler turned and struck low, Kirwyn deflected and struck high. Fiddler blocked the blade, held it in place for a moment, then released and struck at Kirwyn�s breast, ripping it open. They clashed again, locking swords once more, breathing in each other�s faces. Fiddler grimaced, closed his eyes, then opened them, spittle on his lips. He bobbed his head back then spat hot black blood in Kirwyn�s eye. Kirwyn screamed, released and swung down with all his fury. The sword his Fiddler�s helmet, cleaving it, crushing his head into his neck with a sickening thud. Fiddler choked black bubbles from his mouth, his yellow eyes searching madly. His neck had disappeared. He waddled a moment, sword swinging uselessly. He dropped the sword and clutched at the grenade at his belt, pulling the pin. Kirwyn kicked Fiddler in the chest, sending him stumbling backwards a few metres. Fiddler exploded into a fine black mist.
Kirwyn blinked. He walked over to Alana�s body, dropped his sword carelessly. He brushed hair away from her face and held the side of her neck. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused. She wasn�t breathing.
�Alana,� he said.
He clasped his hands over her throat, hoping to stymy the bleeding.
�Alana!�
Blood pooled around his fingers.
�Alana please stay with me,� he whispered.
�You came back to save us�� I knew you would.� He smiled, his voice wavering.
Alana stared blankly into space.
�Please don�t die.�
He stared down at her.
�I love you,� he said, his voice breaking.
Tears streamed down his face, he sniffed raggedly.
�I�m so sorry,� he sobbed, face scrunching, he wept over her.
He looked down at his wounds, they were starting to seal. He breathed painfully. His eyes flittered about, filled with salt water. He blinked, and again. His eyebrows furrowed. He nodded. He shambled over to his sword and retrieved it, then knelt over Alana�s corpse.
He hovered the blade over his wrist, and the blade trembled. He looked up, then down at her, then closed his eyes. He cut the veins in his wrist open. His eyes twitched and he opened his mouth to scream, but did not. Dark red blood poured out over Alana�s open throat.
In time, Kirwyn�s wrist sealed shut, his bleeding stopped.
Alana lay motionless.
Kirwyn looked down and inhaled, he placed his wrist over her neck and cut again. He whined with agony, stared down at her eyes, praying for her to stir.
But she did not, for she was dead.
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�Alana?�
�Alana please wake up.�
�Can you hear me?�
Alana gasped for air, she held her hands to her throat. Saburo knelt over her.
�Are you OK? Can you walk?�
She gurgled, blinked rapidly, struggling to breath. Saburo looked to his side, he dashed to Kirwyn�s bandage-scrolls, he whisked them off the scabbard and knelt beside Alana, raising her up and wrapping them around her neck. Alana saw Kirwyn�s body lying. She moved to touch him.
�He�s dead,� said Saburo.
Alana looked up at Saburo, Saburo looked away.
Alana crawled, gently, towards Kirwyn. She placed her hand on his chest, gently. His eyes looked up, glassy and unfocused, he did not breath. She held his hand�� it was cold. She rubbed it with her thumb.
�He�s dead�� said Saburo. �Loma�s dead too.�
She saw the cut in his wrist. Tears trickled down Alana�s cheeks. Saburo looked down.
�We have to go,� he said.
They rode on Saburo�s bike through the forest, she rested her head on his back. Her throat stung horribly.
They joined up with the remnants of Loma�s army, making their slow retreat down a smooth road that intersected through forest.� Many were injured. Those that could not walk or had nobody to carry them were left to the Immortals�� they would do with them as they pleased. This fact was an ulcer in the heart of many who walked along, limping, stumbling with makeshift splints and bandages. All were sullied, with blood, mud or burns. As Alana and Saburo passed the army, they saw a yellow-jacketed fellow amongst them, who turned to face them. At once Saburo knew him as Bill, and saw that he supported a limping comrade. His friend held a bleeding stomach, his face was white and woozy. Saburo halted his bike and dismounted. He held his hand to Alana, helping her do the same. Bill nodded weakly at them.
