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          Book 1 – Prologue

        

      

    

    
      The blazing sun was like a greedy tyrant, wantonly unleashing its deadly heat upon the wastelands and wicking away what little moisture it had left. The endless sands stretched out into the horizon, so vast as to engender despair as it swallowed up all other colors with its own drab yellowness. Waves of hot air swept through the arid wastelands, kicking up sandstorms that occasionally blotted out the sun itself. The entire world was in a state of desolate chaos, and it seemed as though the skies and the ground were of the same dull color.

      The ground was filled with bits and scraps of rubble that clumped together to form small mountains. There were tens of thousands of these protrusions, resembling steel dinosaurs that had been buried within the sand with only their backs visible. The passage of countless years had slowly eaten away at them, causing patches of rust to appear everywhere. This place was filled with scar-ridden buildings that had been utterly decimated, leaving only their skeletal frames behind, forever a silent testament to their former glory.

      Thousands of years ago, this place was a city. Thousands of years later, it was nothing but ruins.

      Fifty years ago, this place became a scavenger camp.

      Who still remembered the city’s former extravagance? Its glittering opulence? Its dazzling prosperity?

      Who still remembered that this place was once filled with countless high-rises and towering skyscrapers? Who remembered the atomic hovercraft that had shuttled through this place, the aerial motherships that had flown in intricate matrices?

      Who remembered that this endless desert wasteland was once a vast ocean known as the Atlantic Ocean? Who remembered the beautiful, artificial islands that once glittered like pearls? Who remembered the many underwater cities scattered throughout the seabed like stars in the sky?

      And who remembered that this place once had a name? An ancient, true name buried long ago by the tides of time, a name that had been completely forgotten: New York!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 The Young Scavenger

        

      

    

    
      The setting sun was the color of blood as it shone down upon the wasteland. The scavenging hour had arrived.

      Cloudhawk was woken by throbbing spasms of pain in his stomach. This familiar sensation had accompanied him his entire life and filled many of his memories. The scavengers referred to it as ”hunger”, a supposedly perpetual curse pronounced upon all living beings by the Creator.

      If he once again failed to find any sustenance, he wouldn’t survive the night.

      As for what he would do tomorrow? This was a question Cloudhawk had never even considered. Tomorrow? For scavengers, ”tomorrow” was an extravagant concept they couldn’t afford to worry about.

      Cloudhawk laboriously crawled out of the burrow he had hidden himself within. When his feet once more stood atop the scorching ground of the ruins, he was suddenly struck by a strong dizzying spell. The ancient ruins around him were filled with crumbling fences and dilapidated walls, as well as scraps of corpses that had fallen from other worlds. The once dazzling buildings erected here had been reduced to worthless piles of rubble, buried and forgotten by both the sands of the wasteland and the sands of time.

      The gaunt youth was such a tiny figure, dwarfed by the howling sandstorms that ruled this place. The wind blew through his tousled black hair, which covered up his slender, youthful features. His withered frame was covered with a few scraps of dirty cloth, and his rough, callused skin was filled with wounds both new and old. His eyes, however, were clear and alert. This difference was the only thing that separated him from the other ordinary scavengers.

      Cloudhawk was only fourteen or fifteen years old.

      Scavenger life was very simple. Spend roughly twenty hours each day hiding inside a hole or burrow to avoid the sweltering heat and blistering cold. Only during the scant hours at dawn and dusk would you be able to climb out of your hole and forage within the ruins. Day after day, year after year, this cycle repeated itself. This type of life seemed rather dull, but the scavengers viewed the dullness as an incredible blessing since any disruption of this boring cycle almost always portended impending death.

      Cloudhawk couldn’t help but think about the old-timer.

      The old-timer was an unconventional scavenger who had withstood the vicissitudes of time. Not only did he know how to read the language from Ancient Times, he also knew many things scavengers weren’t supposed to know. He loved to tell stories and delighted in collecting useless things, especially tools, paintings, and books from Ancient Times. The only one with whom he could share these things was Cloudhawk, and so the two of them became each other’s only companion and friend.

      This morning, the sun rose as it always did but this time, the old-timer didn’t crawl out of his hole.

      Still, the old-timer was a lucky man. At least he had Cloudhawk around to bury him.

      Cloudhawk didn’t want to think about what would happen to him if he fell over. He didn’t have much meat left on his bones, but starving scavengers generally weren’t picky about their food. The crazy meat merchants would probably chop his body into eight pieces, smoke his flesh to cure it, and then hang it on their rusting steel hooks. They’d save part of the meat for themselves, trading off the rest for some mildly contaminated drinking water.

      These were the wastelands. For the sake of survival, many were willing to eat anything and do anything.

      Sometimes, Cloudhawk envied the others. However, the old-timer had once told him that if mankind discarded its final scraps of decency and morality, the entire human race would truly be doomed.

      He was so hungry he could barely walk.

      Cloudhawk dragged his skinny frame through the ruins, looking like a strand of straw being tossed about by the wind. He felt as though he could collapse at any moment. Scavengers had scoured the ruins clean long ago. Finding food was no easy task.

      Would he fail yet again?

      Would this be his last time seeing the setting sun as well?

      Cloudhawk sat down lifelessly. The setting sun was making its way down past the horizon, painting the ruins with its blood-red glow. He saw a goshawk soaring through the skies, weaving its way through the clouds, and he couldn’t help but reveal a hint of jealousy in his gaze. When he had named himself ”Cloudhawk”, it was because he wanted to be like one of the hawks that flew through the clouds, free and unfettered. Alas, in the end, it was all nothing more than a crazy dream. Right?

      Things weren’t over yet.

      He couldn’t give up. He wouldn’t give up!

      Right at this moment, he suddenly picked up the sound of hurried footsteps ringing off in the distance. Cloudhawk leapt to his feet like a startled animal, unsheathing a shard of metal that he had honed sharp long ago as he vigilantly stared off into the distance. This was a chaotic, crazed era. Every single day, there would be starving scavengers who attempted to murder their own kind, and their victims were often skinny children just like Cloudhawk.

      Indeed, the sounds of the footsteps drew nearer and nearer until finally, three raggedly dressed scavengers suddenly appeared within his line of vision, charging him at high speed.

      Cloudhawk’s face turned pale as he took two steps back. He was now so weak that a strong wind could knock him down. Three scavengers were attacking him at the same time? There was no way he was going to be able to get out of this alive!

      Wait. Wait!

      Something was wrong!

      Although the three had savage-looking faces, they didn’t have the murderous look of predators nearing their prey. Instead, they looked like terrified prey filled with horror and despair.

      They weren’t attacking. They were fleeing for their lives!

      Just as Cloudhawk began to have a bad feeling about this, a large group of black creatures suddenly appeared directly behind the fleeing scavengers, charging straight towards them. There had to be at least ten of the things. They were each roughly the size of a wild dog, with terrifying, rabid red colored eyes.

      Cloudhawk stood there for a stunned instant, his mind overwhelmed by what he was seeing. Only a single thought was able to make its way past the cacophonous din in his mind, an instinct that came from his very soul…

      RUN!

      The threat of death brought out everyone’s full potential.

      Somehow, his utterly emaciated body managed to squeeze out another burst of energy. Cloudhawk didn’t waste any time trying to figure out exactly what was behind him, nor did he want to. He already knew the only thing that mattered: those mutabeasts, those savage mutabeasts, were utterly terrifying predators.

      Within the ruins, and in fact within the entirety of the wastelands, scavengers were at the very bottom of the food chain. How could they possibly fight back against such terrifying mutabeasts?

      The first to fall was a woman. She had been the slowest of the three.

      “Save me!”

      “Save me!!!”

      “SAVE ME!!!”

      One of the creatures sank its sharp fangs into her neck and gave it a vicious tug. Blood spewed out like a geyser, blanketing the area with a crimson hue.

      A second monster. A third. The black shapes competed to get at her, and bloody chunks of meat were ripped off of every part of the woman’s body. In the blink of an eye, her stomach was torn open and her intestines and internal organs were all dragged out of her.

      It was bloody, cruel, and terrifying!

      For a brief moment, screams of utter terror and agony could be heard, reaching out like specters of death towards the other three. Some of the mutabeasts were too slow to get a share of the meat, so they continued pursuing the remaining scavengers. They were simply too fast. Just three seconds later, yet another scavenger was caught.

      “AHH!”

      “NO!”

      The sounds of bones splintering and flesh being torn apart caused Cloudhawk’s entire body to turn cold!

      As the terrified Cloudhawk rounded a corner, the scene that greeted him brought him utter despair. Rubble completely sealed off the path in front of him. This was a dead end that he could not pass!

      What should he do? What should he do?

      A third agonized scream rang out as the final scavenger was brought down.

      Three of the mutabeasts leapt straight past the final scavenger’s corpse, moving like streaks of black lightning as they sprinted towards the helpless, emaciated youth.

      Danger! Danger! Danger! Cloudhawk could sense that death was approaching. If he hesitated for even a moment, he would never be able to recover.

      Turning back meant death. His only choice was to give this last attempt his all!

      Ignoring what was coming for him, he charged straight towards the rubble and dove into a deep but incredibly narrow opening.

      There was no way an adult would’ve been able to make it into this opening. Even Cloudhawk’s emaciated form was just barely able to squeeze in. Moments later, he heard a rustling sound as one of the mutabeasts tried to burrow in after him, unwilling to give up the chase!

      The mutabeast was so close that Cloudhawk could smell its foul stench.

      Cloudhawk continued to climb through the opening, only to find that he had already reached the end. There was nowhere else to go and the beast behind him was already growling as it prepared to launch its attack.

      Everything hung on a thread. This was the critical moment, the moment when life or death would be decided.

      Although he was filled with despair, Cloudhawk didn’t hesitate as he turned, metal shard in hand. The dark form was pouncing straight towards him, its blood-red eyes gleaming brutally in the darkness. Its fangs were as sharp as knives. It was about to plunge them into the morsel of a prey that stood before it and tear that morsel to shreds.

      Cloudhawk let out a low, bestial roar as he stabbed wildly. His metal shard just so happened to plunge directly into the creature’s eyes.

      The creature let out an agonized howl as it slammed straight into Cloudhawk. Its sharp claws left several bloody gouges across Cloudhawk’s body, but Cloudhawk managed to press its head down. The opening within the rubble really was quite narrow, giving the creature no way to extricate itself from Cloudhawk’s grip.

      “DIE! DIE!” Cloudhawk had become even more savage than the beast as he used his metal shard to furiously stab more than ten times at the creature’s head. An enormous amount of foul-smelling blood filled the surrounding area, coating his face, hands, and clothes.

      Two of the other beasts circled the opening, but they weren’t able to squeeze in. Upon hearing the miserable howls of the one that had gone in, they immediately turned and left. As for Cloudhawk, he was all but immobilized. He panted furiously, his oxygen-deprived brain causing dizziness for a time. Right now, he truly didn’t even have enough energy to move so much as a pinky.

      After that final frenzied spurt of energy, his body was once more swept up by waves of exhaustion and weakness. He had ignored his body’s exhaustion, and it was now demanding that he repay tenfold what he had just squeezed out of it.

      For the first time, he was able to get a close look at the creature in front of him.

      This creature had sleek, oily black fur, long sharp claws, and terrifyingly red eyes. It almost looked like an enormous mutant rat. Still, that didn’t matter. What mattered was that there had to be over five kilograms of meat on the thing.

      This was food!

      Cloudhawk grew excited. He used his metal shard to tear open the creature’s tough skin and carved out a few gibbets of wonderfully fatty meat that he shoved into his mouth. It was sour, pungent, and crude but to humans who lived in the wastelands, it was the most delicious of delicacies.

      Cloudhawk normally subsisted on ants, beetles, and grass. It had been a long, long time since he had eaten meat. As the food slowly made its way down into his stomach, a warm feeling quickly spread throughout his entire body. The aches and pains in his body seemed to fade, replaced by a sense of satisfaction that was too wonderful to be described with words.

      He ate until his wizened stomach was burgeoning. Only then did he finally come to a halt with a blissful look on his face.

      The mutabeasts outside had long since departed. Cloudhawk dragged the prey he had personally killed with him as he began the trip back to his burrow. He would be able to feast on the five kilograms of meat for many days to come.

      But just as Cloudhawk pulled the corpse out of the opening, a voice that was as rough as a wild beast’s suddenly rang out. “Put the meat down!”

      Four or five adult scavengers blocked his path. The leader looked quite sturdily built, and his face was filled with savage-looking scars, giving him a baleful, ominous look.

      These scavengers had noticed the commotion in this region quite some time ago, and so they hid themselves in the surrounding area, hoping to be able to scavenge a few bones from the dead. In the end, they ran into a child carrying the prey he had killed.

      The luxurious, fatty meat made their mouths water.

      The scar-faced man growled, “Put. The meat. DOWN!”

      Cloudhawk looked at them silently, the look on his face akin to that of a lone wolf’s, a look filled with danger. The two sides stared at each other across the ruins, like a pair of beasts sizing each other up. In truth, in this era, the line between man and beast was a blurry one at best.

      Put it down?

      I nearly traded my life away to get this meat. You want me to put it down!?

      Cloudhawk didn’t waste any time on words. Like an enraged young beast, he threw himself straight forwards and landed a punch directly on the scarred man’s face.

      There was no question as to who would win this battle. In the end, Cloudhawk was nothing more than a half-grown child. How was he supposed to defeat multiple fully-grown adults? In the best-case scenario, the end result would be him suffering multiple beatings and then watching as the meat he had nearly died for be taken away from him.

      ……

      Night finally descended.

      Covered in wounds, the youth slunk back to his burrow like a beaten dog. He didn’t feel any hatred or resentment towards the scavengers who had stolen his prey. As a child who had grown up in the scavenger camps, he had long since grown accustomed to the rules of the wastelands.

      In the wastelands, there were no such things as ”principles”. The only law was the law of the strong!

      The strong would have food, slaves, and women. The weak would be enslaved, abused, and robbed. This was how the wastelands operated. In this world, in this age, in this place, morality didn’t matter. To be weak was a sin in and of itself!

      The light of the moon flowed into his burrow, carrying with it a bone-chilling cold that mere blankets couldn’t ward off. He was so cold that he curled up into a ball, but the wounds covering his body made it impossible for him to fall asleep.

      Instead, Cloudhawk chose to sit up. He picked up a metal box, blew off the layer of dust covering it, lifted it up, and stared at it as though it were the most valuable of treasures. Slowly, gingerly, he withdrew the brightly-colored objects from within.

      He stared raptly at these pictures, his gaze distant and dreamy. These were pictures the old-timer had laboriously collected over the course of many years. They were a testament to the fact that the Ancient Times truly had existed, but the passage of countless years had begun to cause the pictures to fade and become unrecognizable.

      Every time he stared at them, his young heart couldn’t help but quicken its beat.

      Every time he stared at them, the pain, hunger, and injuries he suffered would all recede slightly.

      Every time he stared at them, no matter how much despair he felt or how dark the world seemed, he would feel as though he could still see a few flickers of light.

      The ancient, bygone era of the Ancient Times! What type of a magical, dream-like world had it been?

      Back then, people were clean and handsome. The cities were prosperous and flourishing. There was no danger, no terrifying mutabeasts, no brutally savage mutant humans, and no scavengers who struggled to survive in the desolate wastelands.

      Had that era truly come to an end?

      Did it perhaps still survive and persist in some unknown corner of this world?

      Cloudhawk’s pitch-black eyes blazed with eagerness. He truly wanted to wander the camps and wander the wastelands!

      It was as though a metal seal had long ago been fastened deep within his soul. This desire was one that had sprung up long ago, when he was very young. Back then, the old-timer had asked him: “Why? The camps are dangerous, the ruins are dangerous, and the wastelands are even more dangerous. This path was a path of certain death!”

      “It is because I was born into this world! Since this world chose for me to come into it, I have the right to get a good look at it!”

      “Sooner or later, I will go out searching. I’ll find that utopia, that heaven-like place. If I can so much as catch a glimpse of it, if I can so much as have the chance to press my lips against the ground beneath it… even if I die the very next instant, I will regret nothing!”

      The old-timer had fallen silent.

      From that day forth, he kept the child by his side, sharing his food with him and teaching him how to read. The child had spent many years straddling the line between life and death but not only had that desire not diminished, it had only grown increasingly intense!

      The old-timer had once said that some people were born to be free, much like hawks. They might grow up in a chicken coop, but sooner or later they spread their wings and soar into the skies.

      Would he truly have that chance?

      He wasn’t even able to escape the ruins, much less wander into the endless, unfathomably more dangerous wastelands.

      The old-timer often spoke of destiny. Everyone, he claimed, had his/her own destiny. No one would be able to escape that destiny, no matter how hard he/she tried.

      Is this my destiny? I won’t believe it!

      The youth had eaten his fill of wastelands torments, but he was still filled with an untamed spirit and his eyes still shone with an indescribable, irrepressible flame. He slowly placed the metal box underneath his head, using it as his pillow. Only then did his exhausted body finally fall into a deep slumber.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 The Tartarus Mercenaries

        

      

    

    
      The calm silence of dawn was suddenly disrupted by the engine sounds as a vehicle traveling through the wastelands kicked up storms of sand. Someone hit the brakes as soon as the vehicle entered the ruins, causing it to come to a screeching halt. The vehicle’s rust-covered metal components creaked and moaned ominously, almost as though the entire thing was on the verge of falling apart. It almost sounded like the labored panting of a crouched beast and the visible tubing of the vehicle shuddered before a plume of black smoke finally belched out of the tailpipe.

      The scavengers had never seen something like this before, a metal monstrosity that could move. Looks of amazement and astonishment were plainly visible on their faces.

      The car was built in an almost ridiculously crude manner. Its rusty frame had been cobbled together from seven or eight different types of vehicles and the damn thing was brimming with spikes, making it look like an ornery metal porcupine. It had four ostentatiously large wheels that ground away at the earth like giant gear wheels and the car bumpers had been replaced with savagely sharp blades. Clearly, they were not meant for ”protecting” the car, but rather for ramming opponents. The entire thing looked both deadly and savage and it seemed just as ferocious and unforgiving as the wastelands itself.

      Six large monstrosities chased behind the thing at high speed, galloping forwards on their giant feet. They were split into two groups of three that followed the vehicle on both sides.

      These creatures looked similar to the ostriches of the Ancient Times, but their feet were wider and thicker while their bodies were much firmer and more muscular. Not only could they move across the desert at breakneck speeds, they were also able to carry extremely heavy loads. In the wastelands, they were considered one of the most ideal types of mounts.

      The six monstrosities each had a rider atop them, dressed in strange outfits. Their haphazardly pieced-together outfits were composed of various bits of metal, wood, leather, bone, rocks, and other unknown materials. Most likely, they had collected as many things as they could and used them to fashion a crude composite suit of ”armor”. As a result, each person had a different ”uniform”. One of them who had only one arm had actually grafted a metal gear onto himself as a prosthetic limb. Another person had grafted a jagged sawtooth blade onto himself. In short, all of them were brimming with the aura of the wastelands.

      One of the bigfoot bird riders vaulted off his mount, respectfully opened the car door, and greeted the fat man within.

      The fat man was dressed in a sleeveless leather jacket dripping with machine oil, and was protected by a coarse, exoskeleton-like armor that looked as if a giant spider had crawled over him. His hands were covered with leather gloves and were pressed around the wide belt around his waist, close to a pair of black modified pistols. Even these ancient, improvised firearms emanated the coarse savagery of the wastelands. However, they were a direct testament to his strength and his power.

      Outlandish outfits, ostentatious appearances, bigfoot birds as mounts, and a savage-looking vehicle.

      All of these things loudly proclaimed the status of these men: they were excavators!

      “Fuck me, we finally found some scavs.” The fat man lit a coarse cigar. Two plumes of smoke came out of his nostrils. He reached up and flipped open the protective lenses on his sunglasses, revealing a pair of beady eyes that were scanning the raggedly dressed and emaciated scavengers. “Arrrright. Let ole Slyfox have a look at how many of you poor bastards are still alive.”

      In this chaotic era, fat men were as rare as unicorns! This man in particular was so fat that he had to be nearly 150 kilograms. He looked almost like an exalted king and in fact was as proud as any king ever was. When he looked at the scavengers, he didn’t seem to be looking at fellow human beings at all; rather, he seemed to be looking at cheap beasts of burden waiting to be slaughtered.

      The excavators, colloquially known as ”diggers”, were considered one of the more important groups within the wastelands. They mainly spent their time digging through ancient rubble and retrieving tools and materials from the Ancient Times. They’d conduct some basic repairs on what they found and then connect them to form usable weapons and outfits. Eventually, they’d set up their own organization.

      These people often used food and water as a cheap way to hire the lowly scavengers to work for them. The scavengers would scour the ruins for usable material on their behalf so they were quite familiar with the excavators.

      “I’m willing to work!”

      “I only need half a strip of carrion each day!”

      “I’m stronger than them! Pick me!”

      The shabbily-dressed scavengers all clustered around them, fighting for the chance to be seen and chosen by the lord excavator. They pushed and jostled against one another, eventually beginning to fight amongst themselves.

      “Silence. SILENCE, you dirty fucking scavs! I’m not here to employ your sorry asses. All of you, shut the fuck up right now!”

      The fat man unholstered his pistol, aimed at the sky, and pulled the trigger.

      This coarse, heavily modified pistol let out a thunderous bang, stunning and deafening the scavengers. They immediately slunk back and shut their mouths. Their gazes turned dull and despondent with a hint of fear and cowardice mixed in.

      The fat man, Slyfox, continued to shout at them. “I have credible information that a group of sweepers are active nearby. It is very likely that they might hit this place at any moment. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      Looks of utter terror instantly appeared in the numbed eyes of the scavengers.

      The sweepers. They were synonymous with terror. The sweepers were a group of mutant bandits who were incredibly bloodthirsty and delighted in cannibalism. To the sweepers, scavengers were like sheep for slaughter. Whenever the sweepers swept through a place, they brought utter, calamitous annihilation to the local scavengers!

      “If you end up being captured by the sweepers, you’ll be captured and corralled like pigs. They’ll rip the meat off your bones, then smoke it and store it away for later. They’ll break your bones, make decorations out of them, and the pitiful amount of fat you have will be squeezed out of you and used as fuel for their oil lamps.”

      These cruel words were like a cold wind that blew past the scavengers, causing all of them to shudder. This was just how the sweepers were. They swept through everything in their path, sparing nothing and no one.

      Slyfox finally announced the reason he had come here today. “Today, I’m going to choose a few dozen strong scavengers to form a squad with us. We’ll be responsible for providing you with weapons to help you fight back against the sweepers!”

      The scavengers all retreated a few steps. Nobody dared make a sound. The sweepers were legendary for their cruelty and savagery. How would mere scavengers dare challenge them?

      “Useless pieces of crap. You’d rather wait for death than try and make a fight out of it?” When the fat man saw that the scavengers were completely unresponsive, he said in a loud voice, “Who will be the first volunteer? After we beat the sweepers, I’ll take him with me when we leave this place!”

      “I’ll go!” A skinny youth with a bloody nose and a bruised face ran over, his face red as he panted from exertion.

      It was Cloudhawk!

      The wastelands riders who were mounted on the bigfoot birds all roared with laughter. A teenage child was clamoring to go and fight the sweepers? When Slyfox saw the child emerge, he glared at him and bellowed, “Can you even lift our fucking weapons? Just fuck off!”

      “I want to go fight the sweepers!” A steely look was in Cloudhawk’s eyes as he said, “If I can survive the fight, you need to fulfill your promise and take me away from this place!”

      The fat man had a strange look on his face. “Do you really want to leave that much? Staying alive matters more than anything else!”

      Cloudhawk said, “I want to be a digger. I don’t want to be hungry anymore and I don’t want to be taken advantage of by anyone any longer.”

      The wastelands riders all roared with laughter once more. Such juvenile words could only come from the mouths of ignorant children! “Staying alive in a crazy era like this one aint easy. Living with honor and dignity is even harder. D’ya think you’ll never go hungry again or never be taken advantage of again once you become a digger? What a joke!”

      The fat man had been planning on kicking the kid away, but when he saw the look in the kid’s pitch-black eyes, for some reason even he couldn’t explain, he slapped himself on the head and said, “Fuck me. Fine. I’ll give you one chance. If we wipe out the sweepers and you make it out alive, I’ll give you a chance to join us, the Tartarus mercenaries.”

      “You seriously letting him in?”

      “He’s just a fucking scav!”

      “Shut your fucking mouth. You aren’t exactly a fucking noble either! I’m the fucking boss here. What I say goes!” The fat man fired yet another round into the air. “Even a brat like him has the balls to fight. What are the rest of you are afraid of? If you go fight the sweepers, I’ll give you each two pieces of bread and a bottle of water. If you don’t go, I’ll let you have a taste of gunpowder!”

      For scavengers, the most irresistible type of temptation was food. In turn, the most terrifying fear was that of death.

      This new ”proposal” was far more effective than the previous one. The scavengers began to step forward and soon Slyfox was able to fully assemble his suicide squ-… ahem, his lionheart squad!

      The fat man called out loudly, “Send this batch over right away. The others can wait here. You there. Kid. Get in the car with me!”

      Cloudhawk was dragged into the front passenger seat. The engine revved to life with a bestial howl before he even had a chance to find his footing, the momentum caused him to be pressed firmly against the seat.

      This ramshackle vehicle was cobbled together from seven or eight different vehicles and seemed ready to fall apart at a moment’s notice, but once it started to move, it moved at incredible speeds, instantly zipping off into the distance.

      The real problem was that the damn thing didn’t have any seatbelts. The scavengers had no choice but to desperately cling on for dear life in order to not be sent flying.

      The six wastelands riders each brought a scavenger along with them. The bigfoot birds twisted their necks, then immediately began to gallop across the sands with their giant feet. As for the porcupine-like vehicle, it was now packed to the brim with scavengers. It clambered up and down the sand dunes, dangerously veering right and left as it just barely avoided the obstacles in its path. It was an exciting but incredibly bumpy ride and it felt as though it were a small boat being tossed about in a storm at sea.

      Cloudhawk felt both nervous and excited. His entire body was trembling, whether it was due to the terrifying prospect of facing the savage sweepers or the chance of seeing the vast world outside the scavenger camp. Every single cell in his body screamed in excitement.

      One thought in particular dominated his mind.

      Old-timer, are you seeing this? I just made it out of the camp!

      Shortly after the car charged out of the ruins, a group of wanderers could be seen moving through the sands up ahead. Not only did the fat man not move to avoid them, he actually accelerated straight towards them.

      “Careful!” Cloudhawk cried out in shock, “There are people there!”

      The monstrous vehicle barreled straight through, sending the first person flying while slicing his chest open. A large amount of blood splattered inside the vehicle like crimson rain, sprinkling across Slyfox’s clothes as well as Cloudhawk’s face. A few pieces of mangled human flesh and gore covered the vehicle.

      “Bahahahahaha!”

      The fat man let out a few crazed laughs and turned on the automatic windshield wiper, letting the wiper sweep away the chunks of flesh and blood on the glass windshield. He then turned the vehicle, using it to crush yet another one of the nomads. Cloudhawk could hear, sense, and even feel the wheels of the car crush the man’s body and splinter his very bones.

      A look of savage, wild glee was on the fat man’s face. He took another puff of his cigarbefore chasing down a third person. This one was knocked flying and was smashed to death!

      “Awesome. Absolutely fucking awesome.” The mounted wastelands riders used their bigfoot birds to chase after the survivors, cutting down the defenseless wanderers like wheat. One of the riders sank his hook into the jaw of one of the wastelands nomads and dragged the barbarian behind him like a piece of garbage, leaving behind a smear of blood and gore on the ground.

      Cloudhawk’s entire body was as cold as ice, and he couldn’t stop the shivering. A look of confusion and rage was on his young face as he glared at the fat man. “W-why… why are you doing this?!”

      Scavengers also killed others, but that was only when they were starving. It was an act of madness that they only carried out for the sake of survival! These excavators didn’t lack for food. They were doing this for nothing more than pure amusement. Cloudhawk simply couldn’t understand why they were acting like this!

      “Hah! None of your fucking business.” The fat man spat loudly. “And you don’t know shit. These are roamers! Killing them is doing a service to the wastelands.”

      The four main ”organizations” in the wastelands were the scavengers (scavs), the excavators (diggers), the nomads (roamers), and the sweepers.

      Scavengers were at the bottom of the totem pole. Once a group of scavengers learned how to operate excavating machinery to search for weapons in the ruins or learned how to master other tools or trades, they would have a chance to set up their own society and become excavators themselves.

      Scavengers often drank highly contaminated water and ate mutated food. This sort of inhospitable environment caused many of them to slowly mutate in both body and mind. The vast majority of these mutants would become as savage and cruel as animals and would leave the society of scavengers to become nomad wanderers who would roam the lands and prey upon whoever they found.

      Once enough nomads gathered together in one place, they would eventually become groups of sweepers who swept through entire regions of the wastelands. Whenever they passed through a region, they would threaten the local scavengers and excavators alike with the risk of utter annihilation.

      How many scavenger, excavator, nomad, and sweeper organizations existed in the wastelands?Far too many.

      This ancient city alone was filled with many different scavenger camps, as well as countless excavator and sweeper and groups.

      In the end, the twenty-plus scavengers were sent to the temporary excavator base.

      This base was a strangely shaped building that was planted into the ground like an inverted pyramid. It was enormous and although it had clearly seen better times, it was still obvious that it was both in pattern and style something the likes of which had never before appeared in any period of human history. This building was something that suddenly appeared upon this vast earth.

      A jerry-rigged truck was parked in the shadow of the inverted pyramid. It had a total of five wheels, with the sole frontal wheel being the smallest. The two wheels in the middle were larger, while the two wheels in the back were almost half the size of a man. The truck itself was large and highly functional, with its sides covered by random steel chains and wire circles. It looked like a giant ugly lizard, but it seemed capable of bearing a heavy load.

      The fat man leapt out of his vehicle and hollered, “Mad Dog, hurry up and come say hello to the fresh meat!”

      The man nicknamed ”Mad Dog” was the fellow standing next to the truck. He was an awesomely muscled black man who was 1.9 meters tall. His bald head and face were both covered with all sorts of scars, large and small. One of the scars looked as though it had been left by someone who had chopped his head in half, only for someone else to somehow use a large number of needles and thread to stitch the pieces back together.

      Savage, ferocious, hideous. These three words were invented to describe him!

      Mad Dog was a man of some status, but his equipment looked quite simple and crude. He didn’t have any firearms of his own. All he had was a pair of daggers that were tucked into sheaths around his waist. He was dressed in a set of leather armor that bristled with spikes that mostly served to protect his chest and abdomen. His muscular arms and his shoulders were completely bare, looking like chiseled slabs of black marble.

      The black man coldly swept the scavengers with his gaze. Wordlessly, he turned and pulled open the chains to the truck, revealing the many items it held within it. “Choose for yourselves!”

      The scavengers stared at the large pile of miscellaneous weapons in front of them. There were spears, machetes, hammers, axes… Although these items were all rather clumsily-made ”cold weapons”, for scavengers, they were still incredibly rare and valuable.

      “Pick a weapon that suits your hand. Whether or not you’ll be able to survive will be up to you.” The fat man said to Mad Dog, “Let them enjoy a last supper. They probably aren’t gonna have another chance like this again!”

      The fat man clearly didn’t give a shit about the feelings of his recruited scavengers, given that he said these words openly and loudly.

      Looks of terror appeared in the eyes of the scavengers. They had no idea what sort of cruelty and savagery they were in for.

      They had no choice but to start choosing their own weapons. Machetes and axes carried a lot of power, but Cloudhawk wasn’t strong enough to use them. In the end, he chose a short sword that was less than three feet long. When Cloudhawk felt the cold metal of the sword cool his hands, he couldn’t help but feel slightly more at ease.

      No matter what happened, he would accept it. Even if his chances of surviving were slim, he would still try his best to stay alive. Cloudhawk refused to be a lowly scavenger for the rest of his life. He didn’t want to die alone and forgotten like the old-timer had.
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      A faint, cloying smell emanated from the wax paper, assaulting his nostrils with its fragrance. It was an intoxicating feeling that would make a man feel like he was dreaming.

      Two pieces of tough black bread and a bottle of lightly contaminated water. The scavengers had never even seen such high quality food before. As such, they were lost in a state of incredible bliss.

      Cloudhawk’s hands shook as he slowly unwrapped the waxy paper, looking almost like a devout pilgrim who was handling a sacred object. Just like that, the two pieces of hard bread appeared before his eyes. Their fragrance grew even stronger than before, causing his mouth to almost immediately water. Bread. This was bread!

      He had seen pictures of this food before in books. He never would’ve imagined that such a legendary delicacy would appear in his very own hands. In the ruins, these two pieces of bread would be worth a man’s life. No. They would be worth the lives of ten men!

      Cloudhawk carefully broke off a small piece of bread and put it into his mouth. He closed his eyes, carefully savoring the taste. He first allowed his saliva to slowly soften the tough bread, allowing its unique flavors to spread across the tip of his tongue. This sensation felt so wonderful that it seemed almost unreal, completely intoxicating him. It was as if he were dreaming.

      However, this wonderful dream was rudely and abruptly interrupted.

      A skinny but muscular figure walked towards him, machete in hand. The man’s face sported a hideous knife scar. Who was this? It was the man who led the others in stealing Cloudhawk’s meat just yesterday.

      He had come to take part in this activity as well!

      Cloudhawk picked up his short sword, glaring at the scar-faced man with undisguised hostility. He looked almost like an enraged young leopard. Yesterday, he had already eaten his fill and so there was no need for him to fight to the death. Today, things were different. If anyone dared to try and take his bread away from him, he’d plunge his short sword through that person’s heart, even if it meant dying with him!

      “I’m not interested in your food!”

      “Then what do you want?”

      The scar-faced man gave him a strange look, which flickered into a chilling one. “See that over there? There are only three diggers, but that truck is filled with bread and water. All of us are armed. Why don’t we give it a shot?”

      There were only three excavators guarding the truck, none of whom were armed with firearms. It was highly likely that the excavators had brought the scavengers here to send them to their deaths. Rather than sit here and wait to die, why not join forces and kill the three instead? Food, weapons, water… These were the most important things the wastelands had to offer and they would be able to obtain all three in one go!

      When the scavengers thought back to how utterly delicious the bread was, their eyes couldn’t help but turn bloodshot. A communal greed and desire to kill began to quickly rise within their hearts.

      Kill them all! Chop them into mincemeat!

      The scavengers all rose to their feet. The scar-faced man glared at the irresolute Cloudhawk. “You comin’ or not?”

      All men had desires and the desires for food and survival were amongst the most powerful. In fact, Cloudhawk wanted to join them, but… the experiences he had gone through while living in the ruins for so many years made it impossible for him to trust the scar-faced man and the others. An underage, undersized youth… Even if they did manage to seize all the bread and water, would the scar-faced man and the others really share it with him?

      The answer was obvious.

      There was no way the scar-faced man would give him so much as a single roll of bread. Instead, all the scavengers would join together to wipe out the weaklings of the group because with each person they killed, each survivor would gain a correspondingly greater amount of resources.

      And… would the scavengers even be able to succeed?

      This question seemed idiotic. Twenty against three? The answer was obvious. But, for some reason, Cloudhawk had a very bad feeling about what was about to happen!

      Cloudhawk snuck a glance at the black man. When he did, he couldn’t help but feel his scalp grow numb. It was as if a bucket of icewater had just been poured over his head.

      The savage-looking black man was actually looking straight at the scavengers, as if he could hear what they were saying.

      Their gazes met.

      Cloudhawk felt as if he had been struck by a thunderbolt. The pitifully limited vocabulary he possessed wasn’t even close to being enough to describe the feeling those eyes gave him!

      That sharp, fierce glare contained an indescribable, awesome power. It didn’t feel like the gaze of a man; rather, it felt like the gaze of a terrifying mutabeast. There was a naked warning in that gaze: All of you are nothing more than a group of pitifully weak prey. You aren’t even worth worrying about!

      Cloudhawk could sense every muscle in his body turning taut with fear. It was as if he were a juvenile animal who had just been paralyzed with terror. Although he knew he had no chance of surviving, his subconscious desire was to fight back!

      “Don’t go.” Cloudhawk summoned every scrap of courage and strength he had to finally break their shared gaze, only to find that he was drenched in icy sweat. He whispered, “You are all gonna die!”

      “You useless piece of crap!” The scar-faced man spat hard and then said to the other scavengers, “Let’s kill those diggers, then come back and deal with this piece of trash.”

      “Alright!”

      The twenty-plus scavengers began to move in unison, their eyes filled with a silent grimness. Everyone who lived within the wastelands knew exactly what that grim look signified. The scavengers had transformed into a pack of wolves or, to be more precise, they had become a pack of hungry wolves stalking their prey.

      Mad Dog was neither nervous nor impatient. He just continued to puff on his cigarette as though the pack of hungry human wolves in front of him didn’t even exist.

      He did momentarily glance at the skinny youth who was silently squatting next to the wall and chewing on a piece of bread. That particular scav was a bit interesting. He was clever and sharp. The kid’s gaze had been almost bestial, filled with a certain stubborn wildness. He had actually managed to lock eyes with Mad Dog for quite some time without breaking down.

      Most importantly, the kid had a good nose for danger. Was that the reason he elected not to join the others in their suicidal plan? What an interesting kid!

      “Whaddya doing?! You lookin’ to die?!”

      “You overestimate yourselves, you cockroaches. All of you need to back the fuck up!”

      By now, the other two mercenaries had also noticed that the scavengers were beginning to move. They pulled out their weapons, cursing angrily with menacing looks on their faces. The scavengers, however, didn’t respond to them at all as they continued to draw closer and closer.

      “Eheheh. C’mon, guys. Why you gotta be like this?” Mad Dog let out a deep, hoarse chuckle that sounded like the hooting of an owl. When he smiled, the hideous scars across his face twisted and turned like so many ugly centipedes. He casually tossed his cigarette to the ground before grinding it into the mud with the tip of his boot. “Y’know, I was feeling pretty bored. Step aside, rookies.”

      “Mad Dog, boss, don’t…”

      The two mercenaries exchanged a glance with Mad Dog and immediately shut their mouths. They silently stepped aside, looking sympathetic as they glanced at the foolish scavengers.

      Mad Dog grinned savagely as he slowly pulled out his two gleaming machetes. The machetes were shaped somewhat like kukris, except the "backs” of the machetes were flat while the blades were curved. The blades were extremely wide and very top-heavy, requiring tremendous wrist strength to properly wield. The shocking thing was, after Mad Dog pulled them out, he casually tossed them to the ground, balling up his fists as he walked towards the scavengers.

      Why did he throw his weapons away?

      Why was he able to face more than twenty men without looking the slightest bit nervous?

      Why was he walking straight towards a large group of armed scavengers by himself?

      The scavengers had lost all rationality by now. They were bloodthirsty and brimmed with the desire to murder. None of what Mad Dog was doing made any sense, but all such considerations had long ago fled their minds. The scar-faced man let out a loud roar: “Kill!” And just like that, the dozens of scavengers charged forwards like a pack of starving mongrels.

      The scar-faced man lifted his machete up high, charging at the forefront of his pack. On his right was a scavenger who wielded a metal rod, while on his left was a scavenger who held an axe. These were the three strongest and most agile scavengers in this group, which was why they led the vanguard in this charge!

      Split their heads open! Chop their arms off! Take everything which belonged to them!

      These thoughts filled the scar-faced man’s mind and he was going to do exactly that. Except…, as soon as he lifted his machete, his movements came to a sudden halt.

      Mad Dog reached out lightning-fast with his right hand, his five fingers closing over his opponent’s wrist. Crack! The wrist was twisted in the opposite direction, twisted so hard that the bones could be seen poking out of the skin as blood poured from the puncture wounds.

      Next, Mad Dog followed up with a sweeping kick with his right leg. This kick landed upon the scar-faced man’s legs with the power of a steel whip and the scar-faced man was suddenly ”shortened” as his legs bent to a terrifyingly unnatural degree. The bones within his legs had been cleanly snapped apart in multiple places.

      Finally, a punch was thrown!

      The scar-faced man’s chest was completely caved in by this punch. Eight of his ribs were shattered into tiny pieces and he was sent flying backwards like a sandbag, instantly knocking flat several of the scavengers who were behind him.

      Right at this moment, the metal rod came slamming down towards Mad Dog.

      Mad Dog made it look as easy as picking flowers: a grab, a pull, and a toss. He first grabbed the metal rod, pulled it away from the man forcefully and then sent it back to him in a furious blow by slamming the rod straight through the man’s mouth. This forceful entry first shattered the man’s teeth into tiny bits, and then… crunch. A clear sound rang out as the metal rod exited through the back of the man’s skull. An enormous hole had appeared in his head!

      “Ahhhhh! Monster!”

      The axe-wielding scavenger was so terrified by this sight that he immediately turned tail and fled.

      However, Mad Dog wasn’t going to let him off. He leapt into the air, rising nearly two meters as he lifted his right leg past the man’s head and used it to deliver a crushing downwards blow towards the man’s skull.

      CRUNCH.

      The cervical vertebra was cleanly severed!

      As for the head itself, it was actually shoved into the man’s chest by the terrifying force of Mad Dog’s strike. The inconceivable power of this strike actually drilled the scavenger’s legs into the ground, almost like a nail being hammered into the earth. He stood there, unable to fall down and of course, he was deader than dead!

      “Ahahah!” Mad Dog’s savage face was filled with berserk delight and a look of absolute intoxication. It was as though he had already completely lost control of his mind. “C’mon, keep it up! I haven’t had enough fun yet!”

      The two mercenaries mentally groaned when they saw this scene. The boss had entered one of his incredibly dangerous berserk states. This state was the reason why his nickname was ”Mad Dog"!

      Neither of the two rookie mercenaries dared to move too close to him!

      The scar-faced man was lying on the ground, somehow still alive and struggling to draw breath. Mad Dog stepped directly onto his face, completely caving it in and causing the white brain matter to explode forth from his face, almost as though it was sick of being in the man’s skull and impatient to move elsewhere. Mad Dog had crushed the man’s skull as easily as one would crush a chicken egg.

      This entire process had taken less than five seconds. Mad Dog, using utterly brutal and bloody methods, had instantly defeated and slain the three strongest scavengers. His attacks were so clean and measured that he had clearly perfected them over countless ”practice” sessions. His power was simply inhuman, and it was utterly bone-chilling!

      He was no man. He was an absolute devil!

      The scavengers were all terrified out of their wits, with the more cowardly ones peeing themselves on the spot. Cloudhawk stared wide-eyed at all of this. If he hadn’t seen it all happen in person, there’s no way he would’ve believed that any man could be as strong as this!

      Mad Dog charged forwards towards the other scavengers, grabbing the machete out of the scar-faced man’s lifeless hands. Just as he was about to begin massacring the rest…

      Boom! A rumbling sound could be heard as the porcupine-shaped vehicle came flying through the sand-swept air, having flown off the edge of one of the sand dunes just outside.

      The fat man, cigar in mouth, was seated in the shaking vehicle. His left hand controlled the steering wheel as his right hand pulled his gun out of its holster. Both the vehicle and the fat man himself were midair when the fat man acted. He drew his gun and shot at Mad Dog without even aiming.

      A bullet tore through the air, moving dozens of meters in a split second.

      Clang!

      The machete in Mad Dog’s hands was struck head-on and shattered into two pieces.

      Cloudhawk was stunned once again. The fat man didn’t seem to possess any skills at all, but he actually was a terrifyingly skilled marksman. His inconceivable accuracy was just as inhuman as Mad Dog’s strength!

      The vehicle sped straight into their temporary base.

      “Mad Dog, what the actual fuck are you doing?” The fat man stared at the three obliterated corpses on the ground. “Messing around and killing one or two of them is one thing, but are you planning to wipe out all of these fuckers?”

      “I lost control for a second.” Mad Dog shook his head hard, seemingly back in control of himself again. “They are still alive, right? No big deal.”

      The fat man knew of Mad Dog’s problem. Whenever the guy killed someone, he often entered a berserk state. Thank goodness he had managed to come back just in the nick of time.

      “Slyfox, what’s the point of you even bringing these pieces of crap with you?” Mad Dog was now extremely irritable and impatient. “Way I see it, all you are doing is wasting our time!”

      “How are you supposed to catch any fish without bait? Alright, stop yapping.” The fat man patted Mad Dog on his shoulders. “Our employers for this mission are quite extraordinary and the mission rewards are quite incredible!”

      Mad Dog said nothing further.

      The fat man turned to glance at the remaining scavengers. “Enough. Now that we’re all here… listen up, you dirty scavs! I’ll give you half an hour to prepare!”

      “I’m not going anywhere!” A terrified-looking scavenger suddenly cried out.

      This was different from the jobs that the excavators usually had the scavengers do. These excavators were all freaks. If they followed these excavators, all of them would definitely die.

      Bang!

      No one even saw the fat man pull the trigger.

      The fat man had personally modified his gun, and the bullets were custom-made as well. The enormous power of the slug actually caused the protesting scavenger’s head to completely blow apart. Moments later, the protestor slumped to the ground, white brain matter oozing out from his shattered skull onto the ground. His entire body was twitching involuntarily.

      The other scavengers all felt a chill go through their spines.

      As for Cloudhawk, he continued to sit there next to the wall, watching as he slowly popped the final piece of bread into his mouth. He then finished off his final mouthful of water.

      The old-timer’s words echoed in his mind. A man can become either a chess player or a chess piece. Chess players could choose how they wish to play. Chess pieces cannot.

      Everyone had the chance to become chess players, but they had to be incredibly careful with each choice they made. Once they became chess pieces, their lives would no longer be under their own control. Anger, terror, resignation… None of those feelings would matter. Once you became a chess piece, if you overestimated yourself and still thought yourself to be a player who had the power to choose your own fate, the result would be that you would end up like the scar-faced man and the others.

      This principle was why Cloudhawk had already made up his mind on what he was going to do. He was going to be a good little chess piece and wait for the right moment to jump off the board and become a player once more.
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      Nightfall. Night signified the cold. It also signified death.

      An enormous rat skittered through the ruins, its pitch-black form merging into the darkness of the night as its beady little crimson eyes swept left and right. The area around it was rife with ditches of water. The water was a deep green color and thick with the aura of rot and contamination. The corpses of many unknown animals had long been steeped within that foul water.

      There was some type of algae-like growth which could be seen in spots throughout this area, emanating their dim, sickly fluorescent light. The light wasn’t enough to illuminate anything; all it could do was make the dark night seem even more sinister and foreboding.

      The giant rat vigilantly scanned its surroundings. Finally, it came to a halt in front of a giant tunnel. This tunnel was perhaps a transportation hub of the Ancient Times, or possibly an entranceway to an ancient, enormous building. It was also possibly a building from one of the invading worlds… but by now, none of this mattered.

      The giant rat hesitated, unsure of whether or not it should go in. It could smell a strange, dangerous scent.

      Right at this moment, a large amount of torch light appeared, followed by the sounds of many people moving together.

      The giant rat was so startled it instantly dove into the tunnel. A few seconds later, it emanated a chilling screech from deep within. The giant rat’s screeching sound continuously receded, almost as if it was being dragged deeper and deeper into the tunnel. Finally, its miserable screeches were cut short, replaced by ripping, gnashing, and chewing sounds.

      A few minutes later, the light from a torch shone over this place.

      Mad Dog stared at the enormous ruins before him, a frown on his face. “You sure this is it?”

      The fat man pulled a match and used it to light the cigarette in his mouth. “The layout here is extremely complicated. Supposedly, those bastards are pretty sly. It’ll be dangerous if we try to force our way in and we’ll also set off the alarms. It’ll be hard for us to wipe’m all out.”

      Mad Dog frowned even more. “Then what should we do?”

      “Why do you think I brought so many pawns?” The fat man stared at Mad Dog as if his question were offensively stupid before tossing his half-smoked cigarette to the ground. “Rookies, send in the bait!”

      Several of the mercenaries walked over to the quivering scavengers. “Y’all deaf? Slyfox told you to move it!”

      The scavengers were both cold and frightened. The yawning black tunnel before them seemed to be the entrance into Hell itself. By now, even the most foolish of them could tell that they were just here to serve as bait. Bait to lure some people out. That was it!

      But… did the scavengers have the choice to refuse? Only if they could move faster than a speeding bullet. Otherwise, none of them would be able to escape Slyfox’s pistol!

      The scavengers had no choice but to be driven into the tunnel, raising their torches high as they slowly shuffled forwards.

      “Be careful in there, rookies.” The fat man lit another cigarette, puffing slowly in a relaxed manner as he watched the torches advance down the tunnel. “Take things slow. Let the pawns stay up ahead of you.”

      The tunnel was both cold and moist. It was filled with a strong stench of rot and decay as well as many ancient abandoned algae-covered tools. Many mosquitoes could be heard buzzing throughout the tunnel. It was filled with the signs of dangerous creatures living within.

      Cloudhawk was simultaneously terrified out of his senses and quite puzzled. For some reason, he could vaguely sense that something was calling him from an unfathomably deep part of this dark tunnel. He never sensed anything like this before. The feeling was both subtle and indescribably peculiar.

      What secrets were hidden within? And what were those powerful excavators planning on doing?

      Ancient items from the Ancient Times weren’t the only things that littered the tunnels. The scavengers were also able to see many suspicious traces, such as tattered bits of cloth, animal carcasses, and congealed pools of blood. However, the layout here was quite complicated; after walking for twenty or thirty minutes, no one was able to tell which direction was which.

      Kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk.

      A shrill sound rang out from some unknown place, sounding almost like nails being drawn across a blackboard. The sound was ear-piercingly sharp and rang continuously, sometimes loud and sometimes soft. There was no way to tell where it was coming from.

      Darkness was something capable of bringing out the most primordial of fears, with the fear of the unknown possibly multiplying all other fears a hundredfold!

      The scavengers halted their advance, their bodies stiff with fear and foreheads covered with sweat. They didn’t know if they were to advance or to retreat. The darkness around them was filled with rustling sounds, causing their nerves to fray even more. In fact, they were almost at the breaking point already.

      “AHHH!!” A scavenger suddenly let out a horrifying, blood-curling scream. Only then did the others turn and see something they would never be able to forget. At some point in time, the area around them had become filled with bugs. The vast majority of the bugs looked like beetles, but there were also long, centipede-like creatures that hung from the walls, crawled on the ground, and even crawled up their bodies. The entire area was filled with the things.

      Cloudhawk frantically began to brush away at his clothes, legs, stomach, and back. He had no idea when so many bugs had crawled all over his body. He hadn’t felt them biting at him at all even though some of them had already begun burrowing their way into his flesh. He frantically clutched at his torch, pressing the blazing flames against his own body. It was better to suffer heavy burns than to let these bugs eat their way into his body and kill him!

      Bugs! There were bugs everywhere! They were so numerous and clustered so tightly that it was like an entire wave of bugs was before them!

      Even the boldest of men would be scared senseless when confronted with such a sight. By the time the scavengers on the perimeter noticed the bugs, it was already far too late. By the time they tore their clothes open, they found that their bodies had already been transformed into unrecognizable masses of blood and flesh, with many bulging lumps roaming about underneath their skin.

      “NO!”

      “AHHH!”

      Several scavengers let out horrified screams as they collapsed to the ground and the surrounding bugs all immediately swarmed towards them. They burrowed in through every available orifice, and if they couldn’t find any, they would make their own using their mouths.

      “RUN!” The scavengers were already at the point of completely breaking down. When this word rang out, it acted like a spark going off in a room full of gunpowder, setting all of their fears alight. The blazing fear burnt away all their rationality and intellect, causing all of them to scream in horror as they began to flee in every direction.

      A few managed to escape the bug-infested region. Before any of them had the chance to so much as relax, the ones at the front stumbled into some sort of trap.

      Whoosh! A large bucket of powerful green acid was overturned above them, splashing the acid down their faces and bodies. The powerful, corrosive acid instantly began to eat away at them, causing large clumps of acid-eaten flesh and hair to fall off their bodies as bloody blisters emerged on their faces and hands.

      “AHHHHHHHH!” A scavenger let out a horrified scream before turning and running straight towards Cloudhawk. Right now, he looked just like a demon. He clawed at his acid-eaten head out of blind instinct, scraping large chunks of flesh off his face, revealing the bloody skull within. The flesh on his fingers had already withered away, leaving only the bones… but oblivious to all of this, he continued to scream like a madman.

      Cloudhawk stared at this horrifying, heart-stopping sight. He was stunned and unable to give voice to his astonishment. His fear was overridden by an even more terrifying thought: these were all carefully prepared traps. Traps set by sentient, intelligent beings!

      A sharp spear suddenly shot through the darkness. The scavenger’s chest was pierced through as easily as paper. The terrifying strength behind the spear nailed both it and the scavenger firmly to the wall.

      A steel hook shot out as well, reaching one of the fleeing scavengers and ripping out half the flesh from his stomach. The scavenger didn’t seem to notice, continuing to scream madly as he fled as fast as he could. His blood and intestines gushed out and he only made it a few meters before he fell to the ground, all traces of life having left him.

      This was a slaughter. This was butchery!

      “Don’t be afraid. It’s all a trap. If we just…”

      The scavenger didn’t even have a chance to finish his words before a long knife chopped towards him through the darkness. The knife wasn’t that sharp, but its wielder was so terrifyingly strong that the knife sliced all the way through the scavenger, from the right shoulder blade to the lower flank. The man was ripped in half, the blood from his bisected body instantly spraying across the faces of those around him.

      His organs flopped out on the ground, still pulsing.

      The scavenger didn’t die right away, but all of his “courage” evaporated. All he could do was let out an absolutely inhuman scream, filled with such despair and horror that it hammered away at the spirits of the survivors like a mountain.

      Is that them? Have they finally come out? Cloudhawk saw strange creatures appear in front of him, the likes of which he had never before seen. The creatures were completely nude, but their bodies were completely covered with cancerous growths that looked like the knots on a tree or tree roots. From head to foot, they were covered with these gnarly, wart-like growths.

      They also had large growths atop their heads that appeared to be the most malignant of malignant tumors. They each had two legs that resembled that of a rat’s, with knees that bent backwards instead of forwards. This gave the creatures superior running and leaping capabilities. As for weapons, they primarily wielded long knives, spears, and stone hammers.

      The excavators had at least told them the truth about one thing: there really were sweepers here!

      In this day and age, human mutants could be seen everywhere. However, mutations were generally uncontrollable, which meant that every single mutant looked different from one another. These sweepers, however, didn’t just look the same. They also maintained a modicum of intelligence. They were definitely an incredibly rare breed of mutant.

      One of the scavengers, gripped by despair, desperately counter-attacked. Slash! Alas, the scavenger’s knife couldn’t even cut through his opponent’s skin, coming to a halt on those gnarly, root-like lumps of flesh. The sweeper, however, struck out with the heavy stone hammer in his hands, delivering a vicious blow to the scavenger’s chest. The furious power of the blow pulverized the scavenger’s flesh and bones, instantly reducing him to a flattened chunk of meat clad in tattered human clothes.

      No way. Fighting head-on meant death. These creatures were far stronger than any human! Even worse, the sweepers were increasing in number. Their stone war hammers were terrifying weapons of mass destruction, each blow reducing one of the scavengers into a bag of pulverized meat!

      The scavengers completely broke down. No matter where they ran, they died. Faced with certain death, they all began to flee wildly, even knowing that in the end, they would end up as flattened hunks of flesh. The endless horror of it all, coupled with unrelenting despair, nibbled away at their minds and sanity. The little bit of strength and sanity they had left was only enough to let them cry and howl in misery.

      Something like this… if you never experienced them yourself, you would never be able to truly imagine what those howls sounded like.

      Anguished howls intermixed with the sounds of bones being crunched and shattered. It formed a strange, almost musical cadence that echoed throughout the tunnels, a song composed by the devil himself, a song that no one who heard it would ever be able to forget.

      One warm body after another was broken down and destroyed. One life after another was callously snuffed out!

      Prior to this experience, Cloudhawk never truly understood the concept of “Hell”. In this instant, all of his courage and heroic aspirations vanished before the sound of these hideous screams. The only thing he had left was a gamblers desire to roll the dice one final time as he followed the few surviving scavengers as they charged towards a passageway with fairly few sweepers.

      Crunch! The sound of yet another body being physically blown apart could be heard!

      One of the comrades who had been by his side just moments ago was suddenly felled by the hammer of a pursuing sweeper. Multiple sweepers immediately swarmed forward, surrounding the fallen figure and smashing down with their heavy stone war hammers. The corpse was reduced to a state where it was in even worse shape than the refuse on the ground!

      The sight of blood spraying everywhere provided Cloudhawk with an incredible shot of adrenaline. He felt as though all of his energy was focused into his legs and only a single thought was in his mind: Get the hell out of here!

      “AHH!” Right at this moment, one of the scavengers running in front of him let out a miserable scream as he fell to the ground, the pincers of some strange beast having clamped around his feet. This beast’s pincers appeared to contain a tremendous amount of force, with its clamping attack crushing almost every bone in the scavenger’s feet so badly that shattered bits of bone could be seen poking out of his skin!

      “Help me!”

      “I’m begging you, save me!”

      Cloudhawk fled past him without even thinking about stopping, but the scavenger actually managed to grab him by the feet. Thrown off-balance, Cloudhawk fell to the ground as well.

      The scavenger’s face was covered with tears and snot. “Help me!”

      Cloudhawk howled back, “I can’t save you! Let me go!”

      “Then give me a clean death!” The scavenger’s face was filled with despair. “If those devils get their hands on me… I’d rather die now!”

      Cloudhawk hesitated. He’d never killed anyone before! But right at this moment, he could see a dark figure moving straight towards them.

      “Give me a clean death!” The scavenger laid on the ground, howling with all his might, “I’M BEGGING YOU!”

      Cloudhawk let out a guttural, bestial roar before raising his short sword up high and plunging it into the man’s neck. Blood immediately spurted out, the stench of which assaulted his nostrils. Cloudhawk wiped his face, not bothering to pull out his blood-stained short sword. He kicked his right leg free from the man’s grip, clambered to his feet, and continued to furiously run down the depths of the tunnels!

      This execution was his first time killing another human being!

      He couldn’t forget the look of utter despair on the dying scavenger’s face. It seemed to have indelibly impressed itself into his heart, into his very soul.

      Cloudhawk’s eyes were bloodshot with shock and horror. He felt as though a volcano was rumbling deep within his soul, making him want to scream with rage and in anguish. However, this wasn’t the right time. The underground tunnels stretched out like a spider’s web and he had no idea how many dangerous creatures lived here.

      The dark figure behind him dropped its stone hammer, smeared with red blood and white brain matter, and reached to pull a javelin from its back. It threw the spear directly towards Cloudhawk!

      The javelin howled through the air. Sensing the impending danger, Cloudhawk instinctively leaned sideways, letting the sharp tip of the spear scrape right past his face. It was so close that it actually severed a few strands of his hair!

      The sweeper was rather surprised. It never would’ve expected a young human would possess such an acute sense for danger!

      Cloudhawk knew that the specter of death had just brushed past him. He continued to furiously run at full speed. Upon noticing a turn in the tunnel right up ahead, he immediately dashed in without hesitation. There was a split in the tunnels, with three different openings leading in three different directions. Cloudhawk chose one at random, charged in, and hid himself at the back.

      There was a limit to how much strength he had and he was already on the verge of collapsing. If he continued to flee, he would definitely be caught by the sweeper. His only chance was to entrust everything to luck and hope that the sweeper wouldn’t choose the tunnel he had entered.

      The dark figure came to a halt in front of the three tunnels. It hesitated there for a few seconds, not making a decision immediately. This sweeper was an experienced hunter. The sweeper could sense that the footsteps had come to a halt, meaning that the human hadn’t gotten far. He had to be still hiding nearby so the sweeper didn’t blindly run down one of the tunnels. Instead, the sweeper intended to rely on his acute hearing to locate the human.

      Currently, Cloudhawk was hidden less than ten meters away from the sweeper. His heart was hammering so hard that he felt as though it was about to burst out from his chest.

      This time, he was completely finished. The sweeper wasn’t going to leave. He was waiting, waiting for Cloudhawk to show himself. If Cloudhawk made the slightest sound, he would probably be immediately discovered and caught.

      What was he supposed to do? Cloudhawk clenched his fists, his palms sweaty. But right at this moment, he felt another powerful premonition of danger. Cloudhawk could feel something coming and immediately turned to stare towards his left. What he saw caused him to narrow his eyes.

      The walls of the tunnels here were lit by the fluorescent moss… and all of a sudden, soundlessly, an incredibly large black silhouette suddenly appeared on them. This creature had eight slender legs, with joints all covered with needle-like strands of bristles that were as sharp as knives. It had twelve blood-red eyes, each of which gleamed with a brutal, savage light.

      This was a mutabeast! An enormous mutabeast spider, one at least two meters long!

      The dangerous creature clung to the ceiling. Clearly, it already discovered Cloudhawk and was slowly crawling closer and closer towards him.

      Right at this moment, the sweeper heard something. It pulled out yet another javelin from its back and began striding in Cloudhawk’s direction.

      Cloudhawk’s forehead was matted with sweat and he found it impossible to tamp down his fear.

      Time to try something crazy! He shut his eyes and then howled as he jumped out of his hiding spot!

      Seeing its prey about to flee, the enormous spider flexed its eight legs and shot out right as Cloudhawk jumped out. The spider was a powerful predator that moved far faster than Cloudhawk did; it was certain that it would be able to catch its prey mid-leap.

      Just as Cloudhawk leapt out from behind his hiding spot, the sweeper’s arm flexed as it hurled its incredibly sharp javelin with enough power to penetrate clean through a man’s body.

      Time seemed to slow down. The dangerous mutabeast in flight inched ever closer, as did that lethal javelin. Cloudhawk frantically twisted his body midair and the javelin sliced a deep wound through his chest as it flew past him. He had almost miraculously dodged that strike!

      Ssssssss!

      The enormous black spider struck out with its limbs. Just as it was about to latch onto Cloudhawk with them, the oncoming javelin hit it almost perfectly on its head, causing it to let out an agonized screech!

      The sweeper stared, somewhat stunned. It certainly hadn’t expected something like this to happen!

      In that brief instant when the sweeper stood there dumbfounded, Cloudhawk fell to the ground and rolled to his feet, clutching his hands over the gaping wound across his chest as he furiously fled into another one of the tunnels. Just as the sweeper was about to chase after him, the injured and enraged mutabeast spider clambered to its feet and leapt straight towards the sweeper.

      “GRAH!” The sweeper was knocked down but immediately drew a short knife and plunged it into the spider’s soft abdomen. As for the giant spider, it used its sharp, venomous fangs to bite at the sweeper’s neck and shoulders. The two deadly creatures began to furiously attack each other, and as for Cloudhawk?

      He had long since disappeared into the tunnels.
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      Cloudhawk had just barely been able to escape, but he managed to find a quiet corner to hide and rest in. His chest blazed with pain. When he pressed a hand against it, his hand came away smeared in sticky fluids. Although he couldn’t tell how badly he had been injured, the wound was definitely a serious one. Wounds like this were extremely dangerous; even if he didn’t die from blood loss, the wound would probably become infected, causing an agonizing death later.

      Perhaps due to his physical weakness, or perhaps due to his severe loss of blood, Cloudhawk’s mind grew increasingly hazy. His eyelids began to droop. He really wanted to close his eyes and rest for a while, but he knew that he absolutely could not do such a thing.

      This place was dangerous, filled with countless dangerous creatures, and the stench of his blood would definitely attract those bloodthirsty beasts. For him to fall asleep right now meant that he would never wake up again.

      He was tired. He was in pain. He was beaten up. His willpower was almost used up. Death would be a form of escape, right?

      Cloudhawk willed that thought away. He hadn’t even left the ruins, much less the wilderness. He hadn’t fulfilled any of the promises he had made to himself. How could he accept death in a place like this? The old-timer would have laughed at him. He had to survive. He had to live!

      His desire to stay alive rekindled his spirit, like a stubborn flicker of flame that began to burn once more. His spirits roused, Cloudhawk removed his bloodstained clothes and tore several strips of cloth to tightly bandage his wounds. He had to find the exit as soon as possible. He had to leave this damnable place!

      The light from the fluorescent lichen provided him with a vague idea of where to go. However, the underground tunnels were laid out in such a complicated way that Cloudhawk had long since lost his sense of direction. He had no idea which way to go.

      But right then, that strange, subtle sensation appeared once again. It was as though something was calling out towards his subconscious.

      Cloudhawk wasn’t certain whether this feeling was real or illusory, but by now, he had run out of options. He decided to entrust his destiny to this sixth sense and follow the complicated underground tunnels downwards.

      His physical condition was rapidly deteriorating and this place was as complicated as a maze. Cloudhawk walked for several dozen minutes without being able to leave the tunnels, but that subconscious sensation grew stronger and stronger. As he continued to move towards the sensation, he finally saw an exit that glimmered with some faint light.

      He had made it! He had escaped! This had to be the exit. He had finally found it!

      Fuck those diggers. The only thing that matters is that I’m getting out of this alive!

      Overjoyed, Cloudhawk quickened his pace. Just as he was about to walk out from the “exit”, he came to a sudden halt as a stunned look appeared on his face. No. NO! SHIT!

      He’d arrived at a five-way intersection. The so-called “light”? It was just torch light emanating from torches that hung in this place. The walls here were filled with neatly arrayed bone spears and various tools, as well as a large amount of wind-dried smoked meat hanging from giant hooks. What really terrified Cloudhawk… was the fact that there had to be at least thirty or forty sweepers here!

      This place was no exit. This was the sweeper base! Instead of finding the exit, Cloudhawk had stumbled upon the heart of the maze?!

      There were also four or five tied up scavengers who had been captured alive and brought here by the sweepers. Like animals trussed up for slaughter, they were completely unable to move or flee. Their faces were deathly pale with despair and horror, but their mouths were completely gagged, preventing them from saying anything at all.

      Given the sweepers’ brutal disposition, it was guaranteed that the scavengers had horrendous fates in store for them.

      There were actually both adult sweepers as well as young sweepers here. However, all of them looked fairly similar, with bodies so tightly knotted with those strange growths of flesh that they looked like tree-men. These sweepers were able to reproduce, despite their strange mutation, and could even pass down their mutations to the next generation. This state of affairs was truly quite rare in the wastelands.

      The sweepers were gathered and kneeling in front of an upraised dais as they mumbled some arcane, unintelligible words. It was almost as if they were pious believers praying to a higher power.

      At the very top of the dais was a pitch-black jewel that actually defied the laws of gravity and simply hovered in the air. It was most likely this supernatural phenomenon instilled in the foolish sweepers a sense of veneration and dread towards the jewel, causing them to prostrate themselves before it as if it were a divine relic.

      Cloudhawk was stunned as well. What on earth was this?! He had an inexplicable feeling that the strange, subtle sensations seemed to be coming from this mysterious jewel. It was the jewel that emanated the strange song that drew Cloudhawk to this place. When he finally saw it, he was actually spellbound for a few moments.

      He was nothing more than a humble, low-born scavenger, after all. When had he ever seen such a marvelous item?

      The sweepers completed their rituals of obeisance. Two of them pulled out a guillotine-like instrument as the others dragged the hog-tied captives over. They lifted the guillotine’s blade and pressed the hands of a scavenger beneath it.

      “No. NO!” The scavenger let out a scream… and the heavy guillotine blade descended with a sickening crunch.

      The scavenger let out muffled, despairing howls as his two hands were completely severed. The other four scavengers were so terrified that their bodies went limp and they completely lost control of their bowels. The sweepers filled a vessel with the spurting blood and poured it over one of the young children.

      These mutants seemed to have skin with an absorptive property. After the blood was poured over the child, it was quickly absorbed into his body. The dozens of sweepers began to celebrate wildly, using the guillotine to chop the scavenger’s arms into multiple sections, as if they were chopping vegetables. They then linked the meat up to metal poles, preparing to smoke it.

      Brutal. Berserk! These twisted creatures delighted in torturing other living beings!

      The crazed cries of the scavengers brought Cloudhawk back to reality. He frantically shook his head, quickly coming back to his senses. By now, he was so frightened that his body was once more covered with cold sweat.

      Cloudhawk really wanted to slap himself! How could he fall into a daze at a time like this? Was he tired of living? This place was filled with deadly sweepers. If he was captured by them, he would end up like those poor scavengers. They’d first chop his hands and legs into multiple pieces before tormenting him endlessly until they let him die.

      Better to run right away!

      Cloudhawk carefully rose to his feet and edged backwards. But right at this moment, the scavenger at the very end was released from his bonds. Just as they were about to force him forward and severe his hands, he seemed to gain a burst of terror-born supernatural strength and speed. He somehow tore loose of the sweepers’ grips, dodged the nearby sweepers, and fled from them… straight towards Cloudhawk’s tunnel.

      His struggles were useless. One of the sweepers sunk a flying hook into his leg, toppling him to the ground. Just as he was being dragged back, from the corner of his eyes, he saw Cloudhawk tiptoeing back into the tunnels.

      Cloudhawk’s heart clenched. He had a bad feeling about this. He frantically dove back to his original hiding position… but it was too late.

      “Save me!”

      “Save me!”

      “SAVE ME!!!!”

      As the scavenger was being dragged back, he clawed at the ground with his fingernails, leaving deep furrows in the earth. He was screaming so hysterically that he didn’t even notice his fingernails splintering apart.

      He knew there was no way he could be rescued… but he wanted to stay alive! Like a drowning man, he would grab at any chance within reach, no matter how tenuous!

      Cloudhawk felt a chill course down his spine. Once again, he felt that sensation of incredible danger!

      The sweepers had ceased their celebrations. They all looked puzzled and several of them pulled out their spears as they raised their vigilance.

      Damn. He had been discovered!

      The scavenger who had been dragged back was killed by a single blow from a spear. As for the four or five spear-wielding sweepers, they began to slowly make their way towards Cloudhawk.

      Cloudhawk could sense danger enveloping him, making it hard for him to so much as breathe. He couldn’t help but tremble as he pulled his sharp metal shard from his waistband. Right now, this was the only weapon he had.

      Should he fight back? There was no way such a small piece of metal would pose a threat to these sweepers. Any of them would be able to kill him with ease!

      Should he flee? There was no way he could outrun the sweepers. Last time, he only escaped thanks to dumb luck. There was no way he would get so lucky yet again… and he didn’t even have the energy needed to run!

      Was he supposed to just wait here for death?!

      Death wasn’t always terrifying. However, waiting for death while being completely unable to fight back was truly unbearable!

      Cloudhawk had no plan and no ideas to deal with the situation before him. With each step the sweepers took, death drew closer and closer.

      The sweepers were all quite puzzled as well. They hadn’t heard any sounds at all. Was there really something hidden here? No matter what, they had to at least search the area!

      The sweepers drew closer and closer. Five meters. Four meters. Three meters…

      Cloudhawk’s heart was frozen with fear. He didn’t even dare breathe; all he could do was pray frantically. Don’t come over here. Please, no matter what, don’t come over here!

      But prayers like these were useless. The sweepers continued their advance.

      Cloudhawk tightly gripped his metal shard, his entire body taut. If he was going to die no matter what, he was going to go down fighting!

      The sweepers had extremely tough skins, right? Then he would stab them in the eyes!

      In two more steps, the sweepers would be in position to see Cloudhawk. Cloudhawk was already prepared to attack… but right at this moment, the sound of clear, ringing gunfire burst forth from another one of the tunnels. The sound of gunfire was exceptionally jarring, given how still this place was prior.

      It was the fat man!

      That damnably sly fellow. He used the scavengers as bait to attract the attention of the sweepers. After the scavengers were all dead, they followed the tracks back to the sweeper camp and then launched a surprise attack!

      Damn him! Damn him! That treacherous bastard! Because of him, dozens of scavengers died miserable deaths. Because of him, Cloudhawk himself very nearly died.

      However…, right now, Cloudhawk had to thank him!

      Two shots of gunfire rang out nearby as the fat man led his forces charging into the sweeper camp. How could the sweepers ignore them? They immediately all raised their weapons and moved to engage the attackers. As for the sweepers who were just about to discover Cloudhawk, they also joined their fellows in resisting these new invaders.

      Every single one of the dozens of sweepers left and the sounds of an extraordinarily fierce battle could be heard erupting from the other tunnel!

      Would that fat white man, the muscular black man, and their seven or eight mercenaries be able to defeat so many dangerous sweepers? Cloudhawk panted raggedly as he left his hiding spot, slightly dizzy from the lack of oxygen due to having held his breath for so long. Right now, there was only one thought in his mind: run!

      Just as Cloudhawk was about to act on this thought, he suddenly hesitated.

      The jewel! The jewel seemed quite extraordinary. The sweepers had all gone off to fight the mercenaries. Why not take the risk of stealing the jewel from them?

      When most people fled in the face of death, they would flee without hesitation and not look back. Cloudhawk’s train of thought was undoubtedly unusual. However, he was born into a humble, lamentable life; he didn’t want to give up any chance or item that might change his destiny. He already had the vague feeling that this jewel possessed certain inexplicable properties!

      He was going to take the chance!

      Cloudhawk charged into the sweeper camp, stepping over the mangled corpses that littered the ground. There was no fluorescent lichen on the walls here; the walls were instead covered with all sorts of strange paintings.

      One of the paintings depicted a large group of hideous, vile-looking mutants surrounding a similarly hideous creature. Perhaps these tree-like mutants were members of this large group?

      As for the creature itself, it was extremely large. It was dressed in strange leather armor and looked almost like a general. He was leading and commanding the mutants in a war against their foes. Their foes were ordinary human beings bearing firearms and the ordinary humans were being commanded by a tall, resplendent being.

      On one side was a creature that looked as vile and as hideous as a demon. On the other side was a lustrous, dazzling figure that looked like a divinity.

      On one side were the hideous, disgusting mutants. On the other side were the ordinary human beings!

      This scene clearly was a battle between darkness and light, a final battle between evil and good.

      There were too many paintings and Cloudhawk was in no mood to look at them all. He frantically charged towards the dais. He was going to grab the jewel and flee. He didn’t care about anything else!

      At least, that was the plan. Just as Cloudhawk was about to ascend the dais, he once more sensed great impending danger. He came to an immediate, sudden halt… and as he did, a javelin shot towards him at high speed.

      Swoosh!

      It just barely missed him, whisking past his nose. If it hadn’t been for the fact that Cloudhawk had come to a sudden halt, he probably would’ve been pierced by this javelin!

      Although he managed to dodge the specter of death, he still felt a sense of terror. He hadn’t expected, nor had he noticed, that not all of the sweepers had left. This time, there really was no place for him to hide!
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      Cloudhawk could hear a low growl emanating from behind him. This caused his heart to sink even further. There was a scavenger below the dais and his hideous, tumor-warped face was contorted into a mask of rage. The sweeper gnashed its jagged black teeth as it glared at him viciously.

      There was actually a sweeper here!

      This sweeper was fairly small, roughly the same size as Cloudhawk. The vast majority of sweepers had gone off to fight the mercenaries, leaving only the smallest one behind. The junior sweeper picked up yet another javelin and prepared to throw it. Although the sweeper was young, he was still able to throw javelins with enough speed and power to pierce a man’s body.

      Cloudhawk furiously leapt down from the dais, throwing himself towards the sweeper and knocking him to the ground. Cloudhawk used the sharp metal shard in his right hand to furiously stab at the sweeper, but the sweeper’s body was simply too tough. Cloudhawk’s own hand was sliced open by the metal shard, but he wasn’t able to pierce the sweeper’s body.

      Although the young sweeper was inexperienced, his body was still far tougher than Cloudhawk’s. A single kick from his two legs sent Cloudhawk into the air, and he landed on the ground over a meter away. Blood leaked from Cloudhawk’s nose and mouth and the world before his eyes turned blurry. He randomly tossed the metal shard as hard as he could.

      Crack!

      The sharp metal shard actually struck the young sweeper, but it wasn’t able to cause much damage at all. The young sweeper rose to his feet and used his javelin to stab at the human on the ground.

      Cloudhawk’s animalistic instincts warned him of the impending danger. He almost immediately rolled away to dodge the attack and the javelin split apart as it stabbed into the ground.

      Although this sweeper was very young, he was every bit as strong as a normal adult human. The sweeper let out a low growl, not expecting this scavenger to be so agile. He tossed away the shattered bits of javelin-wood in his hands, turned, and grabbed a long knife from one of the cabinets behind him.

      Cloudhawk picked up the broken half of the javelin. Just as the sweeper turned towards him, he used virtually all of his energy to jump to his feet and deliver a two-handed blow with the javelin, driving it towards the sweeper’s head.

      This strike used up almost all of Cloudhawk’s energy.

      Crunch! The tip of the broken javelin was driven straight through the sweeper’s left eye, penetrating quite a few inches. A large amount of black blood and other viscous liquids spurted out from the injury.

      The sweeper let out an agonized, maddened cry as he wildly lashed out with the long knife in his hands. As Cloudhawk dodged backwards, his shoulder was cut by one of the chops, resulting in a section of his flesh being sheared off.

      Agonizing pain!

      Cloudhawk retreated back to the dais. The young sweeper wildly flailed about for a few moments before finally falling to the ground, a look of agony and confusion in his remaining eye.

      Cloudhawk panted heavily, completely exhausted and feeble. He stared silently at the corpse of the young sweeper for a few moments. If the young sweeper hadn’t suffered a mutation, he probably would’ve been a human the same age as Cloudhawk himself. He was a sentient being who would’ve had parents, brothers, family…

      A pained smile appeared on Cloudhawk’s face as he turned, dragging his weary body up the steps of the dais. He stretched out his blood-soaked right hand and clenched it around the levitating jewel.

      Boom!

      The entire world seemed to shake. A swirl of dust appeared above the dais and both Cloudhawk and the strange jewel simultaneously vanished. It was as though they had evaporated into thin air, disappearing from the world!

      ……

      In the instant that Cloudhawk’s hand closed around the jewel, a stream of blindingly bright light leaked out from between his fingers. It was as though he wasn’t holding a stone in his hands but rather a miniature sun. In the same instant, a strange type of energy surged through his hands and into the rest of his body, seeming to infiltrate every single one of his cells.

      The incredibly powerful surge of energy covered the entire area, causing space itself to twist and distort.

      Cloudhawk had never seen such a horrifying sight before. Everything before him was twisting and distorting. It was as though the world around him was a bucket of water and someone was using a stick to stir up a whirlpool. The invisible energy furiously tore at every cell in his body, ripping every single one into a million little pieces.

      The entire world disappeared. Cloudhawk was brought into a new, strange world with no light, no dark, no matter, and no energy. It was a world filled with many rippling strings, some straight and some circular. Each time one of the strings thrummed, a strange sound could be heard.

      It was like hundreds of millions of guitar strings being played at the same time, forming an entire world unto themselves, with Cloudhawk being part of it. Cloudhawk was able to maintain his clarity of thought and stared in absolute terror at the bizarre world around him. He wasn’t certain if he was alive or not.

      The countless strings began to join together, forming all sorts of strange, chaotic lines of light which then blended and twisted together to form images. Cloudhawk had been “weightless” this entire time, but he suddenly sensed a powerful force drag him downwards.

      Bang! Cloudhawk landed against an extremely tough and coarse stone floor.

      Cloudhawk pressed his hands against the stone floor, wanting to throw up. Unfortunately, there was nothing in his stomach. His head was in a complete daze right now and his ears were ringing. He couldn’t even see clearly. All of his senses were in complete disarray so he wasn’t even able to tell if the world before him was real or fake. He had never experienced anything like this before.

      Slowly, his senses began to stabilize. As it did, the first feeling he had was… hot! Odd. Isn’t it night time? Why is the area around him filled with blinding sunlight?

      It was so hot. Where was he?

      Cloudhawk’s nose was filled with a sulfurous smell. As his vision grew clearer and clearer, the look of astonishment on his face grew greater and greater as well. What appeared before him was something that completely surpassed his wildest imagination.

      He beheld a world where the black stone ground was filled with so many crevices that it looked as though countless termites had bored through it. This entire world was like a piece of glass that someone had viciously stomped down on but had been unable to completely destroy. The chasms in the world were unfathomably deep, but flickers of flames could be vaguely seen, as though the fires of hell might erupt out from the chasms at any moment.

      Far away in front of him was a series of egg-shaped mountain ranges, shrouded in a layer of gauze-like dust storms. The mountains seemed to have been sculpted by human hands in the past and there had to be tens of thousands of those sculptures carved into the mountains. They were like chess pieces scattered across a board in a neat, orderly, and awe-inspiring manner.

      Where the hell was he? Was he dreaming?

      The air here was so hot that Cloudhawk could barely breathe. He immediately raised his head to stare towards the distant skies… and what he saw caused his eyes to nearly pop out of their sockets.

      There were two dazzling, light-emitting entities in the sky: a large sun and a small sun. They hung in the sky at the same time, emanating blinding halos of light that baked this cracked, parched earth. Aside from the two suns, there was also an utterly enormous red gas giant that filled nearly half of the sky. Two enormous windstorms could be seen on the gas giant in the form of two giant yellow ‘spots’, and a slanted ring of yellow light could be seen circling this gas giant. This scene truly was an absolutely stunning sight!

      How could his weak little heart possibly withstand such an incredible, unbelievable transformation in the world?

      “AH!!!!” Cloudhawk felt as though the blood in his body was flowing backwards and he couldn’t help but let out an uncontrolled, shrill scream. The jewel in his hands once more lit up and that strange surge of energy once more twisted the world around him. There was no way Cloudhawk could endure this transfer process a second time and he immediately fell completely unconscious.

      The spatial ripples around him vanished, as did he himself. The world around him remained as deathly silent and forlorn as ever, as though no living creatures had ever appeared on its surface before.

      ……

      Slyfox and Mad Dog had finished their bloody battle. They had suffered a few wounds, but the mutants had been completely destroyed and almost every last one of them had been wiped out.

      “Man, late-stage strength metas like you really are almost unstoppable in close combat.” The fat man roared with laughter and lit a cigarette for Mad Dog. “These were a rare breed of mutants: intelligent yet highly mutated, with the ability to stably propagate future generations. Every single one of these corpses will earn us a ton of money. This deal will keep us fed for half a year!”

      Mad Dog took a deep puff from his cigarette. He was also quite happy with his performance in this battle. “You always end up spending all of your money on women, you randy bastard. How long do you really think this money will last you? I’m warning you upfront. You are NOT allowed to touch my share of the money!”

      “The hell?! Man, you really don’t know how to talk to others!”

      The reason why they had been so successful was all thanks to the fat man first releasing so much bait into the tunnels. It had allowed the two of them to home in on the mutant camp. If it hadn’t been for that…, given how complicated the layout of the tunnels was, they probably wouldn’t have been able to locate it that quickly. These mutants were smart, after all.

      “Hey, boss!” A mercenary up ahead suddenly called out to them. “One of the scavs is still alive!”

      A living scav? No way!

      An emaciated youth was lying there on the ground, his face as pale as a sheet of paper and devoid of all blood. The kid had completely passed out.

      “Oho! The kid actually made it?”

      “You gonna take’m back with us, boss?”

      “Fuck that. You gonna be the one responsible for feeding him if I do?” Clearly, none of the scavengers knew what Slyfox was like and how he acted. He didn’t even view scavengers as being members of the same race as him; why would he ever fulfill his promises to them? He was, however, quite puzzled. “The kid ran around here for hours but managed to avoid suffering any injuries at all. He really does have some bullshit luck.”

      “Look at his chest.” An intrigued, clever look flashed through Mad Dog’s eyes. “Judging from the blood patterns, there should’ve been a wound there. A deep one, at that.”

      The fat man hesitated for a moment. “You tellin’ me…”

      “Give’m a try and we’ll know for sure.” Mad Dog pulled out a knife from his waistband. The knife flashed so incredibly quickly that it could barely be seen, and in the next instant it was already back in its sheath. A bloody wound appeared on the boy’s left arm and fresh blood began to leak out of it. Roughly ten seconds or so later, the bloody wound slowly began to close as the flesh and skin started to stitch itself together at a visible pace.

      “Fuck my eyes. He’s a meta!”

      The fat man’s face tightened while Mad Dog frowned. From the looks of things, the kid was actually a metahuman, but he only had first-stage regenerative abilities. It didn’t make sense for him to have been able to heal such a deep wound on his chest. What the hell was going on?

      “Take’m back with us, rookies!” Although there was no time for a detailed examination and no way to figure out what his specific power was, his healing speed alone proved that he had first-stage regenerative abilities. Anyone with a superpower was considered a metahuman and any metahuman was worth training.

      And so, the unconscious boy’s fate was completely changed!

      ……

      Cloudhawk dreamed. The contents of his dream were quite similar to that of the paintings he had seen. A group of hideous, evil, yet incredibly strong creatures were leading tens of thousands of mutants in a war against the human race. They were brutal, savage, and unspeakably cruel. The human race suffered repeated losses against them, to the point where humanity was nearly wiped out.

      And yet… right at the point of defeat, those radiant, sacred beings suddenly appeared. They gifted mankind with all sorts of miraculous weapons and in the end, joined forces with humanity to fight back against the tide, turning defeat into victory.

      The dream was a scattered one which came and went in fits and starts. The exact details were unclear, but the dream itself felt strangely real, almost as though he had personally taken part in it before.
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      It seemed to happen in an instant, but it also felt as though a thousand years had gone by.

      Cloudhawk slowly opened his eyes. He realized that he was lying out in the open so he frantically sat up while scanning right and left. The area was littered with piles of debris and ruined buildings. They were in the ruins and it was already day.

      Had it all been a dream? The injury on his chest was gone. The injury on his shoulder was gone. The place where the sweeper had kicked him and caused internal bleeding was completely pain-free.

      Even the wounds he’d taken from the scar-faced man’s beating had completely disappeared. It couldn’t have ALL been a dream, right?

      Cloudhawk sensed that his hands were clenched around something. When he lowered his gaze to take a look, his eyes narrowed. Wasn’t this the jewel he’d taken from the sweeper camp?

      The jewel wasn’t shining now; in fact, it no longer emanated the slightest bit of light. However, its formerly smooth surface was now covered with many slender “veins” of blood. It was as though his blood had been drained into it, with some left on its surface.

      The jewel looked completely ordinary and unremarkable. Anyone who saw it would judge it to be nothing more than an ordinary black rock. Aside from the many dark-red lines matting its surface, there really was nothing particularly special about it at all.

      “Woke up?” The fat man walked over to Cloudhawk. Cloudhawk hurriedly stowed the black stone away and looked somewhat nervously at the fat man. While this man always had a merry look on his face, he was actually an incredibly sinister person. The fat man, however, didn’t seem to mind how Cloudhawk looked at him. He actually tossed the boy a piece of bread. “Eat something first.”

      Cloudhawk hesitated for a few moments but was so hungry that he accepted the bread and began to gnaw at it. The piece of bread was as tough as wood, but to Cloudhawk it was an absolute delicacy.

      The mercenaries were busy dragging the various mutant corpses into rainproof bags. As for the fat man, he just lit a cigarette as he sat down. “Y’know, at first I was just lying to ya. But I just changed my mind. I’ll take you to our outpost.”

      Why did the fat man suddenly change his mind and become so nice? Cloudhawk personally witnessed him send dozens of scavengers to their deaths, treating them all like garbage!

      “You might not know this, but you are now a metahuman.” The fat man didn’t wait for Cloudhawk to ask the obvious question. “And don’t ask me what metas are. Fucked if I know. All I know is that we are a new breed of humans whose bodies have been improved in certain ways and are much more powerful than ordinary people. I’m a meta. Mad Dog’s a meta. And every other member of our mercenary company is a meta. Now, it seems you are a meta as well.”

      A surge of excitement entered Cloudhawk’s heart. Did this mean he would become as powerful as this chubby white man and the muscular black man in the future?

      The fat man took a puff on his cigarettes before continuing, “Buuuut… don’t have too many expectations. There are many different types of metas. There are strength metas, agility metas, control metas, perception metas, intelligence metas… and as for you, you are nothing more than a healing meta.”

      Cloudhawk didn’t understand. “A healing meta?”

      “Mad Dog’s a strength meta, which is why he can snap bones as easily as snappin’ twigs. Strength metas are suited for becoming close-combat warriors. I’m a control meta: I have absolutely perfect control over every single part of my body, allowing me to aim and move with absolute precision. That’s why I can shoot your balls off from a hundred paces without even looking. I can control any tool or weapon with perfect precision.”

      “Then what about me?” Cloudhawk was rather impatient.

      “You?” The fat man snickered. “All you do is heal a bit faster, but what the fuck good is that? If a bullet hits you in the head, you are as dead as anyone else. That’s why healing metas are the most useless of all metas. I mean, I can’t exactly use you to block a mutabeast’s attack for me, right?”

      The most useless type of metahuman? Cloudhawk couldn’t help but feel a bit disappointment.

      “Heh!” The fat man gave him a hard pat. “Cheer up. Less than one person in a hundred is a meta. You are already pretty lucky! Healing metas might not be useful, but at least you’ll recover your energy much faster than ordinary people. That means you’ll be useful as a laborer. Don’t worry! Just follow me.”

      A thunderous booming sound suddenly rang out from the direction of the wastelands. This sound started off small but quickly grew much louder, almost as though it were generating sonic booms as it traveled through the wastelands at incredible speed.

      “Fuck! Finally!” The fat man flicked away his cigarette and rose to his feet, his hands resting against the pistols around his waist. He barked at the others, “Everyone, look lively!”

      The resting mercenaries all jumped to their feet, with Mad Dog drawing his two snowy blades as well.

      Cloudhawk didn’t understand why the mercenaries were acting this way, but the thunderous booms coming from the wastelands were incredibly close by now. When he turned to squint towards where the sounds were coming from, his eyes suddenly widened. He saw something so completely inconceivable that his eyes nearly popped out of their sockets.

      A small black dot appeared in the night sky. It seemed to have come from the distant heavens and as it slowly cruised through the heavens, it grew larger and larger.

      It was actually a large airship a hundred meters long!

      There were a couple of obvious patches on the airship’s enormous gas sac and spots of rust could be seen throughout its metallic frame. Evidence of makeshift repairs could be seen everywhere, with some parts of it actually bulging outwards, as though they were about to break apart at any moment. Overall, however, this was an incredibly complete airship.

      Its exterior walls and copper tubing were all neatly arrayed and the engines at the back constantly emitted plenty of hot steam as four sets of propellers spun furiously, ensuring that the ship was able to advance at an even keel. Black cannons protruded from various openings on each side of the airship, projecting awe and menace.

      In Cloudhawk’s eyes, this enormous thing was something out of the very legends.

      The airship slowly began to descend, finally coming to a halt in front of the mercenaries’ campfire. As it did, a powerful wind blew past, sending rocks tumbling across the ground and half-extinguishing the campfire. The wind was so strong that Cloudhawk could barely open his eyes.

      Clank! The rusty door to the airship swung open and a black figure emerged from amidst the wind and sand.

      This man was tall and very muscular. He was dressed in a set of black leather clothes that completely covered his entire body, exposing nothing to the elements. He wore a black breathing mask that was shaped like a stork’s beak and was connected to quite a few wires and tubes. The faint sound of heavy breathing could be heard coming from the mask and white steam could be seen billowing out of the exhaust tubes. In truth, he looked like a monstrous humanoid with the face of a long-billed bird.

      Mad Dog’s looked extremely wary.

      The fat man looked the way he usually did, but his hands never strayed away from his two pistols as he sauntered towards the black-garbed man. “We’ve already found the targets you wanted. Where’s the stuff we want?”

      The black-garbed man didn’t even glance at the fat man. He just gestured with a hand, causing several men to emerge from the armored airship. These men were dressed in white hazmat suits and came rushing out with toolboxes at the ready as they moved towards the corpses on the ground. They pulled open the rainproof body bags and examined the bodies. One of the white-garbed men nodded. “They look fine!”

      The black-garbed man tossed a box to the fat man’s feet.

      One of the rookie mercenaries went to pick up the box and opened it up. There were multiple firearms neatly arrayed inside the box, as well as a large amount of gunpowder and several needles of various colors.

      The fat man let out a sigh of relief. “Happy doin’ business!”

      “Wait a moment!” For the first time, the black-garbed man spoke. His gravelly voice sounded like that of a tightly controlled wild beast’s and it sounded incredibly strange coming through that breathing mask. “Did any of you find anything unusual? For example, a strange rock?”

      Cloudhawk’s heart nearly came to a stop!

      The fat man frowned. “The place was filled with rocks. Didn’t see any special ones.”

      “Are you certain?”

      The black-garbed man slowly raised his head.

      Even though his face was completely covered by that strange mask, all of the mercenaries could still sense an incredibly dangerous and sharp gaze sweep through them, causing all of them to take a few nervous steps back.

      Everyone instantly felt they’d been pierced through by that gaze. As for the fat man, he was rather irritated. “The hell is this all about?”

      “Nothing.” The black-garbed man withdrew his gaze and then said slowly, “That stone is completely useless to you. If you are able to find it in the future, I’ll pay you a hundred times the commission you earned today!”

      The mercenaries all sucked in deep breaths. What? A hundred times the commission? The commission for this mission was already equivalent to an entire year’s worth of commissions. To multiply that figure a hundredfold… fuck, what the hell type of rock was this?!

      By now, the corpses of the sweepers had been loaded into the airship.

      The four propellers once more began to spin, kicking up another storm of wind and sand as the enormous airship began to slowly rise into the air. The copper tubes once more began to generate those booming sounds that sounded like the rattling coughs of someone suffering from lung disease before they finally began to spurt out large streams of air. The airship slowly began to speed up before finally disappearing off into the horizon.

      The fat man lifted the chest, looking completely satisfied. He walked next to the wide-eyed and slack-jawed Cloudhawk and gave him a hard slap on the shoulders. “Crazy, right? That thing is a helluva high-class toy!”

      Cloudhawk tightly clenched the rock in his hand, trying his best to act normally. His voice, however, couldn’t help but quaver a bit. “W-who were they?”

      “A bunch of mysterious bastards. Who knows? Some of the real rulers of the wastelands, that’s for sure!” The fat man clearly didn’t know much about them either. “Doesn’t really matter. Small fry like you will probably never get a chance to meet people like them. Hell, best if you don’t. Those guys really do kill people without even batting an eyelid. To them, we’re nothing more than ants!”

      Were they truly so strong that even these powerful mercenaries looked up to them in awe?

      Cloudhawk had no idea what sort of amazing treasure he had stumbled upon. The mysterious rock just laid there calmly within his hand and when it pressed against his flesh, he felt as though the rock were part of his body.

      The fat man called out in a loud voice, “Form up, form up! We’re going back!”

      The mercenaries all whooped in celebration as they boarded their patchwork vehicle. The crude, multi-wheeled behemoth let out a few angry rumbles before charging through the uneven wastelands.
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      The setting sun was as red as blood, staining the ground with its crimson light. Sand was being kicked up throughout the desert wastelands.

      The patchwork vehicle was like a berserk animal charging straight towards the outpost. Moments before it collided with the gates, the driver furiously spun the wheel, causing the car to come to a loud, screeching halt in a horizontal “parked” position. The wheels dug two deep gouges into the soft earth before the vehicle was finally stabilized, even though it shuddered and clanked as though it were about to burst on fire. A few pieces of unknown machinery actually broke off and fell to the ground.

      “Ahaha!” The fat man let out a jubilant laugh, not worried about the vehicle at all as he snuffed out his cigarette on the dashboard. “We’re back!”

      After suffering through this unspeakably rocky ride, Cloudhawk couldn’t help but start to puke up a storm. Alas, there was no food in his stomach so all he was able to puke up was bile. As for the surrounding mercenaries, they all started to laugh and mock their latest rookie.

      “Hahaha!”

      “This kid is such a pussy. He’s useless!”

      “If you wanna go back and be a scav, there’s still time!”

      Cloudhawk felt as though his intestines were falling apart. Who the hell could endure a car ride like that?

      These mercenaries drove like suicidal madmen. This was Cloudhawk’s second time riding a car. For him to be able to endure it for as long as he did was already quite impressive. Cloudhawk lifted his head and was about to start arguing with the mercenaries, but the words died on his lips as he stared numbly forward.

      This was a place that could actually be called a town. It was ringed with a layer of bristling steel wire fences, with many ruined tires, boulders, and sandbags stacked together to form a defensive “wall” and a series of wooden watchtowers overlooking from behind. The watchtowers were roughly seven or eight meters tall, each garrisoned by numerous archer guards.

      “Tartarus mercs. Open up!”

      The “gate” was really just a heavily modified jumbo truck that was parked horizontally in front of an opening. Once the guards verified their identities the truck drove off to one side, allowing them to enter. The outpost was filled with many ragged, makeshift houses that were clustered in a haphazard fashion, the vast majority of which had people within. At the very center, there was an exceptionally eye-catching tall building.

      So this was an excavator base?

      Cloudhawk’s heart filled with incredible eagerness and excitement. All his life, for as far back as he could remember, he’d been a scavenger who tried to survive the ruins as best he could. Every day, he ate bugs and grass to stay alive while drinking highly contaminated rainwater. Becoming an excavator… this was Cloudhawk’s dream!

      The outpost was now before his very eyes. Was he about to discard his former life of dining on the wind and sleeping out in the open?

      Some of the guards walked over to greet them. “Y’all have been gone for several days. Must’ve made a killing this time!”

      The outpost guards were dressed in bronze-colored leather armor and wore both wind goggles and breathing masks that covered half of their faces. Their gazes focused on Cloudhawk and one of them said rather maliciously, “Hey, a fresh face? That’s against regs!”

      Regs? In this era, there was no such thing as regulations!

      These people were nothing more than watchdogs. Mad Dog and Slyfox didn’t hold them in any regard, but there was no point in offending them needlessly. In addition, they really had made a killing on this mission. Slyfox magnanimously offered the guards half a pack of cigarettes. “A killing? We risk our necks every day. You guys have it much better. This kid is a new recruit. Take it easy on us, arrright?”

      “Slyfox, no need to be so polite. How could we make things hard for you? Hurry on in!”

      Mad Dog gave the rather dazed Cloudhawk a hard push and the boy immediately scurried inside alongside the mercenaries.

      In a chaotic era, building up a homeland was no easy task. Everyone had to start from scratch and everything you needed you’d have to manufacture yourself. Blackflag Outpost was fully equipped and outfitted, making it quite the rare sight in the wastelands. It had inns, bars, warehouses, parking lots… it essentially had everything.

      As a central excavator hub, it also had all sorts of things for sale. Metal instruments, strange parts, leather and cloth… all types of shops and stalls could be found here. If you were lucky and skilled enough, you’d be able to use those parts and components to cobble together a suit of armor, or perhaps a pistol. In fact, you might even be able to assemble your own vehicle.

      This place was an excavator base. A completely different world!

      “Blackflag Outpost aint a charity operation. Every single person who lives here has to pay a price to stay. Wanna enjoy the resources this place has to offer? Then use your life to fight for it!” The fat man summarized it thusly: “This place is Heaven for the strong, but Hell for the weak.”

      After speaking, he reached down out of habit to grab a cigarette, only to remember that he already gave away that half-pack. He let out a few curses towards the gate guards before continuing to speak to Cloudhawk. “Remember. If you aint strong enough, then this place won’t be much better than the wastelands. In fact, it could be worse!”

      Right at this moment, Cloudhawk noticed a number of skeletally thin women dressed in tattered rags standing by the roadside. Ignoring the piercing cold, they put on all sorts of alluring poses as they tried to seduce the men passing by, their faces entreating all who would look.

      “What are they doing?”

      “In this day and age, men trade their lives while women trade their flesh. That’s how the world works!”

      Cloudhawk was slightly stunned.

      “You’ll see people like them everywhere. Give’m a piece of bread and you can play with their bodies however you like. The tents, the back rooms, the alleyways, the intersections… they really are everywhere.” Slyfox was an experienced old hand in this regard and put his knowledge on full display, not really caring whether Cloudhawk understood or not. “Problem is, the streetwalkers are no good. Most of them have mutations and if you screw’m enough you’ll catch something from’m. The better ones are generally found in bars or in someone’s private collection. Those’ll be a bit more expensive.”

      Slyfox continued to impart his wisdom, but Cloudhawk didn’t hear a single thing the fat man said. His attention was completely focused upon one woman sitting on the ground. She was so gaunt that she seemed to have no flesh on her bones; she really was nothing more than skin and bones. A festering sarcoma covered half her face and most of her hair had fallen out, revealing a large number of pus-filled pimples. In her arms, she held an infant wrapped in tattered rags.

      The foul stench of rot and decay emanated from the rags. Clearly, the infant had died many days ago.

      The look in the woman’s eyes stirred something in Cloudhawk’s heart. He had seen this look on far, far too many occasions, a look of despair, pain, and complete numbness, almost as if she had fallen into a hell of endless darkness, never to see a sliver of light again. Her ruined body still struggled at death’s door, but she herself was already mentally dead.

      “The fuck you looking at?” Slyfox irritably slapped Cloudhawk upside the head. “I’m warning you. From the looks of her, she’s probably filled with all kinds of mutations. If you screw her, your dick will probably rot off inside!”

      Cloudhawk was dragged away by the mercenaries. As for the woman, she just sat there with her rotting baby in her arms, not moving at all. It was as if she herself were nothing more than a corpse waiting to rot away. As for the passing travelers, few of them spared her a glance. Most of them had long since grown accustomed to such sights.

      Cloudhawk began to grow confused. Weren’t all excavators supposed to be able to dress in warm clothes, eat warm bread, and drink clean water? Why was what he saw completely different from what he had imagined?!

      It was like his excitement and anticipation had been doused in a pail of icy water. It was like a child eagerly unwrapping a present, only to find a pile of shit inside.

      The outpost had quite a few crude shop stalls. However, there was no money here; the system was operated purely through bartering, with food, bullets, and fuel being the most commonly used instruments of trade.

      Next to them was a small inn, not quite thirty square meters in size, filled with murky smoke. A young, lithe, and completely nude woman stood atop a stage, writhing about undulously under the dim lighting. Her rear was so perky that quite a few of the men nearby wanted to step up and give it a hard squeeze.

      “Slaaaaves! Slaves for sale!”

      Further up ahead was a fierce-faced slave trader standing atop a dais, spittle flying from his mouth as he extolled his products… three women and two men.

      “They are absolutely clean, guaranteed. No sicknesses. No mutations. You can bring the women and add them to your private collection. They have firm tits and perky asses. I guarantee they are worth the money!”

      “The men are strong and muscular. They’ll be good workers. If you spend a bit of time and effort on them, they’ll be strong gladiators as well. They might even win you some money in the gladiator pits. Don’t miss out!”

      The three women and two men allowed others to touch and squeeze them as they pleased. They didn’t look to be in despair or pain; instead, they smiled in a pandering fashion, hoping to find a good master who would treat them well.

      A wind blew through a nearby alleyway, bringing with it the stench of rotting corpses. Every day, one or two people would die within these side alleys and hidden corners. There was nothing strange about this.

      Smokes, wine, women… lust, violence, corruption… these were the main themes of this place and the smell of decadence and moral decay filled every inch of it.

      Men traded their lives. Women traded their flesh.

      Heaven for the strong. Hell for the weak.

      Cloudhawk was beginning to understand what Slyfox had told him.

      In the center of the outpost stood an erect stone stele, on which a few rules seemed to have been written with blood. The stone stele only described the rules and not the accompanying punishments… but the burnt and blackened stakes next to them quietly explained it all! Every single stake had badly burnt corpses tied to it by steel chains. In the outpost, there was just one type of punishment: execution by fire!

      “See that?” Slyfox pointed as he spoke. “That place up ahead is the private residence of the outpost commander. I’m warning you right now – stay the hell away from that place. They’ll crush you as easily as a cockroach and would care less!”

      The towering building Slyfox was pointing to could be seen from the outpost gates, as prominent as a crane within a flock of chickens. Electric lights could be seen illuminating the rooms within the building. Electricity… this was an extremely precious and rare commodity. There were very few scavengers in the wastelands who were lucky enough to excavate a power generator of the Ancient Times or had the skills to create one. Only a very, very elite few were able to make use of this precious resource.

      So this was the commander’s residence?

      Cloudhawk couldn’t help but fantasize about what was inside. What sort of three-headed, six-armed freak could possibly be so powerful as to control and command an outpost like this? Be so mighty as to ensure that even fierce fellows like Slyfox and Mad Dog had no choice but to comply, not daring to revolt?

      “You came at just the right time.” Slyfox stared at the words on the stone stele and sighed. “A year ago, Blackflag Outpost was ten times as chaotic as it is now. You’d see rape and murder out in the open, with both slave traders and “meat merchants” hunting and grabbing people with impunity. Ever since the new commander arrived, things have taken a turn for the better. She personally wrote all the words on this stone stele.”

      “New commander? What happened to the old one?”

      “Whaddya think?” Slyfox looked at Cloudhawk as if he were an idiot. “Killed, of course! There’s no such thing as a permanent commander. Every so often, an old commander will be killed and the killer will become the new commander. Eventually, he’ll be killed and replaced as well. People always follow the strong. If you think you are tough enough, you can go and challenge the commander as well!”

      Slyfox and Mad Dog were tough, but they were still nothing more than mercenaries. They relied on the outpost to provide them with the information and missions they needed to earn their commissions and feed themselves. They would never dare disobey the commander or to try to take that position for themselves. As for Cloudhawk, he wouldn’t even dare to imagine such a thing!

      A raucous commotion could be heard coming from up ahead. More than ten men dressed like outpost guards and wearing breathing masks worked together to drag an enormous corpse forward.

      Amazingly enough, they were actually dragging a long, strange beast roughly half a meter thick. Its sticky skin secreted a mucous-like fluid that instantly drenched the ground beneath it, producing a series of corrosive sizzling sounds that caused Cloudhawk’s blood to run cold.

      Although the beast was only half a meter thick, it was roughly ten meters long. Not too far from the soldiers was an area where the ground seemed to have been churned. There was also an opening in the ground roughly half a meter in diameter. The surrounding area was covered in that mucous-like fluid. There were a number of corpses on the ground as well. Those corpses had all been heavily corroded to the point where they looked as though they were made of melting wax.

      “Oh, fuck, another giant earthworm? For fuck’s sake, that’s the second one this month!”

      Cloudhawk had never seen such a terrifying creature before. “W-what is that?!”

      Slyfox shook his head. “When you have this many people gathered together in an outpost… if I was a mutabeast, I’d choose this place as my hunting grounds as well. Still, for a few to appear every so often is nothing. The real thing you have to worry about is a mutabeast wave. That’s what ends up wrecking most outposts.”

      “Hah. Relaaaax. Nothing to be scared of.” One of the veteran mercenaries patted Cloudhawk on the shoulders. “You’ll get used to it, if you live long enough.”

      As the outpost soldiers dragged the terrifying corpse through the streets, the nearby passersby all made way without even glancing at them. Were they really used to such things?

      Cloudhawk suddenly felt as though he were walking on thorns. Every single step he took made him feel extremely uncomfortable.
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      The Tartarus mercenaries’ base was a stand-alone compound protected by stone walls and iron barbed wire. The grounds were littered with boulders, pillars, sandbags, wooden rakes, and other training equipment. Many different pieces of metallic parts and other miscellaneous items were also spread throughout the area.

      The compound had several large, ragged-looking buildings all connected to each other. There was a dormitory, a repair shop, and even a storage vault. Although they all looked quite ugly, nobody in the wastelands gave a damn about appearances. Just having these things was already incredibly impressive!

      Judging from their base, these mercenaries truly did have some standing here. That meant this should be a fairly safe place, right?

      Just as this thought entered Cloudhawk’s mind, a savage and ferocious black figure suddenly roared and charged straight towards him. It moved with incredible speed! It was so fast that Cloudhawk wasn’t even able to see the creature clearly. All Cloudhawk could tell was that it looked like an enormous beast. The creature knocked Cloudhawk to the ground, towering over him. The creature emanated a horrifying, nauseating stench and bit downwards towards Cloudhawk’s neck with its long, savage teeth.

      “WOOLA!” Mad Dog immediately let out an explosive shout. “STOP THAT!”

      The crazy beast halted its assault, baring its teeth and growling before it took a few steps back. Its dark-red eyes, however, continued to stare at Cloudhawk unblinkingly. The creature remained in a crouched attacking position, as though unwilling to just let go of this delectable prey.

      “Fuck me. Which sonufabitch let Woola out? Get the rope!” Mad Dog let out a loud shout, while Cloudhawk managed to calm down slightly as he clambered to his feet.

      This strange creature looked like a big ape. It had to weigh at least sixty or seventy kilograms and its head was three times larger than that of a normal human being. It had a big nose and a big mouth that stretched all the way back to its ears, seeming to split its head in half when it snarled. Its mouth was filled with sharp, shark-like teeth; there had to be at least three or four rows of teeth! It could probably bite through metal armor without an issue. Flesh and bone was even less of an issue!

      The creature had a total of six thick and powerful arms. As for its speed? Cloudhawk had just borne witness to it personally; it most likely moved faster than the majority of wastelands creatures.

      Why would the mercenaries have such a strange beast in their headquarters?

      “Don’t worry. We’ve been raising Woola here in the compound. It has a very sharp nose and whenever someone it doesn’t recognize tries to barge in, it’ll deal with the trespasser the same way it just dealt with you. It’s been fed on man-meat ever since it was young. It’d gnaw all the flesh off your bones in just a few minutes.” Mad Dog personally held the creature back and started tying him up again. The creature shook its large head repeatedly unhappily, but even it was unable to resist Mad Dog’s strange, frightening strength. “Be a good boy, Woola. Later, I’ll go to the black market and get you your favorite snack: a human leg!”

      The creature had eyes, a mouth, a nose, and even fingers. Although it was incredibly twisted-looking and ugly, Cloudhawk had the strange feeling that this creature… was actually some sort of highly mutated human being!

      A strange look on his face, Cloudhawk asked, “What the hell is it?”

      “You’ve probably guessed already. This here is a mutant. Its parents might’ve been normal humans like us, but it underwent heavy mutations in its mother’s womb. From what I heard, it chewed its way through its mother’s guts and belly, then clawed its way out,” Mad Dog began to explain. “It was captured shortly after it was born, and we’ve raised it and trained it like a dog ever since. Critter’s actually a perfect watchdog for our base!”

      Cloudhawk could hardly believe it. He didn’t want to believe it. You could actually train a mutant the same way you would a dog?! But it was true that this “Woola” creature really could no longer be considered a human being either.

      Still, because it was once human, Woola was cleverer than ordinary animals. At the very least, it could understand the human language and human speech. And yet, it was even more savage and bloodthirsty than most animals. In short, it was an absolutely terrifying freak of nature!

      This entire time, Woola’s gaze never left Cloudhawk's face. Drops of saliva continued to drip out of its mouth, causing Cloudhawk to shiver with fear. He could sense the animosity and hostility radiating from the freak’s eyes.

      “Hey, boss-men Mad Dog and Slyfox! Y’all came back already?” The entire mercenary group had roughly twenty or thirty people and most of them had arrived by now. The mercenary group was divided into a total of three squads and two of the squad captains were Slyfox and Mad Dog.

      The third captain was a tall and skinny Asian. He had a pallid complexion, dark baggy eyes, and wore a pair of spectacles. On the surface, he looked quite calm and weak and he was dressed in very proper-looking clothes that didn’t seem all that remarkable. And yet… in this day and age, to appear completely ordinary and normal was, in and of itself, extremely abnormal. In fact, it could be said that he had a scholarly aura which was completely anachronistic in this era.

      “Hey, Mantis!” Slyfox chortled as he walked over to the man. “Man, I’m happy to make it back in one piece and see you again.”

      Mantis adjusted his glasses, a frigid metallic light gleaming from them. His eyes weren’t that large, but they were as cold as steel and seemed to contain no human emotion whatsoever. When Mantis turned to stare at Cloudhawk, the latter instantly felt a chill enter his heart and spread out through his limbs. He felt as though he could barely move or breathe.

      The gaze was like a sharp scalpel placed against his throat. The slightest motion would result in his throat being cut.

      In this place, everyone who had a nickname was a figure of no small ability. Mantis might not necessarily be as powerful as Slyfox or Mad Dog, but Cloudhawk had the feeling that he was even more dangerous. It was like the difference between a cobra and a lion: the cobra might not be as strong as the lion, but a cobra hidden in the darkness could be even more dangerous than the lion.

      “We picked up a scav on our way back.” Slyfox beamed at Mantis, his chubby face an amusing, complete contrast to Mantis’ emotionless visage. Slyfox then added, “He’s a recovery-oriented meta. Not really worth a damn, but we’re lacking in the logistics department so I let’m in.”

      A recovery meta? Those were almost useless! The mercenaries turned their scornful gazes upon Cloudhawk, making him extremely uncomfortable and also irritated. What gave them the right to look down on him like that? Were recovery metas really as useless as they claimed? Ever since he was born, Cloudhawk had always been a stubborn person who never liked to admit inferiority to others. He simply couldn’t stand being looked down upon by these people.

      “Enough, kid. You should be leaping for joy at having been recruited into Tartarus. We have a sterling reputation in this outpost… but lemme make it clear to you right now, you aren’t here to just loaf around and enjoy life! Starting today, you’ll only be given two pieces of bread and one bottle of water each day. In exchange, you do whatever the hell we tell you to do. No whining and no foot-dragging. Can’t handle it? Then fuck off. Tartarus ain't charity! Got it?”

      Cloudhawk relaxed his clenched fists. “Got it.”

      Slyfox looked excited as he said, “We made out like bandits on this mission. We need to hold a celebration!”

      “HAH!”

      “Long live the boss!”

      These men were like beasts: they lived off of their weapons and the blood of others. No one knew what the morrow might bring and so they had long since grown accustomed to enjoying today.

      Cloudhawk had no idea how mercenaries celebrated, but he was both hungry and thirsty. All he hoped for was some food to eat.

      The skies slowly began to darken. By now, the mercenaries had produced a large amount of food and cheap wine. Life in the outpost really was thousands of times better than life in the ruins, at least in terms of food. The mercenaries had access to both meat and vegetables! The meat came from all kinds of mutabeasts, was served on platters, and had actually been properly cooked. Cloudhawk was able to smell their enticing aroma from far away.

      By now, Woola had been tied up. One of the mercenaries came over with a giant bowl filled with chopped up bits of raw, bloody meat. Woola immediately dug into the meat, devouring it with abandon. The mutant even chewed up and crunched the bones, swallowing everything. As for what type of creature the meat came from and what body parts were involved? Cloudhawk simply couldn’t even begin to imagine the answer. Unfortunately, Woola continued to stare intently at Cloudhawk even as it continued to devour its food. Cloudhawk was terrified of moving closer to Woola, for fear of being pounced on and killed on the spot.

      Damn that beast!

      Woola sniffed the air a few times with its large black nose before it suddenly stopped eating as it raised its head and began to roar gutturally. Right at this moment, nearly twenty or so scantily-clad women came in from outside. Although all of them had coarse skin and sickly faces, they were indeed far better than the streetwalkers Cloudhawk had seen earlier.

      “Boys!” Mad Dog lifted his glass up high. “Have fun tonight!”

      The mercenaries let out lusty cries that almost sounded like the howling of wolves and began dragging the women over rather brutishly. To these women, being able to eat and drink was like manna falling from the heavens! As for Woola, the creature seemed to be very uncomfortable with so many strangers present so it continued to roar and bark nonstop. This did not, however, put a damper on the mercenaries’ moods and they quickly began to act with fearless licentiousness.

      Seeing that Woola was no longer staring at him, Cloudhawk immediately circled around the creature and went to grab some food for himself.

      “Hey newbie! None of this is for you!”

      “Fuggoff, yeah?”

      The Tartarus mercenaries didn’t operate a charity; everyone was rewarded or punished in accordance with their deeds. Cloudhawk was not only a newbie, he was a newbie no one gave a shit about. This status naturally meant he had no right to enjoy the food alongside them.

      “Two pieces of bread and one bottle of water. That’s all you get!” Slyfox gestured towards someone. “Hey, you! What’s your face? Yeah, get over here. Find a place for the newbie to stay. The base is full.”

      He wasn’t even going to be allowed to live with the other mercenaries?

      Cloudhawk was issued a short sword and a few candles and was then led to a tattered room nearby and told to stay there. This small room was filled with dust and mold. Those tiny candles flickered and sputtered in the dark night wind, a clear reflection of the kid’s own mood. He sat there in the ugly room, rather confused and uncomfortable.

      It was now rather frighteningly quiet outside. This room was roughly two hundred meters away from the mercenary base. If anything were to happen, would the mercenaries be able to make it in time? Would they even care to? Who knew?! The only thing Cloudhawk knew for certain was that these mercenaries viewed him as an expendable newbie.

      Cloudhawk finished the remainder of his rock-hard bread and drank all of his water. He checked to make sure the beam across his door was set before lifting the short sword the mercenaries had issued him and placed it by the side of his bed. He then gently blew out the candles, plunging the entire room into darkness.

      Cloudhawk lied down upon his straw bed. The straw poked at his skin and was rather uncomfortable, but at least it was fairly warm.

      Was this how life would be for him in the future? Cloudhawk felt both nervous and lost. He had no plans, no goals anymore. He had no idea what he was going to do tomorrow, nor did he know what the future would be like.

      Cloudhawk shook his head furiously as he mentally consoled himself. “What else do you want? You not only have bread and water every day, you even have a place to stay. What do you have to complain about?”

      Although things here weren’t exactly as he had envisioned them to be, it was still much better than life as a scavenger… right? No point in over-thinking things. Staying alive and living a good life was what mattered!
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      Cloudhawk’s sleep was not a restful one again. In his dreams, he once more returned to that tunnel leading to hell. The area around him was littered in body parts and severed limbs with blood-soaked bodies all twitching on the ground. The massacred scavengers all began rising to their feet. Some of them had acid-eaten faces that had been rendered unrecognizable, while others had their heads partially caved in from stone war hammer blows. Others had actually been bisected! All of them slowly began to gather and swarm around Cloudhawk like angry, vengeful specters.

      No. NO! Cloudhawk frantically tried to flee, but his legs seemed to be glued in place. It was as though he was stuck to the thick, congealed blood on the ground.

      Right at this moment, a scavenger clutching a short sword hobbled over in an extremely ungainly manner. His right leg had been cut off, while his neck sported a terrifying, gaping wound. The wound was so deep that his head was half falling off at the neck and his eyes were filled with viperous hate. “Why didn’t you save me?!”

      The scavenger’s voice was more dreadful than the wailing of all the wraiths of hell and he lifted his short sword to deliver a hacking blow. Terrified, Cloudhawk leaned sideways to dodge… and right in that moment, a spear suddenly flew over from somewhere and pierced through his chest!

      The second attacker was a mutant that looked fairly young. One of his eyes had been pierced, leaving only one good eye remaining on his smiling, savage, and terrifying face.

      Cloudhawk fell to the ground, completely unable to move as blood surged out of him in a geyser, draining his strength away with it.

      The scavengers and sweepers all disappeared. Moments later, a chubby white man and muscular black man led a group of chatting and laughing mercenaries over. They didn’t seem to even see the youth who fought for his life on the ground.

      Cloudhawk reached out towards them. “Save me!”

      Their gazes were filled with disdain. “Useless piece of crap.”

      A mercenary hawked and spat, looking disdainful. It was as though he had stepped onto a pile of excrement and wanted to give vent to his annoyance. All of the mercenaries cursed as they moved to circle around Cloudhawk.

      Cloudhawk just lay there on the ground, powerless. His eyes slowly began to turn blank as he felt his body growing colder and colder. He wanted to reach out and grab something, anything, but his determination and will both slipped away from him. It was a terrifying feeling, a feeling of utter despair.

      His body became ice cold and started to decay and emanate an aura of foulness. Countless bugs and worms began to bore through his corpse, which eventually became a feast for rats.

      But even when nothing was left of Cloudhawk besides a skeleton, his will and mind remained intact. Endless despair and grief filled every single bone, surrounding his corpse as it sank deeper and deeper into an endless darkness…

      Creak! Creaaak!

      Cloudhawk was suddenly able to make out a faint sound. It was like a bucket of cold water had been poured over him and he instantly jolted awake from that terrifying nightmare.

      His entire body was covered with cold sweat. He had died such a miserable, meaningless death. That feeling of utter despair, of slipping into that eternal darkness… that sorrowful feeling of utter powerlessness… even now, his heart pounded. What a terrifying nightmare that had been!

      It was not yet dawn. The night was so dark that everything seemed to blur together. The entire outpost had been securely locked down and everything was so stiflingly silent that he felt as though he could barely breathe.

      Creak. Creaaak!

      That sound rang out again. It was a tiny, almost imperceptible sound that nonetheless stabbed against his psyche like a dagger. It was this very sound which had startled Cloudhawk awake and at this moment, goose bumps began to appear throughout his body once more. He could sense that danger was enveloping him!

      Something appeared in the cracks of the bolted door, something that sparkled with cold metallic light within the darkness. It was the thin edge of a knife!

      The knife slowly, silently extended its way through the seams of the door and then slid upwards until it hit the wooden bolt. The knife stayed there for two brief seconds before slowly rising upwards once more to lift the bolt up.

      Was it one of the mercenaries? No way! Why would one of them come at a time like this and use such a stealthy method to open the door?

      Cloudhawk’s heart was pounding so hard that he felt as if it were about to burst out of his chest. He hastily gripped the short sword lying next to the bed, his hand still slick with cold sweat from the nightmare. He hid the short sword underneath him and curled around it.

      He breathed deeply, forcing himself to relax. His muscles, however, remained taut, ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.

      This midnight intruder was clearly quite practiced in his movements. His knife easily lifted the wooden bolt up without making much sound. He pushed the door open by just a crack, but did not immediately charge inside.

      This predator was extremely experienced! Without a doubt, he was currently scanning the insides of the room to assess the situation.

      Cloudhawk didn’t want to expose the fact that he was awake so he just lay there on the bed without moving, maintaining an even breathing pattern as though he were still asleep.

      After four or five moments of silence, a long blade reached through the crack and pushed the door open, letting in the moonlight. This midnight trespasser was fairly tall and muscular and had a head full of tousled hair. He held a knife in his left hand while gripping a long machete in his right. The blade of the machete seemed to be covered with many dark-red splotches, radiating a faint but sickening stench of blood. The machete’s edge was extremely sharp, flashing with a cold light that warned of impending danger and death.

      He’s here to kill me! Cloudhawk’s mind was in a state of chaos right now. He was filled with horror, fear, rage, but mostly confusion. Oh, fuck. Who is this guy? This is my first day in the outpost. Why did someone choose to attack me like this?

      Cloudhawk’s keen sense for danger screamed to him that this midnight trespasser was a dangerous man. If he tried to fight the man head-on, he’d probably fail. He had to seize a chance to counter and kill him.

      Five meters. Four meters. Three meters…

      The midnight trespasser walked as silently as a cat, making no sound as he slowly, steadily inched his way forward. He slowly, steadily raised his right arm up high and brought his machete down in a vicious chop that flashed through the darkness of the night. This entire time, he didn’t display even the slightest hint of anger or hatred. It was as though he were chopping down at a wooden puppet rather than a human being.

      Whoosh! Cloudhawk instantly rolled aside and the machete nearly nicked his face as it hacked into his bed. If he’d been just a second slower, it would’ve cost him his head! Cloudhawk then launched himself off his bed with his two legs, bursting forth with all his strength!

      Faced with Cloudhawk’s sudden spring-assault, the man didn’t hesitate for even a second. He decisively let go of his machete and managed to dodge Cloudhawk’s surprise attack with almost supernatural agility. In the exact same instant that he dodged, he sent the knife in his right hand towards Cloudhawk, which flashed like a streak of cold light.