�Take my bike,� said Saburo. �He needs it more than us.�
Bill raised a hand weakly to protest, but relented. He helped his friend sit, then took to the handlebars. He offered a hand to Saburo. They grasped tightly.
�We�ll get them next time,� said Bill, and he released. He sped down the road, disappeared.
Alana and Saburo stumbled along together. The tattered remnants of the army marched on, some moaned, the adrenaline had left their bodies, they no longer feared for their safety, now the crushing weight of defeat pressed down on them.
They heard the roar of a plane approaching.
�Get down!� cried Saburo. �Scatter!�
The plane slowed down and hovered strangely, a bright spotlight shone down onto the road. Wind was kicked up, the sound of the engines was overpowering. Alana had given up. She couldn�t fight anymore. Even if she wanted to, she didn�t have any weapons. She didn�t feel like running, she was sick and tired of running. She stood in the middle of the road while soldiers around her scattered like roaches.
The ship landed, blue flame pouring from the landing thrusters. The walkway collapsed down and soldiers poured through. They wore black armour, like Loma�s. The spotlight faded and Alana saw the ship was white and glossy like Loma�s, though several times larger. Their helmets had a black plume, like a Roman soldier�s. They marched down in a perfect square, one of its corners detached and approached Loma. He had two large yellow boxes, one clipped to each hip. He spoke in a male voice, slightly robotic through the filter of the helmet.
�I am commander Farron. Do you know of the pilot, Juarez?�
�Do you mean Loma?� asked Alana, timidly.
��Yes.�
�Yes I knew her. She was�� my friend.�
�Then she is dead?�
Alana nodded sadly.
The soldier bowed his head for a while. But he got up.
�As her friend, the honour should fall to you,� he said, unclipping one of the large yellow boxes from his belt. He handed it to her�� it was heavy in her hand.
�What is it?�
�This will end the war. Use it only when I tell you.�
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The flat cylindrical drones flew over the citadel, scanning. Hooded figures looked up and took to firing. The drones were battered and shook by the bullets, but returned fire with perfect accuracy, evaporating a few before they suddenly and simultaneously ceased all movement and fell crashing to the ground.
�It�ll take time to recharge, this is our cue, stay behind us,� said Farron. He gave further orders in his helmet to his own people.
The Avalon soldiers marched in a perfect square, and in perfect synchronicity fanned out into a thin line. The remainders of Loma�s army, followed, a great shambling horde by comparison.
The Immortals responded, spraying automatic rifle fire at the invading army. Bullets bounced off the Avalon armour. At worst it cracked their visors and pained them. Those who ran behind were less fortunate. Farron and his men opened fire on the enemy positions. 40 beams of light burst forth, scorching windows and trenches, they walked in step as they fired. They ceased firing. Loma�s tattered army divided either side of them, diving into the trenches, taking shots at the windows of the Citadel. The Avalon soldiers reformed into a square, Alana crouch walked behind them, bullets whizzing past them, thudding uselessly into the armour. They approached the main entrance.
Two figures emerged from the door. Cyborgs with elongated mechanical skulls, they carried grenade launchers. The Avalon guard dispersed and took fire at them. But they were shielded like Gabriel. The beams burnt at their shields, and the Avalon guard advanced cautiously. In time their rifles overheated, and they ceased firing. The two cyborgs fired grenades on either flank of the Avalon guard, sending armoured figures flying. The remaining Avalon soldiers open fired again, but the invisible shields had returned.
Alana heard a thumping run behind her, she saw a golem marching straight for them. Before she could scream it had leapt, it sailed above them, crashing to the ground ahead of the Avalon soldiers. Alana saw that it was Fortinbras. An Avalon soldier turned to fire at him, but Alana held his gun away.