      He was simply much too fast! Not only was he an experienced hunter, he was also an experienced killer. His strength, speed, agility, response time, combat experience, mental fortitude… all of these things had clearly been honed through much experience. How could a half-grown kid who grew up in the ruins and subsisted on garbage possibly be a match for him? Cloudhawk knew from the minute he missed his attack that he was finished.

      That cold streak of light shot straight towards Cloudhawk’s throat. There was no wasted motion, no flowery flourishes; it was a strike that was both fast and vicious while also incredibly accurate. The knife was sharp enough to easily tear through skin and flesh alike before sawing through his arteries as easily as sawing through noodles.

      Cloudhawk felt as though everything began to move in slow motion!

      Although he had faced death on numerous occasions in the past, each time he’d been in a state of utter terror and panic. He had never faced death with such alertness and mental clarity as he was doing so right now. He could literally see death coming for him but was unable to do anything about it.

      He had finally been able to escape his status as a lowly scavenger and the ruins. He hadn’t yet had the chance to grow strong, to gain freedom and independence, or to take control over his own destiny. Was it going to be like the dream? Was he really going to die a meaningless and despair-filled death?

      No. He couldn’t die! Not like this!

      Cloudhawk let out a bestial growl, a growl filled with untamed wildness and rage. A powerful desire to survive burst forth from his breast and as it did, it seemed to form a resonance with something else in his chest. Instantly, a surge of fiery strength and frenzied determination filled his entire body, almost as though some invisible power were lending Cloudhawk a hand. With it, Cloudhawk dodged the incoming knife with preternatural agility, suffering just a slight nick in the skin that left only the tiniest of marks.

      The trespasser was rendered speechless. How did his target, this kid, suddenly seem to transform into someone else entirely? However, he remained a calm, composed, and highly experienced hunter; he was able to compartmentalize his surprise and prevent it from affecting his movements. His knife didn’t pause at all and in his hands, it seemed like a living thing as it curved backwards and snaked out a beautiful but deadly butterfly-strike that flashed in the dark night.

      It didn’t matter how agile or nimble his prey was. In the end, he was nothing more than a weak little kid! These few brief exchanges immediately let the trespasser know just how weak Cloudhawk was so he held the kid in no regard at all. He decided to finish things with his next attack by just cutting the kid’s throat and his movements grew faster and faster.

      Just as the sharp knife was about to kiss the kid’s throat… whap! A clear sound rang out, and the dancing light of the knife suddenly vanished. A deceptively delicate hand had reached out with lightning speed and clamped around the trespasser’s wrist with far more speed and power than it had a right to have. The trespasser felt as though his wrist were caught in a metal vise. He was actually unable to shake free of that skinny little hand’s grip.

      “You want to kill me?” The kid’s irises were completely bloodshot, making them look like the eyes of a demon. He looked completely possessed, his gaze without even a hint of anything which could be described as rational thought!

      The trespasser suddenly began to feel a hint of fear. This boy was no weak youth. This boy was a berserk animal!

      “You want to KILL ME!?” The first time the youth said these words, it had been in the form of a question. This time, it came in the form of a furious, declarative shout. The youth’s handsome face was already twisted into a mask of terrifying rage and he suddenly tightened his grip. CRACK! The youth broke the visitor’s wrist.

      The trespasser howled in agony, but the sound only lasted for half a second. The same instant that Cloudhawk broke the trespasser’s wrist, he also stabbed out with his short sword at several times his previous speed and with ten times his previous savagery. The blade of the short sword tore into the trespasser’s skin and dug into his lungs. It felt as though a block of ice had penetrated the trespasser’s body, causing it to instantly turn as cold as ice.

      Cloudhawk immediately pulled the short sword out and as he did so, he tore through a beating, pulsating organ. When the sword came out, with it came the hunter’s blood, vitality, and strength. Cloudhawk's face was bathed in the trespasser’s spurting blood and the blood was both warm and had a foul scent. And yet, Cloudhawk wasn’t nauseated at all; in fact, he actually felt more excited than anything else. A single wild, frenzied thought filled every corner of his mind.

      Kill him! Kill him! KILL HIM!

      The short sword was of fairly low quality. As a result, on Cloudhawk’s fifth stab, it was no longer able to endure the violent force its master was applying to it, and snapped off inside the target’s body. As for the hilt, it fell straight to the ground.

      Cloudhawk’s entire body felt so hot, it was like he was being burned alive. It was like the eruption of a volcano that had slumbered for a million years. His mind was filled with nothing save the desire to kill and destroy. He was completely unable to suppress those feelings in his heart. He wanted to bellow, to howl, to ruin and destroy everything he could see!

      What is going on? What the hell is wrong with me? Cloudhawk knew that he was at the very brink of madness. With the last bit of clarity left to him, he tore off the strange stone and tossed it to one side. As soon as the stone left him, he immediately regained his normal faculties.

      There really was something wrong with that rock!

      By now, Cloudhawk had a rough idea as to what was going on. Within the rock, there seemed to reside an ancient mind or will, one which had most likely been left behind by its previous master. Through methods Cloudhawk could not understand or even imagine, the stone’s former master had imprinted his own will, mind, and possibly even energy inside that stone. The reason he had done so was to ensure that, in certain special circumstances, the stone would have a major impact on Cloudhawk’s life.

      This was what had happened the previous night. That was what had happened just now as well.

      The seemingly ordinary rock once more returned to its ordinary, dull appearance. It seemed to possess no extraordinary attributes at all and looked as plain as plain could be. Cloudhawk picked the stone up, focusing on it several times but still gaining no insight as to how he was supposed to use it.

      Where exactly did it come from? What exactly was it? And what sort of a person had left that brutal, terrifying, and powerful will behind in the stone?

      This stone was definitely an extraordinary item. Perhaps, in the future, it would once more be of assistance to him. In the end, Cloudhawk decided to keep it in his possession but also decided that he couldn’t let anyone else learn about it.
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      Dawn. Finally, the long-awaited mercenaries came looking for him.

      “Motherfucker, what’s he doing here? That’s Skinner! I was just drinking with him the other week! Skinner’s the owner of a butcher shop. Hm… his store was probably running low again, so he came out last night to try and find a few piggies to butcher to replenish his stock.” Mad Dog eyed the corpse on the ground. Although they were old acquaintances, Mad Dog didn’t show the slightest bit of grief or pity. It was as though he were looking at a dead rat that had invaded his property. “Your luck sure is shit, kid. Who would’ve thought something like this would happen to you on your first day? By my count, at least eighty little piggies like you have ended up dead by Skinner’s hands.”

      The owner of a butcher shop? So this was one of those detestable meat merchants! Cloudhawk had thought they existed only in the wastelands. Who would’ve thought that they would exist in the outposts as well!

      “Then again, I have to say… the fucker might’ve been useless, but not so useless as to end up like this!” Mad Dog glanced at Cloudhawk in a very puzzled manner. “Why aren’t you dead instead of him?”

      And what the fuck was that supposed to mean? Is he suggesting that I shouldn’t be alive? Although Cloudhawk was enraged by Mad Dog’s attitude, he didn’t dare reveal the truth behind what happened the previous night so he just gave a rather vague explanation for what had happened.

      “You pretended to be asleep, then suddenly shanked the fucker in the heart?” Mad Dog thought it through carefully and decided that it was plausible. The corpse on the ground had probably just underestimated the kid too much. “Next time, hang a bell on the door or set up a simple trap. Shit like this happens every night at Blackflag Outpost. You were lucky this time, but you might not be so lucky next time.”

      As soon as Mad Dog finished speaking, he turned and prepared to leave.

      “Wait a sec!” Cloudhawk didn’t understand why all of this had happened. “What should I do with the corpse?"

      “Your spoils of war. You decide. You can either sell it to the black market or use it yourself. I recommend you nail the head outside your door. Skinner’s head will probably scare a few people off, making it easier for you to fall asleep at night. As for the rest of his body… well, y’know, he spent most of his life skinning others and selling their meat. It’s now his own turn to be skinned and eaten by someone else.”

      The ugly, swarthy bastard spoke very matter-of-factly. Cloudhawk, however, looked repulsed upon hearing it.

      “You really are a damn rookie!” Mad Dog spat disdainfully. “Check out that horrified look on your face! You probably wouldn’t even have the balls to taste human meat. Just send the corpse to Mantis or give it to Woola. They like this type of present! Enough of this crap. Next time some small-time shit like this happens, deal with it yourself instead of bothering me about it. Fuck me, what a waste of time.”

      Mad Dog continued to curse and insult Cloudhawk as he left the room. At the doorway, he suddenly turned his head and said, “Come to the training area at noon. You have work to do!”

      Cloudhawk silently swore at Mad Dog up and down at least ten times before calming down! Still… he still had a job to do. Cloudhawk couldn’t help but shiver when he thought of how Woola slavered and drooled while staring at him, so he decided it was best to send the corpse to Mantis instead. Of the three mercenary captains, Mantis seemed to be the only one who was normal.

      First, Cloudhawk stripped the corpse of its clothes and weapons. They might be of use in the future, after all. Cloudhawk then dragged the corpse out of his room. No one on the streets reacted to him dragging a corpse around; in fact, no one even glanced at him a second time. Faced with utter indifference, Cloudhawk was actually able to relax a little bit.

      Mantis resided within a large, stand-alone house which was virtually the largest building the mercenaries had. Cloudhawk couldn’t help but be curious. It seemed as though Mantis never went out on missions. Why, then, did he have such a high status amongst the mercenaries?

      When the puzzled Cloudhawk entered Mantis’s residence, his eyes damn near popped out. When he saw what was happening before him, for a moment he felt certain that he had to have entered the wrong place. This was no residence… it was a slaughterhouse!

      Five or six corpses lay sprawled in various locations. Some had their hands lopped off. Some had missing legs and some had their skulls split open. As for Mantis, he wore a pair of gloves and was busy carving open the chest and abdomen of one of the corpses, using a pair of sharp surgical scalpels with precision. In just a few brief moments, he drew out a bloody organ from within the chest cavity.

      This sight made Cloudhawk’s hair stand on end. No wonder this guy was named “Mantis”! He suppressed his anxiety and called out, “C-C-Captain!”

      No response. Mantis continued to carefully inspect the organ in his hands. When he found the unusual mutations he was searching for, he used his scalpels to cut them off bit by bit before storing them in a small glass jar.

      The surrounding area was actually filled with large jars and the jars were in turn filled with many human organs soaked in preservative fluids. Others were filled with strange plant rooms and there was even a single strange eyeball that was absolutely chilling to behold.

      What was Cloudhawk supposed to do? Neither leaving nor staying seemed appropriate, but he really didn’t want to stay here for a second longer than necessary.

      “A fresh one?” After finishing his work on the mutated parts, Mantis turned to give the new corpse a cold glance. He had yet to so much as look at Cloudhawk himself. “Put it here,” he said, clearing away a table.

      Cloudhawk hurriedly lifted the corpse onto the table. “Can I leave now?”

      Mantis ignored him as he briefly scanned the corpse. His experience with human anatomy told him right away that this corpse was an agility metahuman. Agility metahumans had faster synaptic response times, giving them faster reaction speeds and greater agility than others. It also gave them a certain degree of physical strength. Humans like him would be able to move very quickly, respond very quickly, and unleash sudden bursts of power.

      Mantis himself was an extremely high-class agility metahuman. The corpse before him wasn’t nearly as high-class, but there was no way an ordinary human being would’ve been able to handle it.

      Mantis raised his head to glance at Cloudhawk, who stood nearby like a block of wood. Mantis asked coldly, “You killed him?”

      “Uh, yeah, I killed him…” Cloudhawk felt goose bumps when Mantis stared at him like this. He immediately parroted to Mantis the same story he had told Mad Dog earlier. “I guess I was lucky. That’s why I made it out alive.”

      “Is that so?” Mantis’s cold gaze seemed to see straight through Cloudhawk. Of the three captains of Tartarus, Cloudhawk felt that Mantis was the most unfathomable.

      Cloudhawk swallowed some saliva. “Uh… if there’s nothing else, I’m going to leave.” But Mantis had another idea. “Stop right there.” Mantis remained as taciturn as always, unwilling to say a single unnecessary word. He handed a scalpel over to Cloudhawk and said, “Dissect him.”

      Cloudhawk thought that he might be hearing things. He had grown up in the wastes and so didn’t fear corpses, but to personally dissect one was still a bit too much. What the hell was wrong with Mantis? What was the point of dissecting so many corpses?

      As Cloudhawk hesitated, a cold, murderous intent began to radiate from Mantis. Cloudhawk felt a powerful sense of danger, a sensation so strong as to make it hard for him to even breathe. This feeling was completely different from the feeling he had last night; the feeling Mantis gave him was that there was absolutely no chance he would be able to beat Mantis.

      Cloudhawk had the strange feeling that if he rejected this request, Mantis would instantly slit his throat using that scalpel without even giving him a chance to say a single word.

      “Alright!” Cloudhawk forced himself to pick up that scalpel and other instruments, such as tweezers. He cut into the corpse in accordance with Mantis’s instructions. Mantis just stood there like a frozen statue, issuing clipped and succinct orders to guide Cloudhawk. Cloudhawk actually began to understand how the human body was constructed. Most likely, Mantis was training him to be able to help out better in the future.

      A few hours later, Cloudhawk was finally permitted to leave and he fled from Mantis’s workroom as though his life depended on it. This morning had been an absolute nightmare!

      Fuck. That freak. That pervert! That skin-peeling, flesh-cutting… urgh! Cloudhawk had a strong feeling of nausea. Several minutes passed before he was able to recover. Now… he finally understood that none of the three captains were “normal”.

      Uh oh. He suddenly realized that he had almost forgotten the orders Mad Dog had given him. Mad Dog was a brutal, bad-tempered man. If Cloudhawk pissed him off, he’d snap Cloudhawk’s legs without even blinking. Cloudhawk wouldn’t dare ignore his orders so he immediately ran towards the training area. This place was where Tartarus mercenaries spent their time training and as soon as Cloudhawk entered, he heard Woola’s frenzied baying.

      The “mutt” had been tied to the entranceway and his ugly, savage gaze was once more fixed upon Cloudhawk. Bloody spots could be seen surrounding his jaws, showing that he’d just enjoyed a “feast” not too long ago.

      “What the hell took you so long?” Mad Dog looked seriously pissed, but he turned and snapped to the training mercenaries, “Enough! Get over here. Your sparring partner has just arrived!”

      Sparring partner? What the hell did that mean?

      “Listen up! This kid is a recovery meta, but he’s a fairly crappy one. Don’t hit him too hard and don’t cripple him!” Mad Dog didn’t give Cloudhawk any explanations as he pointed to one of the mercenaries. “Cook, you go first!”

      The mercenary named Cook was a man that looked as muscular as a grizzly bear. He immediately walked out with an excited look as he eyed Cloudhawk appraisingly. “Boss, you guys are absolutely brilliant. You knew how bored we were hitting sandbags, so you found us a meat-bag to hit instead. Hitting someone who can dodge and scream is a helluva lot more fun!”

      Cloudhawk was starting to have a bad feeling about this. But before he could say anything, Mad Dog just said impatiently, “Cut the fucking crap and start already!”

      Just as Cloudhawk was about to protest, Cook charged him and delivered an elbow strike that knocked him to the ground. Cloudhawk was instantly dazed and his body felt like a glass bottle that had just shattered into a thousand pieces.

      “Oh, fuck me!” Mad Dog began to curse loudly as his ugly, scar-covered face twisted with rage. Spittle flew from his mouth as he howled, “Can you BE any more fucking useless? Stand up!”

      “Stand up! Stand up!” All the other mercenaries chanted these words at him as well!

      Finally, Cloudhawk knew what being a “meat-bag” meant and he also finally found the real reason behind Slyfox’s decision to recruit him into their base. Once again, that despicable fatso had deceived him!

      Immediately, Cook delivered a furious kick right towards him. This time, Cloudhawk slanted his body sideways and managed to dodge. Mad Dog narrowed his eyes upon seeing this. Huh. That was odd. Since when did the kid’s reaction time improve that much?

      Cloudhawk himself also realized that after what happened the previous night, his reaction speed and strength both seemed to have improved. This improvement was probably something caused by that stone so it wasn’t the right time to let others know about his improvement. When Cook attacked with his knee, Cloudhawk elected not to dodge and instead used his hands to block. Bang! He was sent flying into the air as though he really was nothing more than a sand bag.

      Mad Dog spat on the ground and shook his head disdainfully as he watched Cook beat down on Cloudhawk for ten full minutes. Cloudhawk didn’t launch so much as a single counter-attack; instead, he just used his arms to protect his vital areas. The mercenaries were actually all quite surprised. The kid looked scrawny and weak, but his body was pretty tough. No matter how hard Cook hit him, he was still able to crawl back up.

      “Cook, you move too slow and your blows aren’t concentrated enough. You are a strength meta, but you hit like a little bitch! You really are fucking useless!” Mad Dog cursed him out and snapped, “Just fuck off. NEXT!”

      Cook couldn’t help but mumble unhappily to himself. Although he wasn’t as freakishly strong as Mad Dog, he was still able to easily break an opponent’s bones with a single punch. He didn’t use his full strength because he wasn’t supposed to break the newbie, right?

      Cloudhawk ended up being utterly and ruthlessly dominated for an entire afternoon. Hours passed before the mercenary training finally came to an end.

      Cloudhawk stepped forward to claim his ration of bread for the day. When Slyfox saw Cloudhawk’s black eyes and bruised face, he roared with laughter and patted Cloudhawk on the shoulders. “Not bad, kid! You didn’t disappoint me after all. Your body is pretty tough and can take a beating. Here, have an extra half-piece of bread. Keep up the good work tomorrow! Oh, right – later tonight, I’ll teach you how to repair our car and maintain our weapons. Feeding Woola is part of your job as well. In the future, you will be responsible for all of these tasks.”

      Cloudhawk was really starting to regret coming here. This fat bastard, Slyfox, really had chosen the perfect nickname for himself. He swindled others without even blinking or blushing! He first chose Cloudhawk to serve as live bait; now, he was using Cloudhawk as a human punching bag. Was there no low to which this bastard wouldn’t stoop? If Cloudhawk had known that life in the outpost would be like this, he would’ve chosen to continue foraging for survival in the ruins instead.

      “That look in your eyes suggests that you are quite unhappy.” Slyfox took a puff on his cigarette and put on a worldly air as he said, “Listen, young man. Learning how to take a punch is training, y’know? All metas have to continuously improve and grow stronger. Strength metas need to train in strength. Agility metas need to train their agility. Control metas will train in control and recovery metas like you have to train your recovery abilities, right? Me having them beat the piss out of you is my way of showing how much I care. This ‘torture’ you are going through is just training. Value this opportunity. When the time comes, I promise I’ll take you out on a mission with us!”

      You still think I’ll trust you in the future? Just fuck off and die already! Cloudhawk really wanted to punch the man in his fat face. Go out on missions? Fuck that! Cloudhawk had nearly died due to Slyfox’s machinations on the last mission. Even if Slyfox really did take him out on a mission, there was no way it would be with anything even resembling good intentions!

      Cloudhawk just grabbed the bread, turned and left without saying a word. Slyfox just grinned as he watched Cloudhawk leave, continuing to puff on his cigarette. “Kid’s got a bit of an attitude after all. Ahahaha!”

      When night descended, Cloudhawk’s entire body was drenched in machine oil as well as a claw-mark left by Woola. Finally, he made it back to his own residence. Only then did he realize that none of the blood had been washed off and had all congealed on the ground, filling the room with a noxious stench.

      Cloudhawk was both tired and hungry. He was in no mood to do any cleaning so he just fell onto his bed and immediately passed out.
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      There would always be differences between “fantasy” and “reality”. Many people often pursued their dreams with the utmost of vigor, only to find, when they actually realized those dreams, that they weren’t everything they were cracked up to be. This difference occurred because the best parts of those dreams all stemmed from the human imagination itself.

      Cloudhawk now truly understood the meaning behind that saying. Diggers were able to eat well, dress warmly, have places to stay, and live without fear, right? That was what Cloudhawk once believed, but upon actually entering the outpost, he realized excavators didn’t live easier lives than scavengers at all!

      Each day, when they opened their eyes, they would celebrate the fact that they had survived yet another night. No one had slit their throats while they were dreaming! They would then begin to carry out their tasks wearily, with some of them being assigned to act as “sparring partners”, also known as human punching bags. They also had an endless supply of miscellaneous tasks to carry out. Cloudhawk had to serve as Mantis’s helper, feed Woola, repair their tools, and engage in other types of hard labor.

      One could imagine how miserable this kind of life was!

      The mercenaries were all highly experienced experts and under their tender ministrations, Cloudhawk’s face became perpetually bruised and swollen. Thankfully, his fairly strong recovery abilities meant that so long as the injuries weren’t too serious, he’d be able to recover from most of them after a good night’s rest. Alas, the next day, the beatings would continue.

      As time went on, Cloudhawk discovered a secret about himself. His speed, agility, and control seemed to improve every single day. Although the rate at which they improved wasn’t that fast, he really was growing stronger by the day. This fact alone was enough to surprise and delight him. It meant that the power he absorbed wasn’t just a recovery power. It meant that the abilities ignited within him had vastly exceeded his expectations… and that he wouldn’t just be a useless punching bag for the rest of his life!

      This transformation was most likely the result of that mysterious stone. Alas, no matter what Cloudhawk tried, the rock remained completely inert and didn’t respond to anything at all. Cloudhawk had no choice but to once more wear it around his neck, keeping it with him at all times in the hopes that he would find a way to actively use the stone in the future.

      Day by day, night by night, Cloudhawk gradually grew accustomed to this tough, toilsome life at Blackflag Outpost. And to be honest, being treated as a punching bag every day wasn’t completely without benefits. Just as the fat Slyfox said, as he repeatedly recovered from his injuries, his recovery abilities improved dramatically as well. The more beatings his body took, the tougher it actually became.

      In addition, Cloudhawk became more and more familiar with the techniques and tricks the mercenaries used when attacking. He could also sense that his own speed and reaction times were improving. During the last few sessions, he had been itching to give the mercenaries a good tussle. In the end, he still chose to hold back, unwilling to reveal his current abilities without a good reason.

      For now, he didn’t want anyone to know about his secret. Neither Slyfox nor Mad Dog was reliable after all!

      Being a sparring partner was just part of his life. The mercenaries were determined to squeeze every last drop of value out of him. As the lowest ranking member of Tartarus, it was his job to fetch water, carry dishes, sweep the ground, wash their clothes, empty the chamber pots, sharpen their weapons, carry heavy loads, perform maintenance on their vehicle… he did everything.

      Mantis often had Cloudhawk come be his assistant. At first, Cloudhawk was extremely uncomfortable with the job. But now, he understood the human body like the back of his hand, and was able to dissect a body and draw out its internal organs with his eyes closed. As for his relationship with Woola? At first, Woola would chase him around and attempt to bite him every time it saw him. Now, after feeding Woola for so long, the relationship between Cloudhawk and Woola slowly became more peaceful.

      Over the course of this month, Cloudhawk slowly became a real member of this organization. The other mercenaries were starting to actually like the kid. He was stubborn and pugnacious. Every day, he did his job in a very sulky manner… but he still did what he was supposed to do, and did it well. With him around, everyone in the mercenary company was able to relax much more than before. Where would they ever find another “slave laborer” like this?

      Although Cloudhawk still didn’t have much status in Tartarus, wasn’t allowed to eat with the others, and still had to live outside in that small room, everyone’s attitude towards him had noticeably improved. They no longer treated him with the same contempt they did in the past.

      Every day, Cloudhawk endured beatings, endured Woola’s chasing him around the yard and biting him, and endured all the dirty jobs foisted on him. He was someone who had grown up in the ruins. Life there had given him a tenacious, unyielding spirit. He was treated in a way no normal person could possibly endure so he would bitch and moan about it every day… but he was also able to grit his teeth and bear it.

      There was just one thing he couldn’t endure any longer. Hunger! He was starving! Cloudhawk was beginning to realize that as his body slowly got stronger, his need for food also increased as well.

      As for that damnable, stingy Slyfox, he hadn’t improved Cloudhawk’s living conditions at all. Those two or three pieces of bread Cloudhawk was given each day was simply not enough to fill his stomach; all Cloudhawk could do was occasionally scarf down some of the scraps left behind by the other mercenaries. However, that was quite rare. What was much more common was Cloudhawk being ordered around by the three captains on an empty stomach.

      This sort of life went on for a full month. One could imagine how sour Cloudhawk felt about it all! If it hadn’t been for the ten-plus years of life in the ruins teaching him tenacity and patience, Cloudhawk would’ve blown a gasket and left long ago!

      Cloudhawk knew that he couldn’t leave yet. Although life in Blackflag Outpost was tough, it was at least relatively regimented and secure!
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      For once, he was fairly free this afternoon. Cloudhawk’s only assignment was to clean Woola’s kennel; in other words, sweep away Woola’s dung. While working, he pinched his nose in disgust as he said, “Can you stop shitting in the kennel? That’s so disgusting!”

      Woola had been relaxing off on one side, soaking in some sun. Upon hearing Cloudhawk dare lecture him, Woola sat up, flexed all six limbs, and stared at Cloudhawk’s behind with his red, ape-like eyes. Woola bared his teeth and growled, as if preparing to charge forward and give Cloudhawk a bite.

      “Alright, alright! Just pretend I didn’t say anything.” Cloudhawk’s butt clenched involuntarily. He really was afraid of this irascible creature that caused him no small amount of pain in recent days. Woola was actually a bit more powerful in combat than most of the mercenaries and was probably second to only the three captains themselves. Although he wasn’t that intelligent, he was easily enraged. He wasn’t someone you wanted to piss off.

      “You can shit where you like, m’lord.”

      Woola let out a burp before once more laying down to enjoy the sun.

      Just as Cloudhawk dumped the disgusting sack of dung into the garbage pile, he suddenly felt his head grow dizzy as his stomach clenched hard. That omnipresent sense of hunger suddenly made itself known once more and Cloudhawk felt as if every single cell in his body were crying out for sustenance and drawing as much energy as it could from him.

      This feeling was a simply indescribable form of torment. Although scavengers were very good at enduring hunger, Cloudhawk’s body had slowly improved to the point where the hunger pangs were now ten times worse than they were before.

      Cloudhawk licked his parched lips and raised his head to stare at the clouds in the sky. His mood became complicated once more. He had risked everything to escape the life of a scavenger. Was it all for the sake of carrying water for others and cleaning up their dung? Did these guys want him to be their errand boy for the rest of his life? Was his only purpose in Tartarus to be a human punching bag?

      These were questions Cloudhawk had asked himself repeatedly during this past month in Blackflag Outpost. He wanted to go out on missions like the other mercenaries because those who went out on missions earned more food. However, all he could do was fantasize about it. In the eyes of Slyfox and the other mercenaries, he was nothing more than a useless recovery meta, right?

      Cloudhawk touched his dry, parched skin. Instead of just thinking about it, he should go ahead and do something about it. He decided it was time to go look for some food. There was no way he’d find anything in the mercenary base so his only choice was to go try his luck elsewhere. For example, maybe he’d be able to dig up a few tubers or find some bugs to eat. Although he wouldn’t be able to satiate himself, he’d at least be able to relieve the hunger. If he could catch a few rats, that’d be even better. It had been quite some time since he had eaten any meat.

      Cloudhawk’s idea wasn’t a bad one. Unfortunately, it was almost guaranteed he’d fail. Blackflag Outpost had a total of twenty thousand people, the vast majority of whom were in a state that was as bad as or even worse than that of the scavengers. As a result, virtually everything edible in the outposts had long since been devoured by others. The most likely end result was that he’d exhaust himself looking for food, with the only reward being disappointment and even more hunger.

      Cloudhawk wandered around in a rather confused fashion, so hungry that he very nearly passed out. Right at this moment, a notice board in front of an inn suddenly attracted his attention. It read: “Recruiting temporary workers. For two hours of work, you can earn five strings of rat jerky!”

      Cloudhawk’s heart clenched hard as he stared at those crooked words. He could hardly believe what he read. Five strings of rat meat for just two hours of work? By comparison, the Tartarus mercenaries were giving him scraps fit for beggars!

      Cloudhawk was rather intrigued, but also nervous. His past experience warned him that nothing in the world ever came cheap. Whenever you wanted something, you would need to pay a corresponding price.

      “Hey kid! You over there! Yeah, you!” Right at this moment, a man with a splotchy red nose noticed Cloudhawk’s interest in the sign. The man’s eyes lit up and he rose to his feet and called out, “C’mere!” Cloudhawk hesitated for a moment before walking over.

      “My name is Rednose. Heard of me?”

      Cloudhawk shook his head.

      “No? Wonderful!” The chubby red-nosed man let out a happy laugh that sounded warm and friendly. “You hungry, kid?”

      Cloudhawk nodded.

      “Need a job?”

      Cloudhawk nodded again.

      “Ahaha, then you came at just the right moment. The terms of the deal are pretty clear. You know how to read, right? Then I won’t waste any time repeating the terms.” As Rednose spoke, he pulled out a sheaf of wrinkly paper and put it on the table. “Just do a fingerprint here.”

      Cloudhawk was so hungry that his vision was blurry. He couldn’t clearly make out all the content on the paper and before he had a chance to react, the red-nosed man grabbed his hand and pressed it down on the paper, leaving behind a fingerprint!

      “You are now in my employ, starting now!” Rednose gestured to a black man standing nearby. “Take’m in!”

      Cloudhawk was completely confused. He had no idea what was going on, but the red-nosed proprietor seemed like a fairly nice guy. It was just two hours of work, right? How bad could it possibly be? Any job was worth five strips of rat meat!

      When he entered the inn house, it was like he entered a completely different world. All types of colored light flashed before him and hard rock music blasted everywhere, mixed with the screams of the crowd. Everyone here was dancing wildly. The air around them was filled with the scent of cheap cigarettes and even cheaper liquor.

      What attracted Cloudhawk’s attention the most was the simple, ugly-looking platform located in the very center of the room.

      This raised platform was made of wood and surrounded by hemp rope. It looked like a dueling ring as the wooden floorboards of the ring were stained in blood. Right at this moment, several half-naked women were furiously scrubbing away at that blood.

      Moments later, a seductive woman slowly walked towards the platform. Catcalls and whistles rang out around her and the entire area began to grow even more chaotic.

      The hard rock music, alcohol, smokes, women… all of these things stimulated male hormones. Cloudhawk had never been to a place like this before. Everything around him seemed fresh and exciting.

      He had no idea what he was going to face next.
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      By wastelands standards, the woman on the platform was absolutely a great beauty. Although her skin was rather coarse, she had a superb figure and the cleavage she revealed was enough to drive any man wild with fantasies. She wore very little, just enough to cover her most sensitive parts while also occasionally revealing them. Her slender legs were just barely covered by ragged silk stockings. From top to bottom, she was one hell of a treat for the eyes.

      Her eyes were beguiling, while her movements were teasing and seductive. When she walked, she swayed her hips in a very exaggerated fashion, causing those who saw her to follow her with their gazes.

      With someone like her standing on the platform, everyone’s attention was drawn to the center of the room.

      “Sorry for keeping you all waiting for so long! The next duel for today is between Benson of the guard forces and the famous hunter Tram. Both of them are proud warriors of our base. Who will be the one to win? Let’s watch and see!”

      After giving a brief introduction, the seductive woman hurriedly retreated from the stage as animalistic cries sounded throughout the room.

      Two muscular men dressed in briefs, each flanked by a retinue, made their way out from the crowd. Each wore ragged caped cloaks and neither carried any weapons or defensive items. They used neither boxing gloves nor boxing helmets. After moving to stand atop the dueling ring, they simultaneously cast off their tattered capes, revealing their tough muscles and chiseled physiques. The two looked quite similar in size and shape, but one was white while the other was black.

      The two bowed slightly to each other, but both maintained eye contact as they entered combat stances. The dangerous auras emanating from the two of them spoke plainly as to what type of people they were; not only were they veteran warriors who had experienced many battles, they were also both the sort of people to take the other’s life if the opportunity ever arose.

      Cloudhawk watched all of this, rather dazed. Right at this moment… clang! A copper gong was suddenly struck, scaring him out of his wits. Simultaneously, those two muscular warriors let out bestial growls as they charged towards each other like a pair of stampeding rhinos.

      The black man was the first to deliver a heavy blow. Whoosh! The white man had feigned an opening to lure in that attack, only to ensure it missed. The white man then delivered a crushing knee-strike to the black man’s gut, causing the latter to instantly hunch over, curling up like a shrimp. The white man then delivered a right elbow to the black man’s back.

      The two consecutive strikes caused such heavy internal injuries that blood instantly flew out from the black man’s mouth. One could imagine how heavy these two blows had been! One final elbow knocked the black man to the ground.

      “YEAH!” The white man let out a furious howl as he lifted up his leg, then slammed it down. The black man hurriedly flipped backwards to dodge and the tough wooden boards right in front of him were caved in by the force of that stomp. The white man didn’t halt his attacks; after missing with his first stomp, he kicked straight out of the caved-in floorboards and struck the black man, knocking him into a corner of the ring with splinters all over his body.

      The white man pounced forward, about to press the attack, but the fallen black man actually hooked his leg, catching the white man off-guard and tripping him to the ground. The black man hurriedly flipped up, rose to his feet, and pounced towards the white man like a leopard. He grabbed the white man and rammed him into one of the dueling ring posts like a monk beating a gong.

      Boom! The entire ring shook and a large amount of blood began to pour out of the white man’s head. The black man seized the opportunity to kick the white man into the ropes, causing even the tough ropes to bend backwards. Just as the white man was about to bounce off the ropes, the black man delivered another vicious kick.

      Bang! Blood poured out of the white man’s mouth, spraying the faces of those beneath him with a bloody mist. This scene seemed to energize and excite the crowd, making them scream even more excitedly as frenzied roars swept through!

      The screams of the crowd seemed to help the dizzied white man regain his bearings. He shook his head hard and let out a guttural, inhuman scream from his blood-flecked lips. Turning, he used the ropes to slingshot him forward like an arrow. As the black man charged towards him with yet another kick, the white man suddenly grabbed the black man’s leg with both arms and threw him down onto the ground… before giving the leg a hard twist. CRACK!

      The black man screamed in agony as his leg was broken. The white man then reached out, grabbed the black man’s head, and slammed the back of his head into the ground. Once, twice, thrice… the black man’s eyes rolled up as he lost consciousness, blood pouring out of every orifice.

      A tidal wave of screams swept across the room, all of them chanting the same thing! “KILL HIM! KILL HIM! KILL HIM!”

      The wave of cries seemed to serve as a catalyst, spurring the white man onto even greater savagery. His punches flew out like raindrops in a storm, striking the black man on the face nonstop as if giving vent to some hidden rage. It was like the black man had killed his father or something! Blood splattered everywhere, bringing an exhilarating, sickening brutality to this fight.

      Just a few seconds later, the black man had been beaten into an unrecognizable pulp! The white man lifted up the half-dead black man over his head, letting out a series of growls from his blood-covered mouth. He was like a victorious lion proclaiming dominance over his domain.

      “TRAM! TRAM! TRAM!” The entire room exploded with cheers of celebration! The white man brought the black man’s back down across his knee, hard. The terrifying sound of bones splintering could be heard as the black man’s spine was broken. The white man then casually tossed the black man out of the dueling ring.

      Once again, everyone let out celebratory whoops of joy. As for those who lost their bets on the black man, they let out a string of curses. Some of them began to paw at the waitresses, dragging them off into nearby private rooms to give vent to their frustrations.

      “That was truly an exciting battle!” An alluring voice rang out as that seductive woman dressed in silk stockings once more stepped into the ring. “Next, we have a very special program for you. Let’s welcome our latest newbie into the arena!”

      By now, Cloudhawk had a completely dazed look on his face. Oh, fuck… was this his job? No wonder no one wanted this job. This was suicide! Cloudhawk immediately cried out, “I quit! I’m going home!”

      “Quitting? Not your call!” The black bouncer by his side snickered, a detestable look on his face. “Rules of the inn say that if you break your contract, you lose your hands.” He pulled out a machete and leered at Cloudhawk menacingly. Several other burly bouncers walked over as well.

      This time, he was in serious trouble! Cloudhawk never imagined that something like this would happen. The black man who fought in the dueling ring was now lying right next to Cloudhawk. His face had been completely destroyed, his nose broken, his teeth shattered, his jaw dislocated, and his spine severed. Even if he survived, he’d be nothing more than a useless cripple.

      He had been a very skilled combatant, but he still ended up being beaten into such a state. How could a small guy like Cloudhawk possibly endure a punch from that big white man?

      “NOOB! NOOB! NOOB!” Everyone around him shouted with increasing excitement.

      The black bouncer grabbed Cloudhawk and tossed him into the dueling ring. Cloudhawk landed on the blood-soaked wooden boards with a thud and frantically clambered to his feet. The lights above him dazzled him and the cries of the crowd were truly thunderous.

      “SMASH HIM! SMASH HIM! SMASH HIM!”

      Fuck, the two of us are in completely different weight classes! It was like a giant gorilla battling a skinny monkey! Was there even a point to a battle like this?

      Of course there was!

      There was entertainment in watching a fight between two equally-matched opponents. There was also entertainment in watching a fight in which one opponent was overwhelming stronger than the other. Everyone wanted to hear the sound of bones crunching! They wanted to smell the blood, to bask in it, to hear the weak newbie scream in agony. This was the point of entertainment!

      The woman clad in silk stockings watched as Cloudhawk was tossed into the arena, showing not an ounce of pity. She was all smiles as she said, “The time for our next performance has come! An even more exciting, even bloodier, and even more delightful feast for your eyes awaits you. Are you all ready?”

      “SMASH HIM! SMASH HIM! SMASH HIM!”

      The arena was surrounded by frenzied, twisted, yet faceless figures. No hint of human decency or rationality could be seen in those eyes. They were like wolves who wanted to drink blood, wanted to slaughter, wanted to give vent to their own frustrations.

      Several machete-wielding bouncers stood below the ring and glowered menacingly at Cloudhawk. If Cloudhawk dared escape the dueling platform, the end result would be that they would hack him to death with their machetes.

      Shit. I was tricked again! But it was too late for any regrets.

      Tram glanced at the small figure disdainfully. This kid was probably an entire generation younger than him. How could he possibly be interested in a fight against someone like this? And judging from the kid’s youthful features and the look of terror in his eyes, he probably had never even experienced any actual combat before. The battle had yet to begin but the kid was already on the verge of collapse. For Tram to battle someone like this was actually rather embarrassing and disgraceful!

      Still, the man had to eat. Tram had to kill the kid and would do so using the most brutal, the most sickening, and the most entertaining methods. This performance would be one of the most exciting the inn would hold today and it was performances like this on which the inn relied to draw in more customers!

      Tram tried to wipe the blood from his face but only succeeded in making himself look even more menacing. He chuckled. “Hey kid. I’m gonna break your bones, one by one. Enjoy the next few seconds of life!”

      Cloudhawk had endured all types of abuse the past month. Although he felt rather scared, he felt even more rage at the unfairness of it all so he glared right back at Tram and screamed, “Go fuck your mother!”

      Instantly, everyone around him exploded with cheers. Hey, the newbie seemed to have a bit of a temper! This characteristic made him a bit different from the kids who were usually sent up to be killed.

      “Place your bets, everyone! Place your bets on how long this newbie will be able to last. One minute, two minutes, or even three minutes!?” The red-nosed proprietor beamed merrily as he kicked off the betting. Each time he held one of these spectacles, he was able to rake in large amounts of cash. The inn patrons all began to place their bets, causing the scene to grow increasingly lively.

      “Are you all ready?” The seductive woman dressed in silk stockings licked her lips in a tantalizing fashion and announced, “Let the performance begin!” Swaying her hips, she left the ring. Clang! The bronze gong was struck once more.

      Cloudhawk suddenly shot forward like a leopard, landing a kick directly center on Tram’s chest and sending him staggering backwards. This strike contained much more force than anyone would’ve expected that even someone as tough as Tram found it hard to bear.

      A collective “oh” rang out from the crowd.

      Tram never expected that this would happen. His eyes bulged out in shock as he staggered backwards, nearly falling to the ground. He hurriedly propped himself up with one hand, only to realize that a fist was right in front of his face.

      The kid possessed astonishing speed and strength. He looked so weak that a strong wind could blow him away. How the hell was he this strong? The most surprising thing of all was that just a few moments ago, the kid looked utterly terrified, almost as though he were a helpless little kitten. Now, he seemed to have transformed into a leopard!

      Tram was able to avoid this strike, but was only able to do so in a very awkward fashion. After missing with his first punch, Cloudhawk leapt up and used his head to head-butt Tram on the bridge of his nose.

      Cloudhawk didn’t just spend every day this past month as a punching bag by the mercenaries, but also learned a few things as well. He already learned some of the most basic fighting techniques, at least!

      Tram could feel his nose splintering and his eyes couldn’t help but begin to water. Cloudhawk didn’t give him any chance to recover whatsoever. He lifted his right arm and delivered a powerful punch to Tram’s lower jaw. His skinny little arm contained an unbelievable amount of power, damn near breaking Tram’s jaw entirely!
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      One thought went through Tram’s mind: “Fuck. I underestimated the kid.” The kid looked skinny and weak, but was actually very physically strong. He was quite possibly a strength-focused metahuman!

      Cloudhawk had no actual combat experience. This fight was his first time actually dueling another person in a real fight, but he felt as though everything were flowing together perfectly. He could sense how all of his muscle groups were moving in concert and that he had exquisitely perfect control over them. There were certain high-precision movements he never would’ve been able to perform in the past, but was now able to do so effortlessly.

      Incredible agility, perfect harmony, overwhelming speed and strength… is this really my body?! Cloudhawk never expected that he’d become this strong. This past month had been an absolutely transformative one for him.

      Crack! Crack! Cloudhawk leapt into the air, using one leg to kick the man in his side and the other to kick him in the chest at high speed. This attack was a beautiful double-kick, which sent Tram stumbling backwards once again. Tram felt dizzy and blood was spurting out of his numb nose. The barrage of attacks had all but completely disoriented him for a moment.

      Still… that brief blank feeling was quickly replaced by a sense of humiliation! A punk kid like this had actually beaten him this badly?

      Just when Cloudhawk thought that he’d found his rhythm, Tram let out a grizzly roar and began windmilling wildly with his fists. One lucky punch connected with Cloudhawk’s chest. He felt as though he’d just been hit with a sledgehammer and was knocked flying into the air before landing several meters away.

      “Graaaah…” Cloudhawk rolled on the ground, clutching his chest in agony. Only now did he finally realize that the mercenaries had all been taking it easy on him during training. Otherwise, given how strong they were, how could he have possibly survived their beatings for so long?

      Not good! Cloudhawk didn’t even have a chance to climb to his feet before a large, callused hand suddenly latched onto his leg. He was dragged upside down into the air, swung in an arc, and sent flying straight towards one of the wooden ring posts.

      THUD! Cloudhawk slammed skull-first into the wooden ring post. Black spots appeared before his eyes and he nearly passed out. A large amount of blood poured out of his scalp and into his eyes, causing the entire world to turn crimson.

      This blow had been extremely heavy! Cloudhawk felt the entire world spinning and momentarily had no idea where he was. The punch he’d taken to the chest had been a heavy strike as well, rendering him barely able to breathe. Several of his ribs were probably broken; even for a recovery metahuman, such heavy wounds were difficult to bear.

      Clearly, Tram himself was a strength metahuman. Although he wasn’t a very high-class one, he had undergone years of training and his abilities had many years to ripen and mature. For all these reasons, he was more than twice as strong as Cloudhawk!

      Tram no longer underestimated the kid; he now viewed Cloudhawk as a serious opponent. Laughing wildly, he glared at the kid as the latter rolled around the floor in agony. “What’s wrong? That all you got?”

      The spectators began to chant in unison again. “STAND! STAND! STAND!”

      A few moments later, Cloudhawk finally managed to just barely struggle to his feet. He shook his head a few times, allowing his vision to clear up once more. He regained his focus and locked his gaze upon the man in front of him.

      Both of them had faces covered in blood and glowered at each other like vicious beasts that had run into one another within a narrow wastelands passageway.

      The spectators’ cries grew louder and louder. Not only was this kid a much better fighter than they had expected, he was also much sturdier as well. After taking two incredibly heavy blows, he was still able to climb to his feet. This feat alone was quite impressive! Even Tram was slightly startled. Still, the momentary surprise didn’t impact his movements at all. This time, he launched the first attack through a frontal punch!

      Cloudhawk’s hands rose defensively, but a strange smile flashed at the corners of Tram’s mouth. His attack had been a feint. Just as Cloudhawk prepared his defensive stance, Tram suddenly cancelled his punch and stepped forwards, ramming his shoulder into Cloudhawk and knocking him off-balance.

      Tram’s movements were incredibly fast. He used his right arm to sweep Cloudhawk’s legs. Cloudhawk had already been knocked off-balance; now, he was sent flying into the air. Tram then used his left hand to grab Cloudhawk by the back, straightening him upside-down before driving him down towards the ground head-first. If Cloudhawk really did smash into the ground, his spine would definitely be completely shattered.

      Not good! A sense of tremendous danger filled Cloudhawk’s mind and a tendril of flaming heat suddenly burst out of Cloudhawk’s chest. His irises began to turn red as an enormous amount of power erupted from his body. He actually managed to break free of Tram’s grip before using his elbow to deliver a vicious blow to the latter’s face, forcing Tram to jerk backwards and making it impossible for him to immediately act against Cloudhawk. Cloudhawk seized this moment to somersault in midair, using both legs to kick-off Tram’s chest. Tram fell to the ground, but not before he was able to send Cloudhawk flying as well.

      The two were both knocked to the ground at the same time by each other. However, Cloudhawk clearly suffered a heavier fall: all of his bones felt as though they were dislocated and he very nearly fainted from the pain.

      The inn was drowned in a cacophony of noise. This exchange was simply a dazzling display for them! They were all able to see what a close call it had been. If the little devil had been just a half-second too slow, he probably would’ve died. By now, everyone could tell that although the kid wasn’t very experienced, he had superb combat awareness and was able to respond almost instinctively.

      Tram’s face was beginning to puff up like a balloon. Thankfully for him, he was an extremely healthy and strong man; a few small injuries like this wouldn’t have much of an impact on him. As for Cloudhawk, his decent constitution and tough physique meant that he hadn’t been irrevocably injured either.

      The two rose to their feet at the same time and charged towards each other once again. Bam! Cloudhawk landed a kick on Tram. Crack! Tram landed a punch on Cloudhawk!

      The two were completely different sizes, but both their faces were covered in blood as they furiously battled. Cloudhawk was a bit lacking in technique and experience and so after just a few exchanges, his right arm was trapped once more. Tram gave his right arm a hard tug… and with a crunch, he dislocated Cloudhawk’s right arm!

      This time, the pain Cloudhawk felt was truly, heart-piercingly agonizing. The sensation was so intense that Cloudhawk was instantly covered in cold sweat… and yet, instead of sapping him of his will and resolve, it actually stimulated his innate stubbornness. Ignoring the prospect of his right arm being permanently maimed, he delivered a truly vicious knee-strike to Tram’s groin!

      This time, his strike was right on the money and Tram let out a miserable, utterly inhuman howl. Cloudhawk seized this opportunity to rake two of his fingers over Tram’s eyes! Yet again, this attack caught Tram off-guard and he was unable to defend against it. Cloudhawk then gave him one more kick, sending him stumbling backwards towards the edges of the dueling ring.

      Tram was temporarily blinded, unable to open his eyes. All he could do was to windmill his arms about blindly, hoping to be able to buy himself some extra time. Who would’ve thought that Cloudhawk would scamper forwards and trip his legs? Tram lost his balance and fell backwards, and his tough body ended up falling outside of the dueling ring.

      The inn was completely silent for a few seconds… and then the cheers of the spectator burst forth once more! “NOOB! NOOB! NOOB!” This fight hadn’t exactly been exhilarating as they had hoped to see blood and brains flying everywhere. That hadn’t happened. And yet, this fight had still truly been a pleasant surprise. The half-grown kid, the one they thought would be killed, had ended up winning!

      Although luck had played a part in it, all the slightly more experienced spectators could tell that this kid wasn’t ordinary!

      Cloudhawk panted raggedly. He never thought that he’d actually be able to beat that dangerous fellow. His face was as swollen as that of a pig, but it showed his gratification and joy. He had no idea that he’d become this powerful!

      Bruised, battered, with a swollen face, Cloudhawk walked towards the red-nosed man. “Where’s my meat?”

      “MEAT?!” The red-nosed innkeeper no longer looked that friendly and amiable. His voice was now both shrill and cutting. “You wrecked my performance, and you want to ask for payment? Just fuck off!”

      “I earned it!” Cloudhawk could feel a ball of fire blazing in his chest. This was no longer a matter of meat; he felt completely insulted and a desire for blood filled his thoughts. “How dare you refuse!”

      “A stupid, arrogant kid like you wants to threaten and berate ME?” Rednose was enraged. “Waste the fucker!” The black bouncer immediately lifted up his machete and hacked down at Cloudhawk.

      In this day and age, “trust” and “honor” were jokes. However, Cloudhawk didn’t expect this man to reach such a level of depravity! The man had first lied to him to try and get him killed in a duel. Now, not only was he reneging on the payment he owed Cloudhawk, he was trying to kill him!

      The black bouncer’s strike was fast and furious. Cloudhawk did his best to avoid it, but the blade still scraped past his back and left a huge, gaping wound. Fiery pain filled every inch of his body as blood spurted out of the wound and matted his clothes.

      “Who the fuck do you think you are?” The red-nosed innkeeper’s gaze was filled with malice. “A punk-ass kid like you wants to try and take something away from me? You’ll be missing your two hands when you leave!”

      The spectators in the inn began to whoop in excitement, as though a new, unexpected performance had just begun.

      “Great idea!”

      “Chop his hands off!”

      “Waste him!”

      The black bouncer strode forward, machete in hand. Everyone called out excitedly as they began circling the two of them. Seeing the situation, Cloudhawk had only a single thought in mind: Flee! Fuck the rat jerky! Cloudhawk’s entire body was slippery with blood. He turned, pushed aside a burly man, and made a beeline towards the exit. However, right at this moment, one of the other patrons stuck out a leg and intentionally tripped him.

      Thud! Cloudhawk instantly lost his balance and smashed into a wooden table, breaking it into tiny pieces. As he fell, he tore the wound on his back open even wider. He was about to pass out from the agonizing pain.

      “Ahahah!”

      “Waste him! Waste him!”

      The entire inn was filled with mocking, malicious calls. The spectators only cared about further fanning the flames with not a single person stepping forth to intervene or end the matter. Their faces were all distorted with savagery. This was a savage era, the hearts of men even more so!

      The black bouncer lifted his machete up high and chopped down once more. Cloudhawk’s injuries were so heavy that he couldn’t even rise to his feet. He never would’ve imagined that he’d die in a place like this, and die in such a pathetic fashion. But just as he was about to close his eyes and wait for death…

      Clang!

      A metallic clanging sound rang out with explosive power. It was another blade that clashed against the former, causing sparks to fly everywhere!

      The bloody scene everyone had been eagerly anticipating failed to materialize. A snow-white machete suddenly appeared out of nowhere, stopping the black bouncer’s machete in its tracks. What completely flabbergasted everyone was that this machete had easily and single-handedly stopped the heavy, two-handed hacking blow from the black bouncer.

      The machete that saved Cloudhawk’s life was roughly two feet long and was shaped like a dog’s leg. It had a straight back with a curved blade, and was heavy at the back but narrow at the front. It gleamed with a cold, almost snowy light… and Cloudhawk recognized it. Wasn’t this Mad Dog’s machete?

      The black bouncer’s hand had turned numb and a large notch had appeared on the edge of his blade. Before the bouncer even had a chance to assess the situation, his opponent struck out with his other hand and sent a dazzling streak of cold light flashing down. The black bouncer felt his arm suddenly become lighter as his hand suddenly fell to the ground, still clutching that machete.

      “AHHHH!” The bouncer clutched his severed arm, screaming miserably as blood continued to spurt out nonstop, almost like a permanently turned “on” faucet.

      Mad Dog lifted his leg and kicked out. The bouncer’s chest completely caved in as all of his ribs shattered apart. He flew backwards into the cabinets behind him as if he’d been shot out of a cannon, causing all types of wine bottles to crash to the ground and making the inn reek even more heavily of alcohol.

      This exchange all happened in the blink of an eye. Everyone was dazed for a few seconds… and began to scream more excitedly.

      “Mad Dog?! What the hell!?” Rednose revealed a look of rage and terror. He obviously recognized the hideous black man standing in front of him. “I done nothing to you! Why are you going crazy on me?”

      “Heh. Heh heh. Heh heh heh…” The scar on Mad Dog’s hideously ugly face twisted and contorted like a centipede as he grinned, his voice both deep and hoarse. “Bullyin’ a member of the Tartarus mercenaries? Are you that fuckin' tired of livin’?”

      “Tartarus?” An ugly look appeared on Rednose’s face. “Are you talking about the kid? Shit, I didn’t know he belonged to you guys! This is all over five strings of rat jerky, right? Take it! I’ll give it to’m, alright?”

      “TOO LATE!” The machete flashed once again. This time, it landed on the bodyguard in front of the innkeeper and cut straight through the man’s shoulder all the way down to his waist, tearing through flesh and bone alike. It was a terrifyingly wet sound and the man was virtually split in half by this blow.

      Mad Dog’s strength was utterly terrifying! It didn’t even look like he was hacking a man in half; it was as though he were just cutting through a piece of melted butter!

      Blood sprayed everywhere as the man’s organs burst out, drenching Mad Dog in blood. The thick, nauseating scent of blood seemed to intoxicate him, causing his face to grow increasingly savage and terrifying. In fact, he looked almost maddened and intoxicated.

      “Move, move! All of you, g-” Rednose didn’t manage to finish the final word because an unbelievably fast streak of cold light swept right through his neck, cutting open his skin, chopping through his flesh, slicing open his veins, and splitting apart his bones with a ripping sound. There was nothing anyone could have done to stop this from happening. The cold machete cut through him as easily it’d cut through tofu!

      The entire world seemed to spin before Rednose’s bulging eyes. Those eyes showed surprise, as though he didn’t understand why his field of vision had just completely changed. Only when his gaze fell upon his own headless corpse did a look of endless horror and amazement appear in his eyes.

      The disco lights in the inn continued spinning about and the hard rock music continued blaring. As for the blood spurting out of that headless corpse, it was like a newly popped bottle of champagne that helped everyone present celebrate this special event.

      “Mad Dog’s gone mad!”

      “Kill him!”

      The bouncers in the inn all knew Mad Dog’s reputation. Once the man went mad, the only way to stop him was to kill him. Otherwise, he wouldn’t stop until he wiped everyone out! These bouncers were, by nature, exceedingly vile men; this characteristic was common to almost everyone capable of rising to positions of importance in Blackflag Outpost. None of them were fools! Machetes, staves, daggers… all sorts of weapons were drawn as everyone charged Mad Dog!

      The disco ball spun even faster and the heavy rock music seemed to pound even louder. This party was about to go completely out of control!
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      Pandemonium. Utter pandemonium! The disco ball continued to whirl merrily as Mad Dog moved through the inn like a crazed dancer, his every motion filled with speed, agility, and madness!

      Clang! His machete chopped straight through an iron rod before cleaving off the head directly behind it as easily as chopping apart a watermelon.

      Even as a warrior inside the inn lifted his weapon to strike at Mad Dog, Mad Dog used his twin machetes to deliver seven or eight hacking blows against his body. He was like a whirling dervish, his twin machetes dancing like butcher blades used to carve off chunks of meat for a customer. In the blink of an eye, that man was chopped into unrecognizable shapes. His blood spurted everywhere, bathing everyone around him in a sticky stench.

      The heavy rock music seemed to blare louder and louder, urging Mad Dog on. Wreck everything! Break everything! Smash everything! KILL EVERYONE! Mad Dog was like an insane artist: his every motion, his every chop, and his every kill all part of a beautiful crescendo of violence in all of its terrible beauty. Every single person brought down by his chops lost at least one limb!

      However, no matter how strong Mad Dog was, he was still just one person whereas the inn had over ten bouncers. Even some of the guests ended up getting drawn into this ridiculous, meaningless fight.

      A slender, agile form shaped rather like a hyena pounced towards Mad Dog from behind, delivering a dagger-strike to the back of Mad Dog’s neck. Mad Dog had already entered his berserk state, in which he only attacked and never defended. As a result, he was instantly thrust into a perilous situation.

      “AHHH!” Cloudhawk managed to squeeze out a bit more strength out of his body, surprising even himself. He lifted a bar stool and roared angrily as he charged forwards to smash it against the ambusher’s head. CRACK! Splinters flew everywhere! As for Cloudhawk, he barreled into the man and knocked him down the ground, the two rolling over a few times on the blood-matted floor.

      The dagger-wielding man was also a savage fellow. Blood poured out of his dazed head, but he still had the presence of mind to deliver a back-handed stab with his dagger. Cloudhawk wasn’t able to dodge, but was able to twist his body slightly, ensuring that the dagger didn’t strike any of his vital organs. At this moment, he realized that all that time he’d spent dissecting corpses alongside Mantis hadn’t been a waste of time after all. At a time like this, the knowledge helped him stay alive.

      A stabbing pain could be felt as the dagger pierced into his body, but Cloudhawk ignored it as he picked up a long wooden spike from the ground and almost instantly shoved it deep into his opponent’s eye. The man almost instantly stopped moving without even being able to scream.

      Cloudhawk’s showed a savage and bestial expression. No one else dared to even draw near him. As for Mad Dog, by now he had hacked over ten people to death in succession, bathing the entire inn in blood. All of the tables had been destroyed, reducing the insides of the inn to rubble. Only now did the spectators begin to feel fear and begin fleeing en masse.

      Having luxuriated in slaughter, Mad Dog had worked the insanity and bloodlust out of his system. He seemed back to his normal self. He glanced sideways at the blood-covered Cloudhawk. “Hah! Not dead yet?”

      Cloudhawk had a dislocated elbow, several broken ribs, a long machete-wound across his back, and a dagger in his chest. Even for a recovery metahuman, wounds like these were incredibly dangerous! Cloudhawk didn’t respond. He just wrenched the dagger out of his chest.

      “Ahaha! Not bad, kid. Pretty tough!” Mad Dog inserted his two machetes back into their sheaths. “No time to waste. Hurry up and grab what you want. We need to leave this place immediately.”

      Almost everyone in the inn had been killed, with the few survivors having fled long ago. Mad Dog wasn’t sure how heavy the consequences would be for this massacre, but since he already killed so many, he figured he might as well grab their things too. Besides, things probably wouldn’t get too out of hand.

      Mad Dog swept the entire inn clean of everything of value, while Cloudhawk scoured it for food. When he pulled open a drawer, he discovered a glittering silver object. It looked like a fairly exquisite silver revolver!

      This innkeeper actually had a revolver? What a dangerous fellow he was! If Rednose had pulled out the gun and used it, the results of the wild melee would’ve been completely different. More importantly… this thing had to be worth at least twenty or thirty strips of rat jerky, right?!

      Cloudhawk wasn’t able to find any bullets. Who knew where Rednose had hidden them? Still, it didn’t matter. He tucked the gun into his clothes and continued to scour the place for other valuables.

      When the two blood-splattered mercenaries left the inn, the people outside instantly flooded inside to grab whatever remained. The devastated inn was once more thrust into pandemonium, with new fights breaking out as some of the looters began fighting one another. As a result, a number of new corpses were created as well. In the end, someone set the inn alight. The flames reached towards the sky, flickering brightly and signifying an end to this performance!

      By the time Cloudhawk reached the mercenary base, he had lost so much blood that he was in a rather dazed state. Mad Dog dragged him over to Mantis’s workshop, tossed him onto a table, and paid him no further attention.

      Mantis frowned slightly when he saw Cloudhawk’s wounds. He quickly reset the dislocated bones before applying some medicinal fluids from a glass bottle that held certain mutated plants. He first smeared the fluids over the various wounds, then cut apart Cloudhawk’s clothes, picked up a sewing needle, and finally began stitching the wounds together in a much practiced manner.

      These wounds were very serious. Any ordinary person would’ve died without question. Even recovery metahumans would be in danger, especially if the wounds became infected. Fortunately, Cloudhawk was lucky. Mantis was one of the top physicians in Blackflag Outpost and the medicinal fluids he had extracted from the mutated plants were used to help prevent any possible infections. As for whether Cloudhawk would survive, that was up to his own fortitude.

      The others were gathered at the training grounds of the mercenary base. When Slyfox heard what had happened, he was so furious he was about to explode. “Blackflag Outpost is no longer the same place it was a year ago. Why the fuck did you have to cause such a huge shitstorm? Did you even think about the amount of trouble we are gonna be in?”

      Mad Dog’s body was still caked in blood and gore, but he looked disdainful. He replied in an uncaring voice, “How big a shitstorm can it be? I just killed a few assholes, that’s all.” Right at this moment, Mantis walked over towards them as well. Mad Dog asked casually, “Hey, the kid dead yet?”

      “I hope he is!” Slyfox didn’t even wait for Mantis to respond before saying angrily, “I told the kid not to run around. Now he’s done gone and kicked over the hornet’s nest. He really is a natural born troublemaker!”

      Right at this moment, the domineering sound of a revving motorcycle could be heard directly outside their gates.

      “Here already? That was fast.” Slyfox gestured with his hands and all of the mercenaries picked up their weapons. Moments later, the gates were forcibly kicked open from the outside and a gigantic figure rushed in alongside ten-plus soldiers.

      If you weren’t familiar with the concept of “badass”, you would as soon as you saw this guy, no dictionary needed. He was two meters tall, incredibly muscular, and dressed in a tattered tank top that put his chiseled, rock-hard muscles on full display. His tousled golden hair and beard covered his world-weary features, giving him the look of a proud lion fearlessly facing a great storm.

      He stood in front of the mercenaries, his two hands pressed behind his back. His waist was ramrod stiff, and his back was as straight as a spear. He stood in a simple military posture, but he commanded an aura of absolute dominance!