Fortinbras sprinted up the steps and grabbed at the leftmost cyborg. The Avalon soldiers ceased firing on this one, turned to the other. Fortinbras bear hugged the shielded cyborg, his skin singing. He wailed inhumanly. With great effort he lifted the invisible sphere, and the cyborg inside it, he held it above his head, the palms of his hands steaming, he stretched back and tossed the sphere several hundred feet in the distance. It fell into the roof of a barracks. Fortinbras turned to the remaining cyborg and pushed it off the steps, wrestling with the shield.
�GO GO GO!� cried commander Farron, the remaining Avalon soldiers sprinted up the steps, into the main entrance, Alana followed behind them, clutching at the yellow box in the crook of one arm. She picked up a sledgehammer that lay strewn on the floor. They marched into the maze of the Citadel.
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They encountered pockets of resistance as they hurtled through the building, and then the maze of tunnels underneath. Silently Farron ordered pairs of his men to hold positions, keeping the enemy at bay while the remainder marched on. By the time they entered the control room�� a large circular metal space surrounded by consoles�� only two soldiers remained with Loma. They needed to access an adjoining room, but time was of the essence so they had no opportunity to unlock the portal through the consoles. They fired their rifles into the thick metal door, till it glowed white and pulsated.
�WATCH OUT!� screamed Alana.
Cyborgs approached from behind them, four of them. The Avalon soldiers turned to fire, but again the beams of light met impenetrable, invisible shields. The rifles soon overheated, and the cyborgs unleashed blades from their forearms, cut into the bodies of the Avalon guard, who slumped to the floor. The cyborgs approached Alana. She dropped her sledgehammer to the ground.
�STOOOP!� She screamed, holding up the yellow box.
The Immortals ceased their movements. They looked at Alana with dead eyes.
�You know what this is?� she demanded. �It�s an EMP. If you take one more step, I�m gonna hit this switch. You understand?�
The Immortals stared at her placidly.
She coughed, her throat ached. �Why are you doing this? All of it� Why?�
An Immortal stepped forward so Alana could see it clearly. Its chest and face were flesh and blood, but the rest of it was black metal. It was riddled with wires and tubes, tubes that went up its snout and into its mouth. It was earless, bald, its eyes were large and dead. It spoke to her in a soothing voice.
�Many� hundreds of years ago� it crooned �we created a paradise on earth. We offered to share it with your ancestors, but they refused. They wished to live like apes perpetually, and we let them, on the condition they did not rise to threaten us, and our paradise. The agreement stood, for a time. But the sons did not hold true to the convictions of their fathers. They developed dangerous technologies. They interfered with our devices. They brought chaos to paradise. We cannot allow you to war amongst yourselves, or with us. There is no sense in it. We are bringing you to paradise with us.�
Alana looked down, then made eye contact. �What if we don�t wanna go?�
�We tried that once before. There can be no division. You will join with us, or you will perish.�
�I�m not so sure about that,� Said Alana bitterly, holding up the EMP.
�Be reasonable,� Said the Immortal, pointing to the adjoining room. �Within those servers are millions of lives. Lives that have stretched for aeons, more complicated and beautiful than you can possibly imagine.�
Alana stared at the door the Avalon guard had fired at. A large hole had been formed, molten metal dripped down, cooling rapidly.
�What about the lives of the people you killed. Innocents. Children.�
�It is regrettable that their rulers subjected them to our wrath. But we only act in self-defence, I assure you. I see that you grieve, and perhaps it is by our hands? I am truly sorry.�
�Oh fuck off,� said Alana.
Another Immortal stepped forward.