      This giant of a man was every bit as impressive as the Tartarus captains and the ten-plus figures behind him were all highly-trained soldiers. Most likely, they were just as tough and skilled as the mercenaries themselves. They were amongst the most elite soldiers of Blackflag Ougpost.

      Slyfox forced a smile onto his pudgy face. “Grizzly, long time no see! Man, you are lookin’ more and more badass every time I see you. What brings you over to my neck of the woods?”

      “Don’t try that shit on me!” The muscular man nicknamed “Grizzly” let out a cold snort. His voice echoed like thunder as he said very solemnly, “You know why I’m here. Hurry up and hand him over!”

      “Heeeeey, relax buddy! We just killed a few people, right? The Tartarus Company has contributed quite a bit to the outpost over the past few years. No point in starting a war over a small problem like this, right?” Slyfox beamed merrily as he walked over. “I promise it won’t happen again, arrright?”

      “Next time?” Grizzly’s hard face only sank even more. “If word of this reaches her ears and pisses her off… do you think there will be a ‘next time’?”

      A nervous look flashed on Slyfox’s face. “That’s why I wanted to ask you to help me out here. Yer in charge of the entire outpost’s security. C’mon, the two of us have fought together and bled together. If you can’t even help a brother out at a time like this… well, let’s just say that I really would have misjudged you.”

      “This is the last time. I swear, this is the last fucking time!” Grizzly’s face was dark with rage. “Fine, I’ll let Mad Dog off, but you need to hand over the kid that caused all this shit. I’ll take his head back and be able to say that I’ve handled this matter.”

      “See, you sayin’ shit like that just pisses me off.” Mad Dog was rather irritated now. “That fucker Rednose was bullying our people. I just so happened to see it myself when I was drinking in his inn. The kid might be a bit pissy sometimes, but he’s not the type of guy to cause trouble for no reason.”

      Grizzly said flatly, “I don’t care. Someone has to answer for this disaster.”

      Slyfox was rather unhappy as well. “Yer makin’ things tough for me, y’know?”

      Grizzly glared back at him. “You do understand that if I wasn’t trying to give the Tartarus Company some face, I wouldn’t even be standing here chatting with you about this, right? The outpost has its own rules. Someone has to die for what happened today, and that’s that!”

      No trace of amusement could be seen in Slyfox’s eyes. His right hand seemed to “unconsciously” drift down to one of the pistols on his waist and his voice actually took on a rare timbre of power and authority. “If yer thinkin’ that you can take one o’ mine away from me, go ahead give it a try!”

      Grizzly’s face turned as hard as steel and popping sounds could be heard coming from his ten fingers. As for the soldiers around him, they all tightened their grips around their weapons.

      “Come on! Let’s do it!” Mad Dog actually drew the machetes from his waist, his weapons and body all still covered in blood and gore. “First person to back down is a pussy!”

      The mercenaries all gathered as well. As for Mantis, he stood there without moving but a hint of cold light was flashing between his fingers. The situation was incredibly tense and both sides were on the verge of drawing weapons on each other.

      Grizzly knew that there was no way he could deal with all three Tartarus captains by himself, nor could a single squad of elite outpost soldiers deal with the entire Tartarus mercenary company. However… if the Tartarus Company truly did choose to go to war against one of the elite outpost squads, it would never again be able to shelter here within the outpost.

      Grizzly’s voice became even deeper. “Do you really have to protect that rookie?”

      “He might be a useless rookie, but he’s a Tartarus rookie. Nobody, and I mean nobody, has the right to touch a member of Tartarus!” Slyfox’s hands remained pressed against his pistols. Given his speed and control, he would be able to almost instantly draw and fire his guns, taking down at least three or four of the opponents in an instant. His face looked relaxed, seeming to be not the slightest bit worried about the consequences. Slyfox knew exactly what type of a person Grizzly was, which was why he was certain that the man probably wouldn’t attack.

      “Better not regret it later.” Grizzly turned. “Withdraw!” The warriors of the elite squad all sheathed their weapons and immediately departed Tartarus headquarters. A short while later, the sputtering sound of the motorcycle could once more be heard as it disappeared off into the distance.

      Mad Dog spat towards the place where Grizzly had been standing. “Fucking poser. He’s nothing more than a dog on that bitch’s leash. Dickless dickwad!”

      “Y’know, pissing off Grizzly for the sake of that rookie is the dumbest motherfucking decision I’ve made in my entire life.” Slyfox really was starting to regret it now. “Man, what the hell is going on today? How could all of this shit have gone down?”

      Mad Dog’s expression suddenly turned somber for once. “I suspect that the newbie is actually a multi-meta.”

      Slyfox’s face tightened slightly upon hearing this. “Seriously?”

      The vast majority of metahumans only had a single type of metapower. If they wanted access to other metapowers, they’d generally have to inject themselves with certain genomic treatments. However, those genomic treatments were incredibly rare and the success rate was usually quite low.

      Still, a tiny percentage of people were born with multiple types of metapowers. They didn’t need to inject themselves with any gene therapies; all they had to do was to unleash their latent potential and would be able to develop in multiple areas. Although these “multi-metas” were incredibly rare, they did exist.

      The third captain, Mantis, was himself a multiclass metahuman.

      “Aside from enhanced healing abilities, the kid seems to have some sort of agility metapower as well.” Mad Dog briefly narrated what he had seen earlier. Given the speed and reaction times that Cloudhawk displayed in battle, it seemed likely that he’d activated some sort of agility metapower. “That means he’s not completely useless. We can spend a bit of actual effort on training the kid.”

      Dual-class metahumans were quite rare as well! Slyfox rubbed his jaw, mumbling to himself. For the first time, he felt that perhaps pissing Grizzly off wasn’t a completely meaningless decision.

      Actually, Mad Dog’s judgment was off. Cloudhawk hadn’t just improved in agility and healing speed; he was definitely a strength metahuman as well. The only thing he lacked was training and exercise. The fact that he’d been starving for most of his life also didn’t help. This reason was why Mad Dog hadn’t noticed his surprising strength.
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      Cloudhawk lay there in Mantis’s workshop, completely wrapped up in bandages. Mad Dog, Slyfox, and the other mercenaries watched on the side as Mantis did his job. Slyfox was already beginning to frown. “What’s the situation?”

      Mantis replied, “He lost too much blood. He needs a blood transfusion.” The ruins didn’t have access to blood transfusion technology, but Mantis was the most talented physician in both the Tartarus Company as well as the entire Blackflag Outpost. He not only had the ability to test blood phenotypes, but also had even developed his own blood transfusion apparatus. Despite his abilities, given the sanitary conditions in Blackflag Outpost, actually using that equipment posed an enormous risk to everyone involved.

      Slyfox didn’t give a damn. “Then what are you waiting for? Hurry up and give him the blood he needs! I don’t care what you have to do; you need to save his life and bring him back to us. If he dies, that’ll mean I pissed off Grizzly for absolutely nothing. That would be an abso-fucking-lutely stupid travesty!”

      Mad Dog just said, “It’s just blood, right? Use mine!”

      “You can use mine as well!”

      “Shit, I got plenty of blood. Take as much as you need!”

      “No way we can let the kid die like this.”

      “Yeah, life would be much more boring without’m.”

      More than ten mercenaries spoke up to offer their blood. Cloudhawk had only joined the Tartarus Company recently, but during this past month, his tenacious personality and work ethic caused everyone to take a liking to him. He was a bit weak, but they had already acknowledged him as a member of the group.

      If Cloudhawk were still awake, he would probably be so shocked that he wouldn’t be able to shut his mouth. Normally, the mercenaries treated him like absolute dirt… and yet, today they were all fighting for the chance to help save him by offering their own blood.

      As for Mantis, his features remained as blank and emotionless as ever. Without saying a single word, he ran a few blood phenotype tests before selecting the mercenaries who fit his criteria. He drew some blood from every single one of them, used that blood to fill his transfusion bag, and began transfusing it into Cloudhawk’s body.

      In the end, their greatest fears were realized. Although Cloudhawk’s condition was temporarily stabilized after the infusion of blood, it worsened again at around midnight. His entire body was beet-red and his skin was so hot it seemed as if he were being burnt by coals. His mind was in a blur and he repeatedly slurred random words.

      There was nothing Mantis could do. The medical conditions and equipment were simply too poor. Whenever an injured party suffered a severe infection like this, he would have a less than ten percent chance of surviving. Things were in the hands of the gods now. All they could do was hope that the kid’s destiny was not to die here!

      ……

      Cloudhawk found himself in a foggy, hazy state. He felt incredibly hot, so hot that he could barely breathe. It was as though he were sleeping inside a giant burning cauldron. When Cloudhawk tried to trace the heat to its source, he discovered that it was all emanating from the stone hanging around his neck.

      The stone seemed to have been linked to his body in a strange manner, fusing with his bones and flesh to become a part of him. It unleashed some sort of strange energy that was capable of affecting Cloudhawk’s entire body.

      In his dazed state, Cloudhawk was actually able to make out the voice of the stone more clearly than ever before. It sounded like the furious waves of the ocean, like the sky, like the earth, like something hidden within the depths of the sea, like the lightless dark of the night, like a behemoth so vast that it could silently swallow a hundred enormous whales without causing any stir.

      This was a sea! A sea of willpower, a sea of mental strength, a sea of energy! Was he able to better commune with the stone when he was in his current, trance-like state?

      Not only could Cloudhawk sense the ebb and flow of that sea of mental energy inside the stone, he could even hear a hoarse voice whispering to him from a hidden location at the very bottom of the sea.

      “Truth springs forth from the mind. Your thoughts shall determine all and what you shall imagine is what you shall see!” Although the voice was soft, it was filled with an astonishing presence and was as stately as the voice of a king. “Awaken, heir to my legacy!”

      Cloudhawk felt as though someone had just poured a bucket of ice water over his face. He suddenly woke from his stupor, only to realize that he hadn’t actually returned to the real world. He was located within a very strange region, with his two feet standing on a pitch-black sea that was as smooth and clear as a mirror.

      This place wasn’t the real world. This place was a dream-world created by that will within the stone!

      “W-who is talking?!” Cloudhawk frantically scanned his surroundings. He knew that this was a dream, but he found himself unable to escape it. He had never experienced something as strange as this before and it completely exceeded the bounds of his comprehension.

      The endless black mist in front of him condensed to form a tall, savage-looking figure. The figure didn’t seem to be human, but Cloudhawk wasn’t able to see what it looked like. He could only see a pair of red, ape-like eyes glowing within that dark silhouette, as well as a jewel that glowed in front of the figure’s chest.

      Was that jewel the one Cloudhawk had found the other day? Was it originally an adornment upon that suit of unique, peculiar armor? As for the mysterious fellow standing before Cloudhawk, he had to be the jewel’s previous master. He must’ve been able to store his will and mind into the jewel through some unknown method. The reason why Cloudhawk had nearly gone mad with berserk rage was also due to this man’s influence. As for the strange dream Cloudhawk had fallen into after suffering such heavy injuries, it was also caused by this man.

      Cloudhawk stared at the man through the blurry mist that separated the two of them. “Who exactly are you?”

      A majestic yet hoarse voice rang out from the black silhouette. “A failure who has been forgotten. Who I am no longer matters. What matters is for you to know who you are.”

      “Who I am? I’m me!” Cloudhawk was rather confused now. What was this guy talking about? He shouted rather nervously, “Fuck, man, what’s going on here? Why are you in my dreams?”

      “No need to be afraid. I won’t harm you. In fact, I died long ago. What remains is nothing more than a part of my will which I left inside this stone. Only when certain criteria are fulfilled and when a person with certain potential emerges shall this stone be activated. For now, you can neither see nor sense my entire will, just a fragment which I set up long ago.” The speaker was saying such confusing, baffling things that Cloudhawk understood none of it at all.

      “It has been many years. I have stubbornly remained here, all for the sake of awaiting your arrival. Ever since you picked up that jewel, you have assumed a destiny that you cannot shake off.” The black silhouette looked at Cloudhawk and slowly said, “The world has been bewildered by lies and deceptions. Since the cycle has begun anew, I hope that you shall continue the path which I started but was unable to finish. Bring an end to all these things.”

      Cloudhawk really had no idea what the man was talking about, but he felt an inexplicable sense of irritation and rejection towards his words. “What sort of gibberish are you babbling about? I don’t understand a word that you are saying. Let me out!”

      “Don’t be impatient, young man. I don’t have much time left.” A hint of aged sorrow appeared within the black silhouette’s voice. “I can sense what you are thinking. Do you wish to leave the wastelands?”

      Cloudhawk suddenly trembled. “Can you help me?”

      “I can’t help you leave, not directly… but I can give you what you need more than anything else right now.”

      “What?”

      The black silhouette said slowly, “I can give to you what little power I have left!”

      Cloudhawk instantly felt excited. Power. Wasn’t this exactly what he needed more than anything else right now? He was still far, far too weak, which was why everyone continued to bully him. If he was as strong as Slyfox or Mad Dog, he would be able to do whatever he wanted in Blackflag Outpost! This mysterious figure had to be at least as powerful as Mad Dog, right?

      The black sea beneath his feet suddenly began to stir and Cloudhawk felt that he was about to be dragged within the waves. A large amount of an ice-cold substance flowed into his body, causing him to feel the sensation of agonizing pain.

      “Unfortunately, at present you are still far too weak. I can only bestow a part of my psionic energy unto you for now.” The black silhouette’s voice began to fade in and out as it grew more and more indistinct. “Please keep the stone safe. It is the key to both space and time, and is the most important talisman of my race…”

      Cloudhawk felt like a drowning man at sea. The sense of breathlessness and pressure was absolutely stifling and he could neither open his mouth nor cry out for rescue. That icy feeling filled every inch of his body, pouring in from every single direction and into every single pore. Cloudhawk frantically tried to reach out and grab something, but was unable to find anything to grip. His consciousness instantly began to fade once again.

      Right at this moment, he suddenly felt a hand reach down and grab him, bringing him up above the surface of the water.

      “AHHH!” Cloudhawk let out a scream as he woke up.

      It was noon. Cloudhawk’s entire body was covered with bandages that emanated strange medicinal smells and every single wound on his body was neatly stitched shut. Fiery pain radiated throughout his entire body, as though his skin had been torn open and he’d been placed atop a cooking rack. The various strange medicinal pastes smeared across his body made his wounds burn, almost as though they contained salt or spices.

      Cloudhawk’s right elbow hung in front of his chest. Right now, he was so weak that he felt as though he had just been chased by a wild beast for ten kilometers nonstop. However, for some reason, his mind was incredibly clear and alert and the surrounding world itself seemed to be more in focus than it had been in the past. He could even hear the mercenaries outside laughing and chatting with each other.

      This place had to be the mercenary base. Cloudhawk thought back to what had just happened, especially the conversation he had with the strange man in his dreams. Was it nothing more than an odd nightmare? Cloudhawk shook his head. Ignoring the pain, he got off the bed, walked to the door, and pushed it open with his one good arm.

      The twenty mercenaries that were just about to start eating all came to a sudden halt, their gazes focusing upon Cloudhawk. For a moment, things were completely silent. Cloudhawk couldn’t help but feel a bit nervous. Were these guys planning on picking a fight with him for having caused them trouble?

      But in the next instant… everyone exploded with roars of laughter and cheers!

      “HAH! Woke up, kiddo?”

      “You really do heal pretty damn fast.”

      “Man, you got the shit beat out of you, didn’t you?”

      “How could you let a dumb fuck like Rednose kick you around like that? You really are good for nothing, you know?”

      Usually, the mercenaries loved to mock Cloudhawk and laugh at him. However, after his sudden display of power in the inn and his near brush with death, they started to have more positive feelings about this kid that they once loved to hate.

      Whap! A fat, meaty hand clapped Cloudhawk on his shoulders. Cloudhawk leapt like a startled hair, nearly screaming from the pain. You did that on purpose, you motherfucker! The clap had landed directly on one of his stitched-up wounds.

      Slyfox completely ignored the glowering, twisted look on Cloudhawk’s face as he delivered yet another heavy clap with his meaty hand. “You’ve certainly been making a name for yourself, ya sonufabitch. Not only did you go out and cause trouble, you got the shit beat out of you. You’ve dishonored the entire damn Tartarus Company, y’know?”

      “That HURTS!” Cold sweat appeared on Cloudhawk’s forehead. He really wanted to plant a punch right into that fat face, but he also knew that was something best reserved for his dreams. “It won’t happen next time, alright?”

      “Next time? Kill them all, next time. Learn to wipe your own ass and solve your own problems. Got it?” After Slyfox finished lecturing him, he tossed a metal plate onto the table in front of them with a clattering sound. “In the future, you’ll eat with us, train with us, and go out on missions with us.”

      The plate held a chunk of blackened mutabeast jerky and a few pieces of something that looked like potatoes but had been all but burnt to a crisp. Slyfox gave the awestruck Cloudhawk a hard glare. “What, food’s not to yer likin’?”

      “N-Not at all!” Cloudhawk sat down without even thinking and began chewing on the food. Although he had no idea what type of mutabeast this meat came from, it tasted far better than any type of meat he had ever eaten before.

      Previously, he had only been given two pieces of bread each day. Now, he was able to enjoy wine and meat alongside the other mercenaries and would enjoy three set meals each day! It was like a poor beggar suddenly coming into an enormous inheritance. This blissful sense of manna falling from the heavens instantly filled Cloudhawk with contentment and joy.

      Cloudhawk never would’ve expected that rather than castigate him for having caused trouble at the inn, the other mercenaries would actually view him as having formally joined their ranks. His long month of humiliation and labor… had he finally overcome his hardships?
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      A few days later, Cloudhawk was able to get his stitches removed. In another four or five days, he would probably be completely recovered.

      These days spent convalescing were some of the most comfortable days in his life. Not only did Cloudhawk not need to serve as a human punching bag, he was allowed to lay back and relax each day while enjoying three meals of meat. In just a few short days, he had grown considerably more muscular. It was getting to the point where Cloudhawk actually hoped that his wounds would heal a bit more slowly.

      After waking up from his heavy injuries, he improved quite a bit in every single area. The thing was, Cloudhawk didn’t feel as if he’d improved dramatically in any particular area. Perhaps that dream really was nothing more than a dream. Cloudhawk didn’t really pay it too much heed and cast that memory to the back of his mind.

      By the fifth day, Cloudhawk was more or less recovered. Mantis immediately called Cloudhawk over to assist him. The tables in Mantis’s workshop were filled with preservative jars that were marked with all kinds of script, as well as numerous test tubes filled with all sorts of strange experimental liquids. The workshop had all sorts of crude, ungainly tools within it as well, but Cloudhawk was used to all of them by now.

      Cloudhawk dragged a freshly delivered corpse over and placed it on the dissection table. It was the corpse of a young woman who had probably died recently. Judging by her emaciated frame, she most likely died of starvation. Similar corpses could be found everywhere.

      “Mantis, what are you going to analyze today?” Cloudhawk picked up his pincers and scalpel, preparing to go to work. “Heart? Lungs? Liver? Something else?” Although he hadn’t completely healed, he had recovered enough to do some work.

      Mantis withdrew his blood-covered hands from the chest of a dissected corpse. If Cloudhawk were a new arrival, he probably wouldn’t be used to this sight, but over the course of the past month he himself had carried out multiple such dissections, and so didn’t feel anything off.

      The Tartarus mercenary company had three captains, of whom Mantis was the most inscrutable. He seemed extremely cultured and knowledgeable, and was able to extract strange liquids from random mutated plants which he would then mix together into restorative poultices and healing solutions. The reason why Cloudhawk had been able to recover from his injuries so quickly was completely thanks to Mantis, and so Cloudhawk admired the man very much.

      Cloudhawk had never seen Mantis in combat before. However, Mantis’s skills as a physician alone ensured that he would never go hungry in this era.

      “Hang it up high.”

      Cloudhawk was slightly startled by Mantis’s instructions. Was the strange fellow planning some sort of odd experiment yet again? Still, Cloudhawk didn’t waste time asking questions. He immediately tied a rope around the corpse’s waist before lifting it into the air.

      Mantis calmly pulled out a silver revolver and tossed it onto the table. Cloudhawk couldn’t help but gawk at that revolver. Cloudhawk had taken it from Rednose’s inn before passing out from blood loss. By the time he’d woken up, the revolver had disappeared. He felt certain that Mad Dog had confiscated it, as guns were quite valuable; for a rookie like Cloudhawk to possess one really was a waste.

      “Shit, isn’t that my gun? So you were the one who took it!” Cloudhawk had been given all sorts of grunt work in the mercenary base and part of his job was to help maintain their firearms. As a result, he was quite familiar with how they worked.

      Mantis then fished out an orange-colored bullet and placed it on the table. The hell? Cloudhawk was starting to feel rather stunned. Mantis adjusted his glasses, which flashed with a cold light as he did so, making it impossible for Cloudhawk to see the look in his eyes. Mantis reached out and pointed one finger at the hanging corpse and said in his customarily cold voice, “Shoot it as fast as you can.”

      “Is that really a good idea?” Cloudhawk naturally wasn’t worried about being disrespectful to the dead; that would just be laughable. His concern was that shooting a corpse was a waste of bullets!

      “Just do it!”

      Cloudhawk had no idea what Mantis was scheming, but there was nothing he could do. The stone-faced man never changed his mind and did what he wanted. Plus… Cloudhawk had wanted to experience firing a gun for quite some time now.

      Cloudhawk picked up the gun, unlatched the cylinder, loaded the bullet, then spun the cylinder back into its proper locked position. Cloudhawk had no experience in gunnery, but for some reason it all felt very natural to him. Just as he was about to raise the gun and pull the trigger…

      Snick! A streak of cold light suddenly flashed through the air and sliced past his face. Clink!

      It was a slender, icy-cold surgical scalpel. The scalpel plunged into the corpse’s forehead with perfect precision. Even if you used the most accurate of rulers to measure it, you would find that the scalpel was exactly dead center in the corpse’s forehead, without being even slightly to the left or to the right. In addition, the scalpel blade had sunk completely into the forehead.

      Cloudhawk felt as though he’d lost control over his jaw muscles as his mouth swung open. He stared, wide-eyed, at the incomprehensible sight in front of him.

      “You spent a total of four seconds in drawing the gun, loading the bullet, and then firing. I would’ve been able to cut your throat in a third of a second.”

      This showing was Cloudhawk’s first time seeing Mantis launch an “attack”. He never would’ve imagined that Mantis was this incredible!

      “Remember. The more complicated, high-tech, and high-level a weapon is, the more dangerous it is to its own wielder. If you end up relying too heavily on those high-tech weapons, death will be quick to arrive for you. The best weapons are the ones that appear everywhere. They are easy to deploy and easy to use. For a truly talented assassin, even grass and twigs can be used to take another’s life.”

      They had known each other for a full month, but Mantis had always been very taciturn, seemingly treasuring his words as if they were gold. He had never said so many things at once so Cloudhawk felt like he was getting to know the man all over again.

      He was a superlatively talented physician, a strange scientist who liked to dissect corpses and organs in search of mutations. He was also an incredible apothecary who was able to extract fluids from various mutated plants and use them to create medicinal salves… but it seemed as though all of these things were just his secondary professions!

      Slyfox was a gunner. Mad Dog was a warrior. Mantis was an assassin.

      Perhaps Mantis’s evolutionary metapowers weren’t as high-class as those of Slyfox or Mad Dog, but assassins didn’t necessarily need to be the strongest individuals around; they were, however, the most dangerous! Cloudhawk would rather piss off a madman like Mad Dog or a crafty bastard like Slyfox than a viper like Mantis!

      Cloudhawk unconsciously mimicked the scalpel-tossing motion. “What type of training do I need to do if I want to reach your level?”

      “Your task for today is completed. Leave.” Mantis began to put away his tools without even looking at Cloudhawk. “And take your gun!”

      Cloudhawk had been feeling rather irritated, but upon hearing the last few words, he nearly leapt for joy. Mantis might seem like an icy fellow, but he was actually quite warm-hearted. Not only had he kept Cloudhawk’s weapon safe for quite a few days and then returned it to him, he had also taught Cloudhawk a lesson.

      In the wastelands, firearms and bullets were used as a common currency for barter. You would always be able to use them to trade for food. Afraid that Mantis might change his mind, Cloudhawk immediately grabbed his gun and left.

      As for Mantis, he continued to focus on dissecting and handling his corpses. From start to finish, his facial expressions had not changed a single time.

      Upon returning to his room, Cloudhawk pulled out his gun and excitedly rubbed his hands across its surface repeatedly, almost as if he were stroking a lover’s hands. He’d never been as excited as he was now.

      Cloudhawk knew very well that bullets were actually even more valuable than firearms. The reason why the majority of the mercenaries did not use firearms was because bullets were too expensive. A pound of mutabeast meat could only buy you ten or so pistol bullets. Aside from elite marksmen like Slyfox, using guns was a completely impractical and un-economical decision for most mercenaries.

      But despite all that, this gun was still the first valuable possession Cloudhawk ever had. Cloudhawk lay there in his bed, his gun by his side. Even though it held only a single bullet, he felt a sense of safety and security with it nearby. Everything was turning for the better.

      Cloudhawk let out a long, contented sigh. Just as he was about to blow out the candle and go to sleep, he suddenly heard several loud, clear sounds echo in the skies above the outpost.

      CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

      The sounds completely shattered the stillness of the night. Cloudhawk had never heard this noise before. It sounded almost like a large gong being struck, with each sound being both loud and enduring. The sudden clanging noises brought a sense of unease to all who heard them.

      Cloudhawk had no idea what was going on. However, he had been living here in the outpost for more than a month; he was no longer the clueless and rash kid he once was. He carefully pushed open his door to stare at what was happening outside, rather than foolishly charging outside in a blind panic.

      Blackflag Outpost was a bedlam of commotion. Many men holding torches ran around and countless cries and startled shouts filled the air. Cloudhawk was able to vaguely make out one particularly horrified, high-pitched scream.

      “A beast wave! A beast wave is upon us!”

      Cloudhawk had been in the outpost for more than a month; he knew exactly what a beast wave represented. A cold chill instantly filled his entire body and an uncontrollable terror quickly rooted itself in his heart. This was terrible!

      BANG! His wooden door was suddenly kicked in and three outpost soldiers charged in and grabbed him unceremoniously.

      “What the hell are you guys doing?!”

      “A beast wave is attacking. All men are required to take part in the defense. Those who shirk from battle will die!”

      The entire outpost was in a state of chaos. The outpost guards were running around everywhere, grabbing everyone they could. All of the men were corralled like a herd of ducks and then split up into numerous temporary squads.

      Cloudhawk wasn’t even given a chance to explain, nor would any explanations have mattered. The Tartarus mercenary company was an important part of the outpost’s combat forces; they would undoubtedly be sent to a place even more dangerous than here. And so, Cloudhawk just allowed himself to be conscripted into a squad of roughly two hundred people.

      A series of clanking sounds rang out as a guard dressed in a full set of steel armor walked over towards them. He was clad in at least two or three layers of leather armor underneath the steel and he wore a half-mask that served as a breathing apparatus. The other guards all stood by his side, with this young elite guard dressed in a perfect set of armor clearly being their leader. “I’m Lain, the captain of this squad and a member of the elite guards of Blackflag Outpost. I’ll be responsible for commanding your group in defending against the attack.”

      Captain Lain spoke with great difficulty, as if every single word were extremely taxing for him to say. It was almost as though someone had stuck a lever into his mouth, making it difficult for him to speak. There was an extremely deep scar on the side of his neck; most likely, the wound that caused that scar also impacted his vocal chords.

      “Right now, a large number of mutabeasts are launching an attack against our outpost! All of you, pick up your weapons and protect our home. Fight them to the bitter end!” Captain Lain’s hoarse voice rang out like the cry of an owl in the night, causing the listeners to shiver with fear.
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      The fire pots had all been set alight and Blackflag Outpost was thoroughly illuminated by lamps and torches. Terror swept through the entire outpost like a tempest, spreading from person to person like a plague. The sounds of sobbing and screaming could be heard everywhere as the terrifying beast wave drew closer and closer.

      Beast waves! They were the most terrifying natural disasters that existed in the wastelands! Each was a unique type of battle for survival that only wastelanders encountered, a battle launched by large numbers of hungry mutabeasts against the outposts where many humans gathered.

      Cloudhawk had just arrived a month ago so he had naturally never experienced one of these beast waves personally. And yet, he had heard some stories regarding beast waves from the older mercenaries. Supposedly, the vast majority of human outposts in the wastelands ended up being destroyed by beast wave outbreaks. Each beast wave portended a calamitous baptism by blood. Even if the outpost under attack was strong enough to resist the beast wave, it would still suffer heavy losses and rivers of blood would flow. Was Blackflag Outpost going to suffer this same fate as well?

      An atmosphere of terror and despair pervaded the outpost. Even Cloudhawk felt rather nervous. He had never experienced a calamity like this before and had no idea regarding what he would face.

      Just as everyone’s hearts were in a state of disarray, a series of frenzied growls could be heard rumbling outside in the wilderness. It sounded like a rumbling landslide, like waves crashing against the shore! The terrifying sounds represented pure bloodlust, madness, and brutality all joined together and unleashed in a single tidal wave of noise. The spiritual pressure this wave brought alone was enough to shake even the deepest parts of one’s soul.

      What sort of terrifying creatures could possibly make such hideous sounds? Cloudhawk stared from his position on the walls and was able to vaguely make out something. A large number of short, stooped black figures were advancing at high speeds under the moonlight. They had pairs of dark green eyes that blazed like abyssal fire and brought a completely different aura to the biting cold of the night!

      What in the world were these things?! Just as Cloudhawk was pondering this question, one of the bow-wielding outpost archers who stood with bow drawn in one of the archery parapets let out a terrified shout. “Oh, shit. ROTWOLVES!!”

      “Fuck, fuck! I can’t even count the number of rotwolves!”

      Every single outpost soldier was a carefully selected elite warrior. They were reliable in both personal power as well as mental fortitude, but when faced with such a terrifying sight, even people as strong as them couldn’t help but quaver when they spoke, revealing the horror they felt. As for the squads of irregulars? They were even more terrified.

      “The wastelands are filled with those rotwolves.”

      “Oh my God… we are all doomed.”

      “There’s no way we can beat that many rotwolves. Everyone, run for your lives!”

      The motley crew of irregulars captained by Lain almost immediately began to break down. Rotwolves were enormous mutant wolves that roamed the wastelands and were so named because their flesh was so putrid and poisonous that there was no way to make it edible. Most normal mutabeasts weighed around eighty kilograms, but rotwolves didn’t seem to have an upper weight limit. There had even been sightings of enormous rotwolves weighing five or six hundred kilograms!

      These particular mutabeasts were not only brutal, but also extremely crafty. Every ordinary rotwolf would be a match for two or three ordinary outpost guards in power, but tonight at least seven or eight hundred rotwolves had already appeared. Things were looking very grim. No one knew how many more rotwolves were lying in wait. Even if there really were just eight hundred, it would be a calamity for the outpost!

      Captain Lain had clearly never expected the situation to be this grim either. His face paled slightly and his sword hand started to tremble, but he still spoke out in his hoarse voice to calm his men. “Just a few hundred wolves, while we have several thousand warriors. The hell are you all afraid of? Man up!”

      But who could possibly maintain their calm in a situation like this? Although the outpost held thousands of warriors and was protected by a defensive perimeter, who could guarantee that front-line soldiers like them would be able to survive? More and more soldiers started to flee.

      “Archers!” Captain Lain was able to tell that the situation was about to spiral out of control. He immediately lifted his sword high into the air and the six archers behind him immediately drew their bows. The archers on the watchtowers all turned towards him as well. “Kill them!”

      Cloudhawk could clearly hear the bowstrings twanging. The first wave of arrows weren’t aimed at the beasts outside; they were actually aimed at the fleeing warriors within the outpost. Twang! Twang! Twang! Several fleeing soldiers let out miserable cries as they fell to the ground. As for the archers, they once more nocked their bows and aimed the cruel arrowheads towards the others.

      “That’s what happens to deserters!” Captain Lain’s hoarse voice rang out in everyone’s ears. “If Blackflag Outpost is destroyed, do you really think you’ll be able to find another place to live? Hell, without Blackflag Outpost, will any of you even be able to survive in these wastelands? Pick up your damn weapons. We live or die with the outpost!”

      Faced with those taut bowstrings, everyone had no choice but to silently acquiesce. As for Cloudhawk, he felt a degree of respect for Captain Lain. He truly was a valiant and charismatic warrior, and his words were spot on – once Blackflag Outpost fell, would they ever be able to find another place like it?

      He might not love this place, but this wasn’t the time to leave it! He’d rather die than end up a wastelands scavenger again! Cloudhawk tightened his grip around his short sword. He had decided to defend the outpost to the bitter end.

      Captain Lain’s methods proved to be quite effective in quelling the chaos. He split the regular soldiers and inserted them throughout his troops, knowing exactly how unreliable his irregulars were. Not only could his regular soldiers help smooth out the average level of strength in each section, they would also be able to serve as his supervisory sergeants once battle began.

      The wolf pack moved closer and closer to the outpost. The night was filled with their long, drawn-out howls. Even the earth shook slightly as the crazed, bloodthirsty wolves advanced like a foul wind and it was as though a dark haze had appeared around the hearts of the men who saw them.

      “They are about to attack!”

      “Shoot them!”

      “Shoot them down!”

      The wolves in the pack were actually quite dispersed. Several of the agility metahumans in the vanguard were the first to act.

      Cloudhawk immediately heard a few sparse gunshots blasting out in the night air, accompanied by the whistling howls of arrows being shot. Quite a few agonized howls emerged from the wolf pack. Apparently, a number of the rotwolves had been hit.

      However, attacks on this level were simply ineffective in serving as a deterrent. In fact, when the beasts smelled the blood and felt the pain emanating from their fellows, they seemed to have been whipped into an even greater frenzy. The howls of the wolf pack only grew increasingly fierce. The battle was about to erupt!

      Captain Lain commanded his soldiers, “Fire in volleys and don’t stop! Rotwolves don’t have wings. Keep them outside our perimeter!”

      Cloudhawk was extremely tense. It was just a group of wild animals, right? Nothing bad would happen. Nothing bad would happen! The outpost had sturdy defenses and countless experts defending it. It also had…

      Cloudhawk wasn’t even able to finish his self-comforting thought before a terrified, despairing voice rang out right next to him!

      “LOOK! The sky!”

      “What’s that in the sky?!”

      The moonlight was blotted out by what looked like storm clouds. When Cloudhawk unconsciously lifted his head to stare into the sky, his pupils immediately shrank. No… those were no storm clouds. Those were teeming masses of flying creatures moving at incredible speeds!

      Cloudhawk was only able to see countless pairs of red eyes flashing in the night sky. Judging from their silhouettes, he could just barely tell that they seemed to be enormous bat-like creatures. Just as the wave of rotwolves hit the outside perimeter, the strange winged creatures dove down from the skies like an unstoppable tidal wave. They struck down like thunderbolts upon the outpost guards and also struck like thunderbolts against the outpost’s morale.

      “Danger! Get down!” It was unclear who called these words out and it didn’t really matter; anyone who encountered a situation like this would almost instinctively lie down. Cloudhawk felt as though a gale blew past his head and the entire world seemed to be filled with the sound of flapping wings.

      “Aaaah!” One of the soldiers on the watchtower was knocked into the air. Even as he fell, around twenty black shadows flashed past his body and clawed at him with incomprehensible speed, each tearing away a section of his body. His body seemed to be as flimsy as wet tissue; in the five short seconds he was in the air, over twenty strips of flesh were torn off his body as bits of blood and gore flew everywhere. He screamed in misery as his blood and flesh scattered… and then he slammed on the ground with a thud.

      The person landed in front of Cloudhawk. When Cloudhawk saw what he now looked like, he felt a sense of frozen terror within the depths of his very soul. Almost all of the man’s flesh was gone and his ribs were all clearly visible. The organs had been ripped out of his stomach and his face had been torn asunder as well. He was completely beyond recognition.

      Possibly because this had happened so quickly, the poor bastard was somehow still alive despite having been absolutely maimed and disfigured. A gurgling sound could be heard from his throat and his hands and legs were trembling as though he were trying to climb to his feet.

      A few seconds ago, he was a hale and hearty man. Who could believe that this would happen to him in just a few seconds? What a calamity!

      The strange, giant bats circled in the air above the outpost. Each wing was over 1.5 metres long and had hawk-like claws and sharp beaks that were as dangerous as razors. The outpost was filled with miserable screams as many people suffered injuries in an instant.

      This creature was a type of bloodthirsty animal that loved to eat carrion! They often followed the scent of the rotwolf pack. These two different types of mutabeasts, however, would not engage in direct combat with each other. Rather, they would generally hold a tacit agreement to jointly attack certain targets.

      Just as Cloudhawk rose to his feet and took two steps forward, a giant bat dove down towards him at high speed, raking at him with those sharp claws. Sensing the impending danger, Cloudhawk once more fell to the ground and the giant bat scraped by right above him.

      It was raining blood in the area around him, with a few chunks of meat and skin landing every so often. The warriors on the watchtower who were responsible for shooting the wolves were almost instantly ripped to shreds and broken apart, with all of them dying to the sudden attacks from the giant bats.

      They were finished! Cloudhawk’s heart sunk into despair. With the mutated bats launching aerial raids and disrupting their back lines, there was no way the outpost could mobilize their archers and gunners to attack the wolves from afar. As for the hundreds of powerful rotwolves, once they charged into the outpost they would deliver an absolutely destructive blow to the defenders!

      What were they to do? What were they to do?!

      Cloudhawk stared at the silhouettes dancing through the chaos. Finally, he understood how weak any individual person was in a war. Not even Slyfox or Mad Dog would be able to do anything at a time like this, not to mention him!
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      Several of the wolves in the wastelands raised their heads and let out long howls. The howls were a signal, a signal to launch the full attack!

      The swarming masses of rotwolves suddenly began to accelerate, as if physical inhibitors inside their bodies were suddenly unlocked or as if they were a group of chained beasts who suddenly slipped out of their shackles. The ferocious black wave of wolves began their true assault on the outpost.

      The area around the outpost was littered with boulders and ruined tires that were stacked together to form a rampart. In the wastelands, a defensive perimeter like this was considered quite strong. An attack from a few dozen rotwolves would be completely unable to do anything to this outpost, but the problem was that they were facing over eight hundred rotwolves and an unknown number of giant bats that circled around them!

      The outpost defenses were breached in multiple areas almost instantaneously and many rotwolves poured into the gaps. The entire world seemed to be filled with the sounds of combat, slaughter, screams, and frenzied wolf-howls.

      In order to avoid the giant bats, Cloudhawk was forced to scurry forward in a crawling position. He could already hear the sounds coming from outside the ramparts in front of him, as a number of rotwolves leapt onto the bodies of their peers to try and clamber up. Soon, they would be able to make it inside. To just lay here would result in certain death!

      Cloudhawk rose to his feet, wanting to flee backwards… but he didn’t even make it ten meters before three rotwolves agilely leapt past the ramparts. Their oily green eyes swept across the men before them, almost like that of proud lions surveying little white hares trembling before them. They bared their saliva-covered fangs and let out low growls from their throats.

      Only now did the rest of the terrified soldiers rise to their feet and begin to flee. But it was too late! The rotwolves leapt into the air, pouncing forwards and knocking down quite a few people. Their sharp claws were five centimeters long and were as tough as steel nails; each swipe of their claws was enough to tear a man open from chest to spleen.

      “DIE!” A particularly valiant guard lifted his iron warhammer and smashed it down at the rotwolf’s head. This blow was heavy enough to leave a large crater in any boulder and even the rotwolf hunched over from the force of this blow. However, out of everyone’s expectations, its brain matter didn’t splatter out. Clearly, this creature’s skull was even tougher than stone! The vicious rotwolf retaliated with a swipe of its claws and half of the guard’s face disappeared.

      The guard didn’t even have time to scream. The rotwolf leapt onto him, knocking him flat and then ripped out his vocal cords and carotid artery at the same time. This strike tore out half of his throat! The outpost guard’s body twitched a few times and never moved again.

      The rotwolf was in no rush to feed. It raised its gore-covered snout and turned its ghostly, oily-green gaze towards the others. It was already searching for its next target. Its flickering gaze was filled with wild savagery and it completely broke the morale of the conscripted irregulars.

      These beasts were clearly quite different from the wolves of the Ancient Times. In speed, strength, savagery, and cleverness, they surpassed the beasts of the Ancient Times many times over.

      Just as everyone was about to retreat, a single person charged forwards. Captain Lain drew his long sword as he raced forward. He delivered a vicious kick to the rotwolf’s side and knocked the heavy beast flying into the air and chopped his long sword down against the airborne wolf’s neck. Not even inspecting the wound, Captain Lain then leapt onto the rotwolf’s corpse, used it to launch himself even higher into the air, and stabbed down as his sword flashed with cold light. The stab just so happened to pierce all the way into a second rotwolf’s eye!

      “AWOOOO!” The final rotwolf howled furiously as it charged Captain Lain. Captain Lain relinquished his stuck long sword, as there wasn’t enough time to tug it free. He suddenly fell to his knees and bent all the way back, just barely dodging the rotwolf’s flying pounce.

      Riiiiip! A sharp knife suddenly flew out from Captain Lain’s metallic wrist guard. The knife easily cut into the rotwolf’s soft underbelly. The momentum of the rotwolf’s leap carried it forward resulting in an enormous gaping wound being ripped open. A deluge of blood and foul-smelling organs flowed out of the rotwolf’s body, dousing Captain Lain in gore.

      Only now did the others regain their clam. As for Captain Lain, he rose to his feet, panting just a little bit. He stepped on the second rotwolf’s head and forcibly pulled out his long sword. His entire body was covered with that reeking blood and he looked like a soldier who had just escaped from the depths of hell. He bellowed hoarsely with his damaged vocal cords, “All of you, fight! Anyone who takes a single step back dies!”

      The captain had just slain three rotwolves as easily as one would chop vegetables. His dazzling display of skill and valor managed to rally his men and raise their morale, which had truly been on the brink of collapse just now.

      However, more and more rotwolves began flying over the walls and pressing the attack. Every so often, the giant bats circling above would swoop down to rip off an ear or tear out an eyeball, or perhaps just rip an entire face off. This battle was extremely disadvantageous for Blackflag Outpost. Even Captain Lain ended up receiving a claw-strike as he dispatched one rotwolf after another. If it hadn’t been for his layers of armor, he would’ve been disemboweled by that attack.

      Some of the outpost guards tried to use their bows to shoot down those infuriating giant bats, but they simply weren’t able to see clearly enough in the night to make out their targets. The bats themselves were pitch-black in color and moved incredibly fast. Not even the finest sharpshooters were able to shoot down more than just a few of them.

      The outpost’s casualties grew heavier and heavier. These mutabeasts were even more powerful and vigorous than Cloudhawk had expected them to be, while not every person was as strong or skilled as Captain Lain. Ten or so people were sometimes able to use long pikes to stab bloody wounds into a rotwolf, but the berserk rotwolf would still be able to tear half of them to pieces before dying.

      “You are not permitted to retreat!”

      “All of you, keep fighting!”

      Captain Lain was on the verge of hysteria by now. As for the outpost guards, they supervised the battle with cold detachment, hacking or shooting to death any who dared retreat. Most of the outpost guards focused on shooting their bows and firing their guns towards the more distant enemies while commanding the irregulars like shepherds tending a flock of sheep. The irregulars were meant to stand in front and fight the ferocious rotwolves in bloody melee, serving as human shields that sacrificed their own blood, flesh, and lives to exact an equal price from their opponents!

      This was how war in the wastelands worked. War in the wastelands was like a merciless meat grinder that ground away at the bodies and lives of both sides!

      Suddenly, a booming sound rang out as a tremendous blow knocked down the nearby “walls”. An awesomely enormous rotwolf charged in through the gap. It was roughly twice as large and four times as muscular as the other rotwolves. It had to weigh around four hundred kilograms and was almost as tall as an ordinary human being. Its oily green eyes emanated a heart-stopping savage light and its entire body was covered with long thick fur. It radiated an aura of dominance and power that made it look like a king, and six or seven smaller rotwolves dashed in to its side. Like wolves loose in the sheep pen, they began massacring the surrounding soldiers.

      “Oh, FUCK. That’s an alpha rotwolf!” Captain Lain called out loudly, “Give me my gun!” Captain Lain accepted a double-barreled shotgun from another guard, loaded the pellets at lightning speed, and aimed it directly at the alpha wolf. BANG!

      The alpha rotwolf was even more alert and nimble than Lain had expected. It leapt sideways as soon as Lain aimed the shotgun so the pellets scraped by its body and ended up hitting a rotwolf behind it. The alpha wolf was thoroughly enraged by this near-miss and it howled as it charged straight towards Captain Lain. Captain Lain, however, wasn’t unnerved in the slightest; he quickly reloaded a second shot and fired again! This time, the alpha rotwolf twisted its head sideways, causing the pellets to hit it on its back and create a bloody mist.

      Wounds of this nature were absolutely nothing to something as hearty and muscular as this alpha rotwolf. By now, it was less than ten meters away from Captain Lain. All the humans it had encountered in its path had been bulldozed away like refuse.

      The alpha rotwolf was extremely intelligent. It knew who posed the greatest threat to it and its goal right now was to eliminate that threat as soon as possible. Its incredibly muscular body suddenly flew into the air as it leapt forwards, its massive wolf claws landing on a fallen human and almost instantly caving the man’s chest in. Blood instantly spurted out of the fallen man’s every orifice as the alpha rotwolf then leapt high into the air as it went straight for Captain Lain, who was now only six meters away.

      Even Captain Lain’s face tightened as he assessed the situation before him. He immediately tossed the shotgun and pulled out the long sword he’d planted into the ground. By now, the alpha rotwolf was right in front of him. If he let himself get knocked down, he would be finished!

      Captain Lain hurriedly retreated before stabbing forward with all of his strength. The alpha rotwolf used its massive claws to slap at the blade of the sword, which instantly split apart. The snapped blade flew off into the distance, eventually stabbing into the body of the poor bastard the alpha rotwolf had just stepped on earlier.

      As for Captain Lain’s right hand, it could no longer really be considered a hand. His fingers were all badly mangled from the force of that collision! The alpha rotwolf was simply unimaginably strong; a single blow from its paw had actually warped all of the fingers on his right hand!

      Captain Lain, however, was an old soldier who had experienced many battles. Even though he had suffered a heavy injury and was in intense pain, he didn’t lose his fighting spirit. In the same instant his sword shattered, he used his left hand to draw a dagger. As the alpha rotwolf leapt towards him, he delivered a vicious straight stab with that knife and managed to stab the alpha rotwolf right in its left eye! He then gave the knife a slight twist, resulting in a large amount of blood and eye-jelly pouring out of the wound. “AWOOOOO!” The alpha rotwolf let out an agonized howl!

      This sight gave a tremendous boost to the morale of the other soldiers and they all roared excitedly in response. However, no one foresaw what happened next. The alpha rotwolf suddenly spat a green, mist-like substance out of its mouth!

      The rotwolf was simply too close. There was no chance for Captain Lain to dodge whatsoever. The thick green mist instantly engulfed Captain Lain’s entire body and he immediately let out an absolutely inhuman scream.

      His hands, his face, his exposed flesh… all of it seemed to have been scalded by boiling water. Every inch of his skin instantly turned beet-red… and then the flesh began falling off his body as though someone were tearing at his skin with a cheese grinder. His eyes were instantly blinded by that fiery mist and when he accidentally inhaled that powerful corrosive substance into his body, it spread throughout his mouth, nostrils, and lungs. It was almost as though someone had poured boiling water down his throat!

      Bloody bubbles popped out of his mouth. Even his tongue rotted away! Just a few moments later, his entire respiratory system had been completely destroyed, as had his vocal cords. He was now no longer able to even scream. He was a valiant, steely warrior, but no miracle would suffice against an attack like this.

      The alpha rotwolf opened its mouth wide and gripped Captain Lain’s head in its jaws. Captain Lain’s four limbs were still frantically struggling when… CRUNCH! The rotwolf bit through his head as if it were just a rotten tomato. His head transformed into a large glob of blood and gore.

      One of the elite warriors of the outpost, a famous expert of Blackflag, died a miserable death at the hands of this alpha wolf. This time, it wasn’t just the irregulars who panicked. Even the outpost guards were broken!

      The alpha rotwolf still had that dagger plunged into its left eye, but it remained as savage and brutal as ever. It turned and then spat the deadly green mist once more, this time with some brain matter and gore mixed in. Quite a few people were within range of its attack and agonized screams once more began echoing throughout the area.

      One rotwolf after another charged out past it, leaping towards the humans. By now, none of the people present had any will left to fight. Their sole source of support, Captain Lain, had perished. As such, the battle here was destined to become completely lopsided, an absolute hell for the humans.
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      After Captain Lain was killed, the alpha rotwolf tossed his corpse to one side like garbage. Several of the other rotwolves charged forward to fight over the body, eventually tearing it into quite a few pieces.

      It was a truly unimaginable sight. Just a short while ago, he was a hale and hearty warrior. Now, he had become nothing more than bits of blood, bone, and gore that scattered across the ground.

      One could imagine how heavy a mental blow this was to Cloudhawk. More and more rotwolves poured in and they were uniformly superior in every way; they were strong, they were fast, they were vicious, and they were clever. They were true killers! Soon, the entire defensive line had been breached in so many locations that it didn’t even look like a military formation at all.

      “Stop running. You won’t be able to escape!” Cloudhawk could sense everything spiraling completely out of control. He called out frantically, “Fight them to the bitter end, otherwise all of us are gonna die!”

      The humans still held the advantage in numbers. If they could band together, they wouldn’t necessarily be defeated! Running was of no use; how could two legs possibly run faster than four?

      Cloudhawk had already noticed that the sly, vicious rotwolves delighted in chasing down lone stragglers and individuals who were fleeing; pouncing strikes from behind seemed to have a high chance of success. Alas, nobody paid Cloudhawk any heed; they all continued to flee in terror, becoming nothing more than prey for the rotwolves.

      By now, Cloudhawk could no longer see any hope at all. Gritting his teeth, he rose and prepared to charge one of the rotwolves. But right at this moment, a shrill screech rang out! A giant bat dive-bombed towards Cloudhawk, its eagle-like claws ripping straight towards Cloudhawk’s face. If this strike landed, the claws would definitely tear through it as if it were parchment.

      Alert to the danger, Cloudhawk immediately halted and backpedaled, but the giant bat relentlessly pursued him. Its two claws landed on his shoulders, tearing through his skin and latching onto his flesh. The giant bat then began flapping its wings, hard; if it was able to fly into the sky, the terrifying power from its claws would at the very least rip two massive chunks of flesh from Cloudhawk’s shoulders.

      “Fuck off!” Cloudhawk furiously roared as he hacked the bat’s left wing off with his sword and slammed it to the ground. He held his short sword in a reverse double-grip as he repeatedly stabbed down at the bat’s head. A large amount of foul blood poured out and the bat quickly stopped moving after a few initial struggles.

      The one-eyed alpha rotwolf turned its attention towards Cloudhawk, instantly focusing onto the unremarkable, half-grown boy. It bared its sharp fangs, blood and saliva slowly dripping out of its maw. In the past minute, it had used those fangs to crunch and destroy at least six or seven heads. Now, it located the eighth!

      The alpha rotwolf flew into the air, moving with an explosive speed completely at odds with its huge frame. But just as the alpha rotwolf rose into the air to deliver its furious strike, Cloudhawk’s alert senses warned him of the impending danger.

      This thing had destroyed even Captain Lain! How could Cloudhawk possibly defeat such a savage beast?

      The alpha rotwolf’s mouth was already beginning to froth with its highly corrosive acid spit. However, it now had much less compared to the last two times it used the spit. The alpha rotwolf was probably running low on its acid spit, or perhaps it felt there was no need to use too much against such a weak target. It moved with incredible speed, kicking up a huge cloud of dirt behind it as it launched itself like an arrow at Cloudhawk.

      Cloudhawk tossed his short sword straight towards the alpha rotwolf while throwing himself sideways, but of course the toss was completely ineffective.

      Cloudhawk could sense a fiery pain coming from his back as the massive bulk of the creature flew over him. Most likely, a few drops of saliva had dripped onto his back and it felt as though he had been dipped in strong acid. And this had been just a few drops! No wonder Captain Lain had almost instantly been crippled by a full-on blast of the creature’s spit!

      The alpha rotwolf turned with preternatural grace and speed and once more leapt at Cloudhawk. The creature was too close! No matter how Cloudhawk dodged, there was no way he could possibly avoid this strike.

      Cloudhawk knew very well that he would die as soon as he was knocked down; there would be no recovering from that at all. His head would be torn off and smashed like a melon, his body ripped into shreds, and his intestines dragged out. He would be transformed into a pile of gore and bloody mush!

      I can’t die here!

      Cloudhawk thought back to the nightmare he had his first night in the outpost. He hadn’t become powerful yet, hadn’t escaped the wastelands yet, hadn’t realized his dreams yet. How could he possibly accept such a meaningless, pathetic death? All these thoughts flashed through his mind in an instant.

      A surge of insane courage suddenly flooded into Cloudhawk and he reacted almost instinctively. If he was going to die no matter what, then he was going to die fighting. His legs came to a sudden halt, the momentum of his earlier movement continuing to propel him forwards and causing his feet to skid through the muddy ground. While fighting to maintain his balance, Cloudhawk pulled out the silver revolver from his side with his right hand.

      During the past month with the Tartarus mercenaries, Cloudhawk had often helped the mercenaries maintain their firearms. He had never, however, had the chance to use one himself. It was his very first time using a pistol… and yet, it felt so very familiar.

      Cloudhawk felt as though his mind had reached out of his body and extended into the gun itself. He could clearly sense every tiny part and every molded line with perfect clarity, almost as though the revolver were part of his own body. It was like his eyes, his arms, or his legs; he was able to control it with absolute mastery.

      Cloudhawk could clearly sense his body transforming. Every single pore in his body was tightening and contracting, and every single muscle group moved in concert to prepare for this upcoming shot.

      This was what it felt like to be a control metahuman. Control metahumans were able to perfectly control their bodies as well as any weapons they wielded. These types of metahumans often preferred to use complicated technological weapons, such as various types of firearms. Thus far, the most powerful control metahuman Cloudhawk had ever met was Slyfox. He was able to use those two modified pistols to hit bulls-eyes from a hundred meters away without even aiming.

      Cloudhawk wasn’t as formidable as Slyfox… but given how close the target was and its size, he felt certain he would be able to hit it! He had only one bullet. Everything rested on this shot!

      Cloudhawk could clearly sense that when he raised his revolver and aimed it at the alpha rotwolf, the alpha rotwolf’s body trembled slightly as it immediately began adjusting itself to avoid the shot.

      As expected, this incredibly dangerous mutabeast possessed a keen sense of danger. However, Cloudhawk felt he could predict what the alpha rotwolf’s response would be and immediately made some minute adjustments with the tip of his revolver to compensate.

      The giant rotwolf could sense the invisible specter of death hanging over its head, causing it to feel fear for the first time. And yet, this feeling of fear further fueled the creature’s savage aggression and it let out an enraged howl as it leapt forward.

      Either it would die, or its prey would die!

      It was a moment of life and death, but Cloudhawk actually became incredibly calm and focused. His fingers were steady as they gently closed around the trigger. He could sense everything with perfect clarity, from the barrel of the gun to its handle, to the fingers gripping the gun and the rest of his body.

      He pulled the trigger of the gun, causing the hammer to fall down at high speed and slam into the gunpowder behind the bullet. The gunpowder was successfully ignited and the bullet’s shell casing instantly expanded explosively, pushing the bullet out of the barrel at tremendous speed!

      CRACK! A single bullet flew out like flames from the barrel of the gun!

      The bullet tore a path through the air… and hit the alpha rotwolf in its one remaining eye with incomparable accuracy. In slow-motion, the bullet shattered through its cornea, bored through its vitreous, severed its optic nerves, and smashed straight into the creature’s brain, reducing the brain-matter inside its skull to a pile of mush.

      Cloudhawk’s skidding legs finally came to a halt, while the massive body of the alpha rotwolf crashed to the ground in front of him. Its body still twitched as what little consciousness it had left tried to will it to its feet, as though it wanted to leap up once more and tear Cloudhawk to shreds. Alas, there was no way it could ever rise again.

      This sequence took time to describe, but in reality it happened in an instant!

      Cloudhawk stared in disbelief at the hill-sized corpse in front of him. He could hardly believe he actually slew this monster with his revolver. But before he even had a chance to savor the feeling of snatching life from the jaws of death, a feeling of incredible exhaustion overwhelmed him and caused him to slump down. It was as though he had poured all of his energy into that shot, and now had nothing left.

      With the alpha rotwolf dead, the other rotwolves began to howl mournfully and their frenzied morale seemed to take a sudden hit. However, this was nothing more than a temporary lull. Given how brutal these mutabeasts were, they wouldn’t retreat even if their alpha perished. Instead, all of those oily green gazes turned to focus on the alpha’s murderer. Those dozens of ferocious glares were like dozens of swords that stabbed at Cloudhawk’s heart.

      Cloudhawk didn’t even have the chance to catch his breath before the wolves began to move in unison. Dozens of the incredibly muscular rotwolves all began charging towards a single target: him! This was an incredible sight to behold. Cloudhawk was completely defenseless and had no weapons left, but even if he was both armed and as powerful as Mad Dog, he still wouldn’t be able to deal with dozens of rotwolves at the same time.

      Cloudhawk began to run. He wanted to pick up his short sword and fight back, because he didn’t want to give up… but as soon as he started to run, a muscular rotwolf slammed into his back with the power of a sledgehammer, knocking him to the ground and sending him rolling through the mud. The rotwolf used its paws to keep him pressed down to the ground and moved to deliver a lethal bite to Cloudhawk’s neck.

      Cloudhawk really had reached the end of the line! He frantically struggled, but was completely unable to overcome this beast’s raw physical strength. He could smell his own death emanating from the rotwolf’s open maw and could already sense the rotwolf’s sharp teeth tearing through his skin.

      But right at this desperate moment, Cloudhawk suddenly heard a familiar roar ring out right next to him. A black silhouette shot out at lightning speed and barreled straight into the rotwolf, sending it flying. The black silhouette and the rotwolf began tearing and biting at each other on the ground. In the end, the black silhouette managed to tear the rotwolf’s throat out. It was simply too fast for the rotwolves! It then transformed into a streak of black lightning as it threw itself towards yet another one of the rotwolves about to pounce on Cloudhawk.

      “WOOLA?!” This creature had always spent its time chasing after Cloudhawk and biting him in the posterior for amusement. Woola gorged itself on human meat and had an absolutely violent temper… and yet, for the first time Cloudhawk felt it was absolutely adorable.

      It had to have been Slyfox or Mad Dog who sent Woola over! Woola’s senses were incredibly acute, allowing it to locate the missing Cloudhawk through scent alone. It really did appear right on time; if it had been just a second too slow, the only thing it would’ve found was Cloudhawk’s corpse.

      Although Woola was nothing more than a watchdog the mercenaries had raised, it was even stronger in battle than Captain Lain. Its six legs gave it explosive speed when running, letting it move even faster than mutant panthers. As for its shark-like teeth, they were like death razors that could tear through even iron sheets with ease.

      In a brief span, it killed four of the rotwolves!

      Woola instantly drew the attention of many of the rotwolves, who realized that this savage beast was a danger and immediately moved to surround and assault it. Although Woola was very powerful, there was no way it could possibly defeat so many of those savage rotwolves.

      Cloudhawk picked up his fallen short sword and screamed at the surrounding men, “What the fuck are you guys staring at? Get over here and help!” But none of the men moved to intervene. None of them wanted to interfere in a fight between animals.

      Woola was currently fighting at least five wolves at the same time, with many other wolves circling and prowling around him, biding their time. Woola’s skin had already been bit open in four or five places, and blood flowed across its body. The situation was extremely dire.

      Screw it. Time to go all out!

      Cloudhawk disliked Woola. In fact, the two had never gotten along well at all and the creature had bullied him nonstop in the mercenary base. And yet, Cloudhawk’s way of thinking was quite simple: Woola had only fallen into such dire straits because it had come rescue him. If Cloudhawk abandoned Woola and fled, not only would the other mercenaries scorn him, even Cloudhawk would look down on himself!
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      Cloudhawk lifted his short sword up high and charged straight into the fray! The people around him couldn’t help but be flabbergasted; was the kid mad? Not even outpost guards would necessarily be able to beat rotwolves in one-on-one combat. This kid was fourteen or fifteen years old, whereas there were ten rotwolves circling Woola. For him to charge into the mix was tantamount to suicide!

      Although the kid had been lucky enough to shoot and kill the alpha rotwolf, he didn’t seem to be an especially skilled combatant. Two of the rotwolves noticed the human youth charging towards them and immediately leapt towards the arrogant, presumptuous creature.

      This kid is dead! This was what everyone in the surrounding area was thinking.

      Cloudhawk suddenly accelerated, shooting forward like an arrow from a bow as he stabbed forward with a double-handed blow. His short sword stabbed straight into a rotwolf’s flank and he raised his leg and kicked the rotwolf away. As the second rotwolf leapt towards him, Cloudhawk delivered a punch right to the rotwolf’s head. His scrawny frame unleashed an entirely disproportionate amount of force as his punch actually smashed the rotwolf into the ground.

      The rotwolf let out a few low yips as it immediately crawled to its feet and slunk back. All of its hair stood up straight as though it had seen something utterly terrifying.

      Both of Cloudhawk’s eyes were blood-red and his veins bulged out from his body. He seemed to have transformed into a completely different person. No one could believe that the amount of speed, strength, and viciousness he had just put on display belonged to a youth.

      It was happening again! That strange thing was happening again! The stone hanging around Cloudhawk’s neck had once more turned scorching hot as the same thing that happened all those nights ago began to occur once more. He seemed to have turned into a volcano, filled with fury, savagery, and violence. All sorts of destructive thoughts flooded through his mind as the will within the strange stone was once more unleashed!