�Let me ask you this: Will killing millions bring back your loved ones?�
�I am sorry that you grieve, I am sorry that death haunts you. We sought to create a deathless world, and we were successful.�
Alana considered this a moment, breathing heavily, she stared at the cyborg intently, her eyes narrowed. �You�re insane. You�re not hundreds of years old. You�ve got a Chester militia tattoo. That didn�t exist 50 years ago.�
�These bodies are but shells. We are forced to inhabit them in order to traverse the material world. It is regrettable and gruesome, I admit, but at present there is no other way. Know this: we only use bodies of soldiers who fought against us wickedly, and died in the process.�
�You can�t do this,� she said, shaking her head �You can�t just force people to live in your� fucking dreamworld.�
�We can. And we will. I have just received word�� your device has been remotely disabled. It will not function.�
�Liar!� she screamed.
�I have no reason to lie. Consider this: If you flip that switch, you will have shown yourself to be an enemy of our cause. We will be forced to kill you. If you place it down, on the ground, we will embrace you as one of our own.�
�If only you could see paradise. You would know that our cause is just. I would be honoured to have you join us. It is plane without death, without suffering. All the agonising memories of your life can be wiped away. You can be reborn, if you wish.�
�You have two choices. Die now, pointlessly, or live forever in eternal bliss.�
A new female Immortal approached her, stepping into the light �What is your name?� she asked kindly. The cyborg had blonde hair, and a large plain face, much like her own, but with dead blue eyes. There was a large birthmark on her cheek, Port red.
Alana stared blankly at her, her mouth slightly agape. Tears silently welled in her eyes.
�What troubles you?�
Alana flipped the switch.
A bubble of energy exploded out from the yellow box. Lights flickered and died. The Immortals jerked and attempted to fire at Loma, they smashed to the floor, leaking foul yellow liquid. The servers behind her crackled, lighting sparked, circuits blackened and burned.
She picked up her sledgehammer and swung it down on the console, screaming. She cracked and penetrated the surface. White crackling light erupted from it, illuminating the dark room.
She crept through the smoking hole into the server room�� It was the size of a warehouse. There were rows upon rows of black obelisks�� each one was spitting out little white sparks onto the floor. Alana walked amongst the machinery. She stopped at one obelisk and, lifting the sledgehammer behind her, raised it slowly up and then-smashed it into the machine. Its structure collapsed and a spiral of bright white sparks erupted, like a galaxy being born in the darkness. Row upon row of servers were shattered, till she lay exhausted, struggling to breathe on the floor.
Later, some remnants of Loma�s army stumbled into the circular room, using their lanterns to guide their way. They held their shirts to their noses as they passed the dead Immortals��� their faces had been caved in�� all but one.
Saburo crouched into the server room, little white sparks stung at him, he passed through rows of ruined obelisks, till he found Alana sitting, her back to the wall, her hammer on her lap. Her eyes were wide open, staring at nothing. Saburo fell to his knees and held her shoulders.
�What happened?� he asked.
�It�s over,� she whispered. �It�s done.� She turned to look at Saburo.
Saburo helped her to her feet, and they made their way out of the maze of concrete tunnels. Soldiers ran past them. They walked through the crumbling Citadel silently. They emerged blinking into the sunlight.

Epilogue

Alana and Robert rode over blooming hills, they crossed into a meadow. They leapt over hedges. They trotted down a woodland path. They emerged out of the woods and lowered their poncho hoods, soaking in the sunlight.
They trotted through thick bushes, and when they emerged out the other side they saw a group of nuns, covered in their orange robes. They were picking berries, they looked up at the two Rangers in silent terror.
Robert looked to Alana. She stared at the nuns. She dismounted, walked slowly towards them.
She pushed her poncho aside and revealed the sword of Barabbas, in its sheath. She untied it from her belt, held it in both gloved hands. She offered it up to a nun.
The nun stared at it, then was amazed, her eyes lit up, she looked at Alana, bewildered. Alana smiled weakly and nodded. The nun covered her arm in orange fabric and lifted the sword gently off from Alana�s palms. She bowed, as did her sisters. Alana bowed. Robert bowed, confused. The nuns smiled at them, joy in their hearts, they ran back to their temple.
Alana remounted her horse, she turned and rode away.
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