      Cloudhawk could sense that things were different this time. He was actually able to stay fairly calm, whereas on that night, he had nearly gone completely insane!

      The wolf pack seemed to sense something and all of them hesitated and began retreating. Woola seized this opportunity to regroup with Cloudhawk. Although his body was covered in wounds, he continued to roar savagely as he glared at the rotwolves. A half-grown youth and a highly mutated human… together, they had actually cowed and frightened a group of rotwolves!

      But this situation wasn’t to last. The reason the rotwolves hesitated was because they could sense that Cloudhawk’s aura had changed. However, based on what they could see, this human still didn’t pose much of a threat to them. As more rotwolves leapt over the ramparts and replenished their ranks, the group instantly regained their morale.

      “There’s just too many of them. We can’t beat them!” Cloudhawk could sense that the surge of power provided by the stone was receding like the waters of the tide and disappearing at high speed. He immediately said to Woola, “Run!” Woola just growled in response; it was unclear if he even understood what Cloudhawk said.

      Cloudhawk knew that given his current speed, it would be very difficult for him to outrun the rotwolves. The rotwolves had hesitated for a few seconds, but now they once more charged straight towards him… but right at this moment, the sound of an engine revving could be heard directly behind him.

      Multiple riders appeared within his field of vision, led by a wastelander-retrofitted motorcycle. As for the others, they rode on giant lizards or bigfoot birds, and they all wielded heavy hacking machetes. They charged over at high speeds, slamming into the line of attacking rotwolves and knocking several of them flying.

      A lucky survivor cried out in surprise and delight, “An elite squad!”

      This squad was comprised of the most elite and best-trained guards in the entire outpost, with every single member being a top-tier expert. The deceased Captain Lain had been a member of this elite squad and the man known as “Grizzly” was one of the squad captains.

      The leader of the mounted riders, however, was not Grizzly. Instead, it was a short-haired, energetic youth whose name was “Wulf”. He was the second captain of the elite squad and was definitely one of the most skilled experts in the outpost.

      “What the hell happened here?!” Wulf scanned the surrounding area. The first thing that drew his attention was the corpse of the alpha rotwolf on the ground. Next, he stared at Cloudhawk rather strangely and followed with a glance at Woola. Clearly, he recognized Woola. “You belong to Tartarus? Did you kill this alpha wolf? And where the hell is that idiot Lain?!”

      Cloudhawk had yet to recover from his state of shock. He nodded almost instinctively and said, “He’s spread across the ground. I’m not sure which chunk belongs to him!” These were completely innocent words, but to the elite squad, it sounded rather mocking. The Tartarus mercenaries were all quite formidable and they often tussled and competed against the elite squad.

      Lain was Wulf’s subordinate, but had been slain. This young mercenary, however, had survived. How could Wulf possibly smile upon hearing this news? He let out a snort, a cold look on his face!

      Right at this moment, a rotwolf was slinking towards them, hoping to launch a sneak attack. Wulf threw his knife out, sending it piercing through the rotwolf and pinning it to the ground. He then hopped off the wastelands motorcycle in a rather crude way and swept past the rotwolf corpse like an eagle, using his feet to help him tug out the knife. Then, a wind of flashing, electric blades began blowing through the rotwolf, cutting through every part of it as easily as cutting vegetables.

      What an impressive weapon and skill! Was this the power of one of the elite captains?

      The other elite squads joined the fray as well. One particularly strong man grabbed a rotwolf by its jaws, using his raw power to resist the rotwolf’s biting power and forcibly tore the rotwolf apart from the mouth with his bare hands. He then casually tossed the rotwolf’s corpse to one side like garbage. The ordinary members of the elite squads were all as strong as Lain!

      The rotwolf pack had first lost its alpha and then been driven back repeatedly by the elite squad’s attacks. Only ten or so remained and they turned and fled with their tails between their legs.

      “All clear!” Elite Captain Wulf was in no mood to piece together and collect Lain’s corpse. “Let’s go reinforce the other areas!” The elite squad departed.

      Cloudhawk’s life had been saved. He stared at the devastated battlefield and let out a long breath. The price they paid for victory here had been an enormous one. Suddenly, Cloudhawk noticed Woola sniffing around one of the corpses and pawing at it. “Woola, what are you doing?!”

      Woola quickly found the object it was looking for. It returned, holding a blood and gore-splattered shotgun in its mouth, delivering it to Cloudhawk. The shotgun had been badly corroded, but was probably still serviceable. Cloudhawk was delighted by this discovery and began searching the area as well, only to discover a number of shotgun shells in one of the pouches worn by an outpost guard.

      Perfect! He never would’ve expected to win such a great prize from this melee.

      A few dozen lucky survivors stood nearby with rather odd looks in their eyes. They stared unblinkingly at the shotgun in Cloudhawk’s hands, unable to disguise their greed and envy.

      “And what the hell do you think you are looking at?!” Cloudhawk slung the shotgun over his back before pulling out his revolver and waving it a few times, a savage expression on his face. “Y’all better pretend you saw nothing! If you say a word, I’ll waste your sorry asses with my bullets!” Woola very obligingly growled in support as well.

      After having spent so much time with the mercenaries, Cloudhawk had unconsciously begun picking up their manner of speech. In this era, talking reason was absolutely meaningless. The most effective method was to issue naked threats.

      By now, no one dared to underestimate the skinny little kid. The way he shot and killed the alpha rotwolf with a single bullet had stunned everyone present. Without question, all of these people viewed this young kid, seemingly thirteen or fourteen years old, as an extremely powerful expert. They wouldn’t be so foolish as to try and steal something from someone so powerful. That would be suicide! And of course, Woola was a legendarily ferocious creature that everyone in Blackflag Outpost knew about!

      Cloudhawk had been bullied by others all his life. Back in the ruins, the scar-faced man had bullied him; here in the outpost, both the mercenaries and the red-nosed innkeeper had bullied him. Now, when he saw the looks of fear in the eyes of those around him, he had a strange feeling in his heart.

      Holy shit. Bullying others is really fun!

      Blackflag Outpost’s walls had been breached in six or seven places and roughly three to four hundred rotwolves had charged inside. The battle persisted for two more hours and more than half of the rotwolves were injured or killed before they were finally beaten back. As for the giant bats, they left after eating their fill at this “feast”.

      The outpost had suffered extremely heavy losses due to this beast wave. It suffered more than 1500 casualties, the vast majority of whom were active, able-bodied fighters. More than a hundred of the outpost guards had been wiped out as well. Clearly, the overall power of Blackflag Outpost had suffered quite a bit.

      Nobody dared to relax or drop his vigilance. Who knew if the crafty rotwolves would decide to launch a sudden second attack? As a result, that very night, they cleared the battlefield and began repairing the breached ramparts.

      This battle truly had not been worth it. Rotwolf corpses were worth almost nothing, aside from the fur which could be used to make warm clothes. All their other parts were completely useless! Rotwolf meat was completely inedible; not only was it highly sour and reeked of decay, it was also poisonous. Blackflag Outpost had paid an enormous price to win this battle, but there were no spoils to be shared at all.

      Cloudhawk huffed and puffed as he ran over to the Tartarus mercenaries. Slyfox took a long, hard puff on his cigarette, blew out a cloud of smoke, and let loose a verbal barrage. “Fuck, where the fuck were you hiding? I thought you were dead, son! Oho, and it looks like you picked up a little something as well.”

      Cloudhawk’s shotgun had attracted the attention of the mercenaries. Only a few of these weapons existed in the outpost. Without a doubt, the kid had picked it up somewhere on the battlefield. Judging from the wounds on his body, the kid had unquestionably been in a bloody battle of his own.

      The Tartarus Company had lost two people as well. They were one of the most elite squads of Blackflag Outpost so the loss of “just” two people would have a significant impact on the outpost as a whole. Mad Dog and Slyfox were both drenched in blood; clearly, the two had fought in an extremely vicious battle as well. But now, the dust had finally settled. It was over.

      Cloudhawk stared towards the pearly-white clouds in the eastern skies. “Has the beast wave ended?”

      “It’s almost dawn.” Slyfox seemed to be in a rather foul mood. He had lost several subordinates, after all. “Rotwolves never fight in broad daylight. We’ve endured this wave, at least.”

      Wonderful!

      The rosy light of the rising sun slowly began to appear, bringing peace and calm back to the world. Everyone had fought for an entire night and they were all completely exhausted. But just as they were all preparing to retire for some rest, something completely unexpected happened. Yet another black mass appeared in the distance as a large group of unknown creatures began moving towards Blackflag Outpost.

      “Hey. HEY! Are you sure about what you said?” Cloudhawk called out hurriedly, “Didn’t you say the rotwolves wouldn’t come back?”

      “No way.” Slyfox’s looked completely befuddled. There was no way his past experiences could’ve misled him. Rotwolves never launched large-scale attacks during the day!

      One of the mercenaries used a pair of binoculars to stare off into the distance. Moments later, he called out loudly, “Those aren’t rotwolves!”

      Not rotwolves? What were they then?! Slowly, the silhouettes of the creatures became clearer as they moved in from the desert wastelands. It really didn’t look like a beast wave! Judging from their speed and the amount of sand they kicked up, they seemed like… a motorcade? One that was advancing at high speed.

      “Oh my God.”

      “That’s a sweeper battalion!”

      Someone began to scream in shock, and the faces of Slyfox, Mad Dog, and the other mercenaries instantly tightened. “FUCK! Were those motherfuckers waiting this entire time for the right moment?” Mad Dog immediately rose to his feet. “Blackflag Outpost was weakened by last night’s beast wave. Now these fuckers are attacking, right on cue. These fuckers really are smart, I have to give them that!”

      Cloudhawk had no idea what was about to happen. However, judging from the faces of the outpost guards and mercenaries, the situation was even grimmer than when they faced the beast wave last night. In fact… it seemed as if this situation would become a true life-and-death battle.

      What was going on? One wave of problems after another… when would it end?!
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      The morning sun slowly rose higher and higher, unleashing its scalding heat upon the world. The light of the sun spread across the desert wastelands, kissing the faces of the Blackflag Outpost warriors and bathing them in fiery, blood-like light. Even when the light of the sun grew so bright that the outpost guards could barely see, they still continued to squint and stare as the battalion moved closer and closer.

      They were the true predators of the deserts, the locusts of the wastelands, the most terrifying and notorious beings these barren lands had to offer!

      Sweepers delighted in roving about the wastes and attacking caravans and units, but they usually never dared launch direct attacks against bases as large as Blackflag Outpost. Blackflag Outpost had a population of more than ten thousand, after all, and it had thousands of able-bodied men. Without a doubt, it was a tough bone to chew for any sweeper unit.

      But things were different right now. The disastrous beast wave had just come to an end, resulting in multiple breaches in the barricades and heavy casualties to the outpost defenders, all of whom were exhausted. Blackflag Outpost was as weak as it’s ever been. If a sweeper battalion was determined to destroy Blackflag Outpost, the most perfect opportunity was now.

      Even figures like Mad Dog and Slyfox had heavy looks on their faces. A sweeper battalion was every bit as dangerous as a beast wave, but there was a difference. Beast waves might be savage, but they were ultimately nothing more than a pack of foolish animals. Sweeper battalions, however, comprised of human mutants.

      Mutants weren’t necessarily stupid. Some of them were quite intelligent and the smart ones would often be given leadership roles. They would help forge armor, craft weapons, tame beasts, drive vehicles, or even operate firearms. Sweeper battalions had their own military tactics. They understood the principles of reinforcement and they could probe for weaknesses. Dealing with them was completely different from dealing with beast waves!

      “Listen up, rookies. Don’t do a single damn thing without orders.” Slyfox slowly began loading bullets into his pistols. “I’ve never heard of such a large sweeper battalion operating in this area. There’s somethin’ seriously fishy going on here.”

      In this age, ultraviolet radiation was so heavy it could cause blindness. Cloudhawk forced himself to keep his eyes open as he stared at the impending battalion. He couldn’t tell how many people were in it, but he could tell that it was indeed a large force.

      Cloudhawk suddenly trembled. He could somehow hear a strange sound ringing out from far away. He wouldn’t be able to describe this sound to anyone; it wasn’t something he heard with his ears. Rather, he was “hearing” it with some type of extrasensory perception. It was as though an invisible guitar string was in the air in front of him, and when the wind blew, it plucked the string, creating a thrumming sound.

      What in the world was that sound? Why did it seem so familiar? Cloudhawk couldn’t help but think of the similar, strange feeling he experienced in that underground passageway. He had followed that strange sensation until he ultimately found the strange stone he now wore around his neck. Did these sweepers have equipment similar to his stone? That was impossible, right?

      Mad Dog saw Cloudhawk’s face turn pale and squeezed a grin onto his hideously scarred face as he spun his snow-white machetes in the air. “If you are afraid, kid, you can hide behind me. Rookies like you aren’t equipped to deal with foes like them.”

      “Fuck that! When have I ever been afraid!” Cloudhawk had fought by Mad Dog’s side in that inn and so was able to say this without reservations. However, a solemn look then appeared on his face. “But I have the feeling that we shouldn’t be in a hurry. Let’s not be the first to act.”

      Cloudhawk didn’t try to explain the strange feeling he had. If he did, the mercenaries would probably just think that he was going mad. However, Cloudhawk really could feel some sort of energy blowing towards them like dandelions on the wind. The strange energy had already surrounded the area around their base and he had a very bad feeling that something was about to happen to them. This type of feeling, a sensation of mortal danger, was almost never wrong!

      Slyfox also had the feeling that being in the vanguard was a bad decision. He immediately ordered the mercenaries to withdraw slightly. The outpost guards and the elite squads could form the front lines; there was no need for the Tartarus mercenaries to fight with them over that “honor”.

      The dozens of Tartarus mercenaries fell back by a few dozen meters. Right at this moment, a powerful tempest suddenly arose, sweeping up all the pebbles and sands on the streets. It was like a small sandstorm had suddenly attacked the outpost, catching all of outpost guards who had been readying themselves for combat off guard.

      “Goddamnit!”

      “Why is there wind?!”

      “Not good. I’ve got no vision!”

      Although the weather in the wastelands was always bad, the timing of this minor sandstorm was a bit too suspicious. Everyone’s field of vision was completely blocked off, making it impossible for them to see the maneuvers their enemies were carrying out. As for the sweeper battalion, it picked up the pace. The ground began to tremble, while the stones on the streets began rattling like drops of oil and water in the frying pan. Everyone could sense that the danger was drawing closer and closer.

      “They’re here!”

      “Careful, careful!”

      The multiple ferocious and heavily modified trucks slammed into the city barricades like giant battering rams! Thud. Thud. THUD! The enormous heavy trucks rammed into the barricades, causing earth-shaking explosion sounds. The stacked sand bags and heavy boulders were sent tumbling down by the force of the great collisions. Quite a few of the trucks rammed straight through the barricades, bowling over and crushing quite a few of the sand-blinded guardsmen.

      Every single vehicle was bristling with sharp spikes. When they drove past the guards, they were like meat grinders kicking up a storm of bloody rain. The outpost guards began howling miserably as they fell to the ground, with some being impaled by the spikes of the vehicles.

      “Damn them.” Captain Grizzly of the elite squad roared furiously, “Retreat!” But alas, the sandstorm made it so that his voice simply did not carry far. Right at this moment, a number of these crude vehicles slammed into each other, causing the deaths of at least twenty warriors. The vehicles then reversed a few meters before slamming into the walls again, causing the nearly complete destruction of the outside perimeter of the outpost.

      The wind turned inwards, bringing with it the sound of hoof steps which rang out like raindrops in a storm. Ten or so scale-covered, twin-horned mutabeasts shaped almost like bulls were driven into the outpost. Every single one of these mutabeasts was covered with ugly plates of iron armor. The iron plates not only provided them with protection, but also had razors and spikes affixed to them.

      The eyes of the mutated bulls were covered by swathes of black cloth, preventing them from seeing where they were going, while their tails had been set alight. The blazing fire behind them caused them to completely lose control and they charged straight into the masses of guards within the outpost.

      The outpost guards were sent flying, one after another, with some being gored to death and others being trampled to death. These wild beasts were simply overwhelmingly strong and also had those iron plates for protection. There was no way that any of the ordinary base guards could stop them. Within just a few short minutes, the bodies of the mutant bulls were stained with blood and gore, with the outpost defenses in a state of complete chaos.

      “Kill those things!” Ten or so outpost guards howled angrily as they charged forward in unison towards one of the wild bulls. The wild bull first knocked two of them flying, gored a third, before lifting its hooves and trampling a fourth while the sharp spikes on its body tore into the chest of a fifth. As for the guards’ attacks, they didn’t seem to have much of an impact at all. In the end, Captain Grizzly had to personally intervene. He severed the bull’s neck with one chop from his saber and only then did the maddened beast’s rampage come to an end.

      That wild rush from the ten or so mutant bulls wasn’t enough to actually defeat the outpost, but it did have a major impact on the outpost’s defenses. By now, the sandstorm had already abated. The sweepers had been given more than enough time to penetrate the outpost so all the soldiers were forced to fall back to their second line of defense.

      When Slyfox saw the haggard state of the defenders, the fat on his face jiggled a bit as he laughed. “Fuck me, good thing we withdrew. Otherwise, those fuckers would’ve gored us in our asses as well.”

      “This isn’t the time to revel in their misfortunes!” Cloudhawk was truly rendered speechless by this damn fatso. “We’re in really bad shape right now!”

      There were even more sweepers than they had originally predicted, with more than ten of those retrofitted heavy trucks. They even had two giant supply trucks behind the attack trucks, as well as several dozen wastelands motorcycles, several dozen giant riding lizards, and many bigfoot birds.

      How many sweepers were there? There had to be at least three or four hundred… and this was a conservative estimate!

      Cloudhawk knew that combat power had no relation to raw numbers. These sweepers were all brutal, ferocious mutants who had united to wreak havoc upon the world en masse. Compared to ordinary sweepers, they had better weapons, were more powerful, and were far more fearsome opponents!

      It was incredibly rare for a battalion of more than three or four hundred sweepers to appear within a few hundred kilometers of this reach. A battalion like this was more than capable of laying siege to an outpost with a population of around ten thousand… and they had appeared at just the right moment, the moment when the strength and morale of the outpost had yet to recover.

      Now, they had been able to breach the outer perimeter of Blackflag Outpost without even needing to fight.

      The two sides were roughly three hundred meters away from each other. One strange, bizarre-looking mutant after another came into view. More than eighty percent of these sweepers were highly mutated, with less than twenty percent being moderately mutated.

      There were around ten or so mutants who were particularly striking. They had ugly faces and were of differing sizes, but all of them were at least three meters tall and were about four times bulkier than an ordinary human being. Cloudhawk wouldn’t believe that mutants like these could exist if it wasn’t for the fact that he was seeing them with his own eyes! These creatures didn’t look like humans at all; they were nothing more than bipedal behemoths!

      But if you thought that the only advantage these behemoths held was their great size, you would be completely wrong. Their chests, arms, and thighs were completely covered in steel plates and their weapons were giant war hammers that weighed more than two hundred kilograms. These weren’t human beings at all; they were walking, steel-clad mobile fortresses!

      In the wastelands these giant mutants were generally referred to as “maneaters”. Maneaters possessed incomprehensible amounts of strength and when they wielded those enormous war hammers, they could cave in even armored vehicles with their blows. A single ordinary maneater would be able to effortlessly dominate a squad of over ten outpost guards… but the ten-plus maneaters here were all armed to the teeth! They would definitely pose an enormous threat to Blackflag Outpost!

      Clank! Clank! Right at this moment, yet another large group of highly mutated sweepers appeared and they lined up neatly behind the maneaters.

      These sweepers weren’t as terrifyingly large as the maneaters, but were still twice as bulky and muscular as ordinary men and roughly two meters tall. They were fully outfitted with self-manufactured sets of metal armor and helmets and held steel shields with their left arms and heavy war-axes with their right.

      These creatures were known as sweeper “thugs” and they served as the medium infantry for sweeper battalions! Only one in every ten sweepers was chosen to become a thug and thus, they were all particularly fierce figures. They were dressed in heavy metal helmets and thick metal cuirasses, making them look almost like giant metal cans. As for their heavy war-axes, those things were able to lop off limbs as easily as one might pluck a flower.

      The rest of the sweepers weren’t outfitted in such an orderly fashion, but were still quite well-equipped for a wastelands army. Some had sabers. Some had war hammers. Some rode giant lizards and some drove vehicles.

      Thirty or so comparatively short mutants were particularly eye-catching. These mutants had only been moderately mutated and it was possible to tell that they were once human. Most of them were equipped with longbows, firearms, and other long-distance weapons.

      Cloudhawk felt as though he’d seen a ghost. How the hell was it possible for sweepers to be equipped with firearms?!

      They had heavy shock troops, medium infantry, riders, archers, formations, combat tactics, and complete sets of weapons and gear. In the wastelands, this was essentially a proper army!
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      Four hundred fully equipped sweepers were a force capable of roaming through the wastelands with impunity, easily crushing any foolish opponent who dared stand before them. Blackflag Outpost’s situation was far more dire than it had been just a night ago when it faced the beast wave.

      In comparison, the outpost warriors were individually inferior to the mutant sweepers in every single aspect, not to mention their exhaustion. Many of the outpost warriors were wounded as well. How were they supposed to win this fight?

      But what Cloudhawk feared weren’t the sweepers. In the entire outpost, he was the only person who knew for a fact that the earlier sandstorm did not arise coincidentally. It was created by someone or something using a unique weapon.

      Cloudhawk couldn’t imagine, wouldn’t dare imagine, what type of object would possess such incredible supernatural power. Humans always felt fear in the face of the inexplicable and the unknown, and Cloudhawk was no exception. He felt certain that the sweepers definitely had an unfathomably powerful backer hidden behind them.

      The two sides faced off against each other at a distance of one or two hundred meters. The sweepers didn’t seem to be in a hurry to attack.

      A figure completely wrapped in a ragged, tattered cloak suddenly emerged from one of the sweeper vehicles. A large hood covered his entire head, making it impossible to see his visage. However, compared to the bloodthirsty, violent, and restless mutants, this man seemed almost strangely still, so still that his chest didn’t appear to rise and fall as he breathed. If he just stood there without moving, everyone would’ve taken him for a cloak-clad statue!

      Cloudhawk noticed something quite interesting. Even the savage and terrifyingly strong maneaters shuffled backwards as this mysterious man walked past them, voluntarily clearing the way. It was as if they were afraid of getting in his way.

      These giant creatures had long ago lost virtually all of their reason and intellect. Despite that, they could still tell the strong from the weak and recognize a worthy, powerful leader. Above all else, they knew exactly what sort of price they would pay if they tried to rebel against their leader.

      Their minds had already been imprinted with memories of what punishments awaited rebels… and the imprinting had been done in the simplest, most direct and brutal way possible. It was why they almost instinctively shied away from the man!

      The battle was at an impasse, as though everything were mired in a quagmire. Things were incredibly tense and everyone was on tenterhooks. The outpost warriors were very careful to not even breathe too loudly, for fear that the slightest stimulus would disrupt this fragile, delicate balance.

      The cloaked figure slowly advanced towards the front, step by step. As he did, Cloudhawk stared unblinkingly at him, trying to figure out what made him so different. And yet, no matter how hard he tried, Cloudhawk was still unable to discern any of those strange ripples emanating from the man. It wasn’t him!

      This army of sweepers was outfitted with metal armor, heavy machinery, machetes, war-axes, bows, firearms, and even vehicles. They were literally armed to the teeth. There was no way an army like this could have just suddenly appeared out of nowhere. Why was it that no one has heard of such an organization in the past?

      The two captains of the elite outpost guards were all extremely puzzled. Why hadn’t the sweepers pressed the attack after breaching the outer perimeter? They were just standing there, giving the beleaguered defenders time to catch their breaths. Why did they do this? Did they feel overwhelmingly confident in their superiority? Were they waiting for something? Or were they worried about something?

      The bows were all nocked. The guns were all loaded. It didn’t matter what the sweepers were planning; the outpost warriors had once more reformed a strong defensive perimeter. However, they all knew that the outpost held no advantages at all in this battle. If they truly did begin to fight, the majority of the humans would be wiped out at the very least, even if they won. In the worst-case scenario, the entire outpost would be baptized in blood!

      Morale was so heavy that everyone found it hard to even breathe. As for the cloaked, statue-like figure, he moved slightly, raising his head and revealing the paper-white face beneath the hood. His skin looked as lifeless as an alabaster statue’s, but his eyes were as black as the endless depths of the night. When he “blinked”, his eyelids didn’t actually move; rather, some sort of dark-red nictitating membrane rapidly closed over his eyeballs. It was extremely bizarre to behold.

      The mysterious man extended his hand and pointed at the outpost. “This outpost belongs to us now.” His words were very calm and casual, as though he had come to a fairly simple decision. It was like he was proclaiming that he was going to eat a piece of bread or perhaps pluck a flower from the roadside. His voice was shrill and dark, carrying a strange, mutated, sinister cadence.

      The outpost defenders all had rather ugly looks on their faces when they heard his proclamation. The mysterious man continued: “Surrender!”

      A strange look appeared on Cloudhawk’s face as well. Weren’t sweepers supposed to be nothing more than thuggish butchers who swept across the wastelands like locusts? Why did this sweeper desire possession of this outpost? It was too weird!

      But of course, there was no way anyone would accede to this request. Those enormous maneaters were able to eat an entire human being with each meal. They wouldn’t even spare the bones. Not even the greatest of fools would volunteer to become food for sweepers!

      Faced with this obvious provocation, a skinny youth rose to his feet and stepped forward. It was the second captain of the elite squad, the man known as Wulf. His eyes spat fire as he said, “You want it? Come and take it, if you have any balls!” The other outpost guards supported him with a chorus of jeers and curses.

      They weren’t actually angered by the fellow’s arrogant demeanor. Rather, this response was the only method they had to bolster the cratering morale of their fellow warriors.

      “Then I guess there’s nothing else for it.” The cloaked figure gently raised his hand, his every movement seeming extremely casual. It was like he was waving and saying good morning to a neighbor… but before making the final decision, he swept a glance at the surrounding area, almost as if waiting for something.

      The mysterious man scanned the area and hesitated for a few seconds as though waiting for something to show itself. A look of disappointment flickered through his eyes and his voice echoed clearly in the ears of every man present like ice, filled with the cold promise of death. “Fine then. We’ll just wipe you all out!”

      Such a casual statement. Such a direct statement. It didn’t even sound like he viewed this as a particularly onerous task; he said these words as though he were telling someone to drink a cup of water. It was a simple order, but one which was completely uncontestable. Perhaps to this mysterious sweeper, these outpost warriors were nothing more than bugs he could crush with a wave of his hand!

      “RAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAGH!” The sweepers had been waiting impatiently for just this command!

      The ten-plus maneaters began to advance at a jog, while the hundred-plus thugs immediately followed right behind them. The crude, ugly, yet extremely thick armor they wore emitted clanking, grating sounds. They were like one of those ancient, rusting trains from the Ancient Times. With each step they took, they caused the ground in front of them to tremble. They were both tenacious and strong, and any men who stood in front of them were destined to be smashed to bits of blood and gore.

      The warriors of Blackflag Outpost were both shocked and horrified. The battle had started, just like that? They thought the face-off would have lasted a bit longer, giving them enough time to replenish their arrows and ammunition. Who would’ve thought that the damnable sweeper battalion would launch an immediate attack without even brooking the slightest delay?

      Grizzly roared loudly, “Archers and gunners, fire!” The warriors of the outpost began to fire their guns and shoot with their bows, but their formation was so chaotic that there was no way for them to concentrate their firepower.

      The ten-plus enormous maneaters lifted their arms, using their bracers to protect their eyes. The thick steel cuirasses covering their body were more than enough to protect their vitals, making it impossible for these ordinary arrows and bullets to cause any lethal wounds.

      “Careful! They are coming!”

      The enormous freaks barreled straight into the defenders with absolutely astonishing momentum. Each of the maneaters wielded enormous war hammers that weighed several hundred kilograms, and whirled them with such ease it was as though they were playing with wooden sticks. They raised those ponderous war hammers up high before sending them smashing down towards the humans with enough power to pulverize a herd of bulls.

      CRUNCH! Two men were struck head-on and their bodies disintegrated as if made out of glass, spraying blood and gore everywhere!

      When a few of the strikes missed and slammed into the ground, they seemed to cause the earth itself to quaver. Some of the more distant men felt their legs wobble along with the earth, while entire groups of nearby defenders were actually knocked to the ground by the overwhelmingly powerful shockwaves generated by the strikes. The still-standing outpost warriors tried to stab the maneaters with their spears, but even when they were able to strike through the chinks in the armor, they were unable to pierce through that tough maneater skin.

      With every swipe of a maneater war hammer, multiple humans were blasted off into the distance like tennis balls. One, two, three, four… the enormous monstrosities continued their berserk advance, their thick steel armor rendering them impervious to almost all attacks. Their whirling war hammers smashed every single human they came in contact with into a pile of pulped meat.

      Accompanying every single massive maneater was an entire group of axe-wielding thugs, who ringed the maneater with a wall of iron shields. Although these thugs didn’t have the astonishing size and power of the maneaters, they were still some of the most elite warriors the sweepers had to offer. All of them were nearly two meters tall and were twice as muscular as ordinary humans. With their left hands, they held iron shields that seemed capable of stopping any attacks and with their right hands, they wielded war-axes that chopped through human bodies like vegetables.

      Behind the thugs were the groups of bow and gun-wielding moderately mutated sweepers. These mutants didn’t have the close combat power of the first two groups, but they were much more intelligent and so were responsible for using firearms to kill from a distance as well as screening their allies. They were responsible for killing particularly dangerous targets with their firearms.

      Sweeper bows were custom-designed and specially made. Every single shot packed enormous amounts of power and were terrifyingly accurate. They were able to completely pierce through a man’s skull, virtually guaranteeing that almost no one hit by them would survive.

      As for the lizard riders, bikers, and other riders, they wielded sickles and other long weapons and were responsible for keeping the flanks secure.

      This formation was extremely powerful and extremely well-organized. A sweeper battalion like this was unquestionably powerful and guaranteed overwhelming dominance over almost any opponent. These outpost warriors stood no chance at all!

      The outpost warriors let out screams as they died and these screams intermingled with the sounds of their bones being shattered and their bodies being crushed, as well as with the twanging of bowstrings and the cracks of firearms. These sounds all mixed together, combining to form a strange, horrifying melody that none of the people present would ever be able to forget. They formed a  sea of terror that drowned the hearts of even the stoutest warriors, causing their courage to crumble and disappear.

      By now, Cloudhawk had seen death and misery up close on many occasions. He could tell that the difference in power between the two sides was simply enormous; even if all of the outpost warriors fought to the bitter end, it still wouldn’t be enough. For them, resistance was completely futile and meaningless.

      The sweepers continued to attack without mercy, crushing all hope and bringing despair in their wake. These two forces were on completely different levels of skill and power, and this battle was ten times more calamitous than the previous one against the beast wave!

      As for the mysterious, cloaked man, he just watched silently as the slaughter proceeded in front of him. It was like he was watching a piece of performance art after a fine meal and didn’t seem inclined to take part in the battle at all.

      Cloudhawk had the strange feeling that this fellow was more dangerous than ten maneaters combined. Even experts like Mad Dog and Slyfox were far from being a match for someone like him. The only reason this mysterious man wasn’t taking part in the battle was simply because there was no need.

      How was this battle going to end? What should Blackflag Outpost’s response be? Cloudhawk didn’t know the answers to these questions, but he was once more reminded that this was the sad lot of the weak. Faced with this nightmare, there wasn’t a single thing he could do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          24 Entering the Fray

        

      

    

    
      Charge! Smash! Charge again! Smash again!

      The maneaters swept their giant war hammers through the ranks of the defenders, causing absolute carnage. Each swing launched a wave of blood and gore, sending unrecognizably mangled bits of bone and flesh across the battlefield.

      The sweeper thugs held their iron shields high, maintaining that steel shield wall as their great war-axes hacked down one warrior after another like scythes through wheat. As for the sweeper cavalry on both sides, they moved to circle behind the outpost defenders and attack from the two wings, pressuring them on their flanks. The sweeper archers and gunners shot continuous, long-distance volleys to maintain control over the battlefield.

      The number of sweepers was fairly low, but they were completely crushing the outpost warriors on the battlefield. Compared to these powerful mutants, the human guards had no advantages at all in this fight.

      Cloudhawk lifted his weapon, preparing to charge out to the aid of the beleaguered soldiers around him. As the saying goes, no eggs survive when the nest is destroyed. The outpost warriors were suffering horrendous casualties. Even if they managed to survive in the end, what good would a ruined outpost be to them?

      “Don’t be so impatient, kid.” Slyfox slapped a meaty hand on Cloudhawk’s shoulders, holding him back. The stone-faced Mad Dog spoke out in agreement: “Luck isn’t the only reason why Blackflag Outpost has been around for so long. The outpost has plenty of expert fighters and the dozens of elite guards haven’t made their move yet either. Why the hell are you rushing to your death?”

      Cloudhawk didn’t really understand what these two mercenary captains were thinking. The sweepers were smashing through their allies like rotting wood and the outpost had suffered hundreds of casualties in just a few short minutes. Were they seriously supposed to hold back at a time like this?

      One of the sweeper thugs lopped off the head of a guard with his war-axe. Just as he turned to seek out a new target, an incredibly muscular figure came charging straight towards him at incredible speeds. The muscular figure didn’t move to disguise his intent and wasted no time at all. He charged over, cocked his arm, clenched his fist, and delivered a punch!

      The sweeper thug was a veteran of over a hundred battles and immediately lifted his metal shield to block. The shield was made out of pure metal; not even an ordinary bullet would necessarily be able to pierce through it. There was no way it could be pierced through by a punch, right?

      CLANG! It was like a giant war hammer had slammed into his shield, with a large indent appearing at the point of impact! The sweeper thug was sent stumbling backwards as though he had been struck by a thunderbolt. One step, two steps, three steps… he staggered back three steps before regaining his footing. The sweeper thug let out a furious roar, his iron boots digging into the ground as he used them to anchor himself into the ground. He then struck out with the great war-axe in his right hand, sending it sweeping forward in a heavy counter-attack.

      The muscular man in front of the sweeper thug delivered another punch! Sparks danced across the blade of the war-axe as it began to crack apart, flying out of the sweeper thug’s hand! Even the thug’s fingers were broken from the collision. Finally, the sweeper revealed a look of utter terror.

      A third punch came straight at him! It was as fast as a ghost and had the power of a thunderbolt! The sweeper thug was actually knocked into the air, his metal chest-plate caving in and his ribs completely snapping. Even his heart was heavily damaged by the power of this blow. The blow was no mere “punch.” Getting hit by it was like being slammed into by a freight train!

      “Oho!” The mysterious man turned to glance at the newcomer with some degree of interest. This tall, muscular man was none other than one of the captains of Blackflag Outpost’s elite guards… Grizzly!

      Grizzly wore a pair of heavy steel boxing gloves over his hands. In terms of raw power, he was probably every bit the equal of Mad Dog. After finishing off the sweeper thug with three quick blows, he turned and chose a tall, hulking maneater as his next target.

      The maneater could sense Grizzly’s animosity and the danger he posed. The maneater pulled his great war hammer from a heap of mangled flesh and swept it towards his opponent with such power that it generated a stinging wind, sending chunks of blood and gore splattering over Grizzly’s body.

      This furious attack had an insane amount of power behind it, but Grizzly did not retreat. He stepped forward, welcoming the rain of blood. As he sidestepped the heavy blow, he delivered a sudden punch to the maneater’s kneecap, shattering it into tiny bits. Next, he used one leg to step on the war hammer, pressing it even further into the ground and preventing the maneater from lifting it back up. He then used his other leg to deliver a powerful kick to the maneater’s thick, muscled arm. CRACK! The maneater’s right arm was instantly broken by the power of this kick.

      Grizzly flexed his legs, leaping high into the air and delivered a punch to the maneater’s jaw. Not even the latter’s helmet was able to stop Grizzly’s furious, ferocious power. Even the mutant’s lower teeth were shattered and its enormous form fell backwards, stunned. The maneater let out an enraged, agonized howl as it sought to rise once more, but a foot came crashing down upon its chest and sent it right back down again.

      Arm cocked. Fist clenched. Punch! Grizzly’s right hand completely smashed the maneater’s ugly face apart. This hammer-like blow was so heavy that the mutant’s face was reduced to a pile of completely unrecognizable mush.

      Finally, one of the terrifying monstrosities was destroyed. As expected, the elite captains possessed incredible power! His display of explosive strength and supernatural agility instantly boosted the flagging morale of the outpost defenders.

      Grizzly was panting slightly. This sort of blitzkrieg offense was overwhelmingly powerful yet hard to sustain, and even an expert like him found it quite taxing.

      A soft chuckle rang out from beneath the mysterious figure’s hood, as though he didn’t care at all about the death of his subordinates. He gently waved his hands in a commanding gesture, causing a number of archers to train their sights towards Grizzly. A wave of steel-tipped arrows shot out with incredible force, but right at this moment, a black blur suddenly flashed past, using his blade to strike down all the arrows with incomprehensible speed. This blur was the other captain of the elite squad, Wulf!

      The two elite captains stood back-to-back. Grizzly lifted his blood-stained boxing gloves up high, while Wulf raised his snow-bright saber.

      “Careful.”

      “You too!”

      There was no need for men like them to waste words. The two had battled side by side for countless years and had long since reached a tacit understanding. Neither felt any hesitation at all in letting the other provide cover from behind. As dozens of sweeper thugs and a number of maneaters surrounded them, the other elite guards quickly came to reinforce them as well, bogging both sides down in a miserable fight.

      Grizzly battled furiously for his life. He let out a furious roar, “Tartarus, are you guys gonna just sit and watch? Are you seriously gonna wait until all of us are dead?”

      The sinister-faced fat man’s beady little eyes rolled with crafty amusement. To be honest, he was indeed considering just this. If the elite squad was wiped out, Tartarus’s status in the outpost would instantly skyrocket. This result was a good thing, not a bad thing! Both the sweepers and elite guards were formidable foes. This battle wouldn’t come to an end that quickly!

      “Hey. Hey! HEY! Why the hell aren’t you helping? This is crazy!” Cloudhawk was filled with utter contempt towards the fat man. “The outpost is on the verge of being wiped out and the only thing in your mind is how to profit from it?”

      Slyfox gave Cloudhawk a hard look. “Stop fuckin’ jabberin’ and just stand clear!”

      “If you guys won’t go, I will!” A resolute look was on Cloudhawk’s face. “We’ll all die anyways. I’d rather die fighting!”

      “You talk too much, you punk-ass kid!” But when Slyfox remembered how Tartarus did seem to owe Grizzly a favor, he turned to cast a glance at the still-unmoving leader of the sweeper battalion. He felt a tinge of regret in his heart. The real reason why he hadn’t been willing to get involved was primarily because he still didn’t know enough about this foe.

      Although Slyfox didn’t have Cloudhawk’s animal-like instincts, he did have analytical skills. In truth, judging from the actual number of sweepers involved, this battle wasn’t necessarily one which Blackflag Outpost could not win. The greatest unknown variable was that cloaked figure in the back.

      Slyfox wanted to wait for the cloaked figure to act first so that he would be able to analyze the man’s abilities, but the dirty, mysterious man still didn’t seem the slightest bit inclined to join the fight. It was true that Slyfox couldn’t just keep standing by on the sidelines, and so he gestured with his hand. “Let’s join the fight!”

      Were they finally going to enter the fray? Cloudhawk immediately hoisted his shotgun, preparing to join the fight.

      “Stay back for now, rookies.” Mad Dog’s entire body rippled with built-up energy and the ugly scars on his face began to twist and turn. The veins on his muscles began writhing like worms as he flexed his muscles. He looked as tense as a fully drawn bowstring. “I’ll go first!”

      His feet left a small crater in the earth as he shot out like a cannon ball. A howling wind blew past the other mercenaries as Mad Dog all but disappeared from in front of them.

      Mad Dog was incredibly fast! He wasn’t an agility metahuman, but when he unleashed all of his formidable physical might and focused it on speed, he was every bit as fast as any agility metahuman.

      Two of the sweeper thugs sought to impede the rapidly-approaching Mad Dog, but he didn’t even slow down. In fact, he bellowed as he actually accelerated towards them! His furious posture and snarling face were such that anyone who saw him would feel certain that even if a mountain stood in his path, he would still be able to ram it aside. The sweeper thugs had never encountered such a crazy human, but they were only startled for a brief instant before they lifted their war-axes high and sent them chopping down towards Mad Dog.

      CRACK! CRACK!

      Slyfox didn’t even aim his pistols; he seemed to have simply swung his arms forward carelessly. Two plumes of smoke burst out of the barrels of his pistols and those two sweeper thugs immediately fell back.

      While running past those two sweepers, Mad Dog grabbed the war-axes from their now-unsteady hands as he leapt into the air. His feet landed on their heads, crushing their necks as he used them to propel himself over six meters into the air. Those two great war-axes flashed with a dazzling cold light in his hands as he soared straight towards a maneater and chopped down at him.

      This maneuver was an extremely risky aerial vault, because not even the most powerful of men could dodge well midair. The sweepers here were all veterans of many battles; there was naturally no way they would ignore such a perfect opportunity! Two of the sweepers hurriedly drew their bows, preparing to shoot the airborne Mad Dog with their steel-tipped arrows.

      But right at this moment, two more pistol cracks sounded out!

      Two bullets zipped through the grouped sweepers and humans with inhuman accuracy and instantly exploded into the heads of those two archers. They didn’t even have a chance to react or fully draw their bows before they fell to the ground, dead.

      From start to finish, Mad Dog ignored everyone and everything save his target. He roared more furiously than any wild animal and his roar was far more terrifying. CLANK! His two thick war-axes descended as he himself did, slamming straight into the maneater’s head. The war-axes, the maneater helmet, the maneater’s head… all three instantly exploded into tiny pieces!

      The incredibly massive form of the maneater was actually knocked into the air by the force of this blow. It “somersaulted” through the air, spraying blood and brain matter everywhere before it finally slammed into the ground with the force of a mountain.

      Mad Dog had a rictus of insanity on his face. The dual-strike he used to slay the maneater had been so heavy that the skin between his thumb and forefinger had split apart, but he felt no pain at all. He pulled his snow-white machetes from their sheaths by his waist and then cut through the shields, war-axes, armor, and helmets of multiple nearby thugs as though he were chopping through rotten wood, reducing their flesh and bones to piles of sliced meat.

      Such incredible power! Both the two captains of the elite guards as well as these two captains of the Tartarus mercenaries were simply stunning. So long as such powerful humans were on their side, the outpost might just stand a chance of survival!

      But Cloudhawk could sense a bone-chilling aura sweep across the region. Although he wasn’t the target of this murderous intent, it was so chilling and so violent that he felt as though he were thrust from a position beneath the blazing sun into an icy pit. He felt as though every single cell in his body had been frozen… and this murderous intent was coming from the cloaked figure, the one who had yet to make a move.

      Cloudhawk called out in warning, “Careful, Slyfox! That guy is about to attack!”

      Slyfox was slightly startled. “Oh, is he now?”

      The mysterious figure produced a pair of long, straight knives from his sleeves and whispered a few words that sounded like the hissing of a viper. His dark eyes were as black as the endless depths of the sea, but waves of murderous intent could be seen within them.

      He didn’t “run” forward so much as he “shot” out like a bullet from a gun, an arrow from a bow, a javelin from its thrower. The way he moved seemed to violate the laws of physics! A moment ago, he had been completely still. Now, he was somehow in full motion! There had been no process of acceleration, but he was now moving at a terrifying, incomprehensible speed. His graceful movements seemed to suggest that he was able to ignore the effects of gravity itself, and the ragged cape fluttering in the wind behind him seemed almost like a demon stretching out its black, infernal wings.

      He was attacking! Finally, he was attacking!
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      As soon as the mysterious man began moving, Slyfox moved as well. Even if Cloudhawk hadn’t issued a warning, Slyfox wouldn’t have relaxed his vigil. He knew exactly who the most dangerous person on this battlefield was and exactly who he needed to keep an eye on. His twin customized pistols spun in beautiful intersecting arcs in front of him as spurts of flame erupted from the barrels. He had shot four times in an instant!

      Slyfox was a truly accomplished control metahuman and his gunnery skills were top-notch in Blackflag Outpost. He could instantly lock onto and shoot even a falcon flying at top speed, and was able to shoot a sparrow from thirty meters away as easily as shooting an elephant. Even though the mysterious man was faster than anyone Slyfox had ever met, could he move faster than a bullet?

      Slyfox was highly experienced and a true master marksman. These four shots completely sealed off the space around the mysterious man, ensuring that no matter where he dodged, he would still be struck by at least two bullets. There was no way he would be able to escape unscathed! In addition, Slyfox had just used some of his own custom-made, hand-crafted specialty bullets. These bullets were so powerful that they would cripple and slay their target so long as they hit any part of him.

      The mysterious man’s eyes were pitch-black, like a mirroring pool of darkness. These eyes saw and recorded all of Slyfox’s movements, up to the point when he pulled the trigger.

      Impressive! This gunner hidden within the outpost was definitely the most formidable marksman the mysterious man had ever met. Both his timing and aim were impeccable. The mysterious man had virtually no avenues of escape at all.

      However, the emphasis was on the word “virtually”. It wasn’t an absolute statement!

      The mysterious man’s powerful ocular abilities allowed him to track all four of Slyfox’s shots and he instantaneously was able to predict the trajectory of the bullets. He could tell that it was impossible to dodge all of them; at most, he would be able to dodge two.

      But two was enough! The mysterious man dodged to one side, avoiding two of the shots. At the same time, his two arms streaked through the air like meteors through the night sky, bringing the blades of his knives in front of the other two bullets.

      Sparks flew everywhere as an ear-piercing screech sounded out. The knives had actually split the two bullets into four pieces. The cut was so perfect that if you used a scale or ruler to measure the pieces, you would find that in size and shape, the four bullet-halves were absolutely identical.

      For the first time, a look of astonishment appeared on Slyfox’s face. “No way. That’s impossible.” How could you use a knife to cut bullets in flight? It required perfect accuracy and control, instantaneous reflexes, and better vision than an eagle’s. This feat was simply unbelievable! Only someone who had multiple high-level metapowers over agility, control, and more would be able to accomplish such a task. Less than one in a million wastelanders would have the required powers and each would be considered among the truly supreme combatants. As for Blackflag Outpost, it had no such figures!

      Who the hell was this guy?!

      Cloudhawk clenched his shotgun in his hands. Several times now, he had planned to fire the weapon, but gave up the notion in the end. He knew his own limitations and knew that he was far from being a match for Slyfox. If not even Slyfox could kill this man, how could he possibly succeed? In addition, shotgun pellets were sprayed over a very wide area. If he were to fire from such a great distance, he might even hit some of his allies.

      Calm! He had to stay calm! This was what Cloudhawk told himself repeatedly. He couldn’t waste any opportunities. If he wasn’t certain of success, he shouldn’t attack at all. Otherwise, he would draw that terrifying man’s attention and his life would be snuffed out like a candle.

      The mysterious man’s dark gaze, as fathomless as the depths of the sea, now locked onto Slyfox. The other experts didn’t pose a threat to him, but this exceptional marksman did. The mysterious man knew who his real enemy in this fight was. He had to first get rid of this troublesome marksman!

      The mysterious man didn’t even stop, continuing his headlong charge. Three members of the elite guards were in his path so he ended up disposing of them along the way. The three guards didn’t even have a chance to see how he attacked; they just saw the light of his knives pierce through their bodies. As they collapsed into pools of their own blood, the last thing they saw was his cloaked figure disappearing past them, not hesitating in the slightest.

      “Damn him!” The second captain of the elite guards, Wulf, was enraged! He was an agility metahuman, which meant that in speed at least, he wasn’t significantly inferior to the mysterious man. If the members of the outpost had to choose one person who was barely capable of keeping up with the mysterious man, they would definitely choose Wulf!

      Wulf tossed away his saber and pulled out a pair of short knives. Short weapons were more agile and carried more punching power. They also were advantageous in fast-paced battles. In the blink of an eye, the two exchanged four or five blows! Knife-light flickered repeatedly as these two incredibly fast experts clashed against each other in close combat.

      Almost as soon as Wulf engaged the man in combat, he realized that he’d made a mistake! First of all, the man’s metapowers were clearly higher-level than his own; although the man used a pair of long knives, he was able to wield them with just as much speed and agility as Wulf wielding his short knives. Even worse, the mysterious man’s attacks were so accurate, it was as though he had measured them to the millimeter in advance. With each attack, he was able to strike at one of Wulf’s weak spots, using a small amount of force to blunt Wulf’s strength and then unleash counter-attacks of incredible power.

      Although Wulf was a very experienced combatant, he still had the occasional flaw in his offense. The mysterious man attacked as though his moves had all been calculated countless times in advance by a computer; not only did he display no weaknesses, his attacks were precise to the extreme. After just a few exchanged blows, Wulf was cast into a greatly disadvantageous position.

      Wulf wanted to retreat, but it was far too late. A long knife came howling through the air towards him!

      The mysterious man’s knife sheared through half of Wulf’s head. The blood didn’t even have a chance to spurt out before the man turned and once more continued his charge towards Slyfox. This entire time, he’d shown no hesitation and made no wasted movements at all. It was as though he hadn’t been fighting one of the outpost’s supreme fighters but rather was merely disposing of a nameless pawn. The difference in skill between the two was extremely apparent!

      Grizzly let out an enraged howl. “WULF!”

      Slyfox didn’t let this affect his mental state. He suddenly reached out, grabbed an outpost warrior, and spun the warrior to stand in front of him.

      “W-what are you…” The outpost warrior had yet to catch his bearings when a pair of ice-cold gun barrels pressed against his back. A crafty look flashed through the mysterious man’s pitch-black eyes and he immediately moved to dodge.

      CRACK! CRACK! A pair of gunshots rang out as a pair of bullets blasted through the body of that unfortunate outpost warrior, missing the mysterious man by just a hair.

      Slyfox cursed in frustration. The man was able to lock onto his movements and dodge the instant Slyfox pulled the triggers on his pistols. As a result, Slyfox had decided to block the man’s line of vision and shoot at him through a human screen. Who would’ve thought that the man was still able to dodge with incredible precision and an almost preternatural sixth sense!

      The mysterious man had perfect control over his own body, had no wasted movements, and made no errors in judgment. He also had that absolutely stifling level of speed and a keen sense for danger that was almost animalistic in its accuracy. He truly was an expert the likes of which were rarely seen in the wastelands.

      The two were now extremely close to each other. Slyfox could almost see the specter of death reaching out for him! The mysterious figure was clearly determined to kill him no matter the cost. Mad Dog was at the front lines, tied down by a host of thugs. The other mercenaries weren’t even close to being a match for the mysterious man; in fact, they weren’t even strong enough to slow him down. What to do?

      A cold light suddenly flickered through Slyfox’s narrowed eyes. His normal, beaming countenance had completely disappeared. It was as though he had transformed into a completely different person, one who was incredibly cold and calm. This mindset  was formed through countless life-and-death battles. The more dangerous the situation was, the calmer he had to be.

      His fat body suddenly began to move with an agility and grace which belied his size. His two customized pistols began to bark and spit out flames repeatedly as multiple bullets howled past the outpost warriors and towards the mysterious man. One bullet actually went straight through an outpost warrior’s neck, spraying forth a bloody mist as it continued onwards.

      So what if he accidentally killed a few people on his own side? Hell, so what if he killed a few of them on purpose? Slyfox was not the kind, benevolent type to begin with. He knew exactly how difficult it would be to hit this man so he was willing to pay any price and do anything necessary to increase the odds. In comparison, sacrificing a few of the outpost guards was absolutely nothing. He didn’t have much time left; every single shot, every single opportunity, was incomparably priceless.

      But it was all useless!

      The mysterious man’s night-black eyes remained as calm as a tranquil pool of ink, and his gaze didn’t change in the slightest. His movements fluctuated as randomly and unpredictably as a viper’s, avoiding the large majority of Slyfox’s bullets while using his knives to block the bullets he couldn’t dodge. He advanced incredibly quickly, and everyone who got in his way (by accident or by design) was met with his flashing knife. All those who barred his path were sliced apart with ease.

      He was about to reach Slyfox! Slyfox only had a single bullet left in each of his pistols and the enemy was so close and so fast that he only had enough time for one shot anyhow. If he missed this next shot… well, one could imagine what would happen to a gunner assaulted in close combat by a knife-fighter like the mysterious man.

      Slyfox stared unblinkingly at his opponent. All others in the surrounding area seemed to completely vanish as he concentrated every iota of his energy and attention on his foe. Slyfox watched his movements, his breathing, his every minor motion. After taking all factors and possible responses into consideration…

      Crack! A tongue of flame flicked out from the barrel of his right pistol.

      A sharp light flashed through the mysterious man’s eyes. Not only had this gunner perfectly calculated his movements and all potential variables, the gunner had even taken into account his reaction speed and the speed at which his hands were able to move. This shot virtually sealed his fate. What a truly formidable gunner!

      The mysterious man suddenly struck out his knife, moving 30% faster than before. Clang! A few sparks appeared in midair as the bullet was once more chopped apart.

      Slyfox’s face turned completely ashen. “Damn.”

      The mysterious man didn’t pause for even a second. He was like a hungry wolf that spotted its prey and he sent one of his death-bringing knives straight towards his enemy’s throat at an incredible speed.

      The knife moved closer and closer to Slyfox, a harbinger of doom that quickly grew in size and filled more and more of his field of vision. At last, a look of fear appeared in Slyfox’s eyes and his face turned as pale as a corpse. Slyfox looked just like a man facing his own imminent and inescapable doom.

      Without question, this knife was going to take his life!

      This ending was what the mysterious man expected as he put all of his effort into this strike. As soon as that sharp knife landed, the chubby neck would be split open and the fat head would go flying like a dandelion in the wind.

      Swish! The knife flashed with cold light as it swept past Slyfox’s neck, spots of smeared blood on its blade!
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      The knife merely nicked Slyfox in the neck; it didn’t actually sever his head from the rest of his body. This occurred because, right at the critical moment, the mysterious man’s acute hearing picked up an incredibly soft, whistling sound. He was completely unprepared for the two cold knives that whistled through the air as they shot straight towards him.

      The projectiles were a pair of long, slender, and sharp scalpels. One of the scalpels shot towards the man’s chest, while the other one was aimed directly at his forehead. There were absolutely no flaws in the speed, timing, or execution of this attack. The most terrifying thing of all was that it seemed as though the two scalpels had appeared out of nowhere! Even someone as incredibly perceptive as the mysterious man was completely unable to identify who had launched this attack at him.

      If the mysterious man had stubbornly persisted in his attempt to decapitate the gunner, there would have been no way for him to escape these two strikes. It might’ve been possible for him to make slight adjustments to ensure that the scalpels didn’t hit him in any vital areas, but when he saw the glistening, slick blue light covering the blades, he immediately abandoned this notion.

      This attack was absolutely deadly… and from start to finish, the man still had no clue as to who had launched it. The mysterious man had held thirty percent of his power in reserve in this battle, which was the correct decision. That way, if something unexpected happened, he would have enough power left to keep himself safe. However, the lethal strike he had aimed at the gunner was with all the speed and power he could muster.

      In other words, the mysterious man himself was in an extremely vulnerable situation for a short instant. Although the moment was brief… an old, experienced, and deadly assassin would always be ready for the perfect moment to strike. And how could such a deadly assassin possibly forego using poison for such a critical strike?

      Both scalpels had been smeared with powerful nerve-numbing agents. Even if they didn’t strike a fatal wound, the slightest nick from them would be enough to ensure that he would instantly lose the majority of his combat strength. This was far too dangerous. He simply couldn’t afford to take the risk!

      And so the mysterious man suddenly halted his advance, his long knives nicking Slyfox on the neck as they swung back to block the scalpels. The mysterious man’s sea-dark eyes once more began to turn… but he still had no idea where the assassin was hiding.

      Swoosh! Swoosh! Another pair of sharp scalpels came flying towards him. This time, however, even Cloudhawk saw a figure moving at high speed when launching the attack, to say nothing of the mysterious man. When Cloudhawk saw who it was, his eyes bulged out of their sockets.

      No wonder he hadn’t seen Mantis this entire time!

      Cloudhawk had thought that Mantis was not taking part in the fight. As it turned out, Mantis had been concealing himself amongst the other mercenaries! When he was incognito, not even Cloudhawk had the slightest inkling that he was present; in fact, Cloudhawk hadn’t even noticed that they numbered one more person than usual. And… the entire reason why Mantis hid himself in the area around Slyfox in a shadow-like manner was precisely so that he could deal with a situation like this!

      As Mantis threw out two more flying scalpels at high speed and the mysterious man began pulling back, he suddenly somersaulted to the other side with incredible speed. A dark blue dagger gleamed with cold light as it pierced towards the mysterious man! It was a fast, steady, and merciless attack!

      The speed Mantis had just displayed was every bit as fast as that of the already-deceased Wulf. He was in full control of the tempo of this fight and this strike was pitch-perfect as well. Not even a heartbeat had passed since the mysterious man had knocked the second pair of scalpels aside, but now a deadly, envenomed blue dagger was right before his very eyes.

      This new assailant was incredibly dangerous! The mysterious man had been battling for quite some time, but for the first time, he felt as though he were being stalked by a viper. If this dagger nicked him even slightly, it would unquestionably deliver a mortal, death-dealing blow. The mysterious man sent the edge of his long knife scraping against the dagger, causing a line of sparks to erupt in midair, and spun the other way as he delivered a whirling slash towards Mantis. However, Mantis didn’t hesitate at all as he leapt backwards with incredible speed and agility, borrowing the momentum of the clash.

      An assassin’s paramount rule was to succeed in killing the target with one attack. If you failed, your goal would be to immediately retreat safely. This was an assassin’s fundamental rule!

      The mysterious man’s attack missed, but before he had a chance to recover, a cold, sinister, murderous look flashed through Slyfox’s eyes. In truth, this entire sequence had been a plot! The gunner had intentionally let the mysterious man draw close, allowing the assassin to launch a series of deadly strikes. Now that the mysterious man’s offensive rhythm was completely disrupted, flaws in his movements were revealed.

      It actually wasn’t the assassin’s responsibility to actually kill this man. Slyfox had been waiting for the perfect moment this entire time… and now, he still had one bullet left. Given the situation and given how close they were, how could he possibly miss?

      The process might sound complicated, but it happened incredibly fast. Mantis had thrown out four scalpels, catching the mysterious man completely off-guard and disrupting his rhythm before launching a deadly strike that forced the man to reveal a fatal flaw in his defenses. This entire process had taken less than two seconds! It was more than enough time for Slyfox to fire the perfect shot.

      Crack!

      The final bullet burst forth with a tendril of flame from the barrel of the revolver. The mysterious man had to admit that these people were tough. Very tough. They could definitely be described as some of the top experts in the wastelands. However… it wasn’t enough. The man’s body suddenly seemed to expand in size, almost as though all of his muscles had instantly become many times larger than before. He instantly unleashed 120% of his full power!

      As soon as Slyfox fired his gun, the mysterious man leapt into the air, used one long knife to block the bullet before once more stabbing out with the other one towards Slyfox, sending that cold blade directly towards his heart!

      Everyone was stunned by this feat. Not only was he able to block the attack, he was even able to counter-attack in midair?

      Slyfox was out of bullets. Mantis wasn’t in a position to stop the attack.

      A hint of a mocking smile appeared on the mysterious man’s face as his cold knife inched closer and closer to Slyfox’s chest. He was about to finally kill this dangerous gunner, once and for all… but right at this moment, something happened which caught him completely off-guard. A skinny, unprepossessing little figure suddenly popped out from behind Slyfox. The kid was clutching a shotgun in his hands, with the black barrel pointed straight at the mysterious man.

      Slyfox let out a fierce shout. “SHOOT HIM!”

      When the mysterious man’s attention was focused on the two experts before him, the ordinary-looking Cloudhawk had seized the opportunity to hide himself directly behind Slyfox. Cloudhawk knew that if he wanted a chance to shoot and kill this man, the position he chose was the perfect position to be in. And now… his opportunity had come!

      The mysterious man’s body was still airborne. No warrior, no matter how powerful, would be able to find any leverage to dodge while midair. In addition, the two were extremely close to each other! The mysterious man’s knife was about to kiss Slyfox’s clothes, which meant that he had all but sent himself directly into the waiting barrel of the shotgun.

      Cloudhawk pulled the trigger.

      CRACK!

      Countless steel pellets blasted forth. A dispersed shotgun blast was difficult to dodge in any situation, much less in midair. The mysterious man’s black cloak was completely torn to shreds as he was knocked three or four meters backwards from the force of the blow. He tumbled to the ground, rolling a few times before he came to a halt face-down as streams of blood began to flow from his body.

      They had finished him! Everyone revealed looks of excitement and exhilaration!

      “Not bad, kid!”

      “Well done!”

      “Beautiful!”

      The mercenaries all called out in celebration, and even Woola let out a few congratulatory howls. As for the sweepers, strange looks appeared on their faces. They never would have expected anyone would be able to defeat their boss!

      In truth, less than a minute had passed since the cloaked figure had first started his charge towards Slyfox. It had all happened so quickly that there was no way ordinary people could even respond. As for the mercenaries, there was obviously no way that they could’ve planned this out in advance. It had all been possible purely due to a silent, instinctive rapport.

      If Mantis had been just a heartbeat slower, Slyfox would’ve been hacked to death. If Slyfox hadn’t left one final bullet for the very end or had hesitated for just half a second after Mantis launched his attack, then his shot wouldn’t have been able to force the man to jump into the air to dodge. And if Cloudhawk had been just slightly slower in firing his shotgun, all of that previous effort would have gone to waste.

      Thankfully, all of them had worked together with smooth, perfect coordination. In the end, they had finally dealt with that dangerous enemy.

      Cloudhawk was panting furiously, his frayed nerves finally calming down. He could hardly believe what had just happened. Had the shot that killed the sweeper leader really come from his hands?

      This feeling of life and death being separated by a thread… this feeling was fucking awesome!

      But Slyfox and Mantis were completely composed. “Mad Dog once praised your combat instincts as being excellent!” For once, Slyfox said a few words of praise towards Cloudhawk. “Seems like he was tellin’ the truth. I’m just happy you didn’t waste all of the hard work I put into training you.”

      Hard work training me? You sonufabitch!

      Cloudhawk was this close to cursing at the man. Still… now that the leader had been slain, the rest of the sweepers were nothing to worry about. The mercenaries and the elite guards were still ready to fight, and they held an overwhelming advantage in numbers. How could they possibly lose to freaks like this?

      “Not bad at all.”

      Just as everyone was celebrating, a casual, cold voice suddenly rang out from the ground. Countless astonished gazes were instantly drawn to the mysterious man’s “corpse”… which was slowly, unhurriedly rising to its feet. “But in the end, you didn’t quite get the job done.”

      The six remaining maneaters and dozens of thugs had already charged forwards, coming to a halt directly in front of their leader. As for the outpost forces, they withdrew as well. Both sides once more stared at each other separated by a short distance.

      This scene was absolutely bizarre. Cloudhawk had definitely hit the man head-on! The man hadn’t been wearing steel armor or other defensive equipment; otherwise, there was no way he could’ve moved with such speed and agility. How, then? How had he survived? Did he have an immortal body?

      The mysterious man rose to his feet, his tattered cloak just barely hanging from his body. His face had previously been as pale as paper, but now a great number of serpentine scales had appeared on its surface. Given that his strange eyes were completely pitch-black, he truly looked like an ominous creature.

      The mysterious man tossed aside his tattered cloak, fully revealing his entire upper body. Although he wasn’t as muscular as Mad Dog, his muscles were extremely toned and even, and seemed to possess explosive, panther-like power. His skin, however, was almost abnormally pale… and his pale skin was completely covered with those slender scales that looked like the scales of a snake.

      The shotgun pellets had blasted a large wound into his chest and dozens of those steel pellets had clearly bored deep into his body. And yet… although the wound was frightening to behold, it was actually nothing more than a superficial flesh wound. The muscles around the pellets flexed slightly, and one bloodstained pellet after another began to pop out and fall to the ground.

      Cloudhawk finally realized that this mutant’s scales served as a form of protection. He also had an extremely high-level control metapower and so had nearly perfect control over his power. As a result, as soon as the pellets blasted through his scales, he had immediately tightened the muscles locally around each pellet, ensuring that none of them were able to strike into his heart or other important organs.

      Cloudhawk had hit him with a perfect shot, but it was meaningless. A wound like this was no wound at all.

      The outpost defenders had rather unpleasant looks on their faces. How many strange powers did this mysterious fellow have?

      The mysterious man’s gaze remained as calm and settled as ever. “It would be a waste to kill you. I suggest you abandon Blackflag Outpost and work for me instead. The entire wastelands belong to us… and together, we can accomplish something grand!”

      By now, everyone could tell that he still had yet to use his full power, even now! There were still more than 150 sweepers; their main combat power had been preserved. The outpost, however, had suffered horrendous casualties and didn’t have much combat power left. The situation right now looked extremely grim.

      Fire another shot? Cloudhawk knew his own limits. They had managed to catch the man off-guard once; there was no way the man would let it happen again! But right at this moment, a voice that Cloudhawk had never heard before suddenly rang out from afar.

      “You want to poach guards from Blackflag Outpost? What makes you think I would agree to that?”
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      The elite guards looked as though a heavy burden had been lifted off their shoulders, while Slyfox and Mad Dog revealed looks of extreme wariness. Had she finally come out? If so… then it was time for this battle to come to an end.

      The mysterious man’s gaze flickered slightly. He didn’t seem surprised, only cautious. He let out a chuckle and then said, “You really are quite composed, to be able to wait so long before coming out.”

      Cloudhawk had no idea why everyone had such strange looks on their faces. Just as he was puzzling over this question… a figure suddenly, slowly emerged from the heart of the outpost.

      This figure wore a savage, demonic mask. Perfectly straight black hair cascaded across her back like a waterfall and her voice sounded sinister and hoarse, almost as though it were several different voices merged together, making it difficult for others to discern her gender from her voice alone. However, judging by her silhouette, she was definitely a woman, and one with a stupendous figure at that.

      Even though she was dressed in a long, loose cloak, everyone could still vaguely make out the form-fitting leather clothes she wore beneath the cloak. No one knew what type of leather it was, but it surely was no ordinary leather. The leather clothes covered virtually every part of her body, including her firm and rounded rear, her long slim legs, and her pert and ample bosom. It could be said that her form-fitting leather clothes put her perfect physique and feminine curves on full display.

      This woman did not carry any weapons, wielding neither sword, knife, axe, nor staff. Nor did she wield long-ranged weaponry such as guns or bows. However… she wore a pair of extremely exquisite gloves that looked like they were made from dark-gold silk. The gloves were studded with something that looked like gemstones. In addition, she also wore on her neck a snow-white cross that appeared to be a decorative necklace.

      Although no one could see what she looked like or how old she was, an aura of iciness, arrogance, and skill radiated out from her in waves. When she joined the ranks of the defenders, not a single person dared stand close to her, not even Slyfox and the other elites.

      Cloudhawk couldn’t help but ask, “Who is this?”

      “Shut it, kid! Don’t ask questions right now.” Slyfox gave him a hard glare. “Just be a good boy, sit back, and watch the show!”

      The sweeper leader began chuckling. “The commander of Blackflag Outpost, the Bloodsoaked Queen… your reputation precedes you.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen? The commander of the outpost? Cloudhawk finally remembered that the outpost had a leader! He was told about her the first day he arrived, but this leader was so mysterious and low-key that in the past month and a half, Cloudhawk hadn’t even heard any stories about her, to say nothing of meeting her.

      Her actions made no sense though. What took her so long? Why did she wait for the outpost to be beaten into such a bad condition before finally making her appearance?

      The mysterious, powerful leader of the sweeper battalion licked his lips, his tongue long and slender. He couldn’t hide the look of frenzied lust in his eyes and was unable to maintain his earlier calm demeanor. He was like a hunter who, after experiencing countless tribulations, had finally found his prey… or perhaps he was a treasure seeker who had finally found a great treasury after sailing through oceans and climbing through mountains. Excitement, exhilaration, nervousness, and other emotions filled his breast, causing his body to start to tremble. “Once I kill you, I’ll take control over this outpost.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s face was covered by that terrifying mask, preventing anyone from seeing the emotions on her face. Her two eyes, however, gleamed behind the mask with a look that was as sharp as a sword and even more piercing to the gaze than the rays of the rising sun.

      “No need to put on pretenses in front of me.” The Bloodsoaked Queen’s hoarse voice sounded like the shattering of glass, but a hint of rage could be heard within that sinister coldness. The rage didn’t seem like a blazing inferno; rather, it was like smoldering coals that had long ago merged into her soul and become a part of her. “I know who you are, and I know why you have come here. I also know who it is that stands behind you. So… let’s cut the crap. I’ll give you a chance. Come at me.”

      The mysterious man’s face stiffened momentarily, but then that look of wild excitement once more appeared in his eyes. “Good. Good! Then I’ll see for myself how powerful people who have come from that place are!”

      The mysterious man, however, was not in a rush to attack. Instead, he gestured with his hand. The largest, most muscular maneater acknowledged his order and burst forth like a beast that had just been released from its shackles! The maneater ran forward, his heavy footsteps pounding into the earth. The maneater’s great war hammer was covered with the crimson gore of the countless outpost guards he had slain and he delivered a huge smashing blow straight at the Queen.

      THRUM!

      The earth itself shook and a storm of dust arose! From afar, Cloudhawk could see the war hammer miss and strike into the earth instead. Somehow, that brutal and savage attack completely missed its target. Why? How? Had the maneater gone blind? Obviously not!

      The Queen leisurely strode forward, moving past the heavy war hammer. Her movements seemed slow, but in reality she was incredibly fast. The maneater didn’t even have a chance to raise the war hammer a second time before she was standing right in front of him. She gently placed her right hand against the heavy cuirass covering the maneater’s thick chest and gave him a loving stroke as though she were petting a cat.

      A vibration suddenly manifested! Cloudhawk was completely shocked by what he saw. He could clearly sense a strange thrumming sensation, almost like a guitar string being plucked, appear before him once more. He instantly turned to stare at the source of the sensation… only to find that it was actually coming from the Queen’s black gloves!

      Cloudhawk could sense the vibrations growing stronger and stronger. Some sort of energy was building up rapidly! Before he even had a chance to figure out what was going on, the maneater suddenly let out a miserable scream!

      His eyes, his nose, his mouth, his ears… even the crevices of his helmet suddenly emitted fiery plumes of heat. A heartbeat later, the maneater’s massive body was suddenly swallowed up by an absolutely beautiful flame that appeared out of nowhere. The terrifyingly high temperatures caused even his armor to glow red! The maneater’s body was charred into a black crisp in just a few short moments, causing a nauseating stench of burnt meat to waft outwards.

      Thud! The flame disappeared just as quickly as it had appeared. By the time the maneater collapsed, its entire body had been charred. Its armor was still glowing red and had begun melting into the ground, emitting a series of hissing, crackling sounds.

      What was this? Some sort of supernatural power?

      Everyone watched with tongue-tied expressions on their faces. It was as though they’d seen a tiger attack a mouse, only for the mouse to suddenly turn and swallow the tiger whole.

      Despite the high temperature in the area around her, the Bloodsoaked Queen remained in immaculate condition; not even a single hair on her head had been singed. From start to finish, she hadn’t so much as glanced at the maneater. Her eyes behind her mask were even colder than ice as she swept her gaze across the other sweepers, seeming to stab at them with her eyes. Looks of terror appeared on their faces and they all took several steps back.

      The mysterious man visibly trembled as a look of slight fear appeared on his face. The eager look in his eyes, however, had not diminished in the slightest. He tossed away one of the long knives he was holding, only to assume a two-handed grip on the other. “So you really did come from that place. Is this the power you brought from there to the wastelands?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s voice was as hoarse and cold as ever. “You aren’t worthy of knowing the answer to that question. My patience has its limits. Make your move.”

      The mysterious man knew that the difference in power between the two of them was enormous. He would only have one chance. Just one! And he only had it because the Bloodsoaked Queen had chosen to give it to him, most likely because she held him in utter contempt. Even though he clearly knew how terrifying she was, he still wanted to give her a try… because he wanted to test out that inconceivable power in person!

      He suddenly moved, his accumulated power sending him forward like an arrow out of a bow. He was moving much faster than he had previously and even his long knife seemed to quiver with anticipation, as though it could sense its master’s determination and killing intent. He wasn’t tall nor was he very muscular, but when he charged forward, he was like an enormous behemoth carrying an irresistible, inexhaustible amount of power. This aura alone would be enough to terrify any of the powerful experts present, making it hard for them to even think about trying to take this strike head-on.

      Ten more meters!

      The mysterious man’s face grew increasingly berserk. It was as though the entire world had vanished, with only the masked woman remaining. He seemed to have focused all of his thoughts, all of his energy onto this unmoving, statue-like woman. His every single blood cell bellowed with rage, as though countless beasts were rampaging through his veins, screaming out for release!

      Five meters. Four meters. Three meters. Two meters!

      When his speed reached its utmost limit, he suddenly flexed his legs. Every single cell in his body quivered and every single muscle contracted. He gathered all of the strength and power he had in his body, from his legs, his calves, his thighs, his chest, his arms, and his wrist… and focused it all onto the tip of his knife as he sent it chopping down.

      This was no longer a human being delivering a blow. This was a flying knife with a human attached to it! The man was an extremely high-class control metahuman. In order to make his knife faster, sharper, and more powerful, he had caused every single cell in his body to surpass its normal limitation, forcing every single muscle to release every single scrap of power it had while holding nothing back.

      It was no ordinary strike. Absolutely everything was poured into it; his strength, his momentum, his mental focus, his willpower… it had all been infused into this chop! The man had no other thoughts in his mind. He was like a dancer enraptured by his own dance, losing himself within it as he drew out his mind and his very soul, and merged them into this strike.

      Nobody could stop his knife. Even steel would be sheared through like mud! The man could almost smell the intoxicating scent of the woman’s blood spurting out from her body and splashing over him, bathing him in its warmth like the rays of the sun.

      The Queen finally made her move… and the man’s flashing, dazzling knife suddenly stopped in midair.

      The knife would’ve been able to shear through steel like butter, but was actually blocked by a single, graceful hand. Or, to be precise, the five long fingers on that hand had latched onto the knife. The parts of the knife that were in contact with those gloves instantly began to glow red with heat, and even a few wafts of white smoke could be seen rising from it.
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      The Bloodsoaked Queen had a cavalier attitude about her, as though she’d done nothing more than catch a butterfly that flew within her flower garden. It seemed like such a casual action, but it instantly froze the long knife despite the shocking amount of power that had been poured into it.

      All momentum had been lost. All of the murderous intent within it was dispelled. The mental energy, willpower, strength, and soul that had been poured into that knife were of no avail; it seemed like it was trapped in a steel vise, with no way to withdraw at all. The snow-bright blade quickly began turning red from heat, like a piece of iron in a furnace.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s grip tightened and the red-hot knife began to break apart. A spider web of cracks appeared on its surface, as though the knife were a fragile piece of glass on the verge of shattering.

      “You-” The mysterious man’s deep, hooded gaze was now filled with shock and awe. He was only able to get this single word out because in the next instant, a seal suddenly lit up on the Queen’s gloves as she unleashed an even greater amount of force through her palms.

      The knife exploded! A terrifying, beautiful ball of fire erupted between the two as the energy-filled knife blew up like a bomb that had been ignited. Countless metal shards sprayed in every direction. The mysterious man was blasted away by the force of the explosion, with his face, chest, and arms all punctured by the flying metal shards while the blazing flames caused his entire body to be covered with horrendous burns. By the time he crashed to the ground, he looked like a hole-riddled rag doll that had been set on fire.

      Cloudhawk furiously rubbed his eyes. What the hell had just happened? All he saw was the mysterious man charge towards the Queen. Moments later, there was a sudden explosion! All this happened far too quickly so he hadn’t been able to make out all the details… but when the Bloodsoaked Queen had made her move, Cloudhawk had sensed a ripple of power emerge.

      Such incredible power! The mysterious leader of the sweeper battalion was already a top-notch expert of the wastelands, but when faced with the Bloodsoaked Queen, he was absolutely nothing at all. He suffered a disastrous defeat!

      The mysterious man himself hadn’t expected that the difference in power between them would be so great. There was simply no way to bridge the chasm between the two of them. Moments later, a tendril of fear suddenly snaked its way out from the depths of his soul and spread like wildfire throughout his mind. He only had one thought left – flee!

      He had been a fool. A complete fool! This woman was someone from that legendary place; even his master was slightly wary of her. How could a mere wastelander like himself possibly contend against her?

      When Cloudhawk noticed that the man was about to flee, he immediately called out, “Hey, commander! He’s gonna run for it!”

      “Shut your fucking mouth! Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Slyfox immediately clamped his hands around Cloudhawk’s mouth as beads of sweat appeared on his pudgy face. The power the Bloodsoaked Queen had just displayed caused him to feel a sense of terror as well. “Don’t ya know how the Bloodsoaked Queen got her nickname? D’ya really think yer in a position to be givin’ her orders?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen had only been in the outpost for roughly a year and for the vast majority of that time, she was absent or hidden. And yet, her fame and prestige resoundingly eclipsed that of any captain. The Tartarus mercenaries were forced to humble themselves, while the members of the elite squad had all chosen to serve her and die for her! Why? Because of the overwhelming, crushing amount of power she possessed… as well as her absolutely cruel and dominating nature!

      Anyone who lived in Blackflag Outpost for more than a year would never be able to forget that horrifying battle from roughly a year ago.

      The Queen was in no mood to pay any attention to trash like Cloudhawk, but she also completely ignored the terrified, fleeing sweeper leader. She silently unclipped the cross from her necklace and gently lifted it up with her two hands. Moments later, she did something that completely astonished everyone.

      She went down on one knee.

      She clasped the cross tightly in her hands and began praying softly in an extremely sincere, devout voice. “O almighty gods of radiant light, I pray to thee with all my soul, with all my life, with all my heart. Please bestow your power upon thy child…” This prayer was filled with such sincerity and piety, but when it came out in that hoarse, sinister voice, it truly sounded strange to the extreme.

      The cross suddenly began to glow and with each passing second, it grew brighter and brighter! Cloudhawk’s eyes were about to pop out of their sockets. “What the hell is this?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen rose to her feet once more and lifted the glowing cross high into the air. She looked almost like a holy paladin lifting a blade that exorcised demons… and when she brought the “sword” down, the light completely disappeared into her palms, transforming into a blade-like arc of light that shot out dozens of meters, carving out a deep gouge in the earth as it shot off after the fleeing man.

      The light washed over him and cut through him as though he were just a piece of paper. His body was cut in half from his right shoulder to his left flank. Momentum carried the two halves of his body forward three meters, with the flesh around his terrifying wounds having turned completely black, as though charred by fire. The nature of his wounds was perhaps the reason he didn’t immediately die, as he struggled to claw forward with his one remaining arm.

      A pair of boots appeared in front of him. He lifted his head, only to see that woman once more… but the fear actually began to slowly vanish from his eyes. Now that he knew he was going to die, that look of wild fervor began to fill his gaze once more. “I’m impressed, demon hunter!”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen asked coldly, “Where is he?”

      The dying, bisected man began roaring with laughter, but his laughter sounded like the bleating of a dying mountain goat. The Bloodsoaked Queen narrowed her eyes. She remained as cold and distant as ever, but her words were filled with menace. “Where. Is. He.”

      “Are you afraid?” The dying man didn’t seem to understand the situation he was in. He roared in a hoarse and brash voice, “I’ll never tell you. Keep living in fear and pain. You will never be able to get your revenge. You-” But his voice suddenly cut off as a booted foot crushed his head into pulp.

      The Queen turned towards the outpost warriors, her cloak fluttering in the air behind her. She seemed to move in a leisurely manner, but she actually moved with incredible speed. Moments later, she vanished from everyone’s field of vision, leaving behind only three words.

      “Kill them all.”

      The outpost warriors immediately let out excited roars and howls. This was the might of their commander, the commander of Blackflag Outpost – she was invincible, unfathomable, and unbelievable! This was the second time the Queen had fought ever since she had taken over command of the outpost and her power was absolutely stunning!

      Even creatures as foolish as the sweepers realized that with this powerful female guarding Blackflag Outpost, there was no chance at all for them to take over this place!

      “FOR BLACKFLAG OUTPOST!”

      “KILL THEM ALL!”

      Grizzly led the warriors of Blackflag Outpost in an inexorable, unstoppable charge. Yet another frenzied and bloody battle erupted, but this time it was the sweepers who were driven to despair and cornered like animals. The two sides fought bitterly, as though possessed by bloodlust and driven mad by rage, but there was no doubt as to what the end result would be.

      Cloudhawk, however, was focused on the Queen’s disappearing silhouette. There was no way she had won as easily as it had seemed! Cloudhawk had noticed that after she used that final dazzling attack, it seemed as though something inside her body was completely wrung dry, almost like a reservoir that had lost all of its water. Although she looked as cold and powerful as before, she had already reached her limits. He could sense that the ripples emanating from within her body had dropped down to an incredibly weak level.

      Cloudhawk felt certain that if another powerful foe appeared, the Queen would have no chance to fight back at all. She was clearly very powerful; clearly, she could’ve slain the sweeper leader with ease using a much less taxing attack. Why then, had she taken on such a huge risk in expending all of her energy to kill him in such a manner?

      There was only one possible answer. She was putting on a false front, a show.

      Cloudhawk suspected that this attack against the outpost wasn’t as simple as it seemed. The sweepers had probably been employed or driven to launch this attack, and it was likely that the person hiding behind them was the one who created that sandstorm at the very beginning. This battle most likely had nothing to do with the sweepers or Blackflag Outpost at all. Instead, it was a test, a little skirmish between two freaks who both possessed supernatural powers.

      Still, what mattered was that this brutal battle was about to come to an end, thanks to the defeat of the sweeper leader. The surviving sweepers finally began to flee, abandoning their vehicles, their mounts, their weapons, and their equipment. All of those things were claimed by Blackflag Outpost as spoils of war and the outpost guards and mercenaries were all excitedly circling and claiming various piles of items as their own.

      “Everyone else is charging forward to get their share of the spoils.” Slyfox stared at Cloudhawk as though he were an idiot. “But you don’t seem interested at all. Do you have shit for brains?”

      “The only thing I want right now is a good, long sleep.” Cloudhawk’s adrenaline rush had ended with the battle and a wave of exhaustion had just come crashing down on him. How could he possibly have any energy or interest in running forward to pick up some spoils? Besides, he really didn’t believe that these savage men would let a kid like him get anything nice!

      Slyfox saw that Cloudhawk was indeed covered with wounds and so he just waved his hands in an extremely impatient manner. “Fine, fine. Hurry up and fuck off already. Go to Mantis’s workshop and get those wounds treated. I ain’t got any time to worry about your sorry ass.” Cloudhawk nodded and immediately departed from this noisy, boisterous scene of looting.

      The rugged streets of Blackflag Outpost were quite silent. Mice and other animals rustled through the weeds, occasionally popping their heads out. They were drawn by the stench of blood in the air. Right now, this place truly did look like a lifeless, barren wasteland.

      Cloudhawk was extremely tired in body, mind, and soul. The beast wave and sweeper battalion had been incredibly dangerous and he was once more reminded that staying alive in the wastelands was no easy feat. There was no such thing as a truly safe harbor in the wastelands, not even in the outposts. They walked a thin line between life and death and the outposts themselves were fragile things.

      Cloudhawk was starting to want to leave… and what he saw today reinforced those budding thoughts. On one side, there was a hidden, unknown figure capable of controlling and creating sandstorms. On the other side, there was a Bloodsoaked Queen who wielded an inconceivable amount of power.

      What feud existed between the two? Cloudhawk didn’t know, and he didn’t want to know. However, he knew that if two figures like them began fighting with Blackflag Outpost as their battlefield, this place would never be safe to inhabit. Today was just the beginning. Who knew what the future would bring?

      But if he left the outpost, where would he go? The wastelands were so vast and endless as to engender a sense of despair and it was so cruel that it could devour anyone’s innocent dreams or ideals. Was there truly no such thing as a safe place to live in this vast world?

      Just as Cloudhawk’s tired mind threw out these random thoughts, he was suddenly able sense those faint ripples once more. They seemed very similar to the ripples he sensed from the Queen. Cloudhawk frantically looked right and left, but was unable to see anyone at all. No one was here. Was this a hallucination caused by excessive blood loss?

      Cloudhawk continued to carefully scrutinize the area. Finally, his gaze turned towards a small, unremarkable alleyway. Those strange ripples were coming from that direction. No way. That place was absolutely foul and filled with refuse and excrement. Who in the world would go there?

      Cloudhawk wasn’t certain what these ripples were, but felt certain that it wasn’t just a hallucination. He decided to go over and take a look… but when he did, he was badly startled by what he saw in front of him.

      There was a human silhouette within the alleyway. The person was seated on the ground, half-slumped against the wall. The person’s mask was turned directly towards Cloudhawk and the deep eyes hidden beneath the mask seemed to be staring death at him. It was the terrifying woman he had seen just a short while ago… the Bloodsoaked Queen!

      Cloudhawk’s first instinct was to run. This freak of a woman was able to crush maneaters as easily as ants. To her, someone like Cloudhawk would be even less than an ant. But just as he took his first step to run, he suddenly halted.

      The Queen’s arms were resting on the ground, seemingly powerless, and a thin trickle of blood was actually streaming out from the edges of that savage mask. She remained slumped against the wall, not moving or making even the slightest of sounds.

      Drip. Drip. Drops of crimson blood landed on her clothes, staining them with a large, bloody patch.

      Was the Queen dead? No way!
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      Cloudhawk stared at her for another long moment before carefully creeping forward to take a closer look. The Bloodsoaked Queen simply lay there, seemingly completely lifeless. Blood continued to trickle out from underneath her mask and she looked no different from a corpse.

      Just a few moments ago, she had invincibly swept through all opposition! How was it that she inexplicably perished just a few moments later? Cloudhawk stared at the Queen, his face filled with confusion. The savage mask was completely inscrutable and nothing but darkness could be seen underneath the mask’s eye-sockets. He couldn’t see her eyes at all, but still felt as though he were being stared at. He couldn’t help but shiver.

      Cloudhawk’s gaze slowly turned downwards, only to notice that her chest was slowly rising and falling by just the tiniest amount. The Queen was still breathing. That meant she wasn’t dead yet! What had happened? Had she suffered a serious injury that caused her to pass out on the spot?

      Cloudhawk felt certain that his guess was spot on. The Queen probably had already been injured; she forced herself to put on a strong front when she dealt with the sweeper leader and the reason she immediately left in such a hurry was because she knew that she was on the verge of passing out. And yet, before she managed to return to her own residence, she passed out in this alleyway.

      All of this was simply inconceivable! The almighty, invincible commander of Blackflag Outpost, the Bloodsoaked Queen, was lying here in the alleyway, completely helpless. Even someone as weak as Cloudhawk could do anything he pleased to her. If others discovered her or if word of her presence here spread, it would probably cause an enormous commotion.

      The spoils didn’t take too long to divvy up. Some people were already beginning to return to their homes in the outpost. The Bloodsoaked Queen was in a very dangerous position. There were assuredly many who were dissatisfied with her reign and wastelanders were vicious and sly; there was no way they would give up such a golden opportunity.

      What was he to do? Should he simply ignore her and leave her to her fate? Cloudhawk’s gaze paused for a few moments on her gloves and her cross. The minute vibrations emanating from them caused his heart to tremble as well.

      By now, it was all but confirmed that the Bloodsoaked Queen’s power came from those gloves and that cross. She was able to use that strange energy in her body to activate these unique items, giving birth to incredibly destructive forces.

      Cloudhawk reached up, clutching his stone necklace in his hands. This stone of his was definitely an extraordinary item, but he hadn’t been able to find the proper way to use it. Cloudhawk couldn’t help but wonder… was there some sort of a connection between the Queen’s special equipment and his stone? If he could learn her abilities, would he gain access to supernatural abilities like hers? This prospect was incredibly enticing to him.

      The stone really hadn’t done much the past month. He was in desperate need of someone sufficiently knowledgeable who could teach him about it.

      No, no way. This is crazy dangerous. Her nickname is the Bloodsoaked Queen! That name alone proves that she’s not exactly a nice person. Even Slyfox was extremely wary of her! Given how powerful this woman was, it was entirely possible that she would recover within minutes. If Cloudhawk decided to be a busybody… he could almost imagine what would happen.

      Perhaps it was best to leave. There was nothing more important than staying alive. She’s neither family nor friend. None of my damn business if she lives or dies. Even if he did save the Queen, she wouldn’t necessarily show him any gratitude… and even if she were grateful, she wouldn’t necessarily teach him her techniques. And even if she DID teach him her techniques, they might not be useful in activating that special stone!

      The risks here were enormous. The more Cloudhawk thought about it, the more he felt it wasn’t worth it. It was better to not get involved and to leave immediately.

      He made up his mind and was going to leave immediately. If the Queen suddenly woke up and saw him lurking around, she would probably erase him without a second thought. To her, it would probably be as easy as crushing a bug! But just as Cloudhawk turned to leave, he suddenly froze in his tracks.

      Wait a second! Cloudhawk suddenly thought back to those strange words the mysterious man had said. The Bloodsoaked Queen seemed to have a unique background. She wasn’t from Blackflag Outpost; in fact, she wasn’t even a wastelander. Then… where did she come from? Was there actually something beyond the wastelands? If there was… what type of a world was it? Had that dreamy world of the Ancient Times truly been completely destroyed?

      Ever since his earliest days, Cloudhawk’s greatest dream was to leave the wastelands. Blackflag Outpost was nothing more than a temporary residence for him. Cloudhawk felt certain that he would leave this place, sooner or later, and embark on a journey through the wastes. If he continued to just remain here as a mercenary, he would be trapped in the wastelands for his entire life. In the end, he would die a meaningless death and turn into yet another wastelands corpse, as he had in that nightmare.

      Saving this woman carried inherent risks; there was no question about that. But… there was no way he would have a second opportunity at this. Was he really going to give up his one and only chance?

      Cloudhawk felt as though his head were exploding. Countless conflicting thoughts clashed in his head, smashing together like meteors and creating countless sparks. In the end, one desire blazed hotter and hotter, becoming so powerful that it completely overwhelmed all of his other worries.

      “Fuck it. If I die, I die!” Cloudhawk grabbed a piece of tattered cloth, covered the Queen with it and lifted her onto his back.

      This woman was terrifyingly powerful, capable of stopping blades with her bare hands. But right now, she was so weak that she didn’t seem to have so much as a single bone in her body. She was like a soft, elastic ball of cotton… and this was doubly true for the ample, perky bosom that pressed against him. Although Cloudhawk’s young age meant that he didn’t really understand much about the affairs between men and women, he knew that no wastelander woman could ever be like her.

      Thunk. Cloudhawk used his leg to kick open the battered door to his wooden residence and piggy-back carried the Queen in, his forehead matted with sweat. He first put her down on his bed before running outside to scan the area. After verifying that no one had trailed him back or had noticed him, he carefully crept back inside and shut the door.

      Cloudhawk sat there in front of his bed, his mind a complete blank. He was still uneasy and didn’t know if he had made the correct decision or not. The Bloodsoaked Queen was someone who cut down men like grass. Last year, she had killed the previous commander as soon as she arrived at Blackflag Outpost, before using absolutely bloody methods to wipe out any who dared oppose her rule. She then established order with an iron fist upon the outpost and no one who dared violate her rules would be spared!

      She was like a chunk of cold iron, a cold-blooded tyrant. However, Cloudhawk hadn’t experienced any of that himself and so he didn’t truly “know” what she was like. But if Slyfox knew what he had just done, the fat man would’ve been so furious that he unquestionably would’ve executed Cloudhawk with a single shot.

      Did the kid really think that the Queen would be grateful to him just because he saved her? When she woke up… in order to preserve her image of invincibility and her rule, the very first thing she would do would be to get rid of this busybody kid. Honestly, he was probably the only person in the entire outpost who would make such a stupid decision.

      And it really was a stupid decision! Even Cloudhawk knew it, but he felt he had no choice. The allure of the outside world was simply too great for him. He desperately wanted to learn more about what lay outside the wastes.

      Can I become as strong as the Queen? Will my dreams end up as just that, empty dreams never to be realized? Is there really a “heaven” that exists outside the wastelands, or is there nothing more than an even greater wasteland?

      Cloudhawk was extremely nervous and restless. Not only was he worried about the Queen’s reaction, he was also worried about his dream vanishing like a popped bubble. He wasn’t satisfied with living an ant’s life, with simply surviving one day at a time. He wanted to live, to truly live. He wouldn’t give up any chance of that!

      Deep breaths, buddy. Deep breaths. Cloudhawk forced himself to calm down, wiped his face, and stood up.

      What sort of face lay under that savage mask? An equally savage, hideous, and violent one? Did she look like a monster, with glaring fangs and a savage mien? But in this era and in this place, not even the most hideous, monstrous, and disgusting of faces would cause Cloudhawk to feel even a hint of surprise.

      Cloudhawk took a deep breath, summoning all his courage and tamping down the fear in his heart. He reached out to lift the mask up, wanting to satisfy his curiosity… and was thunderstruck by what he saw.

      Cloudhawk’s eyes bulged and his entire face froze. He stared blankly at the face in front of him. Not even in his wildest dreams would he have imagined that a face like this was hidden behind that terrifying, savage mask.

      Willowy eyebrows, almond-shaped eyes, cherry-red lips… this visage was the epitome of classical beauty. The woman had a high nose and a head of long and smooth night-black hair. She was tall and slender but had curves in all the right places. She truly had every single trait of Asian standards of beauty. When you factored in her absolutely alabaster-white skin… she truly was flawless and without blemish.

      The demonic Bloodsoaked Queen, who the members of Blackflag Outpost venerated like a god, had the youthful face of a seventeen to eighteen-year-old girl. Her eyes were tightly shut, her long eyelashes were fluttering slightly, and she was wincing slightly as though she was in pain. Even the most hard-hearted of men would feel a desire to protect and cherish her.

      This maiden was several years older than Cloudhawk, but Cloudhawk had never seen anyone as beautiful as her. She couldn’t even be spoken of in the same breath as the ugly, coarse humans of the wastelands. She truly was like an angel that had fallen from the heavens. No one would ever conflate the merciless, murderous Bloodsoaked Queen with this statuesque, jade-like beauty.

      This world really was a crazy place! Cloudhawk grabbed a towel and used it to help clean her bloodstained face. He moved with the utmost of caution and care, as though he were cleaning a priceless work of art.

      The Queen’s beautiful crimson lips trembled a few times and a wince of pain once more appeared on her surpassingly beautiful features. Cloudhawk hurriedly went to find some water and brought it to the Queen’s lips. The Queen gulped down water in large mouthfuls before the anguished look on her face slowly relaxed, but she still did not wake up.

      Cloudhawk removed the gloves from her hands. As he did so, he sensed a strange type of power tremble through them. These gloves clearly were no ordinary gloves; otherwise, how could they possibly have allowed her to block that world-shattering knife-strike?

      With the gloves gone, a bloody scar was now visible within the Queen’s right hand. Her fair, tender skin had been cut open. It seemed that using her hand to block that strike hadn’t been as simple as it had appeared. Cloudhawk ran over to Mantis’s workshop, grabbed some medicine, bandages, and tools, and then ran back and helped bind the Queen’s wounds in a simple manner.

      But her wounds definitely weren’t limited to the external ones he could see. She had definitely suffered heavier injuries than he had imagined and she had been unconscious for much longer than he had expected. Thankfully, he had brought her back. Otherwise, she definitely would’ve been discovered in that alleyway by someone else. There was a limit to what Cloudhawk could do. Right now, her life was in her own hands.

      As Cloudhawk sat down to relax, he couldn’t help but turn to look at the Queen’s chest. It was virtually impossible for wastelander women to have such a voluptuous figure, simply because there wasn’t enough food for most of them. However, the young Cloudhawk wasn’t really interested in her chest, nor did he have any evil designs on her. What really attracted his attention was that white cross.

      Now that was a truly powerful item. The Queen had used it to chop the sweeper leader in half! Cloudhawk reached out towards it, wanting to take a closer look at it… but right at that moment, the Queen’s tightly shut eyes suddenly opened.

      Oh, shit.

      Cloudhawk was caught completely off-guard. His hand was right over the Queen’s chest, and it was far too late for him to draw back.

      Fast. Incomprehensibly fast! The Queen’s slender, jade-like right hand struck out with lightning speed, latching onto Cloudhawk’s wrist and trapping it with the power of a steel vise, and gave it a sharp tug.

      Ow ow ow OW! Cloudhawk didn’t even have a chance to cry out before his head was sent smashing straight into the headboard. An icy aura instantly filled the entire room as though a blizzard had suddenly descended upon it as waves of undisguised, murderous rage seemed to crash down upon him!
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      The Bloodsoaked Queen hadn’t completely lost all consciousness. Even though she was nearly insensate, she was still able to maintain a strand of conscious thought. She felt as though she’d fallen into an endless black hole of darkness, pain, and exhaustion. She was like someone who was drowning in a bottomless pool of water; no matter how she struggled, there was nothing she could do. This sense of despair dragged her further and further downwards, and that stifling sensation caused her will to suffer.

      To fall into that endless slumber would be a form of escape. Why did she have to live while weighed down by so many burdens? But as soon as this thought appeared, a thought that was a thousand times more powerful instantly arose and overwhelmed it:

      No. I cannot die! My mission is not yet complete. I cannot fall before I have done what I set out to do! I must find him and kill him, not just for revenge, not just to repair my clan’s reputation, but because it is my responsibility as a child of the gods… and my mission as a demon hunter! If I have to die, I’ll die a glorious death in battle, not a shameful death in a place like this!

      “Almighty gods, please give your devout follower the strength to uphold my convictions!”

      It seemed like the Bloodsoaked Queen’s resolute, pious prayer were effective. Energy poured into her exhausted, enervated frame, allowing her to regain partial consciousness. Alas, her mind was still fogged and she wasn’t able to move in the slightest. She could only sense that she was now in a completely foreign environment.

      Someone was walking back and forth in the area around her. The person actually used a moist cloth to wipe away at her face. This action caused the Queen to feel both rage and terror. These were the gods-forsaken wastelands. If she ended up falling under the control of these ugly, vile, and brutish wastelanders while she was too weak to fight back… she didn’t even dare imagine what would happen to her!

      The Bloodsoaked Queen was unable to control any part of her body; she couldn’t so much as twitch her fingers. Gradually, her mind once more began to sink into that dazed fugue state, but the fiery pain in her throat caused her to feel extremely miserable. Water. She needed water…

      A while later, she felt something cool and refreshing being poured into her mouth. She instinctively gulped down the water, feeling that fiery sensation in her throat slowly subside. Her body now felt much more comfortable than before, and as a result, she once more fell into a deep slumber.

      By the time she woke up again, she had already regained part of her strength. When she suddenly opened her clear, jewel-bright eyes, the first thing she saw was a dilapidated ceiling filled with cracks, allowing her to clearly see the light of the stars spilling in from outside.

      It was night time? She had actually passed out for nearly an entire day! But before she had a chance to think on the implications, she suddenly saw a dirty hand begin to furtively stretch out towards her chest. This sight caused every slumbering cell within the Queen’s body to awaken and burst with furious power. She leapt to her feet with the agility of a female panther, grabbed that offending, impudent hand with thunder-like speed and pulled it backwards, hard.

      As for her other hand, she used it to press down on the bastard’s head. The Queen poured all of her power into that right hand of hers… but the head did not instantly explode into countless pieces. Which was odd. Only now did the Queen realize, to her astonishment, that her right hand was wrapped in dirty, crude bandages that smelled faintly of medicine. Her gloves had already been removed.

      Cloudhawk could immediately and clearly sense those strange ripples emanating from the Queen’s body. There was no mistaking it; it was this power that allowed her to use her strange equipment!

      If I hadn’t removed her gloves to treat her wounds, my fucking head would’ve been burnt to a cinder by now.

      This woman really was a nasty character!

      “Calm down, calm down! I’m just an ordinary mercenary of Blackflag Outpost.” Cloudhawk was in so much pain that large beads of sweat had formed on his forehead. “I saw you passed out, so I brought you back to treat your wounds. I didn’t do anything else, honest!”

      “Shut up!” The Queen was still gripped by shock and rage; clearly, she didn’t believe him. Her voice, however, was extremely pleasant to the ear; it sounded like the tinkling of fine jade or the singing of a bird. It carried an alluring, magnetic quality. Although her voice was quite cold, it also contained undisguisable hints of her youthfulness. The demonic mask definitely contained some sort of voice-altering mechanism.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen could sense that her body was still very weak. She wasn’t sure how long she would be able to maintain her current state so she immediately began studying her surroundings.

      She was in a small, crude, and dilapidated wooden room that was so small there was almost no place to stand. There was a battered wooden desk with a damaged clay basin atop it and a bloody towel soaking inside the basin. The surrounding area was strewn with ripped ribbons and there was also a half-filled bottle of an unknown liquid that emanated a strange medicinal fragrance.

      As for the person in her hands, he was a half-grown boy of fifteen years of age. He wasn’t very tall, but was extremely thin. His black hair was tousled and his entire body was covered with filth as well as wounds. Some of the wounds were old. Some were new. He looked the same as any of the other wastelanders she’d seen, but his eyes had an alert, honest look that made him seem like a decent person.

      “Who else saw me?” The Queen could sense her body growing weaker and weaker and couldn’t help but slightly loosen her grip on Cloudhawk. In the wastelands, only the law of survival of the fittest applied. If anyone else saw how weak and powerless she was right now, things would turn grim for her. “Speak!”

      “N-no one! Everyone was busy divvying up the spoils from the sweepers. I found you in an alleyway and secretly brought you back. Nobody else saw you besides me.” Cloudhawk knew exactly what the Queen was worried about. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell a soul. No one will know that you’ve been injured.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s eyes narrowed into slits, but not out of anger; rather, she was just too tired and too weak, so weak that she no longer had the strength to keep him pressed down. Her vise-like grip loosened from his elbow and Cloudhawk immediately scurried several steps back.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen hurriedly tore off the bandages and put on her powerful gloves, but from start to finish her wary gaze did not leave Cloudhawk. She first moved to the doorway, scanning the outside area and making sure that there was no one else hidden nearby. She then inspected herself. Her clothes seemed to be in good shape and there was no sign that anything inappropriate had happened. Had the kid been telling the truth?

      Cloudhawk shrugged helplessly. “Now can you trust me?”

      “Why were you following me?!” The Queen’s voice was still filled with cold hostility. There was no way someone would’ve found her “by coincidence” immediately after she passed out. “What are you scheming? Who are you!”

      Cloudhawk hesitated for a moment, but when he saw that murderous look in her eyes, he hurriedly explained, “I d-d-didn’t! You got it all wrong. Your gloves and your cross were emanating a strange sound that I could hear from far away. I followed them and was able to find you.”

      The Queen’s face turned dark. “Lying to me will result in a very painful death.”

      “I’m telling the truth, I swear! I can hear sounds coming from the gloves and the cross.” Cloudhawk could sense that she really was on the very verge of killing him. A sudden thought crossed his panicked mind and he immediately called out, “I know that there was someone else outside the outpost who also had powers like yours and I was able to hear him coming as well!”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen paused, startled. His words didn’t seem plausible at all. She had never heard of anything like this before! Her face slowly turned calmer, but her wariness didn’t lessen one bit as she allowed Cloudhawk to continue speaking. “That person didn’t show himself, but I know that he was the one who summoned the sandstorm. I’m right, aren’t I? I’m really not lying to you!”

      “Then tell me, what sort of sound can you hear?”

      “It sounds like guitar strings being plucked. It has a very unique rhythm to it.” Cloudhawk closed his eyes, carefully attuning himself to those sounds. “Each piece of equipment has a different sound, a very strange song.”

      “How could a heathen wastelander abandoned by the gods possibly hear the song of my sacred relics? Not even legendary demon hunters have such abilities! Are you truly a wastelander?” The Bloodsoaked Queen stared intently at him, searching for a weakness or a hint of deception in his young face. In truth, her desire to kill him had not lessened in the slightest. If she saw the slightest hint of artifice, she would immediately attack without any hesitation or remorse.

      Cloudhawk nodded dumbly, a look of complete sincerity in his eyes. He didn’t look like he was lying or holding anything back at all. However, he suddenly seemed to think of something as a look of dazzling excitement appeared in his eyes. He asked in a rather urgent manner, “You called me a ‘heathen wastelander’. That means there’s more to this world than just the wastelands. Are there places outside the wastelands?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen said coldly, “That is none of your concern!”

      “No. I must know. Please tell me, where did you come from?” Cloudhawk was so excited that he actually forgot his fear of her. “What is that place like?”

      Does this kid not realize the situation he is in? The Bloodsoaked Queen truly was very fragile and weak right now, but if she wanted to get rid of this kid, she would be able to do it with ease. However, when the kid stared at her, she could see the hope and desire in his gaze. The emotions and dreams he held in his heart seemed to be pure and completely free of any doubt whatsoever. His eyes were filled with the same resolute faith as that of the true believers who prostrated towards Sumeru, the mountain of the gods.

      A foul, despicable heathen abandoned by the gods shouldn’t be able to have a gaze like this… and yet, he was most surely destined to live and die within the wastelands!

      “I come from a land blessed by the light of the gods. The gods have created countless miracles in our world and the land they have blessed is both fertile and bountiful, allowing those who live off that land to want for nothing. The gods bestowed us with intelligence and wisdom, letting all live peaceful lives of joy and leisure. There is no pain there, no sickness, no murder…”

      That’s it. That’s the place. That’s the place I’ve been dreaming of, ever since I was young! The place which Cloudhawk had fantasized about for so long really did exist! Cloudhawk felt dazed, but also felt a ball of fire burning brightly within his chest. It was like he was a lost wanderer who had suddenly found his bearings again, as though a world of darkness had suddenly been cleft apart by a flicker of light. “Can I go there?”

      “Hah! In your dreams!” The Queen’s response was like a bucket of ice water being dumped over him, dousing his excitement. She glanced at the kid in front of her with a look of utter contempt. “This place is a thousand miles away from Elysium. What makes you think you are strong enough to even get there? Putting that aside, what makes you think a lowly heathen like yourself would ever be permitted to bathe in the glory of the gods?”

      But her words had no effect. Cloudhawk had already decided that no matter how hard the journey was or how far he had to travel, he would still go to that distant place. “What of you?” Cloudhawk hesitated a short moment before asking her the question. “You are from that place. Why did you abandon it to come to the…”

      Cloudhawk could tell that the Queen was an extremely proud person. She was looking at Cloudhawk as though he were a rat she just fished out of a sewer! If she hated the wastelands this much, if her world really was so perfect and pure, then what had driven her to abandon this “land of the faithful” she was so proud of? What had driven her to come here, to the dangerous, filthy, and barbaric wastelands, and stay for over a year? Why had she chosen to live her life in this rat-infested outpost?

      But Cloudhawk fell silent before he could finish his question. A bone-piercing chill had filled the small room and he felt certain that the actual temperature just dropped several degrees. He sensed an all-consuming hatred radiating from the Queen, an uncontrollable desire to kill mixed with unspeakable grief. If Cloudhawk hadn’t personally experienced this feeling, he never would’ve believed that this beautiful woman, as perfect as a work of art, was capable of radiating an aura every bit as baleful and murderous as the most savage of wasteland beasts!

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s eyes were completely filled with cold hatred. She ground her teeth and said something that Cloudhawk did not comprehend whatsoever:

      “I am hunting a demon!”
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      She had left those fertile lands which were blessed by the gods, travelling alone.

      This was the reason why.

      She was only sixteen years of age, but had discarded her noble birth and glorious future.

      This was the reason why.

      She had entered the gods-forsaken wastelands, spending more than a year of her life in this place.

      This was the reason why.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen knew her mission was a deadly one, but as a pious warrior, an exalted demon hunter, and a child of the glorious gods, she had long ago lost all fear of death!

      “What are you talking about?” Cloudhawk had no idea what she was saying. He scratched his head. “What’s a ‘demon’?” But as soon as he spoke, he regretted it. The Queen turned a disdainful, appalled look towards him, as though she were staring at a mosquito that knew about nothing save buzzing in an irritating fashion. This feeling was quite an unpleasant one.

      The Queen let out a cold snort. Wastelanders were ignorant and foolish beyond belief. They were faithless and had no sense of honor whatsoever. They knew not of the grace of the gods, nor did they know of the vileness of the demons. The Queen felt she was committing a great sin just speaking with such a heathen; it was as though conversing with him were a form of blasphemy against the divine spirits.

      But then, a feeling of exhaustion and powerlessness once more swept over her. She wasn’t sure how much longer she would be able to remain standing; there was no way she could waste any more time here. Right now, she had to immediately leave this place. She turned her gaze towards the young wastelander, slight hesitation in her eyes. Mixed emotions flashed through her gaze before it finally turned as hard and cold as steel.

      Oh, fuck. She still wants to silence me?! Cloudhawk hurriedly took a few steps back. “What are you doing?!”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen said coldly, “I cannot let anyone find out about my injuries. Once this information is leaked, it is possible that the entire Blackflag Outpost will be butchered almost immediately. I have to get rid of any chance of this happening… but fear not. You die in the service of the gods and so I will pray for your soul and ensure that in your next life, you shall be born as one of the blessed citizens of the sacred elysian lands.”

      “Are you serious? This is so completely unfair.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen ignored his protests, taking a single step forward. Cloudhawk could clearly sense a type of ripple emerge from the Queen’s gloves and enter the air around him. When the ripples spread out, they clashed with the various material particles in the air, causing every single air particle to vibrate at a different frequency than before. That thrumming sound once more filled his ears.

      A flame appeared out of nowhere within the Queen’s hands.

      Cloudhawk was now thoroughly stunned. What type of power was this?! Still, this didn’t seem to be the right time to find out. Cloudhawk called out frantically, “I saved your life! Are people from the elysian lands all as ungrateful and treacherous as you? Is this how the “gods” you speak of teach you to treat people who helped you?”

      “Thus sayeth the gods: The blood of the wastelands is most foul and there is no need to show wastelanders any mercy at all!” The Queen’s movements began to speed up. “And I cannot take any risks!”

      Her face was turning pale once more and a few beads of sweat could be seen atop her fair, snow-white skin. She was doing her best to suppress the agony wracking her body. As the ripples emanating from her gloves began increasing in power, the air around her began vibrating more intensely than before, causing a heat wave to propagate from around her.

      The runes on the Queen’s gloves were already lit up. She was ready to strike… but Cloudhawk wasn’t going to just sit there and wait for death. As the Queen reached out at a frightening speed to grab him, he suddenly shouted loudly, “Slyfox! Save me!”

      Eh?! The Queen hesitated slightly. Slyfox was a famous member of Blackflag Outpost, legendary for his craftiness and schemes. Was he nearby? The Queen was momentarily distracted by this possibility and Cloudhawk seized the moment to pounce straight towards her like a leopard.

      Damn. What a sly fellow! The Bloodsoaked Queen immediately reached out towards him once more. Her gloves held enough power to burn a maneater to ashes; if she so much as brushed this wastelander kid with it, he would instantly be burnt to a crisp.

      Cloudhawk hurriedly dodged to the side and the gloves just barely missed his shoulders. The Queen was every bit as skilled as Mad Dog and was possibly even stronger; otherwise, how could she have been able to receive that thunderous blow from the sweeper leader with her bare hands? However, she was so weak right now that her movements were far slower than normal.

      Bang! As Cloudhawk dodged her attacked, he punched her right in her perfect face. Hard. As someone who grew up in the wastelands, he had never heard of the concept of “chivalry”. Who gave a fuck that she was a “peerless beauty”? The only thing Cloudhawk knew and cared about was that she was trying to kill him. If he didn’t fight as hard as he could, he’d definitely be the one to die… and so he really did hit her with everything he had, smacking her so hard that she saw stars.

      “You bastard!” The Bloodsoaked Queen was filled with a towering rage. She did not expect this wastelander brat would be so alert and so audacious. She was a demon hunter, a warrior of the gods… and she had just been smacked in the face by an underage, half-grown wastelander boy. What utter humiliation!

      “That’s what happens when you try to backstab people who helped you!” Cloudhawk hadn’t expected to actually land his attack and his unexpected success was a huge morale boost for him. If this woman was going to go after him, then he was going to knock her on her ass before she gets a chance to recover her full strength. After knocking her out, he’d tie her up and try to figure out what to do with her.

      Cloudhawk was not the spineless, cowardly type. How could a coward possibly spend all his time dreaming about leaving the wastelands and entering an unknown world? He aimed his second punch straight at the Queen’s tall, graceful nose!

      The Bloodsoaked Queen dodged his attack, seeming to move slowly but somehow managing to just barely avoid his punch as she reached out with her right hand and latched onto Cloudhawk’s wrist. The Queen had undergone formal combat training; even in the bad shape she was currently in, she had more than enough oomph left to deal with a half-trained brat like this!

      Crap! Cloudhawk was so terrified that he felt like his soul was about to leave his body. The Bloodsoaked Queen might have almost no power left, but what she did have was enough to finish him off! Cloudhawk could clearly sense a ripple or vibration emanate from her gloves, undulating in a serpentine fashion as it spread across his entire body. This power was capable of affecting every single tiny particle in his body, causing each to vibrate at a frequency that would generate tremendously high temperatures and heat.

      What type of attack was this? How was this attack formed? Cloudhawk had no idea, nor did he care to find out at a time like this. He only had one thought in his mind: Oh, fuck. I’m gonna be burnt to a crisp.

      But just as Cloudhawk felt absolutely certain that his doom was nigh, he suddenly felt a resonant response coming from the stone around his neck. It sucked in all of the strange energy the Bloodsoaked Queen was pouring into his body via her glove, almost like a sponge sucking in water.

      What’s going on? Why is my energy disappearing as soon as it enters the kid’s body? The Bloodsoaked Queen had never encountered something like this before and was caught completely off-guard for a just moment … and a heartbeat later, an ice-cold object was pressed straight against her chest.

      “Don’t move an inch.” Cloudhawk held a crude, ungainly shotgun in his hands. Although large beads of sweat had accumulated on his brows, his gaze was completely focused on the Bloodsoaked Queen. “I’m feeling really trigger-happy right now.”

      The Queen’s gaze flickered a few times before she said in a very calm voice, “Then go ahead and pull it.”

      Cloudhawk suddenly felt a sharp object pressing against his own chest. He glanced down… and his eyes bulged. The Queen had somehow drawn a short dart without him even realizing it. If she pushed it forward by so much as half an inch, it would go straight into his heart.

      Cloudhawk forced out a smile. “That little thing? It might or might not be able to kill me… but I don’t think you’ll survive a shotgun blast to the face.”

      The Queen said coldly, “I’m betting that your gun isn’t loaded!”

      Cloudhawk’s shotgun really wasn’t loaded. The Bloodsoaked Queen’s guess was spot-on, but Cloudhawk didn’t let any of it show on his face or in his eyes. Instead, he applied a bit more pressure to the trigger, as though he truly was ready to fire at any moment.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen had wanted to trick Cloudhawk into revealing something, but the wastelander kid was much stronger mentally than she expected. Although she felt that it was likely that this shotgun had no pellets loaded, given the situation, she didn’t dare act rashly either. The Queen wasn’t afraid of dying. What she feared was dying meaninglessly!

      Cloudhawk was feeling nervous as well. He knew very well that he was putting on a false front right now. The Queen might be very weak, but Cloudhawk didn’t believe that he’d be able to beat her in a fight. A dying tiger was still a tiger; even in its death-throes, it wouldn’t be beaten by a mosquito, much less a half-grown one!

      What should he do? Cloudhawk had no idea how he should break this stalemate! But just as the tension built to a crescendo, peals of laughter suddenly rang out from afar. The mercenaries had come back. Cloudhawk could hear Slyfox guffawing merrily and some of the mercenaries were actually calling out to him:

      “Brat! Brat! Get out here!”

      “Come take a look at what we brought ya!”

      This time, it was the Queen who turned pale. Slyfox really had arrived! He was an extraordinarily talented, sly, and vicious man. Given the shape she was in, there was no way she could fight him right now, much less the many other mercenaries Slyfox had brought with him. If she was discovered… she didn’t even want to imagine what would happen.

      Damn. What was she to do? Was she really about to perish at the hands of these filthy wastelander heathens?

      Cloudhawk could see the blood draining from the Queen’s beautiful face and could also hear the footsteps of the mercenaries drawing closer and closer. Countless thoughts flashed through his mind. He knew exactly what type of person that fat bastard was; Slyfox was completely unscrupulous, vicious, and a notorious lecher. Who knew what would happen if the Queen fell into his hands?

      “Hey!” Cloudhawk put down the shotgun. “Hide!”

      The Queen was slightly startled. She had been planning to kill him… but he still wanted to help her?

      Cloudhawk stared at her. “I can’t let you die yet! Hurry up and hide. If Slyfox sees you, you’ll be screwed. He’s a total pervert!” Slyfox’s lecherous nature wasn’t exactly a secret; virtually everyone in the base knew it. But the problem was, Cloudhawk’s tiny room had nothing more than a shabby bed and a rickety table, which took up virtually all the space. There was nowhere to hide someone!

      “Onto the bed!” By now, the mercenaries’ footsteps sounded just a few meters away. Cloudhawk had no time to consider anything else. He suddenly pushed the Queen onto his bed, covered her with his grungy blankets, before lying down on the bed as well. The bed was a tiny one so the two were forced to squeeze together to fit on it.

      How could she possibly be “hidden” on the bed? They’d have to be blind not to notice her! But the Queen had no time to react because the door to the room had just been kicked open. A heartbeat later, Slyfox swaggered inside.

      Cloudhawk hurriedly squeezed closer to her. The Bloodsoaked Queen was actually a bit taller than him and her figure was both slender and curvaceous, her form both soft and firm. Cloudhawk had the clear feeling that he was lying next to a female leopard capable of exploding with tremendous power at any moment.

      It was the first time he had such close contact with a woman. Cloudhawk was nervous, but he also felt some other strange feelings rippling through his heart. He was completely new to this kind of sensation, but was in no mood to savor it. The woman was simply too dangerous!

      She suddenly snaked her arm out around him, pressing herself tightly against him from behind. It looked as though she were embracing him under the covers, a very intimate and loving gesture. It was the first time the half-grown Cloudhawk experienced the feeling of a young, lithe, and beautiful woman pressing against him… but he had no time to enjoy it, because the Queen had just pressed something cold, slick, and sharp directly against his throat. If he so much as moved the wrong way, something very, very bad was going to happen to him.

      This crazy bitch still doesn’t trust me?!
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      “Fuck, kid, why haven’t you lit the lamps?” Slyfox boomed loudly as he squeezed his fat figure into the small room.

      Cloudhawk could sense the softness of the Queen’s body, the warmth of her breath against his neck… and the hardness of the sharp weapon her long, slender hands were pressing against his neck from beneath the grungy covers.

      Shocked? Horrified? Tense?

      Cloudhawk didn’t know how to describe his current state of mind. It was an inexplicable, indescribable type of sensation and even he didn’t know what he was feeling right now.

      Slyfox let out a rather irritated snort. “Are you dead? Say something! And why are you still on the bed? Get your ass up!”

      “What do you want?” Cloudhawk didn’t dare to show that anything was off, much less leave the bed. He said in an intentionally feeble voice, “I need to rest. Stop bothering me!”

      “Fuck that! You just got nicked a few times. Since when have you been such a wimp? Don’t you want your share of the spoils?” Slyfox walked over, tossing a large silver coat of fur over towards Cloudhawk. It was actually a very complete wolf pelt! Judging by the size of the thing, it had to have been skinned from the alpha rotwolf. “Check it out. This is a really great piece of fur; it’s both warm and tough. You can even make it into a suit of top-notch leather armor. Man, you really should be thanking your lucky stars. Oh yeah, you can keep the shotgun too. Consider that part of your spoils.”

      “What the hell? These things belonged to me to begin with!” Cloudhawk had been the one to kill the alpha rotwolf and he found the shotgun on the field of battle. The fat bastard was acting like he was giving Cloudhawk some nice gifts when in reality he was just giving Cloudhawk things that were rightfully his to begin with!

      “Don’t be a brat. Do you think you would’ve gotten anything at all if I hadn’t fought over them for you? Hey, I’m talking to you! Why the fuck are you still lying…” Slyfox’s words suddenly trailed off as he noticed what was happening on the bed. Although the room was very dim and he couldn’t make out many details, he could still tell that someone was lying next to Cloudhawk, most likely a woman. Judging from her posture, she was cuddling the little bastard.

      A perplexed yet amused look suddenly appeared on Slyfox’s face. “Ohoho! So you’ve finally learned to have some fun, eh? Hidin’ a woman in your room… lemme take a look at her.”

      They’d been discovered! The Queen tensed even further, pressing the dart slightly harder against Cloudhawk’s neck. Cloudhawk felt the dart was about to stab straight through his skin. He immediately began to sweat heavily as he called out, “Who I’m sleeping with is none of your business! I-I… I’m naked. Get the fuck outta here!”

      “HAH! No wonder you are in such a pissy mood. I get pissed too when someone interrupts me mid-shag. We’re all men. I get it, I get it! But y’know, that woman of yours seems to have a really nice body. How does she look? Is she a slut? Lemme take a look. Hell, I’ll teach you a few moves on the spot. I’m a grandmaster in this area, y’know.”

      The Queen began to tremble, her rage and frustration having reached a boiling point. As for Cloudhawk, he felt so frightened that his soul was on the verge of fleeing from his body. This fat fucking bastard was about to get him killed. He hurriedly shouted, “Fatass, are you trying to steal my woman from me?”

      “WHAT!? You no-good sonufa… do you have any idea how many women I got? Why the fuck would I try to take yours, you brat?” Slyfox seemed to have been truly affronted by this accusation and he instantly started to curse at Cloudhawk. “I was plannin’ to invite you to the banquet we’re holdin’, but since yer busy dealin’ with this woman I’ll leave you to it. Let’s get the hell outta here, guys.”

      Still grumbling and cursing, Slyfox left the room. The mercenaries outside all began to let out mocking shouts.

      “So the kid found a woman for himself?”

      “My mind is completely blown!”

      Quite a few of them craned to stare inside with depraved looks in their eyes, curious as to what type of woman this half-grown brat could possibly find.

      “Stop staring. He’s probably a virgin. How the hell is he gonna stay hard with all y’all staring at him?” Slyfox let out a loud guffaw. “Plenty of women in the world!” The mercenaries roared with laughter as they left.

      With the mercenaries gone, Cloudhawk let out a relieved sigh. Moments later, he tensed up again. He immediately said to the woman behind him, “Don’t get mad at me. I just wanted to get them outta here as soon as I could. I’m sorry if I offended you.”

      The Queen’s hand suddenly slumped down powerlessly. She gave no response at all! Cloudhawk couldn’t help but use his elbow to nudge her slightly. “They left already!” The Queen slowly began to curl into a fetal position, still not saying a single word. Something was wrong!

      Cloudhawk turned to look at her. Only now did Cloudhawk realize that her face was ashen and her lips were blue. A few strands of her black hair were plastered to her face by sweat and her entire body was trembling slightly. It looked like she was gripped by tremendous pain.

      “Is the injury acting up again?” Cloudhawk hurriedly lit a lamp, only to see her teeth tightly clenched. She clearly wasn’t in the mood to worry about the rather disrespectful words he said earlier. Cloudhawk looked at her closely. “Where were you hurt?”

      Cloudhawk swept the Queen’s lithe form with his gaze. He noticed that there were a number of holes in the front of her clothes and he immediately pulled them open, revealing a number of wounds across her taut, firm belly. The wounds weren’t that deep, but looked badly infected. The once-white skin around the wounds had already turned dark and purple.

      What was going on here?

      CRACK! The Queen delivered a stinging slap to his face. She glared at him, forcing words out of her gritted teeth. “Take your filthy paws off of me.”

      “You’ve clearly been poisoned, and quite heavily. If this goes untreated, all of your internal organs will rot.” Cloudhawk finally understood why the Bloodsoaked Queen was so weak. A resigned yet curious look appeared in his eyes. “But it doesn’t look like you were bitten by an animal. What happened?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen growled out, “None of your business. Fuck off!”

      “Why are you such a pain to work with!” Cloudhawk was starting to get pissed off as well. “I saved you. TWICE. Not only are you being an ingrate, you are acting like an asshole. Oh, right… you also tried to kill me! For fuck’s sake, if it wasn’t because you know of the world beyond the wastelands, do you really think I’d be working so fucking hard to save you?”

      The Queen trembled with rage. “You…”

      “Just shut up! You won’t be able to hang on for much longer. If you don’t get treatment, you’ll die.” Cloudhawk shook his head. “I swear to you, if you die in my place, I’ll have no choice but to strip you naked, eviscerate you, and stuff you like a doll. Given how pretty you are, you’ll make a lovely souvenir. We’ll stick you right in front of the outpost for everyone to see.”

      “You wouldn’t dare!”

      “Wouldn’t dare? Why the hell wouldn’t I?” The Queen was noticeably growing weaker and weaker, so Cloudhawk became more and more daring. No matter what, he wouldn’t let this woman die here. He wanted, needed, to learn a way out of the wastelands. “If you don’t want to die, then please work with me, alright?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen let out a few rattling coughs, a few flecks of blood flying out of her mouth. Oh, shit. This is bad. She’s not going to actually die here, is she?

      The Queen shut her eyes. After taking a few deep breaths, she opened her eyes again. No emotions could be seen in her gaze and she now looked as calm and collected as ever. She said in a cold, calm voice, “Three days ago, I was hunting the demon. I found the place he was hiding, but accidentally revealed myself and ended up being attacked by his minions. I wiped them all out, but I paid a price… and I was also struck by a poison dart.” As she spoke, she handed over the short dart she had been clutching this entire time.

      “This was the thing you used to threaten me earlier, right?” Cloudhawk accepted the poison dart. It was slick, barbed, and extremely sharp; clearly, it was a high-quality weapon. It was also smeared with something that was dark-green in color and a few flakes of dried blood could be seen on its surface. No ordinary wastelander would ever have access to such a weapon. “Fuck. That was close!” The Queen really was a vicious schemer. If she had so much as nicked him, he probably would be a goner by now!

      “With so many of his minions killed, the demon naturally found out that I was here and hunting him. However, he doesn’t know much about me, nor does he know if there are other demon hunters working by my side. Given how slippery and crafty demons are, he won’t reveal himself unless absolutely necessary. That’s why he chose to watch from the shadows and send others to test me.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s voice turned deep and dark. “The ‘sweeper leader’ you saw earlier today was one of his minions. Their real target wasn’t the outpost. It was me.”

      Although he had already guessed this, he was still shocked upon hearing his suspicions confirmed. “No wonder. You clearly were able to defeat him with ease, but you insisted on killing him in the most dramatic fashion possible.” Cloudhawk suddenly understood everything. “You were putting on a false front! It was so obvious, even I could tell. Do you really think you fooled him?”

      The Queen stuttered slightly. She had been certain that she put on a flawless performance, revealing no weaknesses at all. How was it that the kid was able to see through everything? But she had most likely indeed been able to deceive her foe. Otherwise, there was no way things would’ve ended that easily!

      “You still haven’t told me what a ‘demon’ is.”

      “Demons are cruel, savage, vicious, venomous creatures. They are the source of all sin, the cause of all calamities, and are the enemies of mankind. As a demon hunter blessed by the grace of the gods, my principal responsibility is to hunt down demons. Honorless, faithless heathens like you could never understand.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen slowly closed her eyes as she continued to speak. “I have no idea how strong that demon was. I don’t even know if the play I put on today was able to fool him. You saved me twice, so I’ll give you fair warning – leave this place immediately!”

      Cloudhawk was stunned. “What?”

      “Blackflag Outpost is currently the most dangerous place in the wastelands. Its very existence is balanced on a steel wire and the slightest wind could blow it off balance. The demon holds tremendous power in these wastelands. For him, destroying Blackflag Outpost is a very easy task. It might happen tomorrow. It might happen right now.” The Bloodsoaked Queen opened her dark, jewel-like eyes again, a steady look in her gaze. “If you leave right now, you might be able to escape. Flee, as fast as you can.”

      Cloudhawk still had no idea what a “demon” was. Still, there was no reason for this female demon hunter to lie to him. The fact remained that she had been heavily injured by the minions of this “demon” and she hadn’t even been able to face it in person. All these facts meant that there was an enormous gap in power between this young demon hunter and the “demon” she spoke of.

      Blackflag Outpost might truly be in danger!

      Cloudhawk swallowed, hard. “Fuck. I can feel a chill going down my spine. But… why haven’t you fled yourself? Given how badly hurt you are, there’s no way you can win!”

      “Flee?” The Bloodsoaked Queen forced herself to sit up, leaning against the headboard of the bed. She was extremely weak, but she still possessed an aura of forlorn beauty. Her eyes were filled with ardent faith and firm resolution, as well a look of absolute disdain for the ignorant child before her.

      “How could a wastelander ant possibly understand the faith and resolve of a demon hunter?”

      “Alright, alright! I get it already. I’m an ant, a bug. You are a noble demon hunter, a royal queen. Everyone gets it already. Do you really have to repeat this crap over and over?” Cloudhawk was getting rather impatient. “No matter what, the first thing we have to do is to treat your wounds. There’s a guy around named “Mantis”. You should’ve heard of him before, right? He loves to spend his time studying venomous insects and various poisons. I’m sure he’d be able to help treat you. How about I call him over and have him treat you in secret?”

      “Unacceptable!” The Bloodsoaked Queen replied coldly, “No one in the wastelands can be trusted. You can’t let anyone see me in the state I’m in!”

      This woman is crazy stubborn. What the hell am I supposed to do? Judging by the condition she was in, the poison shouldn’t be too dangerous; otherwise, there was no way she could’ve lasted this long. Poisons pre-applied to weapons were generally formulated to be persistent rather than potent. There were some types of poison that could almost instantly kill a person, but they were only potent for very brief periods of time. When a battle suddenly erupts, there is often no time to properly apply poison to your weapons.

      Cloudhawk played with the dart for a few moments when suddenly, something clicked. “I have an idea!”

      “What is your id-…” Halfway through her words, the Queen fell silent. Her eyes bulged as something completely unexpected happened. Cloudhawk suddenly stabbed himself in the arm with the poison dart, leaving behind a bloody wound. The Queen stared at him, completely dumbfounded. “W-what are you…”

      “Just wait here!” Cloudhawk was in such pain that sweat poured down his head, but he still squeezed out a smile. He seemed quite proud of this “genius” idea of his. “I’ll be back shortly to save you!”

      As soon as he finished talking, he pushed the door open and left.

      “Help! HELP! I’ve been poisoned! Where’s Mantis? WHERE’S MANTIS?! I need him to save me!”

      The Queen just stared blankly as he charged out, not sure if she should laugh or cry. What the hell was wrong with the kid?
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      What gave Cloudhawk the courage to do such a thing? Sheer, absolute ignorance!

      As Cloudhawk saw it, if the Queen was able to survive multiple days without dying, the poison couldn’t be all that powerful, right? He was a recovery metahuman. How could he possibly lose to a woman in this area?

      But soon, Cloudhawk realized that he was wrong. Completely, ridiculously wrong! Less than five minutes after the poison dart nicked his skin, he realized that he completely lost all feeling in his entire arm. Large patches of skin already started turning purplish-black. Cloudhawk was scared out of his wits and frantically half-ran, half-stumbled straight towards Mantis’ workshop!

      Mantis was in the middle of inspecting a new specimen. He adjusted his spectacles, cold light reflecting off the glass. “How exactly did you end up being poisoned by a twin-headed viper?”

      Cloudhawk pretended to be completely confused as he vigorously shook his head. “I must’ve been ambushed by one of the sweepers during that fight. I didn’t notice anything at first, but now my entire arm is numb!”

      Mantis gave him a deep, long glance. “Really?”

      “Why are you staring at me like that?!” The look was making Cloudhawk’s hair stand on end. “Are you gonna save me or not?”

      Without saying another word, Mantis went to work. He mixed a number of strange medicinal fluids, producing two little jars of fluid which he then handed over to Cloudhawk. “The first should be smeared over the wound itself, ensuring that it doesn’t fester. The second should be taken orally to flush the poison from your body. You’ll recover in one day.”
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      The Queen’s face was ashen as she lay curled on the bed. Her crow-black hair was plastered to her face by her sweat and her brows were knitted in pain. This dominating woman, who was able to slay a three-meter tall maneater with a single slap, was now completely powerless. In fact, she looked rather sad and pitiable. When Cloudhawk pushed open the door and ran inside, she didn’t react at all.

      Had she passed out again? Even if she hadn’t, she was clearly in bad shape! You can’t die. Even if you do die, you can’t die here. I haven’t asked you any of the questions I want to ask yet!

      Cloudhawk began to clumsily strip off her outer garments. Just as his hands touched her skin, her eyelashes fluttered slightly. A freezing look was in her eyes as she glared at him. She was using her gaze to warn him that he was making a dangerous, dangerous decision.

      When Cloudhawk saw the look in her eyes, he felt his heart clench in fear. Even though she was extremely weak, her glare still contained a mesmerizing, terrifying quality.

      She was a powerless yet peerless beauty. She was also an indomitable, fearless warrior. These two traits were completely contradictory, but they had somehow been joined together in her. What type of faith could produce someone like her?

      “I thought you passed out.” Cloudhawk awkwardly pulled his hands back and showed the two bottles he was holding. “I have the antidote here. Since you haven’t passed out, you can go ahead and treat yourself.”

      This woman was not only powerful, she also had a terrible temper. Cloudhawk was terrified that she might slap him into mincemeat and so he didn’t dare touch her. Instead, he obediently handed over the two bottles.

      The Queen felt both numb and powerless. She no longer had the strength to move at all. She tried to rise, only to discover that she was unable to do so. After numerous attempts, she finally gave up.

      Cloudhawk was puzzled. “What’s wrong?”

      The Queen gave Cloudhawk a weighing look. Although he was a contemptible wastelander, he looked rather handsome and his expression didn’t reveal any ulterior motives. “You do it.” She was the member of a noble clan, was a proud hunter of demons, and had an innate sense of superiority over the wastelanders. As a result, she spoke very imperiously, almost as though she were ordering a servant to do something.

      It didn’t really matter though. Cloudhawk didn’t mind her attitude. He blinked a few times before mumbling softly, “I can help you if you want, but if I accidentally see something I shouldn’t see or touch something I shouldn’t touch… I’m worried that you’ll gouge my eyes out or chop my hands off. I reaaaally don’t want to do this.”

      His concerns weren’t completely unfounded. Given the Queen’s personality, she was entirely capable of doing such things.

      The Queen gave him a hard glare. If looks could kill, Cloudhawk would’ve died a hundred times over. “Hmph. I’m not as fussy as you think. I won’t do anything to you as long as you don’t try anything funny.”

      “Fine, then.” Cloudhawk walked over rather reluctantly. He first helped her strip off her outer garments, revealing the tight, form-fitting black clothes underneath. They were a suit of armor that had been fashioned from some sort of incredibly durable leather. The workmanship was exquisite and meticulous; there was no way something like it could’ve been made in the wastelands.

      “I, uh, have to take off this thing as well.”

      “Shut up and do it!”

      The Queen’s words were tough and disdainful, but her face turned slightly flushed. She closed her eyes, not wanting to see anything further. Her actions actually made Cloudhawk even more uneasy; she wouldn’t kill him afterwards to silence him, would she? Still, there was nothing else he could do.

      Cloudhawk carefully unfastened her leather armor, but it was impossible for him to avoid all contact with her as he did this. Thanks to his control metapower, Cloudhawk could clearly sense her entire body tense whenever he touched her. Clearly, this woman wasn’t as open-minded about being touched by a man as she had claimed.

      Most of the leather armor was now removed, leaving behind a black undergarment that covered her upper chest. The rest of her body was now completely bare. Cloudhawk had never touched a woman before today, much less seen such a flawless form. Every inch of her body seemed to have been perfectly sculpted and molded. As for the black chest bindings, they were extremely tight but still unable to completely disguise her curves.

      “Watch your eyes!” The Queen’s own eyes remained shut as she issued this warning. Cloudhawk quickly came back to his senses and hurriedly began treating her wounds. Her injuries were even more severe than he expected; her side-belly had almost turned completely black by now. Cloudhawk couldn’t even imagine what sort of method she had used to contain the damage to this region, preventing it from spreading further.

      Cloudhawk had learned a few things from Mantis, and as a result, his movements were very quick and clean. He first used a scalpel to cut off the festering flesh around the wounds, letting the clotted blood flow out. He then poured some of the medicinal fluids over her wounds. The Queen furrowed her brows in pain, perhaps because the fluid stung, but didn’t say a thing.

      She really was a tough woman. Cloudhawk himself was about to jump up and down from the pain he felt as he smeared the medicine over her wounds.

      “You won’t be able to recover from these wounds in just one or two days.” Cloudhawk bandaged her wounds with cloth and placed the remainder of the medicine to one side. “Thankfully, I’m a recovery metahuman and as such can heal quickly. I didn’t need to use too much medicine for myself. All the rest is for you to use.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen felt utterly humiliated throughout this entire process, but she was out of options. She tightly clenched her fists. Thankfully, the kid hadn’t tried to cop a feel in the process; otherwise, she really would’ve chopped him until he turned into mincemeat. As for the medicine, it really did seem to be effective; her pain was already beginning to subside and she immediately felt a sense of relief.

      “I know Mantis’s workshop like the back of my hand and I memorized all the ingredients he used to create the antidote. If this isn’t enough, I’ll go back and steal some more for you.” Cloudhawk helped the Queen put on her garments. “In short, don’t worry. You’ll recover from this.”

      The Queen glanced at him rather unhappily. “Stop chattering!”

      Man, she really is tough to deal with. Cloudhawk shook his head and turned to leave. The Bloodsoaked Queen instantly felt puzzled. “Where are you going?”

      Cloudhawk said helplessly, “Your Royal Highness, if I wanted to do something bad to you, I wouldn’t have wasted all this time helping you. Can you cut it with all your suspicions? Just rest up. I’ll be back soon!”

      “YOU!” The Bloodsoaked Queen’s eyes narrowed into slits. How dare this wastelander act like this towards her? It was preposterously unacceptable!

      Roughly fifteen minutes later, Cloudhawk returned with a large pile of items in his arms. He had a few bottles of clean water, a few chunks of meat jerky, some medicine for puncture wounds, some freshly washed and cleaned bandages, and various other instruments required to treat injuries.

      Cloudhawk picked up one of the chunks of jerky, chewing and swallowing while mumbling from the corner of his mouth, “You were hurt pretty badly. I figured you’d need some time to recover, so I grabbed some things we’ll need.” Cloudhawk finished off the chunk of meat in just a few moments… and right then, a gurgling sound could be heard.

      The sound was very soft, but it was extremely noticeable given how silent the room was. The sound had come from the Queen’s belly. She had been lying there like a jade statue, her eyes closed as she rested… but now, her beautiful face almost instantly turned beet-red. The redness stretched all the way down her neck and up her ears, making her look rather adorable.

      Awkward. Really, really awkward. She had actually embarrassed herself in front of this heathen bastard. Oh gods, I want to find a hole to hide in.

      Cloudhawk continued to chew on his food as he mumbled, “You hungry too, eh?”

      She let out a hard snort, not saying a word. No shit! Are you trying to piss me off on purpose? If he knew she was hungry, why couldn’t he just hand her some food? Was he waiting for her to ask? The Queen was a very proud person; she would rather starve to death than lower her head and ask a heathen wastelander for food!

      “Wait a sec.” Cloudhawk poured some water into a bowl, tore off a few strips of jerky, and placed it into the bowl along with some bread. Moments later, he went to his doorway and lit a chunk of wood on fire, holding the bowl over it to warm it up. Only then did he bring the “soup” back to the Queen. “Your body is pretty weak right now. This will help you get better faster.”

      The Queen stared blankly at the warm bread-jerky soup, a few mixed emotions flickering through her clear, limpid eyes.

      “I know you are used to better treatment, but this is the best food I have on me. In fact, I actually saved it up over the past few days as a special treat for myself. Just bear with it for now, alright? Need me to feed you?”

      “No need.” The Queen had a rather complex look on her face as she took the crude, battered bowl into her hands. She took a small sip in a very delicate manner, allowing small chunks of rat jerky and hard bread to flow into her stomach along with the hot water. It really didn’t taste that good, but she could feel some strength returning to her.

      Cloudhawk turned away as she ate, busying himself with other tasks. But as he turned, a whisper-soft voice came from right behind him. “Thank you…”

      Cloudhawk was stunned. Was he hearing things? He turned around, a confused look on his face. “What’s that? You say something?”

      “Are you deaf? Fuck off!” The Bloodsoaked Queen’s glare was so sharp, he felt as though it could chop him up into three parts.

      “D-don’t get mad. I just never expected a savage woman like you would ever say ‘thank you’ to anyone. I wasn’t trying to make fun of you, honest!” Cloudhawk couldn’t help but let out two chortles. By now, he was certain that she was no longer as guarded against him. “The ‘Bloodsoaked Queen’… that sounds like a nickname. You should have a real name, right? Can you tell me?”

      The Queen finished the rest of the “soup”. “I’m tired.”

      “Oh. I’m tired too, actually, but there’s only one bed. I guess we’ll just have to squeeze together.” Cloudhawk had meant it as a joke and the results were entirely predictable; the Queen’s eyes glared murder at him. He hurriedly said, “But you know, it’s too tight a fit. I’ll sleep on the ground.”

      That’s more like it! The Queen said not a word of thanks as she lay back down on the bed.

      She didn’t even answer any of my questions! Ah, forget it. No rush. Cloudhawk blew out the lamp, made himself a bed of straw, and covered himself with the wolf pelt Slyfox had brought him.

      “My name is Cloudhawk.”

      The Queen still didn’t respond.

      Man, she sure is unfriendly. I guess she really doesn’t like wastelanders. Cloudhawk didn’t say anything further. To be honest, none of this really mattered. The wolf pelt stank terribly, but it was also very warm. It had been two days and two nights since he had last rested so he quickly drifted off into the sweet land of slumber.
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      What were the wastelands like?

      They were filled with rot, filth, violence, barbarism, and corruption! As for the wastelanders, they served as the claws of the demons. They were born with sin in their blood and were both hideous and revolting. As such, they were banned from the Elysiums.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen was an incredibly devout and pious believer. She would never view wastelanders as human and although it was not forbidden for Elysians to show wastelanders any pity or mercy, they would be profaning the almighty gods if they did. But… this Cloudhawk seemed to be different.

      Over the course of the next two days, the Bloodsoaked Queen gradually discovered that this wastelander youth didn’t have too many bad habits. After poisoning himself with the dart in order to save her, he gave her the majority of what little food he received each day. He attentively helped her treat her injuries. When faced with her arrogance and powerlessness, he didn’t put on a show of being reluctantly tolerant of her either.

      He truly was an extremely rare breed of wastelander.

      By now, the Bloodsoaked Queen’s attitude towards him had improved immensely. She was now strong enough to kill him with ease if she so chose. Should she? Should she get rid of the kid? Ah, forget it. The kid had unique sensory abilities; he might be able to help serve as an early-warning system for her. If she let him live, he might be of use to her in her mission. Fighting against that demon was more important than anything else.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s desire to kill him gradually faded, allowing Cloudhawk to finally relax. Although she seemed cruel and savage, she was actually a very pure and sensitive person. She covered herself with a hard spiked shell of ice, but that was all for the sake of protecting herself in these cannibalistic wastelands. If she didn’t force herself to be as tough as the wastelanders, how could she possibly hold them down?

      In addition, the Bloodsoaked Queen was a woman of many mysteries! She had come to the wastelands from a faraway land, all for the sake of hunting down one of those so-called “demons”. Her motivation couldn’t be simply due to her calling as a demon hunter, right? The hatred she accidentally revealed the last time he had talked to her about it was proof that this mission was one of revenge. The Bloodsoaked Queen was here as an avenger… but Cloudhawk didn’t dare ask her too much about herself.

      When Cloudhawk looked at this tough, pious warrior woman, he felt like he could see the glory, the sincerity, the steadfastness, and the virtuousness of the Elysians. They were worlds apart from the brutish, twisted, brutal, and berserk wastelanders. This distinction only made Cloudhawk long to visit the Elysian lands even more.

      But of course, the Bloodsoaked Queen wasn’t exactly easy to befriend. She was filled with a superiority complex that Cloudhawk did not understand and she seemed to feel as though living with a wastelander like Cloudhawk for a few days were the greatest stain and blot on her honor she had ever experienced. It was like the noble daughter of an empress had somehow been forced to live in a beggar’s shack and share his food for days on end… and the fact that the beggar had saved her life was the worst part of it!

      If it wasn’t for the fact that she wanted to recover as quickly as possible in order to fight her mortal foe, there was no way she would’ve accepted such humiliation!

      But the Bloodsoaked Queen’s wariness continued to slowly diminish by the day, while Cloudhawk slowly grew more and more daring. Nagging, whining, pleading… he used every method at his disposal to try and find out more about the outside world. He really was like a mosquito that buzzed around her all day long. How could the Bloodsoaked Queen not find him irritating?

      Still, compared to the other wastelanders, the kid had his own good traits, such as his stubbornness and tenacity. Although he was laughably foolish and ignorant, he really was an exceptional person for a wastelander. She had never before encountered any wastelander who dreamed of leaving the wastelands.

      As a result, every so often she would answer one of his questions. Based on the scant bits of information she provided, Cloudhawk slowly gained a brand new understanding of the outside world.

      The wastelands constituted roughly 95% of the world… but there really were blessed lands. Only, they were all very, very far away, with the nearest one still around 2000 kilometers away.

      The vast majority of wastelands vehicles rarely travelled more than 150 kilometers in any direction. You’d run out of supplies and fuel and there would be no information about the area you ended up in. You’d be swarmed by beasts, robbed by men, choked by sand, or perhaps fall into one of those terrifying regions where space and time were both twisted. There were countless unknown variables in any long-distance journey, and thus not even the most experienced of demon hunters would dare claim that they could definitely traverse the vast wastelands by themselves.

      A weak wastelander who spent all his days dreaming about leaving the wastelands was nothing more than a fool! The Bloodsoaked Queen didn’t even try to disguise her disdain for him, often throwing a few mocking words his way as she pointed out how foolish and unrealistic his dreams were. Even assuming this weak wastelander youth really was somehow able to survive his trip into Elysian lands, did he really think they would let him in? Him, a lowborn heathen?

      But Cloudhawk didn’t let himself be discouraged by her words. In fact, he only grew even more excited. The Elysian lands might be very far away, but they weren’t unreachable. Having a goal to work towards was better than just wandering about, completely lost! Even though he knew his chances were slim, he’d still go fight for it. As for whether or not the Elysians would accept him into Elysium? He didn’t care about that at all.

      The kid’s hopeless! The Bloodsoaked Queen eventually got bored of mocking him.

      What was the relationship between the “gods” and the “demons”? Between the “wastelands” and the “Elysian lands”? Cloudhawk still didn’t have a clear answer to this question, but he was slowly beginning to understand.

      The Elysian lands were paradise, blessed with prosperity and filled with piety and faith. The gods had bestowed endless fertility onto the Elysian lands, gracing them with endless crops, which permitted all Elysians to eat to their hearts’ content. The gods had blessed the Elysian lands with special livestock that grew very rapidly, allowing all Elysians the ability to drink the most delicious cow’s milk. As for the Elysian children, the gods had blessed them with inconceivable power and wisdom.

      The gods had brought order and peace, and cast all calamities, illnesses, and pains away from their Elysians. They even bestowed mighty artifacts and special powers upon their demon hunters and established vast cities and marvelous temples through which they wrought the most inconceivable of miracles. Every single person living in Elysian lands was filled with nothing but the most absolute of reverence towards the gods.

      As for the demons?

      As their name suggests, they were freaks and abominations that were completely antithetical to the gods. They were incredibly brutal and savage, filled with naked ambition and diabolical cunning. On numerous occasions, they had very nearly caused the destruction of the human race. It was only thanks to the guidance and the assistance of the gods that humanity had defeated the demons. Thanks to the many Elysiums the gods established, tens of millions of humans were able to live in peace and prosperity.

      The rest of the world, however, was consumed by the wastes. The wastelands had previously been dominated by the demons and the ancestors of the wastelanders had supposedly been the servants of the demons. This relation was why wastelanders were usually hideous and brutal, and why they were not accepted into Elysian lands!

      But that chaotic era of war ended long ago, with the demons having all but vanished without a trace. The gods unified the world, making it orderly and peaceful. However, there were still a few demons hiding in the various corners of the world who foolishly sought to cause trouble, fomenting one vile scheme after another. The league of demon hunters was established to put an end to their wicked sins.

      Demon hunters were the most elite warriors of the entire human race. They were all sincere, devout warriors of the gods who had been bestowed with special powers… and as the title implied, their divine mission was to hunt demons. Each time the Bloodsoaked Queen mentioned the demon hunters, a look of undisguisable pride appeared within her eyes.

      She had been born into an entire clan of demon hunters and was the youngest and most talented demon hunter of her generation! Her father, her grandfather, her uncles… all of them were glorious demon hunters!

      ……

      Cloudhawk shook the bottle of medicine before shrugging his shoulders helplessly. “We’re out of medicine again. I’ll have to steal a bit more from Mantis’s workshop.”

      By now, the Bloodsoaked Queen had recovered approximately thirty to forty percent of her power. She no longer needed to fear anyone in the outpost… but of course, she wasn’t anywhere near strong enough to hunt demons yet.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen had yet to personally battle against any demon. When demon hunters went hunting, they generally moved in groups. The Bloodsoaked Queen had travelled all by herself to this place, so deep within the wastelands. Although she was undoubtedly brave, she was also undoubtedly rash.

      As for her injuries, they would take at least two weeks to heal! Her hope was that the enemy would give her at least that amount of time to recover.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen rose to her feet, preparing to leave.

      “Where are you going? You are still injured. You can’t leave yet!” Cloudhawk hurriedly moved to stop her. He still didn’t have the answers to his questions yet; if he let this opportunity slip away, he would probably never have another opportunity again.

      “There’s no need for me to continue hiding in this shabby room any further.” The Bloodsoaked Queen had already made up her mind. “I admit that you were of assistance to me. The warriors of the gods do not forget those who provided them succor! I can agree to any one request of yours, so long as it isn’t excessive. Speak!”

      Cloudhawk was instantly stunned. The Bloodsoaked Queen was promising to grant him a request? What incredible luck! If Cloudhawk so chose, he could consign any person in the outpost to death; who could possibly be a match for this freak in front of him? But of course, Cloudhawk would never waste an opportunity like this on something so pointless.

      “I want to leave the wastelands!”

      “Impossible!”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen was quite displeased. She had already told him numerous times that this request was impossible, and yet the kid continued to persist.

      Cloudhawk frowned, a frustrated look on his face. He thought the question over and came to a decision. “Then I want to learn demon hunter techniques. Can you teach me?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen didn’t understand. “Why would you want to learn that?”

      “I just do!” Cloudhawk said firmly, “Maybe I can become a demon hunter as well!”

      The Queen couldn’t help but let out a laugh. They had spent several days living together, but this was the first time Cloudhawk had witnessed her smiling and it truly stunned him. It was like an iceberg that was frozen for ten millennia had suddenly thawed and melted, revealing the dazzling, lively, and beautiful soul hidden inside. He was momentarily dazed by the sight.

      “You obstinate, daydreaming fool!” The Queen’s face quickly hardened once more. She said in her customary, cold voice, “I can teach you, yes… but I have to warn you right now that if you don’t have the necessary talent or the blessings of the gods, these techniques will be completely useless to you, even if by some miracle you actually manage to master them.”

      Cloudhawk revealed a look of absolute ecstasy. He really hadn’t expected her to agree… but she really had! “I don’t care! I just want the chance to learn it!”

      “If you truly are going to be so stubborn as to try and learn demon hunter techniques, then I’ll teach you. However, I’ll only teach you for a day.” The Bloodsoaked Queen re-donned her silver mask and her voice became hoarse and grating once more. “Come find me when you are ready.”

      After speaking, she departed from the room. Cloudhawk just stood there dumbly, staring as her willowy form departed.
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      Nightfall. Training had concluded for the day and the mercenaries had split off into small groups in search of entertainment.

      Cloudhawk, however, was stealthily creeping towards Mantis’ workshop. He wanted to seize advantage of this period of time, when no one was around, to rifle through Mantis’s stash and pilfer a few jars of medicine. He remembered how Mantis had mixed the various restoratives and medicinal fluids and was sure he could do the same. Freaking Mantis. He keeps on ordering me around all the time. He can just consider this stuff my salary!

      Cloudhawk wasn’t a saint who had come to save the masses, nor was he a gentleman who followed a code of chivalry. Blackflag Outpost was about to face a powerful enemy! This issue was what Cloudhawk was really concerned about. The stronger the Queen was, the safer the outpost would be… and the safer the outpost was, the safer Cloudhawk would be. Besides, befriending the Queen was a form of investment that might pay off in the future. He might be able to learn a few things from her.

      All done! Cloudhawk smugly cradled the two jars of medicine and prepared to leave. Right as he turned, he suddenly saw a tall, skinny figure standing directly behind him. The man stood there like a wraith, making no sound at all and covered in the darkness of dusky night. He had a silent, sinister aura about him, but no expression could be seen on his face. His spectacles, however, gleamed with cold light.

      Cloudhawk nearly jumped into the air with fright. “Are you a freaking ghost?!” When had this guy appeared? Why hadn’t Cloudhawk noticed anything at all?

      Mantis turned his gaze to the jars of medicine Cloudhawk held. Cloudhawk had been caught red-handed and there was no place for him to hide. All he could do was come up with a frantic, far-fetched excuse: “I feel like I’m still not completely healed yet, so I thought I’d grab a bit more medicine. Don’t be so stingy, alright?”

      Mantis’s face remained blank and impassive, like an ever-frozen piece of ice. There was no way to tell whether he was angry or not.

      Swoosh! Mantis took a single step forward, and as he did, an ice-cold scalpel suddenly flew out from between his fingers. Cloudhawk’s eyes widened. Holy shit. It’s just some medicine! Are you seriously gonna kill me over it?

      Mantis stalked forward, as agile and silent as a cat, his movements ghostly and unfathomable. The icy scalpel kissed Cloudhawk’s ears as it flew past his head… and then Mantis walked straight past him, not even glancing at the boy as he returned to his usual work station. Mantis put on his gloves, picked up his tools, lit a lamp, then began to carry out his normal work with his usual unflappability.

      Cloudhawk’s clothes were completely matted with cold sweat. For those few seconds, he felt as though he had been facing a viper, as though he had attracted the attention of a death god. After he recovered from his fear, a surge of anger filled him. “What the hell, man? Are you trying to scare me to death?”

      All three of the captains were bastards. Slyfox was insidiously vicious. Mad Dog was brutal and violent while Mantis was completely unfathomable.

      However, Mantis’s next words caused Cloudhawk’s rage to completely vanish. Cloudhawk stood there, a stupefied look on his face. Mantis’ voice was calm and cool, as though he were discussing nothing more than the most minor of matters, but his words were like a bolt of thunder.

      “Her world is not meant for you. We were born into the darkness of the wastes, and to the darkness and the wastes we shall forever belong.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Mantis split open the corpse before him with precision using his scalpel, and said in his customarily emotionless voice, “Just remember what I said. You can leave now.”

      The stunned Cloudhawk stood there for five full seconds. Mantis didn’t turn to look at Cloudhawk, nor did he say anything further; he seemed completely absorbed in his research.

      By now, Cloudhawk was fairly familiar with Mantis’s temperament. The man valued his words like gold and never spoke nonsense. Did this mysterious, secretive man know something? Cloudhawk wanted to ask, but in the end, he swallowed his words.

      If Mantis didn’t want to talk, there was no way Cloudhawk could pry any words out of him. Besides, this really didn’t matter right now. The most important thing for the moment was to go find the Queen. He had no time to waste here so he immediately hugged the jars of medicine tightly as he fled Mantis’s workshop.

      ……

      There was a large apartment compound at the very center of Blackflag Outpost. Not only was this structure large, it was also extremely sturdy; in the wastelands, it could absolutely be considered a luxurious mansion.

      Cloudhawk wanted to learn more about the world outside the wastelands, as well as the skills and techniques from that world. He grew more and more excited just thinking about it. He rubbed the stone hanging around his neck. Perhaps if he became a demon hunter, he would learn how to unleash the true power of this stone. This possibility was why he insisted on learning demon hunter techniques from the Bloodsoaked Queen. Although he didn’t know where the stone came from, he felt certain that it was extraordinary.

      But just as Cloudhawk was about to enter the Bloodsoaked Queen’s private residence… swish! A feathered arrow suddenly flew past Cloudhawk’s nose and plunged into the boulder right next to him. A quarter of the arrow was buried in the stone and the feather still quivered. If it had been just a few centimeters to the right, it would’ve blown a hole straight through Cloudhawk’s head.

      “This place is off limits for you. Fuck off!”

      An enormous man walked over, a number of elite guards by his side. Cloudhawk had seen this man before and recognized him; he was the (now only) captain of the elite guards, Grizzly! He was an elite expert who was on par with the three captains of the Tartarus mercenaries. Cloudhawk wouldn’t be able to beat any of the elite guards, much less Grizzly himself.

      “Why are you stopping me?” Cloudhawk stared straight at Grizzly, neither obsequious nor overbearing in his manner. “The Bloodsoaked Queen summoned me!”

      “HAH!”

      “Go piss in a pool and take a good look at yourself.”

      “Do you really think the Queen would summon a brat like you?”

      The elite guards began to mock and jeer at him.

      “So a rookie of the Tartarus mercenaries has come to my turf to cause trouble, eh?” Grizzly walked towards Cloudhawk, seeming like a mountain moving towards him. He stared at the brat before him, his bestial, hungry eyes glowing with anger. “Not even Slyfox would dare to cause trouble here. You need to fuck off before I start to get seriously pissed.”

      Cloudhawk wasn’t frightened by Grizzly’s intimidating words at all. He glared right back at the mountain-sized man.

      “You little shit.” Grizzly was infuriated by the kid’s demeanor. Just as he was about to strike, a hoarse voice suddenly rang out from inside the residence. “Let him in!” The voice sounded like the hissing of a hundred serpents and was absolutely hair-raising.

      Grizzly came to a halt, looking dazed. “My Queen…”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s hoarse voice rang out a second time. “Do you have any objections?”

      “N-none at all!” Grizzly hurriedly stepped back respectfully. He was a legendary warrior of Blackflag Outpost, the first captain of the elite guards… yet he didn’t even dare to breathe too loudly in the Queen’s presence!

      Cloudhawk truly had to admire the Queen for this show of respect. There was no way someone like Grizzly could be easily tamed. Take Slyfox or Mad Dog as examples: although they feared the Bloodsoaked Queen’s power, there was no way they would truly be willing to whole-heartedly submit to her!

      Grizzly watched as Cloudhawk sauntered straight into the Queen’s private residence, a flicker of jealousy deep within his eyes. He had followed the Queen for nearly a year, but had never had a chance to enter her private residence. How had this piece of refuse the Tartarus mercenaries had picked up from who-knows-where managed to worm his way into the Queen’s good graces? How? HOW?!

      Several of the elite guards began to mutter unhappily.

      “The Queen went missing for a few days. What’s going on with her?”

      “Not even our boss Grizzly has been permitted to enter her private residence. Why the hell was the kid allowed inside?”

      Grizzly barked, “Shut it!” The guards exchanged a few glances, all of them falling silent.

      Why was the Bloodsoaked Queen’s rule over Blackflag Outpost such a stable one? Her overwhelming power was one reason, but another very important reason was that she had the unwavering support of the elite guards.

      Grizzly was the leader of the elite guards. Why was it that he was so loyal to the Queen? It might be a mystery to others, but everyone in the elite guards knew the true reason. Alas, the Bloodsoaked Queen was cruel and proud; she viewed all wastelanders as ants for the crushing or wheat for the scything. She never viewed them as equals! All of the brothers of the elite guards felt bad for Grizzly; they felt it wasn’t worth it.

      A complex look was in Grizzly’s eyes. When the Bloodsoaked Queen had first come to Blackflag Outpost, Grizzly had, completely by accident and happenstance, managed to see her true face. It could be said that he was the very first person in the entire outpost to see her true visage. Although he had only caught a glimpse, her beauty was something out of this world and was not something that the wastelands could produce… and it was burned into his mind like a searing hot iron.

      Grizzly had no idea where the Bloodsoaked Queen came from. He didn’t know what she had experienced or what her goal was. He knew nothing about her at all… and none of that mattered. Ever since he had seen her true face, Grizzly had felt as though he’d found a pure, sacred oasis within the dark brutality of the world.

      His feelings weren’t just the love and adoration the weak felt towards the strong; it was a type of faith, a type of conviction which every single person had.

      Grizzly believed that he’d discovered the most beautiful thing in the world. She was the most flawless of jewels, the flame of faith that banished the darkness around him. From that day forth, he decided to completely dedicate everything he had to protecting her. He might be a crude, despicable man who wasn’t worthy of holding this divine treasure in his hands, but he absolutely would not allow anything or anyone else to violate it. Not even the slightest stain was acceptable!

      “That kid…”

      Grizzly’s large, iron-hard fists couldn’t help but clench. He felt nauseous, as though he had just been forced to swallow a few dozen maggots! That dirty, low-down scavenger… how the hell had he gotten himself the Queen’s favor? Why the hell was he allowed into the Queen’s residence?

      “Grizzly, what say I grab a few of our brothers and…” One of the elite guards scanned the area before carefully making a chopping gesture with his hand.

      Grizzly hesitated for a moment. “Be careful of the Tartarus mercenaries. Slyfox is extremely protective of his people.”

      The elite guard chuckled. “Don’t worry, boss. We’ll kill him nice and clean. No one will suspect us at all.”

      Grizzly couldn’t help but think of Wulf. If Wulf hadn’t died, the elite squad wouldn’t need to fear the Tartarus mercenaries at all. He had already lost his most loyal friend; there was no way he could allow the most sacred being in his world to be befouled and besmirched by a rat. She was the final thing keeping him alive in the dark world of the wastelands!

      That poor bastard, Cloudhawk, would have never imagined in his wildest dreams that Grizzly was so completely infatuated with the Bloodsoaked Queen… and he definitely never would’ve expected that he had completely and thoroughly offended the entire elite guard squad of Blackflag Outpost because of this visit.

      “I didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s raven-black hair spilled across her shoulders as she walked towards him. She wasn’t dressed in her usual cape or leather armor, just a long robe. Her snowy white neck was long and graceful, making her look like a proud, noble swan. The slight hint of cleavage she showed was enough to drive almost any man mad with lust, and her long, slender pale legs were just barely visible. Her legs were like the most perfect work of art. They added to her cold, regal dignity and beauty.

      The only unpleasant thing about her was that hideous demon mask.

      Cloudhawk was still too young and ignorant to be dazzled by her beauty so his attention was drawn to something else. The bathroom had an entire tub of clean water that seemed to have been used, as it slowly disappeared into the pipes.

      “Were you taking a bath just now?” Cloudhawk’s eyes were so round that they threatened to pop out of his head. “You used an entire tub’s worth of clean water, just to take a bath?”
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      Water was the most precious commodity in the wastelands. Six years ago, this outpost was nothing more than a lifeless sea of sand. A group of excavators came to this place to dig through the ruins, only to find a large amount of underground water. Ever since then, Blackflag Outpost quickly grew in population before ultimately reaching its current size.

      Water had created Blackflag Outpost. In the wastelands, those who controlled the water controlled the land.

      The amount of water the Queen used to bathe daily was enough to keep Cloudhawk alive for nearly a month. Such wasteful extravagance! But what really caused Cloudhawk’s heart to clench was the fact that this clean, pure water was used just for bathing… and after the Queen finished her bath, she let it all go down the drain! To Cloudhawk, it wasn’t water going down the pipes. It was blood. It was life itself!

      Cloudhawk suddenly said something with the utmost of sincerity. “Your Majesty, would you be willing to give me all of your used bathwater?”

      These words were meant sincerely and had no intention to offend at all. However, in the ears of the Bloodsoaked Queen, these words sounded insulting or perhaps mocking. Her gaze turned ice-cold. “Say that one more time.”

      Cloudhawk had no idea how he had just enraged this fierce woman yet again, but he hurriedly changed the topic. He pulled out two jars of liquid from his pockets. “I brought you your medicine. There should be more than enough to treat your wounds here.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s gaze softened. She accepted them without a word of thanks and then turned and said coldly, “Follow me!”

      The Queen’s residence was simply enormous. It had a kitchen, a dining room, a bedroom, a bath, a washroom, and more. One floor was just a single giant room that was completely empty, with no objects within it save a prayer mat. This area was where the Queen spent much of her time training, meditating, and praying each day.

      “Watch carefully.” The Bloodsoaked Queen walked to the center of the giant training room and slowly closed her eyes. She took a deep breath and then her entire body went into motion as she began to perform a set of extremely strange movements. The entire set of movements contained a total of thirty-six different stances that linked together as fluidly as water. The movements seemed very simple, but in reality contained many profound mysteries.

      The Queen moved extremely slowly. It took her a total of twenty minutes before she finally finished displaying the entire set of movements.

      “Is that it?” Cloudhawk had been watching intently this entire time. Although he had a very strange feeling when watching, he couldn’t pinpoint its exact cause. “Don’t tell me that’s the only thing you are gonna teach me. Are you messing with me?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen let out a cold snort. “Try them out for yourself before you say anything!”

      Cloudhawk muttered disdainfully, “What’s so hard about them?”

      Guided by the Bloodsoaked Queen, he began to train in those movements as well. The strange thing was, as he performed the fourth movement, he began to feel extremely tired. By the time he finished the fifth movement, his forehead was already covered in sweat. Every single inch of his body was aching by the sixth movement, as though his arms and legs were weighed down with thousand-pound weights.

      Finally, by the seventh movement, Cloudhawk could no longer endure.

      “Ow, ow, OW! That freaking hurts!” Cloudhawk felt as though every single muscle in his body were being ripped apart, with all the energy having been drained out of his cells. He felt such agonizing pain that he just plopped down onto the ground, moaning as he writhed in pain. The feeling was simply indescribable!

      Those movements looked very ordinary and the Bloodsoaked Queen had managed to complete all of them without even working up a sweat. Cloudhawk, however, was in such pain by the exhausting seventh movement that he could no longer take it.

      Cloudhawk moaned and groaned for quite a few minutes before slowly starting to recover. He felt certain that he had been tricked and glared at the Queen accusingly. “Don’t tell me you demon hunters spend all your time practicing those movements! Are you all masochists?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen said placidly, “This is a basic training exercise meant to temper the body. Only by training in it for extended periods of time can you unlock the potential within your body. It will stimulate every aspect of your body, accelerating your growth in every way as it helps you become more powerful by giving you metapower enhancements. This is nothing more than a basic training exercise for demon hunters.”

      Just a basic training exercise?

      The Bloodsoaked Queen seemed to know exactly what Cloudhawk was thinking. “Although this is a basic technique, if you can fully complete all thirty-six movements and then gain some practical combat experience, you won’t be weaker than any other person in this entire outpost.”

      Was this technique really that incredible? In the wastelands, metapowers were generally only activated over the course of multiple life-and-death situations. Cloudhawk had never thought that it would be possible to use a systemized training regime to increase his own strength and enhance his metapowers. It seemed like demon hunters truly did have a few tricks up their sleeves. No wonder they were so strong!

      Right now, Cloudhawk would rather die than attempt the complete set of exercises a second time. Still, he was able to separate those thirty-six movements and train in them separately, which was less taxing. He went through all thirty-six movements slowly but firmly, engraving all of them deep into his mind. By now, he had fully memorized all of them. At the very least, he had gained access to a technique that would help him grow stronger.

      “Wait a second!” Cloudhawk was no fool. He wasn’t going to let her off the hook that easily! After having spent a considerable amount of time silently memorizing the techniques, he suddenly seemed to wake up. He turned to the Queen and said in a loud, “righteous” voice, “I might be a kid, but I’m not an idiot. Don’t even think you can fool me that easily. You know full well that this isn’t what I want to learn! I want to learn real techniques that will let me have the same special powers as you!”

      This set of training exercises could only be used to train, temper, and strengthen the body. What Cloudhawk really wanted to learn was how to use the same unfathomable, supernatural powers the demon hunters had access to. Did the Bloodsoaked Queen really think she’d be able to fob him off with a set of basic training movements? Screw that!

      “Hmph. You really don’t know what’s good for you.” The Bloodsoaked Queen said coldly, “You haven’t been blessed by the gods and your mind has not been awoken to its psychic potential. Most importantly of all, you don’t even have a divine relic. Do you really think that learning our techniques will give you access to our power? How laughable!”

      “I insist on learning them!” Cloudhawk shook his head stubbornly. “And what the heck are ‘divine relics’?”

      What were divine relics? In truth, these “divine relics” were magical artifacts that the gods had bestowed upon mankind. The principal qualification needed to become a demon hunter was the ability to control and wield divine relics.

      There were many different relics with many different attributes. Some held sway over fire, wind, ice, earth, and other elemental powers. The vast majority of demon hunters could only become psychically resonant with one type of relic… and that relic was the core of the true power which they were able to wield.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s gloves and the cross hanging around her neck were both heaven-sent relics that the gods had bestowed upon their demon hunters. It was thanks to these mighty artifacts that the Bloodsoaked Queen possessed such inconceivable, supernatural power!

      But of course, having access to relics alone did not a demon hunter make. Demon hunters not only needed powerful relics. They also needed powerful reservoirs of psychic energy. Psychic energy, in and of itself, possessed no offensive power. However, once it was perfectly fused with an attuned divine relic, it could create supernatural effects of unbelievable power.

      The more psychic energy a demon hunter possessed, the more power the demon hunter would be able to unleash from his or her relics.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s sacred crossblade of light was a divine relic. It normally hung around her neck in the form of an ordinary-looking cross, but when she filled it with her attuned psychic energy, its true form as a sacred crossblade would awaken, resulting in its transformation into a sword of light that could cut through all things!

      If the sacred crossblade of light fell into wastelander hands or into the hands of a demon hunter with a different type of psychic energy, it would be of no use at all despite its tremendous power.

      Demon hunters were partially honored for their power and partially for their incredible rarity. Even in the blessed lands loved by the gods, very few people had the talent needed to become a demon hunter. As for the wastelands and its foul heathens who were forsaken by the gods? They were born with tainted, corrupt blood in their veins. How could a place like this possibly give birth to someone with the talent needed to become a demon hunter?

      Thunk! The Bloodsoaked Queen tossed a pitch-black staff to the ground. This staff was made of an unknown material. It looked very slick, but didn’t reflect any light at all. It was roughly three feet long and it was topped with an incredibly sharp tri-edged screw-blade. This weapon was one that could be used to stab or to hack, with both options creating huge, gaping wounds.

      The “hilt” of this tri-bladed staff was round, metallic, and covered in squiggly lines that helped ensure the wielder was able to maintain a solid grip around it. At the very base of the staff was a mysterious rune that resembled the runes on the Queen’s gloves and cross.

      A faint ripple of power emanated from the staff. Although the aura was very weak, there was no mistaking it. Completely surprised, Cloudhawk picked the staff up. “So this is a relic as well?”

      Is this kid really able to hear a so-called “song” from divine relics? A puzzled look appeared on the Bloodsoaked Queen’s face. Still, she didn’t spend too much time considering this question before giving a fairly simple explanation. “Rookie demon hunters are unable to take control of powerful relics, so the Temple created a number of low-grade weapons and armaments for them to use. This weapon is known as an ‘exorcist rod’. Although it isn’t really a relic, it has the same properties as relics.”

      “Are you giving this to me?” Cloudhawk felt shocked by this sudden display of favor. He lifted the metal staff, gave it a few experimental twirls, and used his knuckles to rap it. Even if it were nothing more than an ordinary weapon, it would still be quite the sturdy and powerful one; there was no way it would be as easily hacked through as an ordinary iron sword.

      “It’s been a long time since low-grade relics like this were of any use to me.” No trace of emotion could be heard from the Bloodsoaked Queen’s hoarse voice. “Consider it my gift to you. Now, our accounts are settled. From this day forth, neither of us owe each other anything. You can leave now. Never come here again.”

      Damn, she’s pretty heartless. Was it really necessary for her to draw such a clear line between the two of them? Wastelanders were human beings, same as her. Why were their lives supposedly worthless?

      Cloudhawk heaved a sigh. After having lived with each other for several days, he had thought that the Queen was beginning to view him a bit differently. Apparently, she felt just as disdainful towards him as she had from the start.

      Cloudhawk silently put away the exorcist rod and solemnly said a single word: “Thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me.” The Queen turned and left the room, her hoarse and raspy voice ringing out behind her. “Sooner or later, Blackflag Outpost is going to be embroiled in a huge battle. If you want to stay alive, you need to leave this place immediately. This is my final warning to you. From this day forth, it’ll be as though we’d never met. You’re on your own.”

      Cloudhawk slowly left the Queen’s private residence. He stood in front of the entrance for a few moments, a blank look on his face and a rather uncomfortable feeling in his heart.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen was very young, but possessed incredible power. Even in the Elysian lands, she had to be an incredible figure, right? Cloudhawk was nothing more than a scavenger who struggled most of his life to stay alive in the ruins. The gulf between the two was as vast as the empyrean moat that separated the heavens and the earth. There was no way to bridge that gap.

      For them to have met each other was nothing more than a complete accident, a twist of fate. Now, the threads of their destinies were about to untangle as they continued on their separate paths. In the end, it was guaranteed that they would never meet again.

      Cloudhawk shook his head vigorously. What the hell was he even thinking about? It was nothing more than a brief, chance meeting. Cloudhawk had helped the Queen survive the most dangerous period of her life and the Queen had repaid him by giving him what he desired most. Now, their accounts were settled. Neither owed the other. This was an excellent ending… right?

      The light of the moon bathed the quiet outpost in its glow. In truth, the outpost was almost terrifyingly silent tonight. Exorcist rod in hand, Cloudhawk began the trip back to the mercenary outpost. Halfway there, his heart rate suddenly sped up as a feeling of incredible unease filled his entire body, making him feel as though he had suddenly been dunked into a pool of cold water. He had a premonition of intense danger!

      “Who is it?!” Cloudhawk barked towards the dark alleyway up ahead of him, “Stop hiding! Come out!”

      These words seemed to part the darkness as a black silhouette suddenly charged out, hurtling a knife straight towards Cloudhawk. This strike had been aimed with perfect timing and from the perfect angle. The knife seemed to be filled with all the power and skill the knife thrower could muster, with no wasted motion and no flowery flourishes. Without question, this knife came from a seasoned warrior, a veteran of a hundred battles.

      An expert combatant was after his life!

      Cloudhawk instinctively lashed out with his exorcist rod, knocking the knife aside. As the tri-blade staff clanged against the knife, the knife was split in half while just the slightest of scratches appeared on the tri-blade.

      Although Cloudhawk had an absolute advantage in terms of weaponry, the difference in strength between the two was noticeable. His wrist blazed with pain and the staff nearly flew out of his grasp.

      Cloudhawk hurriedly scampered back a few steps. Before he even had a chance to catch his footing, the black-garbed man came charging towards him with a second strike. The second knife cut out in a powerful yet beautiful arc, filled with highly focused power. The trajectory of the strike ensured that there was nowhere for Cloudhawk to dodge at all. Fortunately, Cloudhawk’s reaction time was fast enough that he was able to block this second attack as well.

      Clang! Sparks erupted in midair, briefly lighting up the darkness of the night. Cloudhawk was finally knocked off-balance and sent tumbling to the ground from the power of this blow. He was sent rolling backwards on the ground in a clumsy fashion. The black-garbed man seemed hell-bent on taking Cloudhawk’s life, sending out yet another knife strike slicing through the dark night towards the boy with meteoric speed.
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      Cloudhawk had spent more than a full month “training” every day with the mercenaries. Although he wasn’t exactly strong, he wasn’t weak either. Despite that, just two knife-strikes had knocked him completely off his game. That meant this bastard had to be roughly on par with some of the top-ranked members of the Tartarus mercenaries!

      The knife gleamed as it came howling towards him like a meteor. There was nowhere to run and no way to block. The situation seemed hopeless!

      Cloudhawk could feel the threat of death breathing down his neck and his heart was filled with a mixture of shock, anger, and confusion. The rage in his chest and the madness deep inside his bones once more broke free from their shackles, as they had so long ago when he had killed that mutated hound. The adrenaline rush swept through every single part of his body, infiltrating every single cell and infusing him with strength!

      He slapped the ground with his left hand, righting himself and somersaulting to his feet. He then swung his right arm, lashing out with the staff. The tri-bladed staff swept out like a tornado, smashing directly into the knife and once more kicking up a storm of sparks.

      The black-garbed man was shocked. The kid had to be moving nearly twice as fast as before! And that wasn’t the greatest transformation; the greatest transformation was Cloudhawk’s demeanor. Moments ago, Cloudhawk was like a gentle sheep ready to be slaughtered. Now, he seemed to have transformed into a savage and infuriated wolf.

      Cloudhawk let out a furious roar… and actually charged his enemy! He delivered five high-speed stabbing blows with his staff. There was no technique, no artifice, no subterfuge to these strikes; they focused on pure speed and viciousness! Every single strike seemed to howl through the air as Cloudhawk unleashed his latent, berserk side. It was as though he were determined to kill this enemy no matter what, even if it cost him his own life!

      Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!

      The sound of metal on metal rang out as sparks continued to fly everywhere. The two exchanged multiple blows within a short period of time… and this time, it was Cloudhawk who dominated the fight! The black-garbed man was forced on the defensive and frantically blocked as he tried to deal with the shock he was feeling.

      What the hell? The kid’s as mad as friggin’ Mad Dog. He’s gone totally berserk!

      However, this assessment wasn’t exactly right. Whenever Mad Dog tasted blood, he would go into a completely berserk state where he had no control over himself at all. In contrast, Cloudhawk was able to maintain a modicum of clarity despite his berserk state. For example, he noticed that despite having launched a furious barrage of attacks, his opponent was still able to defend as steadily as a rock. Cloudhawk knew that this wasn’t a fight to prolong so he suppressed the berserk emotions coursing through him and immediately turned to flee.

      Cloudhawk had always relied on two things to keep himself alive – his preternaturally sharp bestial instincts and his power born from rage. The first was something he was born with, while the latter was an ability enhanced by the stone around his neck. However, it was evident that neither of these two things were going to be enough for him to deal with this foe in front of him.

      I need to get the hell out of here, as fast as I can! If I can make it back to the mercenary base, there’ll be nothing he can do to me! This was what Cloudhawk was counting on, but just moments after he started fleeing, two more figures suddenly appeared out of nowhere and barred his path, their swords shooting towards him like a pair of thunderbolts descending from the night sky. He had seen no trace of them earlier and didn’t see where they came from; they were like gusts of wind that had just blown in from a world beyond.

      The timing and aim of these two swords were both immaculately perfect. They struck like a pincer, giving him nowhere to run and nowhere to hide!

      Cloudhawk frantically struck out with his tri-bladed staff, but was only able to block one of the two swords. Just as the staff clanked against the first sword, the second came piercing towards his throat. Cloudhawk frantically tried to dodge, but the sword still sliced a bloody wound in his shoulder as it flew past him. Cloudhawk delivered a furious backhanded blow with his staff, but his opponent leapt away quite agilely.

      The two swordsmen were flanking Cloudhawk from the front while the saber-wielder was chasing after him from behind. His path forward was blocked, while the path backward was also sealed. Cloudhawk was now like an animal trapped in a cage. His bloodshot gaze swept across the three and he then let out a bestial growl: “I don’t know any of you. Why do you want to kill me!”

      There was no response!

      Cloudhawk was now surrounded by all three assassins. They immediately moved to attack, not hesitating or pausing in the slightest or wasting a single breath on conversation. They moved in perfect harmony with precision and speed. They were true warriors, true elites, true assassins.

      In terms of speed, timing, strength, and everything else, they worked together with perfect cohesion. By now, Cloudhawk could tell that there was nowhere for him to flee. He was surrounded by what felt like a “web” of cold, metallic light. No matter where he moved or where he dodged, he would still be trapped within the web of attacks. The web of metallic death quickly began to shrink around him. In just another moment, his body would be torn asunder.

      Damn, damn, damn! Cloudhawk was boiling with rage and resentment. Why the hell were these people attacking him? None of this made sense! Was he about to die without even knowing who was behind it or why? No matter what, he refused to accept that this would be how his destiny ended!

      “FUCK OFF!” If he couldn’t tell where the attacks were coming from, he wouldn’t even look at them. His mind was completely blank as he swept out with his staff… but as he did so, he could suddenly sense a strange sort of dormant energy in his body flowing out into the staff.

      The runes on the exorcist rod instantly lit up. The tri-blades on the staff’s end suddenly began spinning so quickly that they seemed to transform into a cylindrical shape. This high speed, high friction movement caused sparks visible to the naked eye to appear. As the exorcist rod swept outwards, it suddenly let out an indescribable shriek as it tore through the air.

      This attack wasn’t a staff-strike. This attack was the summoning of a windstorm! The three warriors had never seen anything like this before. Despite their talent and experience, they were all stunned… and in that brief instant, the exorcist rod slammed towards them, shattering the two swords and the saber as if they were made of fragile glass and reducing them to tiny fragments.

      Even Cloudhawk was amazed to discover how powerful this strike from his exorcist rod was. It was actually beyond his ability to control. Right now, it wasn’t Cloudhawk swinging the staff. It was the staff flying out with Cloudhawk attached to it! After completing the circular swing, the staff smashed directly into the ground.

      BOOM!

      The psychic energy burst out from the exorcist rod, striking out like a thunderbolt! The psychic storm kicked up by this explosion caused the metal fragments of the destroyed weapons to fly into the air, while the three attackers were blasted back several meters. Terrified, they scuttled backwards hurriedly before finally clambering to their feet.

      “Let’s get the hell outta here!” The three warriors were absolutely terrified and they immediately moved to flee. They couldn’t be blamed for their fear; Cloudhawk himself was about to piss his pants!

      What the hell had just happened? How was it that the power of the exorcist rod was suddenly unleashed? The Bloodsoaked Queen had told him that demon hunters needed to be capable of wielding psychic energy, which required natural talent, painstaking training, and the blessings of the gods. Cloudhawk was a wastelander who had lived in the wastelands his entire life. Even if he did have the natural talent, he’d never had a chance to train in it. The blessings of the gods? He didn’t even know what the gods were!

      Could it be…? Cloudhawk suddenly thought back to the brief coma he had been in after that fight in the inn house. He had experienced a strange dream where he met a strange man who spoke of giving Cloudhawk some power. When Cloudhawk had woken up, he didn’t really notice anything strange, and so he had believed it to be nothing more than a dream. Could the dream have been real?

      Cloudhawk lifted the exorcist rod, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. He could clearly sense the ripples emanating from inside the staff. Suddenly, it felt as though a guitar string had just been plucked within his mind, causing an indescribably marvelous sound to cry out.

      The tri-blades on the staff once more began rotating at high speed. Cloudhawk struck at a nearby rock with the staff. A tremendous surge of resonant power instantly swept out from the staff and the rock was instantly shattered into countless pieces.

      Badass. This is freaking badass! Even Mad Dog would find it hard to resist such a heavy strike! Although Cloudhawk was fairly weak in many aspects, if he could use relics, he would have a chance to be catapulted to the general level of the Bloodsoaked Queen.

      Cloudhawk was incredibly excited. How could he not be? He had been indescribably weak, but he now realized that he was capable of wielding tremendous power. Naturally, his first instinct was to test it out even further. But just as he was about to strike a third time, he felt his vision grow dark. Pain flooded his mind, causing him to nearly lose his balance.

      It seemed these attacks had exhausted his psionic energy. There was no way to use those abilities continuously!

      Can’t stay here. Those three were so confident in being able to kill me, they didn’t bring any bows or guns. If they come back fully armed, I’m going to be completely screwed.

      Even though Cloudhawk now possessed tremendous destructive power, he was still very weak in many aspects. Sure, he might be able to beat back Mad Dog in a head-on clash, but if the two were in a real battle, Mad Dog would never give him a chance to do that. Hell, Mad Dog would probably chop me into mincemeat before I even had a chance to strike!

      The wastelands remained a dangerous place. He couldn’t be too brash. This bit of power he had just gained was far from enough!

      Still, Cloudhawk remembered how the Bloodsoaked Queen had said that exorcist staffs were merely the lowest-level relics, relics that were mass-produced. Only newly trained rookie demon hunters would use these relics… which meant that this tri-bladed staff really wasn’t all that powerful, at least by the standards of the Elysian lands.

      In other words… if he could find more powerful relics, he’d be able to unleash even more powerful attacks! Cloudhawk smiled at the thought before putting away the staff and quickly disappearing into the darkness of the night.

      ……

      The night was only growing darker. The cold light of the moon shone down from the sky, casting its pristine light upon the endless desolation of the wastelands.

      Cloudhawk was squatting within his own room, his hands clasped together and his face red with excitement. Even the veins on his body were popping out! He looked like he was either suffering from some sort of strange, incurable disease, or he was trying to do something incredibly difficult with nothing to show for it.

      “AAAAAH!” Cloudhawk let out a frustrated cry and fell to the ground like a deflated balloon. He panted loudly, looking frustrated and defeated. A stone lay quietly within his hands, not having changed one bit this entire time.

      Why wasn’t the blasted thing doing anything!? Cloudhawk was clearly capable of using divine relics, but no matter how hard he tried or how hard he focused on the stone, he was unable to have any effect on it. The stone was still nothing more than a stone; it didn’t seem to have any special effects at all!

      Cloudhawk felt incredibly, incredibly disappointed! Still, he felt certain that this stone contained some sort of inconceivable power within it. To this very day, he could clearly remember what had happened to him when he found this stone within that dark underground passageway. He had been teleported straight into a completely foreign land.

      The memories of that experience were engraved into his very bones! In that instant, Cloudhawk had felt as though he’d gained a brief glimpse into the true nature of all things. It seemed as though all things were in reality nothing more than a collection of strings. When these strings thrummed at different frequencies, they formed different types of matter, ultimately resulting in the entirety of the world.

      Actually, come to think of it, the “divine relics” really didn’t seem to be that strange or mysterious. Cloudhawk could sense that these relics were capable of changing the frequency at which those “strings” vibrated, causing matter to change and transform on a fundamental level. This ability was why they were able to unleash inconceivable amounts of power seemingly out of nowhere! This ability was also the reason why Cloudhawk continued to hear a “song” from them.

      Cloudhawk had grown up alongside the old-timer. Ever since he was young, he had heard the old-timer speak of the things that existed during the Ancient Times. In Cloudhawk’s eyes, those things were full of mysteries and marvels. Perhaps divine relics were just products of an even higher level of technology?

      If he had mentioned this speculation to the Bloodsoaked Queen, she would almost certainly have executed him for his blasphemy. To a pious devotee like her, divine relics were the products of miracles the almighty gods had bestowed upon their faithful. How could they be compared to artificial items created by mortal hands?

      Cloudhawk himself didn’t really believe in or care about these so-called “gods”. If they truly were all-powerful and benevolent, why wouldn’t they save all of mankind?

      Why wouldn’t they save the wastelands?
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      Cloudhawk was brooding over the recent ambush. Those ambushers had been amongst the most skilled warriors the outpost had to offer and enemies in the shadows were always harder to deal with than enemies you could see. If he was constantly harassed and stalked by these powerful assassins, he’d never be able to rest easy.

      And so, the very next morning, he immediately reported this matter to the other mercenaries.

      Mad Dog was slightly intrigued. “Who the fuck would want to ambush you?”

      Cloudhawk had no idea either. “All I know is that those three were really skilled. There has to be something strange going on.”

      “Oho, is that so?” Mad Dog scratched his ears and said in an intentionally puzzled voice, “All three of them were really powerful ‘experts’, but they still couldn’t kill you, eh? Poor bastards… I wonder how the hell those fuckers even managed to stay alive for so long.”

      All the mercenaries roared with laughter when they heard this. Cloudhawk hurriedly revealed the slash-wound on his shoulder. “I’m not kidding, you guys! Look, I got stabbed here! I almost died!”

      Even if the kid really was attacked by someone, the mercenaries refused to believe that those people were “experts”; if three of them couldn’t even kill a single rookie like Cloudhawk, how skilled could the possibly be?

      “Arrright already. It was just an ambush. No big deal. Shit, who hasn’t been ambushed? And why the hell were you running around outside anyhow? I told you not to! It’s your own damn fault.” Mad Dog waved his hand impatiently, interrupting Cloudhawk. He then said in a loud voice, “Listen up, everyone. All of you need to stay here and not go running around. Something big is about to go down.”

      Right at this moment, the sound of Woola’s barks could suddenly be heard as Slyfox pulled Woola into the courtyard with a large steel chain around its neck. “Gather around, everyone!”

      Woola walked towards Cloudhawk, letting out a few wild barks as a savage, threatening look appeared on his face. Most likely, he was quite irritated by Cloudhawk not having gone over to clean his kennel out in the past few days. After having lived here for so long, Cloudhawk no longer feared this strange freak as much as he had when he had first arrived, and so he pretended not to see anything.

      “I’ve got good news, everyone.” The fat man’s voice boomed out, his face ruddy with excitement. “The big guy just sent us a new mission and the rewards will be enough to keep us fed for three years. Make your preparations, because we’re headin’ out immediately.”

      The “big guy”? Was this the figure Cloudhawk saw last time, the black-clothed man who wore that strange breathing mask?

      Cloudhawk had a very uncomfortable feeling about this mission. That fellow had offered a bountiful reward for the stone Cloudhawk found. Was it possible he knew some its secrets? If he discovered that Cloudhawk was the one in possession of the stone, Cloudhawk would probably end up dead.

      Slyfox began issuing orders to the various mercenaries. Mantis and two of the mercs would stay behind to stand guard over their home while the rest would all take part in this mission… including their newest rookie, Cloudhawk. In other words, a total of twenty-seven figures would mobilize for this assignment. It was essentially all the power they had to spare.

      Slyfox was both a cautious yet cunning fellow. For him to go out on such a limb and devote so many resources to this mission was most likely due to the fact that the offer really was too good to refuse… but that also meant that the danger they would face was similarly enormous.

      The mercenaries quickly began making their preparations. As for Slyfox, he beamed merrily as he walked straight towards Cloudhawk. “You are pretty lucky, kid; your first mission will be an incredibly profitable one. I’ll tell you straight up – once we finish this mission, we’ll have all the wine and meat we want to eat, and all the big-breasted, big-butted women we want to enjoy. You’ll be thanking me for days on end!”

      Like hell. Cloudhawk had learned from his previous mistakes; he’d rather be locked up with a starving wolf for 48 hours than to believe a word this fat man said. Hell, he’d rather believe the wolf wouldn’t eat him! The more the fatty swore he was telling the truth, the more nervous Cloudhawk felt.

      “…Can I stay back here with Mantis and guard our home instead?”

      “No way!” Slyfox knew exactly what Cloudhawk was worried about and an extremely unhappy look appeared on his chubby face. “Kid, this ain’t gonna be like last time, alright? Ask anyone. I never fuck over my own people. You don’t got shit to worry about, unnerstand? Fuckin’ hell, yer young and useless. Listen up – you don’t have any say in the matter. You are going!”

      Slyfox forced a ragged cloth into Cloudhawk’s hands. “Read this intelligence report carefully and stop wasting time. Forty minutes from now, we’re heading out. If anyone wastes so much as a single minute, I’m breakin’ his fuckin’ legs!”

      Cloudhawk stared at the tattered piece of cloth in his hands, reading the contents within twice.

      Mission: Hunt down and kill a mutated rat king.

      Mission description: The employer has located a lair of mutated rats located not too far from the western side of Blackflag Outpost. These mutated dire rats are roughly the size of wolf-dogs but are incredibly fast and possess powerful offensive attacks. We conservatively estimate that the entire lair has between one to two hundred rats, but our estimates may be off.

      These particular dire rats have undergone all sorts of strange mutations, and possess certain powers other dire rats do not have. The dire rat king in particular is an extremely valuable and unique specimen. Your mission is to find the dire rat king. Conditions permitting, capture it alive – your payment shall be increased by an additional 50% if you can do so. If you cannot capture it alive, do your best to preserve the body as much as possible and keep it undamaged.

      Rats were always tenacious creatures; no matter what types of natural disasters occurred, they would still be able to quickly adapt, survive, and flourish. As a result, there were now many different types of rats in the world. However, based on the mutated rats Cloudhawk had seen in the past, they weren’t exactly very powerful.

      As for the mission report, it similarly didn’t seem to suggest that this task would be particularly difficult. And yet, Cloudhawk knew that there was no way things could be as simple as they appeared. Their employer hadn’t described the various abilities these mutated rats possessed, but the promised rewards testified as to how deadly this mission would be. And in truth, Cloudhawk was completely stunned by the value of this contract.

      Hard currency was rarely used in the wastelands, with barter in gunpowder, firearms, weapons, medicine, and food being the most common forms of trade. Aside from these common items, there was something else that was quite expensive and coveted by many. Certain special materials could be extracted from mutated animals and plants and mixed together according to an extremely complicated alchemical formula to form a type of medicine known as an “enhancement mutagen”.

      Enhancement mutagens had an extremely simple effect – they stimulated the body and facilitated the development of new metapowers or strengthening of existing ones, allowing the user to become even more powerful… and that was exactly what would be awarded to them if they completed this mission. Enhancement mutagens, as well as many other valuable items.

      This reward was a staggeringly valuable fortune! Missions like this were truly rare. Not only would it bring them enormous wealth, it could also allow the company as a whole to grow much stronger. Cloudhawk was a newbie; if he didn’t take part in this mission, he wouldn’t be given any part of the spoils or receive any of the rewards. Maybe Slyfox told the truth for once. Maybe he really is doing this out of the kindness of his heart.

      There would be a certain degree of danger, of course. The wastelands were forsaken by the gods, and so manna would never descend from the heavens. The organization which issued this mission was one of the major powers of the wastelands, and every single mission they issued had most certainly been researched carefully before the relevant rewards were assigned. The promised payout really was directly correlated to the danger of the mission.

      Cloudhawk’s dream was to leave the wastelands, but actually delving through the wastes was no easy feat! More than anything else, he needed to grow more powerful and acquire more armor and armaments. How could he possibly ignore such a tempting, lucrative opportunity? Cloudhawk immediately felt much more relaxed about this mission.

      Mad Dog began issuing equipment to the rest of the Tartarus mercenaries. Nothing in the wastelands was ever handed out for free; if you wanted equipment, you had to pay a fee for it. The equipment pool for the mercenary company was considered shared property so each person had to earn “credit” in order to take equipment out of the pool. Credit was earned in a very simple way; you donated equipment or items you didn’t need to the pool and you would earn credit for it. You would also earn credit for going out on missions alongside the rest of the company.

      Cloudhawk had two guns but no bullets. Three points of credit were needed for a single shotgun shell, while just one point of credit was needed for an ordinary 9 mm bullet. Generally speaking, a single strip of rat jerky also cost a single point of credit. Cloudhawk was brand new in Tartarus and hadn’t been out on any missions the past month; how could he possibly afford any of this expensive equipment?

      Mad Dog waved his hand impatiently. “Fuck it, I’ll give it to you on loan. You can pay me back after this mission is done. I’ll just charge you a tiny bit of interest, just 50%!”

      50% was “just a tiny bit” of interest?! “You are a freaking robber!”

      “The fuck you talking about, kid?” Mad Dog cursed loudly, “I don’t even know if you’ll survive this mission. This isn’t robbery. This is a high-risk loan, got it? I’m taking on the risk of getting nothing back at all. If you don’t want to take my offer, you can go fuck yourself.”

      There was nothing he could do. Cloudhawk had to just hold his nose and accept the offer. A short while later, ten pistol bullets and four shotgun shells fell into his pouch.

      Blackflag Outpost’s gunpowder was all hand-crafted and as a result, the quality wasn’t all that high, with the quantity being fairly low as well. Still, at least it was safe to use… usually.

      “Right. Your leather armor is already finished.” Mad Dog tossed a suit of wolf-skin leather armor to Cloudhawk. This suit of armor had been crafted from the alpha rotwolf Cloudhawk slew and was fairly sturdy and had good defensive properties. “The cost of producing this armor was around twenty points of credit. Need any close combat weapons?”

      “I already have what I need.”

      A poor broke bastard like Cloudhawk would avoid using firearms whenever possible; as a result, cold weapons would always be what he primarily relied on. The mercenaries held quite a few cold weapons in their armory, including sabers, sword, hammers, and axes. Cloudhawk already had his exorcist rod so he needed no other types of equipment.

      “Where the hell did you even find that thing, kid?” Mad Dog glanced sideways at the staff on Cloudhawk’s back. His experienced eye appraised this tri-edged screw-bladed staff as an extremely sharp weapon that could be used to stab or to slash. If it pierced an opponent’s body, even if the opponent didn’t die right away, he would still find it difficult to stem the blood loss from such a jagged wound. It truly was a fine close combat weapon.

      “Here’s a skinning knife. Take it.” Mad Dog tossed Cloudhawk a short dagger then instructed, “We’re about to head out. You’ll be responsible for keeping Woola on his leash. For this mission, you are in charge of Woola.”

      The Tartarus Company had always used Woola as their guard dog, but this mission was rather special: given how alert Woola’s nose was, his tracking abilities would most likely come in handy. Thus, they brought him along as well.

      The reason they assigned a rookie like Cloudhawk responsibility for Woola was partially because the two of them had become fairly close over the past month. It was also because they knew that Cloudhawk had very little actual combat experience and was fairly weak. Woola was a bloodthirsty savage, but at least he was also a powerful combatant. Assigning Woola to Cloudhawk was a way for them to help the newbie out.

      Woola let out a few barking growls as he ran over on all six legs. He seemed to be quite displeased by the fact that he would be under Cloudhawk’s control. Woola’s strength was simply incredible; even though Cloudhawk was now much stronger than when he had first arrived, he was still essentially being pulled forward by Woola rather than vice versa.

      “Car’s here!”

      “Prepare to head out!”

      The mercenaries were all fully outfitted with armor, masks, cloaks, and other strange weapons and types of equipment. This squad truly did represent the uniqueness and character of the wastelands.
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      The wastelands were vast without end. It was nearly impossible to travel through them on foot, making reliable forms of transportation incredibly important. The quality of the transportation network in the wastelands was uniformly poor. Although large excavator outposts often had tamed beasts that could be used for transport or shoddily-assembled vehicles, there was a limit to how many vehicles or beasts they could acquire. In the end, only a tiny fraction of people ever had a chance to use them.

      Given how innately ferocious most mutabeasts were, there were very few that could be tamed and trained to serve as mounts. It also took an extremely long period of time to find and capture young beasts, and raise them into full adulthood. This entire process was very expensive and had a high chance of failure, making every single mutabeast mount an incredibly valuable possession.

      As for the wastelander vehicles, they were assembled from a wide variety of random parts, most of which had been dug up from the ground. Other parts were taken from captured vehicles won in field battles. Some of the crudest parts required could even be self-manufactured! In general, it was quite a feat to be able to get these things to even move. However, you could forget about producing a vehicle that could truly conquer the rugged terrain and inhospitable environs of the wastelands.

      Mutabeast mounts needed food and water, while wastelander vehicles needed gasoline.

      Due to these various constraints, most wastelanders were confined to a very small area around the outposts. Only blood-drinking madmen like the mercenaries of the Tartarus Company would dare venture farther afield into more dangerous areas. The Tartarus mercenaries were amongst the oldest organizations of Blackflag Outpost and had built up a collection of transports over the years.

      This time, Slyfox mobilized five wastelands vehicles. Four were off-road vehicles while the fifth was a freight truck. It had been quite some time since Blackflag Outpost had seen a caravan like this set out!

      The bumpers on the Tartarus vehicles had all been torn off and replaced with sharp spikes, while the car doors, roofs, and tires were all studded with spikes as well. These four ridiculously barbaric-looking vehicles resembled enormous steel hedgehogs as their gear-like tires tore through the ground, which was why the mercenaries often referred to them as their “iron hedgehogs”.

      As for their freight trucks, they were enormous in size. Each freight truck had eight tires and had two enormous slabs of steel fastened to the front of the car, with each slab of steel angled at 30 degrees. Behind the truck was an ugly cage-like carriage. On the whole, it looked like some sort of skeletal creepy-crawly creature. And so, the Tartarus mercenaries had given it a friendly nickname – the “iron lizard”.

      The Tartarus mercenaries often used these vehicles. In order to avoid mishaps and vehicular damage, they spent quite some time adjusting them and reinforcing them as necessary. Although the vehicles remained exceptionally ugly and had no aesthetic appeal at all, from a functional standpoint, they were more or less decently equipped to deal with the harshness of the wastelands.

      In addition to the vehicles, there were eight bigfoot birds that let out strange cries as eight fully equipped mercenaries rode atop them.

      Cooke was going to be the leader for the mounted mercenaries on this mission. Cooke was fairly strong even amongst the mercenaries and was more than qualified to be the captain of the mounted division. His weapon of choice was a long billhook that was seven feet long! This weapon had the best attributes of both scythes and spears. It could be used in a mounted charge and also be used to slash and hack. It was the perfect weapon for a cavalryman.

      They had a main force, auxiliary forces, scouts, rearguards, training, and tactics. This mercenary company would be considered an elite outfit anywhere in the entire wastelands… and every single member of the company was exceptionally talented and very experienced. They were extremely powerful in combat and more than capable of dealing with the vast majority of dangers.

      However… what was the most dangerous thing in the wastelands?

      The schemes of other men!

      Terrifying natural disasters, brutal beast waves… in the end, nothing held a candle when compared to the dark hearts of other men. Humans are by nature communal animals that needed to live amongst others of their race, and so it was necessary to always be wary of the danger posed by other people. Countless real life examples proved that sometimes, humans could be even more savage than any beast and even more dreadful than any natural disaster.

      This was an era of chaos. It was almost impossible to find a group of brothers and friends you could truly rely on.

      The mercenaries might be crude, rough, lawless, and brutal, but at least they were very unified and loyal to each other. This loyalty was something Cloudhawk had slowly come to recognize during the month he’d been with them. The reason the Tartarus mercenaries had been able to survive for so long was most likely due to their unity, something incredibly rare in a place like the wastelands.

      “Come back soon!” The other warriors of the outpost all waved farewell to the mercenaries. Even Grizzly and the members of the elite squad were there to send them off. Every so often, their gazes would flicker as they glanced at Cloudhawk, strange looks in their eyes.

      The gates to the outpost swung open. The mercenaries were officially heading out!

      Cloudhawk, Woola, and the eight bigfoot bird riders were all assigned seats aboard the iron lizard. Bigfoot birds were excellent mounts, but the mercenaries only had so many of them. If they were forced to run a hundred kilometers alongside the vehicles, they’d probably be exhausted by the time they were actually needed in battle.

      The five vehicles rumbled out in a straight line. Two iron hedgehogs led the way while two brought up the rear, with the iron lizard in the very middle as this squad of elite mercenaries drove deeper into the rolling yellow sands of the desert wastelands.

      The wastelands were so vast as to engender despair in those who tried to traverse it, and countless ruins and skeletons were hidden beneath its sands. It had been roughly a month and a half since the last time Cloudhawk traversed these sands, but this time, his emotions were completely different.

      The Tartarus mercenaries looked like a long, sinuous yellow dragon that slowly wound its way out of Blackflag Outpost’s territory and made its way deeper into the seared desert wastelands.

      None of them noticed that as they moved, a group of men outfitted in strange equipment were furtively positioned nearby the outpost. It seemed like they were keeping a close watch on what was happening inside the outpost.

      The leader of this group was a muscular man who seemed to brim with strength and vitality. His skin was raven-black and gleamed with a slick oil that made him look almost metallic. He was completely bald, but two crude-looking bull horns could be seen atop his head. As for his weapon, it was an enormous great sword that was the height of a normal human being.

      This weapon had to weigh at least a hundred pounds. Only a man of enormous strength would be capable of wielding such a thing… and clearly, this man was one. Just as clearly, he was a mutant. But despite his crude appearance and brutal demeanor, he had a pair of cold, viper-like eyes that were filled with deathly calm as he stared unblinkingly at that settlement in the sands - Blackflag Outpost.

      Right at this moment, a comparatively slimmer mutant came running towards him. This person’s entire body was covered with grayish-white feathers. He had a sharp mouth and bird-like feet, with wings that grew out of his back and suggested he was perhaps capable of flight. This second person let out a soft growl: “Number two, things are gonna work out better this time, right? This demon hunter is pretty tough. Number four died by her hands.”

      “Don’t worry, number three. I’ve already looked carefully into this matter. She came to the wastelands by herself so there is no chance that any other demon hunter will appear here. Do you really think this woman is strong enough to fight against our master, all by herself?” The horned man’s eyes flickered with murderous hatred. “This woman killed a number of our friends. Let’s make her death a slow one.”

      The winged mutant let out an owl-like hoot of laughter.

      She had dared to journey deep into the wastelands by herself? She dared to try and hunt down their master by herself? What a foolish woman!

      ……

      The endless sands of the wastelands danced in the air, rising upwards into the sky and towards the setting sun as a wild wind blew through the wastelands. It was dusk now. The wastelands were at sea level and the blazing red sun was slowly sinking down past the horizon. A squad of vehicles suddenly emerged from the horizon in front of the sun, looking almost like a mirage generated by the foul, twisted air.

      The land in front of the convoy already looked quite different from the lands it had left. All sorts of completely random buildings and ruins were intermingled together in layered rings, and all sorts of ancient refuse and garbage could be seen everywhere. A number of enormous, ancient metal buildings looked as though they were planted in the sea of sand. They looked almost like giant shipwrecked ships that had sunken halfway into the sea.

      Slyfox was in the leading, fastest vehicle. He turned his head and hollered backwards, “Everyone, slow down a bit. We’ve entered the mission area. The geography here is pretty weird and there’re a lot of ruins here. Be careful, all of you!”

      “Got it!” the mercenaries all simultaneously barked out energetically.

      Woola noticed that Cloudhawk had actually started to doze off a bit. He opened his massive maw and gave Cloudhawk a hard bite on the thigh. Cloudhawk reacted like a cat whose tail had been stepped on and he very nearly fell off the ugly iron lizard.

      “Woola, what the hell!” But Woola only barked right into his face.

      Mad Dog was using a tattered piece of cloth to polish his snow-bright machetes, a crude cigarette hanging from his lips. He mumbled indistinctly, “Ruins like this are the perfect place for mutabeasts to hide… and there might be sweeper units hiding here as well. Starting now, you need to keep your eyes peeled.”

      Cooke offered Cloudhawk a lit cigarette. “Want a smoke?”

      Cloudhawk shook his head. “I don’t smoke.”

      Cooke smirked. “You don’t smoke? You flippin’ pansy.”

      Cloudhawk was too proud to take an insult like that lying down. He angrily grabbed the cigarette and took a very deep puff. The crude ingredients Blackflag Outpost used to produce cigarettes instantly assaulted his lungs, making him feel as if a ball of fire had just flown into his throat and was burning him from the inside. Cloudhawk coughed so loudly that he nearly passed out for lack of air.

      “HAH!”

      “Rookie’s completely useless.”

      “Drink some water and calm down.” One of the kinder mercenaries tossed Cloudhawk a canteen of water, who lifted it to his mouth and gulped it down without even thinking. Alas, it seemed as if the canteen were filled with acid, not water. Cloudhawk’s face instantly turned beet-red and he immediately spewed all of the liquid out.

      Motherfucker. This was moonshine!

      The mercenaries slapped their legs as they roared with laughter. Ever since this kid joined their ranks, he had provided them with endless amusement. During this past month, they teased him rather mercilessly whenever they had nothing better to do.

      Right at this moment, a voice rang out from the leading vehicle. It was one of the mercenaries calling out: “Careful, careful! There’s something up ahead!”

      The mercenaries instantly went on full alert and Cloudhawk hurriedly pulled out his staff. A group of animals had suddenly appeared to the front and left of their convoy. There were roughly twenty of the creatures, each roughly the size of a wolf-dog. They had red eyes, fur that looked as tough as steel, and they were running at incredible speed towards the convoy.

      “Dire rats!” The words came unbidden from Cloudhawk’s lips. These creatures were, without question, the dire rats that described in the mission description. These things really were astonishingly large. Although they still looked like rats, they were nearly as large as ordinary rotwolves. Cloudhawk had never seen such enormous rats before.

      So they finally found their targets! Two of the mercenaries drew their short bows and let fly two arrows. Two of the dire rats let out miserable screeches as they collapsed to the floor. When the other dire rats saw this, they seemed to understand the danger they were in and all of them turned to flee in another direction.

      “Hah!”

      “You aren’t running anywhere!”

      Two of the vehicles accelerated after them. One of the enormous mutant rats was struck head-on and crushed beneath an enormous tire, its innards bursting out of its body. The mercenaries continued to accelerate, managing to crush a few more of the dire rats. The feeling of flesh being crushed beneath their vehicles was absolutely intoxicating for them.

      “Chase’m down!”

      “Crush’m all!”

      Two of the iron hedgehogs were already far ahead of the rest of the convoy, and they managed to crush and kill seven or eight of the dire rats. No matter how fierce and savage the dire rats were, they were still made of flesh and blood; how could they possibly resist being crushed by these metal monsters? Maybe this mission wouldn’t be as tough as they’d thought!

      But just as Cloudhawk was thinking this, he suddenly heard a startled cry from up ahead.

      “Watch out!” One of the iron hedgehogs suddenly lost its balance, kicking up an enormous storm of sand as it flew into the air, flipped over, and then came crashing to the ground. Fortunately, the mercenaries seated atop the iron hedgehog were all very nimble. As soon as the vehicle lost its balance, they immediately fled and so avoided being crushed underneath.

      What the hell had happened? Why had a perfectly fine vehicle suddenly flipped over?

      The other four vehicles came to a halt. Cloudhawk pulled out a cloth and used it to cover his face, protecting it from the blowing sands. Black tri-bladed staff in hand, he disembarked and followed the other mercenaries over to find out what was going on.

      “Slyfox, Mad Dog, look here. This…”

      Cloudhawk squeezed in to take a closer look. The overturned iron hedgehog was planted firmly into the ground, its two front tires apparently smeared with some sort of incredibly corrosive green liquid. The tires had been almost completely melted and even the metal parts had suffered severe damage. This vehicle was more or less completely wrecked.

      “Acid! One of those mutant rats probably had acid blood inside it. The mission report didn’t say anything about acid rats!” Slyfox began to frown as he scanned the surroundings. “Screw it. The geography here is very complicated and we won’t be able to drive this car any further. Let’s find a safe place to spend the night. We’ll finish mapping this place out tomorrow.”

      The mercenaries couldn’t help but all mutter at the bad luck of it all. As for Cloudhawk, he was simply amazed. These mutant rats were incredible; their blood was apparently so acidic that it could corrode even metal. If any of it fell on him, his flesh and bones would probably all rot away. Hell, even a single drop of that acid would be enough to ruin him!

      Cooke walked past Cloudhawk and patted him on the shoulders. “All sorts of weird critters in the world these days. Let’s go!”
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      The blue skies were clear and devoid of all clouds, but sand continued to descend upon the world like snow. The golden rays of the fiery sun filled the wastelands with light, causing the grit to crackle and pop under the heat. The brutal heat baked the ground so much that cracks could be seen everywhere.

      The searing heat of the sun was many times more intense than it had been during the Ancient Times. The vast majority of creatures that lived in the Old Times would be unable to survive such temperatures, but those weaker creatures had long since been transformed into dusty, dry bones. The only creatures that could survive were those that had already adapted to this new, brutal environment.

      Mad Dog let out a bestial howl as he swung his two machetes. Two of the giant rats next to him were instantly chopped in half and a large amount of foul, corrupted blood sprayed out of their bodies.

      Right after he had dealt with those two, another one suddenly charged him. Mad Dog dodged sideways, avoiding the giant rat’s furious charge. Cloudhawk seized the moment to nimbly charge forward, giving the giant rat no time to flee as he thrust his tri-bladed staff into its head.

      “Careful!”

      “Another acid rat!”

      Cooke led the bigfoot cavalry in a hasty retreat from the front lines, with a large group of giant rats chasing them. One of the rats looked somewhat smaller, but it was rounder and its skin had an oily green color. Anyone who took a closer look at the rats would be able to notice that it looked rather different.

      Acid rats were a type of special mutated rat. They contained numerous acid sacs inside their body and normally would slowly build up and store powerful acid within those sacs. When they needed to fight, they would be able to spit acid up to several meters at their targets. The worst thing was that not only did they have acid sacs in their bodies, their skin was covered with large amounts of acid as well. Any ordinary weapon used to stab one of them would be instantly corroded and rendered useless, and the acidic blood spraying from the wound would also be enough to cause enormous harm to anyone splashed by it.

      One of their iron hedgehogs was ruined yesterday by one of these creatures!

      Pff. Pff. Two globes of acid came flying at them! Cloudhawk and Mad Dog hurriedly dodged, and the two giant rats they slew just moments ago were hit head-on by the acid. Their tough fur and flesh quickly began to steam and hiss as they melted into puddles of bile, leaving only the bones behind… but a few moments later, even the bones started to melt.

      Mad Dog howled, “Kill it, quick!”

      Cloudhawk switched the tri-blade staff from his right hand to his left hand and pulled out his revolver. Just as the acid rat was about to attack a second time, Cloudhawk shot it straight in the mouth. It was a lethal strike. The creature instantly slumped to the ground, its entire body starting to dissolve as the acid began to pool around it and corrode a hole in the ground.

      Now that the acid rat was dead, Mad Dog had nothing else to worry about. His machetes rose and fell as though he were chopping vegetables and he instantly chopped four of those enormous rats into mincemeat. Woola came bounding over as well to help and soon the giant rats were finally and completely disposed of.

      Cloudhawk wiped the blood off of his tri-bladed staff. As he was doing so, Cooke came riding over on his bigfoot bird. “Slyfox found a cave for us. We’ve already swept the perimeter clean. We can go hide there for now.”

      Mad Dog and Cloudhawk followed Cooke towards the cave. It was a vicious battle and a number of them were injured. The mercenary company looked a bit bedraggled.

      Mad Dog’s irascible temper was thoroughly aroused. He crushed a large rock to pieces beneath his boot and began cursing loudly. “The mission report was complete bullshit. They estimated around two hundred rats, but there has to be at least five hundred of the little fuckers!”

      Not only were these giant rats tough to deal with, there were several times more of them than had been reported. Right now, they couldn’t even be sure exactly how many of the creatures existed.

      Rather tired, Cloudhawk slumped against the entrance to the cave as he inspected his revolver. He had expended a total of three bullets. He reloaded the revolver and re-holstered it on his waist.

      This location offered them a good vantage point, allowing them to clearly see everything in the area up to a distance of ten kilometers. From here, the ruins in this place looked like giant centipedes that slithered on the ground, forming a large number of squat “mountain” ridges.

      From here, he could see a large number of strange buildings and destroyed statues. One squat mountain was particularly eye-catching; it looked almost as though it had been sliced through by an enormous shearing knife, leaving behind a smooth, slick surface on top. However, right on top of it was a sharp pyramid roughly ten or so meters long that “grew” out of the mountain in a strange manner.

      The metallic pyramid was severely corroded. In both material and form, it looked very different from the other buildings of the Ancient Times. It looked more like it had been created in another world before being planted here.

      “Weird, right?” The bear-sized Cooke walked over to Cloudhawk. “This place is a classic example of dimensional overlap. Supposedly, long ago our world suddenly began to suffer from dimensional overlapping for some strange reason. The clash of dimensions resulted in the destruction of the old civilization and changed our world. All sorts of strange things were brought into our world. That thing over there? It’s a good example of something from another world. That’s why it looks so bizarre.”

      “How do you even know these things?” Cloudhawk looked skeptically at the man. “You are just making this stuff up.”

      “Bah! Two years ago, when I was out on a mission, I encountered a bunch of weirdoes who called themselves “seekers”. They were the ones who told me all this. Hell, I don’t know if any of it is true either!” Cooke lit a cigarette as he sat down and offered one to Cloudhawk as well. “World’s gone to shit. Doesn’t really matter, I suppose. Cig?”

      Cloudhawk now had a little more experience than before. This time, he took a much smaller puff on the cigarette but still ended up coughing a few times. “Seekers? What are seekers?”

      “No clue. Bunch of crazy dudes that spend all their time searching for the “truth” and the “answer”. All they want is to bring back the civilization and technology that was lost to us ages ago. Still, they seem to be pretty influential in the wastelands.” Cooke shook his head and tossed another canteen over to Cloudhawk. “You’ll find all sorts of weirdoes in the wastelands. Nothing to be surprised over.”

      “True. Nothing to be surprised over.” Cloudhawk took a sniff, first verifying it was water before he took a large gulp from the canteen. A cool, refreshing feeling permeated his body.

      “Come to think of it, you didn’t do half-bad just now. I didn’t expect that you could fight, kid.”

      Cloudhawk responded rather irritably, “You guys spent a month beating the shit out of me every day. Is it really that surprising that I learned a few tricks?”

      Cooke began to roar with laughter. “Not bad, kid. You hid it from everyone. Let’s spar a bit once we get back home.”

      Cloudhawk snorted. “I’ll knock your teeth out.”

      “That’s a pretty ballsy claim. I’ll remember it!”

      “Everyone, gather around!” Slyfox summoned everyone to him and then proclaimed: “This mission is more complicated than we expected. We have no idea how many rats there are, but judging by the current situation, there has to be at least five hundred of the little bastards. This place is too big; there’s no way for us to scout out the entire place.”

      The mercenaries began to mutter and curse. Mad Dog said irritably, “Then have you come up with an idea? You can’t seriously expect us to fight against this many giant rats.”

      Slyfox was the first captain of the Tartarus mercenaries and was also their principal mastermind. Generally speaking, it was his job to find solutions to any thorny problems they encountered.

      “A very stupid idea.”

      “A stupid idea?”

      “There are twenty-five of us. So long as we can avoid fighting more than forty of those giant rats at once, and so long as we can avoid making any major mistakes, we won’t suffer any casualties in battle.” Slyfox hesitated a few seconds before continuing. “I’ve already scanned the local area. There’s a couple of flat-topped mountains in the area around us with very few places for the rats to hide. We still have plenty of water, and we can eat most of the ordinary giant rats. In my opinion, we can fight and win a war of attrition against them.”

      “Starting now, we aren’t going to go any deeper into this place; the only thing we’re gonna do is hunt down small packs of those giant rats. If we encounter large swarms of them, we’ll figure out a way to split’m up and then trap them in batches. We’ll slowly wipe’m all out in a safe, stable manner as we advance… and in the end, we’ll find that rat king!”

      So the plan was for them to slowly wipe out the rats through attrition? After they killed a few hundred of the critters, they would then come up with a way to kill the rat king? This really was a pretty stupid idea. But, it also was a potentially effective one.

      Cloudhawk let out a yawn. It looked like they were going to be busy.

      The Tartarus mercenaries were elite wastelander warriors. Each of them had their own unique skills, giving them tremendous power and flexibility as a group. Slyfox made a few special arrangements and ordered the entire company to move.

      Woola was given a very important task. They were going to depend on his sense of smell to find the various rat packs, which the mercenaries would then bait into traps and wipe out in batches.

      By the end of the day, they had slain over a hundred of the giant rats. The total value of that much rat meat alone was quite significant. As for the mercenaries, they had suffered no casualties at all. This result was an absolutely dazzling achievement!

      They continued with the program the next day. However, Cloudhawk noticed that the number of giant rats in the area had noticeably lessened. By nightfall, they had only killed around fifty of the giant rats... and by the third day, there were virtually no giant rats to be found anywhere.

      The mercenaries were all rather puzzled. Still, they didn’t spend too much time pondering this change. Most likely, these giant rats were territorial in nature. After they wiped out all the giant rats in one area, the giant rats in the other areas wouldn’t immediately come pouring in, resulting in an empty region for a period of time. This situation actually wasn’t that uncommon in the wastelands. Since they already wiped out the giant rats in this area, the mercenaries decided that they would begin to slowly wipe out the rats in the surrounding areas as well.

      “Woola!” Cloudhawk had Woola on the leash. Woola ran up ahead while the twenty-plus mercenaries moved through the exposed parts of the wastelands. Woola spent more than an hour running forward before he suddenly came to a halt in front of a valley and began braying and barking towards it.

      “There’s a small group of giant rats up ahead.” Cloudhawk wore a pair of protective goggles and had swathed his face in cloth. His shotgun was on his back, his staff was in his right hand, and he was dressed in leather armor; he rather looked like a proper mercenary right now. “There are roughly twenty to thirty of them.”

      Mad Dog didn’t even hesitate. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s go in and wipe’m out!”

      Cloudhawk gave the gorge another glance. It looked very dark and narrow. For some reason, he had a bad feeling about this place. “Something feels off.”

      Mad Dog didn’t understand what Cloudhawk was saying. “Woola’s sense of smell is never wrong!”

      “The four of you, wait here. Report back immediately if something happens.” Slyfox also trusted Woola’s senses, but his cautious nature led him to leave behind four mercenaries to stand guard. “We’ll go in and deal with them as quickly as we can.” Twenty or thirty giant rats were nothing to this group of crack mercenaries.

      This gorge was extremely dark, narrow, and deep. As Cloudhawk followed the mercenaries in, the bad feeling in his heart only grew stronger and stronger. He had the nagging feeling that something was wrong, but was unable to put a finger on it.

      Finally, they reached the deepest depths of the gorge.

      “What the hell is going on?” Mad Dog stared at the empty gorge, his hideous black face twisting into a scowl. “Did Woola really fuck up?”

      The region was completely empty. The ground was covered in rubble and there was nowhere else to go. Not a single giant rat was to be seen anywhere. It made no sense!

      Cloudhawk suddenly saw something in front of him. He immediately charged forward, using his staff to bash aside a few rocks. When he saw what lay hidden underneath the rocks, his face instantly turned white.

      The other mercenaries crowded around to take a look. When they saw it, strange looks appeared on their faces as well… because a large pile of rat hair and rat dung could be seen beneath the rocks. Woola’s nose had been functioning perfectly. These things had been left buried no more than a few hours ago at most.

      Even Slyfox and Mad Dog stared with jaws agape at this strange sight. Cooke, however, didn’t seem to understand the gravity of the situation. The burly mercenary actually began to roar with laughter: “Are you shitting me? Don’t tell me that these giant rats set a trap for us, that they schemed to lure us into this place? Ahahaha…”

      But just a heartbeat later, he stopped laughing… because he realized no one else was laughing with him. He felt quite awkward!

      Cloudhawk wasn’t amused in the slightest. Instead, he felt a cold chill go down his spine. Although he had experienced countless terrors during the past two months, this time was different. A strange, terrifying thought was floating through his mind…

      Did these damn rats really set a trap… and succeed in tricking humans into falling for it?!
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      Cloudhawk’s thoughts were slowly consumed by this terrifying possibility. Had the giant rats been spying on the mercenaries for the past few days? Had they first gotten a handle on how the mercenaries behaved, and then set a special trap to wipe them all out in one go?

      Impossible. He had to be imagining things. This notion was shocking, ridiculous, impossible, and unbelievable. But when Cloudhawk took another glance at the rat hair and then at the local geography, he couldn’t help but turn even paler. The only way the little bastards could’ve set a trap like this was if they were almost as intelligent as human beings!

      Giant rats were amongst the lowest type of mutabeasts in existence. In both the Ancient Times and in the modern era, they were at the very bottom of the food chain. Cloudhawk refused to believe that rats could come up with a scheme like this. This entire world has gone mad!

      The unsteady look on Slyfox’s face suggested that he had the same thoughts as Cloudhawk, even though neither voiced them. Still, Slyfox was a very experienced man who had encountered many dangerous events in his life. He didn’t hesitate in the slightest as he immediately called out, “Withdraw!”

      Everyone came back to their senses. Right at this moment, a series of noises could be heard from the entrance to the valley. A pair of gunshots sounded out, followed by miserable screams. The mercenaries stationed outside were in trouble!

      Mad Dog immediately ordered, “Cooke, Woola, go take a look!” Woola was the fastest member of the mercenary squad, his six legs allowing him to bound forward with the speed of a cyclone. Right behind him were eight wastelander cavalrymen riding their bigfoot birds, with the other mercenaries frantically running towards the entrance to the gorge.

      That uneasy feeling in Cloudhawk’s mind grew stronger and stronger. Something really bad was going to happen!

      Just a few minutes later, Woola came bounding back. His body was covered in wounds and only six of the eight mercenary cavalry came back, with Cooke supporting an injured one. The injured cavalryman’s chest was torn apart with bite marks and looked like the rats had chewed their way into his innards. The most deadly wound was the one on his neck, where his carotid artery seemed to have been severed.

      “I need a medic!”

      Several mercenaries frantically ran over, wanting to help, but the man’s injuries were catastrophic. There was no way to stop the bleeding and blood continued to spew out of him. He struggled to open his eyes and reached out with a mangled hand to weakly clasp a nearby mercenary. He summoned all of the energy he had to say: “We’re completely surrounded outside. I’m not gonna make it. Leave me and… get the hell… out of…”

      Right at that moment, a tidal wave of strange squeaks suddenly rang out from outside. These were the sounds giant rats made… and it seemed as though there were countless rats right outside! The mercenaries all felt as though they had been doused in cold water as the final strand of hope they felt was extinguished!

      “What the hell is going on?” The furious Mad Dog charged straight towards Cooke, grabbing him roughly. “Where are the others? What happened to the others?!”

      Cooke just shook his head, a bitter look on his face. Just as Mad Dog was about to launch into an enraged tirade, the worst case scenario happened.

      A large number of giant rats began flooding into the gorge, surging towards them like a tide. Some burrowed under the ground while others crawled on the walls. There had to be at least five or six hundred of the critters at a minimum!

      Damn. This is almost as bad as a beast wave! Although the mercenaries were quite powerful, how could they possibly deal with such a large-scale attack by so many giant rats? The mercenaries began to withdraw, not even thinking about stopping to fight. Slyfox moved to grab the heavily injured cavalryman, only to discover that he had already passed away just a short while ago.

      The countless giant rats around them continued to surge closer and closer.

      “Screw it, withdraw!”

      “Withdraw!”

      “Withdraw!”

      The twenty-plus mercenaries all began to frantically retreat. While withdrawing, Cloudhawk stared wide-eyed as the dead mercenary on the ground was dragged like a ragdoll into an entire pack of savage giant rats. It was like he was dragged into the clutches of a horde of murderous children, and just a few seconds later, the corpse had been completely torn apart.

      Cloudhawk had spent roughly a month and a half at Blackflag Outpost. By now, he knew and was very familiar with every single mercenary in the Tartarus mercenary company. They loved to tease and torment him… and now, one of them had just died in front of Cloudhawk, with his body torn into shreds. Cloudhawk couldn’t help but feel miserable. Although he still really didn’t like Blackflag Outpost, he had to admit that he truly had become a member of the mercenary company.

      One of his comrades had just died in front of him and there hadn’t been a thing he could do about it. This fact induced a sensation of rage and grief as he powerlessly tightened his grasp around the black tri-bladed staff!

      Cloudhawk’s eyes were completely bloodshot by now. Right at this moment, one of the dog-sized giant rats pounced straight towards him, its mutated claws and fangs as sharp as knives. These creatures were incredibly deadly; if he allowed himself to be knocked down, he would be doomed.

      Cloudhawk lashed out with his staff and the blood-splattered giant rat came crashing down to the ground. Alas, the creature was incredibly tough and tenacious. Although it was heavily injured, it didn’t retreat; instead, it moved to attack in an even more berserk fashion. Right at this moment, two more giant rats appeared next to Cloudhawk. They were as agile as panthers and as savage as wolves, launching a pincer attack on the boy.

      “Fuck off!” Cloudhawk brandished his tri-blade staff, managing to just barely beat back two of the rats. The third one managed to make it past his defenses, leaping onto Cloudhawk and pouncing onto him, using its hooked claws to dig an enormous tear on the back of Cloudhawk’s leather armor.

      Cloudhawk spun his tri-blade staff backwards, using it to stab towards his own back! Several bloody wounds appeared on the giant rat’s body, but it continued to obstinately maintain its grip on Cloudhawk. It even attempted to climb up and tear at Cloudhawk’s neck! In this critical moment, the six-armed Woola came charging over. Woola grabbed the giant rat, threw it to the ground, and snapped a crushing bite at the giant rat’s head.

      “Let’s run, Woola!” Cloudhawk stabbed to death a giant rat that sought to ambush Woola. The creature’s foul, pungent blood spurted onto his face, but he didn’t even have time to wipe it off. They were completely surrounded by giant rats, all of which were leaping towards them.

      Crack! Crack! Crack! Three cracks rang out as Slyfox turned to fire off three shots in their direction. Three of the giant rats toppled to the ground. Cloudhawk and Woola hurriedly took advantage of the opening to follow after the rest of the mercenaries.

      “Don’t panic, rookies! Don’t panic! All of you, stay close to me!” Slyfox fired repeated long-distance shots, killing several of the deadly acid rats hidden amongst the many other giant rats. “Cooke’s up ahead searching for a place for us to hide!”

      Mad Dog was like a windmill meat grinder, swinging his snow-white machetes in every direction as he hacked open a path for the others. It didn’t matter how ferocious the giants rat were or how many of them attacked; all of them were hacked into mincemeat by Mad Dog’s deadly dance of machetes.

      Several of the wastelander cavalry on the bigfoot birds led the vanguard in their breakout attempt. Cooke led them through various twists and turns, somehow actually managing to discover a cave.

      “There’s a cave up ahead!”

      “Quick, into the cave!”

      The mercenaries fought their way all the way to the cave entrance. The cave was large enough for the mercenaries to hide in. If they barricaded themselves inside and just defended the entrance, their chances for survival would be exponentially higher!

      Just as the mercenaries were about to enter the cave, five particularly muscular giant rats came flying out from inside the cave. The vermin had actually set a small ambush for them! However, there weren’t enough of the rats to actually pose a danger to the mercenaries.

      “GRAAAH!” Mad Dog was like a maddened beast as he hacked all of the nearby giant rats into tiny pieces. Just as Mad Dog chopped the final giant rat apart, one final rat came bounding towards them from within the darkness. Without even pausing to think, Mad Dog moved to chop this rat apart as well.

      Slyfox’s eyes widened as he stared at the giant rat from afar. He let out a loud roar, “Blast rat! Dodge it!”

      This giant rat was smaller than most giant rats, but its fur was completely red. Under ordinary lighting, it would’ve stood out quite noticeably. Much like the acid rats, blast rats were a special type of mutant rats. They weren’t large, but their bodies contained an enormous amount of explosive materials inside. If it suddenly exploded, not only would Mad Dog and the surrounding mercenaries be caught in the blast, even the very cave itself would collapse.

      Without the protection of the cave, the mercenaries would be doomed! They’d be swamped and torn to bits by this endless wave of giant rats!

      Doomed. We’re doomed. It’s too late! But right at this critical moment, an incredibly agile black shadow shot forward, using its mouth to bite down on the blast rat. The black shadow’s six arms propelled it outwards at incredible speed as it instantly charged outside of the cave.

      Cloudhawk shouted loudly, “Danger! Get back here!”

      Woola shook his powerful head, sending the blast rat flying into the air… but it suddenly detonated just a second later. The rat had flown less than two meters away before exploding and it was like a grenade had detonated. An enormous ball of light and fire burst out with terrible power, blasting a crater into the ground. As for Woola, he was blown back by the force of the collision and knocked sprawling to the ground. His six arms twitched spasmodically, but he was unable to clamber back to his feet. Clearly, this wound was an extremely heavy one!

      “Woola!” Cloudhawk’s eyes instantly reddened. Cooke hurriedly moved forward to grab him and stop him from moving. “Don’t be rash!” Unexpectedly, Cloudhawk was so strong that Cooke wasn’t able to hold onto him. Cloudhawk ran forward near-hysterically, his steel staff knocking aside five giant rats that were about to attack Woola. Several of the giant rats had torn multiple gaping wounds in his body. By now, the ten-plus nearby giant rats had already completely focused their attention upon him and Woola.

      Slyfox raised his guns up high. The sound of gunfire rang out unabated, causing one giant rat after another to fall. Alas, more of the giant rats quickly charged forward to surround Cloudhawk once more. The sound of gunfire and bowstrings twanging could be heard. Thanks to the screening fire provided by the mercenaries, Cloudhawk finally managed to drag Woola back into the cave, his own body now also covered with wounds.

      Slyfox roared angrily towards Cloudhawk, “Are you mad? That was suicidal!”

      Cloudhawk turned to glare right back at Slyfox, his eyes still crimson. “I had to save Woola!”

      Even Slyfox was stunned by what he saw in Cloudhawk’s eyes. However, he quickly recovered. “Mad Dog, block them at the entranceway. Everyone else, help out!”

      Everyone frantically ran over to inspect Woola and see if they could treat his wounds… and their faces quickly turned grim. Woola’s injuries were absolutely grievous!

      Woola’s head had suffered the brunt of the explosion and half of his face was missing. One of his eyes was gone, as were two of his legs. They could even see his open, exposed skull! Woola was furiously panting for breath, but it was clear that he was on the verge of death.

      The mercenaries had raised Woola since he was young. He was a human, but was so highly mutated that there was no difference between him and a wild animal. They normally treated him as nothing more than a guard dog, but in their hearts, Woola was an indispensable member of the Tartarus mercenaries.

      Woola was an ugly, savage, bloodthirsty cannibal… but when the mercenaries were in danger, he had ignored his own safety and charged out to protect them. He had traded away his own life to give them a chance to live. He was nothing more than a wild animal, but he was far better than many “humans” in this day and age!

      Cloudhawk wanted to help Woola, but had no idea as to what he could do. “Hang on, Woola! Where’s the medicine? I need medicine! We need to treat Woola!” But the only response was silence.

      The mercenaries sighed silently. As for Woola, he opened his remaining eye and let out a low, mournful gurgle.

      Right then, Slyfox walked over to Cloudhawk, pulled out a dagger, and tossed it to him.

      Cloudhawk stared at Slyfox in disbelief before glanceing at Woola. “What are you saying?”

      “Woola’s in a lot of pain right now.” Slyfox’s own pudgy face was also contorted in grief. “He views you as a friend… which is why we’re gonna let you send’m on the final leg of his journey.”

      Send him on his final journey? Cloudhawk dumbly accepted the dagger and turned to look at the horrifically wounded Woola. Woola stared at Cloudhawk with his one good eye, a look of grief and agony in his gaze.

      “Woola wants to keep livin’, but he can’t live much longer. There’s no place in the wastelands that can treat injuries like this… and even if he did by some miracle manage to survive, the only thing waiting for him would be a life as a cripple. You know exactly what that sort of life would be!” A heavy look on his face, Slyfox explained to Cloudhawk, “As a man, ya gotta make sure you live up to the trust your battle-brothers place in you. This is Woola’s final wish, and a chance for us to relieve’m of his pain.”

      Woola was beyond rescue. Cloudhawk knew this… but he just couldn’t accept it. The powerful vital energy that made this mutant so strong was now a curse trapping him in a cage of agony, preventing his death. The one and only thing they could do for him was to relieve him of his pain.

      But… Woola saved my life! How can I kill him?

      Slyfox said heavily, “You grew up in the wastelands. By now, you should’ve learned to look death straight in the face. This is something every wastelander has to learn and experience. It is a crazy world we live in. Stayin’ alive ain’t always a good thing and dying can be a form of release. D’ya unnerstand what I’m sayin’? Don’t waste any more time. Woola’s in a lotta pain right now!”

      Cloudhawk was silent for a few seconds as he waged a mental war with himself, before slowly lifting the dagger. He murmured softly, “Farewell, Woola. Make sure you aren’t reborn into the wastelands in your next life.”

      As the dagger descended, Woola opened his remaining eye one final time. The only look in his eyes was that of gratitude.
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      By now, Mad Dog had already hacked countless giant rats to pieces at the entrance of the cave. He was so soaked in gore that he looked like he was just dragged out of a lake of blood, with bits and pieces of flesh plastering his entire body. It was impossible to tell how much of it was his and how much of it belonged to the giant rats.

      These terrifying mutabeasts were individually much weaker than the rotwolves, but they were actually even more savage and suicidally bloodthirsty.

      Slyfox patted Cloudhawk on the shoulders and called out to the nearby mercenaries, “Help out!” No matter how powerful he was, Mad Dog was close to spent. The giant rat blood was both poisonous and bacteria-laden, and Mad Dog’s entire body was covered with both wounds and rat blood. He was already in very bad shape. Once he fell, the rest of the mercenaries would be in trouble!

      Cloudhawk picked up his shotgun and followed the other mercenaries as they charged towards the cave entrance. He seemed to let his fury explode alongside the shells of the shotgun, firing blasts that instantly knocked down multiple attacking giant rats.

      Suddenly, there was a shift within the ranks of the rat swarm. Multiple green-furred acid rats and red-furred blast rats began to stealthily advance. Once these dangerous and highly mutated rats reached the entrance of the cave, they would inflict grievous injuries on the mercenaries. These creatures were the bane of all close-combat fighters. No matter what, they couldn’t let them get closer to Mad Dog!

      Slyfox didn’t waste a single bullet. Each shot was fired with perfect accuracy and struck one of the special mutant rats dead-center, ensuring that they were disposed of safely and outside the “critical zone”. The battle around the entrance grew increasingly frenzied, with blood and gore splashing everywhere. Rat corpses piled up into miniature hills, with a literal river of foul blood flowing out!

      They had to have killed at least sixty or seventy of these giant rats. It was an absolute slaughterhouse, an unprecedentedly calamitous wastelands battle!

      The mercenaries had suffered extremely heavy casualties and their total combat power was slowly falling. Slyfox didn’t have many bullets left either. The worst part was, more and more giant rats continued to replenish the ranks of the fallen. From start to finish, their numbers had not diminished in the slightest!

      The swarm of giant rats was like an endless sea of chittering darkness. The mercenaries did their best to fend them off and stay alive, but they were like a tiny boat constantly at risk of being capsized by the stormy waves of the sea.

      Slyfox’s twin customized pistols continued to spit furious death, but they provided almost no deterrence to the fearless dire rats and the vermin continued to swarm forward. By now, Slyfox only had a single ammo clip left, while Mad Dog had suffered more than fifteen wounds. Even though he was an incredibly powerful metahuman, he was on the brink of collapse.

      As for Cloudhawk, he had long ago thrown away his shotgun. He held his tri-bladed staff in a double-handed grip and used it to continue to fight.

      By now, eighty or ninety dire rats had perished. The mercenary ranks were beginning to shrink as their casualties mounted as well.

      “Ahhh!” A bloody hole was torn into one of the vanguard mercenaries by the fangs of a giant rat. Slyfox hurriedly shot dead the offending rat, but even more giant rats swarmed the injured mercenary before the others had a chance to pull him out. He collapsed as his legs were torn to pieces, leaving behind virtually nothing besides his leg-bones. The mercenary did his best to clamber into the cave with his hands, but the giant rats dragged him back, his fingers leaving bloody marks on the cave floor. In the end, he disappeared into that endless sea of darkness.

      “DAMNIT!” The enraged mercenaries redoubled their efforts against the rats.

      The battle had already devolved into a war of attrition, a bloody fight where either side would win only a pyrrhic victory at best. It was clear, however, that the rats were present in such great numbers that they would eventually be able to crush the mercenaries. If this fight continued, it would only be a matter of time before the humans faced their doom.

      However… right at this moment, something completely unexpected happened. A shrill squeak rang out from within the rat swarm. The squeak was loud and incredibly sharp, boring straight into the ears of every single person and carrying with it an aura of majesty and dignity. It was as though the swarm had received orders from its king, as all of the rats instantly ceased their attacks and retreated a few dozen paces.

      The rat swarm suddenly parted and a giant rat that looked very different from the rest emerged from within. Its fur was completely white and slick, almost silken. It was able to both crawl around on all fours as well as walk upright on its hind legs. It was triple the size of an ordinary giant rat, almost on par with an ordinary human.

      A certain distance separated the two sides. The giant silver rat stood up straight on its hind legs and swept the humans with its beady black gaze. Every single human present could sense what that gaze held: intelligence, cruelty, remorselessness, and cold hate.

      Animals shouldn’t have gazes like that… and they shouldn’t look like that either! Judging by its head, its eyes, its nose, its ears, its mouth, and its knife-sharp claws, it looked just like any other ordinary rat… but its gaze, demeanor, and posture marked it as human!

      The rat king! This creature had to be the rat king! Even the most fearless of mercenaries who often ventured into the wastelands, when faced with this strange creature, would feel a sense of terror slowly seep deep into their very bones.

      The rat king stared at the stunned, exhausted, and heavily wounded mercenaries… and its sharp mouth slowly hooked upwards, resembling a mocking smile.

      Was it a smile? Perhaps it was. Perhaps it wasn’t. Perhaps the rat king didn’t really know what this expression signified, or perhaps it was just an automatic reflex on its part… but the effect was striking and bizarre.

      None of the humans present would ever be able to forget this sight. They were stunned, shocked, horrified… and most of all, they were in disbelief! By now Cloudhawk had seen many terrifying sights, but none of them could hold a candle to what he was seeing in front of him right now.

      Finally, the mercenaries understood why they were in such terrible shape. This mutant rat king their employer was interested in… it clearly was an intelligent ratling!

      Although they had already thought of this possibility once they were trapped and ambushed, for it to actually become real before their very eyes was something else entirely. Both rookies like Cloudhawk and experienced figures like Mad Dog and Slyfox all stared in disbelief at the rat king.

      Hell, who could accept this? This world really had gone mad. Otherwise, how could even rats have evolved to gain human-like intelligence?

      Slyfox was filled with bitter regret. If he had known what a freak this rat king was, he never would’ve dared accept this mission no matter how bold or greedy he was. This creature completely overturned his worldview and exceeded his imagination!

      The rat king had been commanding its army to attack, but had suffered extremely heavy casualties due to these humans being much stronger than expected. Although the rats had more than enough numbers to drown these humans under their weight, they would probably be forced to pay a calamitous price to do so. As a result… the rat king wanted to use a different method to deal with these humans.

      The rat king stared at the mercenaries in that callous, weighing manner, almost as though it were looking at a flopping fish on the chopping block. The mercenaries couldn’t help but feel a sense of fear and dread.

      CRACK! Suddenly, without any warning, Slyfox fired his pistol!

      The dire rats were under the control of the rat king. So long as he was able to kill the rat king, the dire rats would lose their commander and fall into a state of chaos. At that time, the mercenaries would have a chance to escape. This was what Slyfox was thinking… but as soon as he fired his pistol, the rat king dodged aside with shadowy grace.

      A different dire rat perished instead, its head exploding into tiny pieces. The other dire rats seemed to be enraged by this and immediately began to grow restless, raring to once more initiate their swarming attacks. The rat king, however, charged forward and tore apart two of the more disobedient rats while continuously squeaking warnings at the others. Only then did the restless swarm once more grow calm.

      The rat king’s shrill squeaks seemed to carry more than ten different types of sounds and tones, which virtually fulfilled all the prerequisites necessary for something to be classified as a language!

      Speaking and writing; these were the seeds of any civilization! In other words… given enough time and numbers, these creatures might propagate into a new and intelligent race. The very thought of such a thing brought shivers down the spines of the men present!

      The rat king was extremely cautious. It had spent a very long period of time inspecting the mercenaries, and by now knew just how powerful each one was. There was no way Slyfox would be able to hit it… and if even Slyfox was unable to hit it, the other mercenaries could forget about even trying.

      Cloudhawk stared at the endless swarm of dire rats, his heart filled with utter despair. They had no chance at all! Mad Dog was heavily wounded and exhausted, while Slyfox was almost out of bullets. Under the guidance of the rat king, the rat swarm could simply choose to keep them hemmed in and starve them out. After two or three days without access to food or water, the mercenaries would collapse without the rats needing to lift a claw!

      The rat king suddenly ordered the giant rats to split apart. The hundreds of dire rats continued to keep the cave entrance surrounded, but left a wide empty space at the very center.

      The mercenaries looked at each other. What was this all about? Was the rat trying to lure them out and then surround them? They weren’t fools!

      But right at this moment, the rat king suddenly crouched down and scuttled forward, all four limbs on the ground. It looked almost like a cat as it stared warily at the humans. Slyfox wanted to fire at it on multiple occasions, but every time his fingers so much as twitched the rat king would move slightly in response. He simply didn’t feel any confidence in being able to hit the rat king!

      “The freak has come out on its own!” Cloudhawk immediately said, “This is a good opportunity. Let’s charge out and kill it!”

      Yeah, not gonna be that easy to kill the rat king, kid. Everyone knew that it was obviously a trap! Slyfox shook his head. “Don’t be rash. Let’s see what it wants to do!”

      After moving closer to the humans, the rat king suddenly stood up on its two hind legs… and then it did something that completely flummoxed all of the humans. It raised an arm… extended a finger… and then pointed it at one of the mercenaries. The rat king let out a few ear-piercing screeches that were filled with mockery and disdain!

      Was it… was it challenging the mercenaries to one-on-one duels?

      The mercenary the rat king was pointing at was Cooke. Cooke was still in fairly decent shape right now; he wasn’t nearly as injured or as exhausted as Mad Dog. He was also incredibly burly and muscular, and so he was quite prominent amongst the mercenary ranks.

      “Fucking rat.” After being dazed for a brief moment, Cooke began to curse as though he had just suffered the greatest of insults. “Fuck! You wanna solo? Let’s solo, you little fucker! Do you think I’m actually scared of you?”

      “Don’t take the risk!” Slyfox immediately moved to stop Cooke. “We ain’t got any idea how tough it is!”

      Cooke gave Slyfox a hard look, the meaning in his eyes clear. “Boss, this is our only shot.”

      Slyfox still refused to agree. “Nuh-uh. Too risky!”

      Cooke argued, “We only have a chance to kill it if we fight it in close combat. All of the rats here are under its command. If we can kill it, we’ll have a shot at survival!”

      His words made sense. The mercenaries had no chance at breaking out by force. Their only shot was to kill this rat king… but this “duel” entailed an enormous amount of risk! Was Cooke really a match for the rat king?

      Mad Dog was sitting off to one side, panting raggedly. “Even if you kill it, you won’t be coming back either. You know that, right?”

      They were completely surrounded by giant rats, and the duel would take place within their ranks. Even if Cooke really did kill the rat king, the other giant rats would immediately descend into a state of chaos and swarm him. There would be virtually no chance for him to escape.

      “Hah! No shit.” Cooke let out a fearless laugh, a relaxed, sincere look in his eyes. There was no hesitation or fear in his gaze at all.

      “Slyfox… Mad Dog… If the two of you hadn’t rescued me from those slave traders all those years ago, I probably would’ve ended up dead and buried under some rock in the wastelands by now. Thanks for taking such good care of me for so long. We’re all men, so I’m not gonna get all emo on you with some fancy-arsed speech. Hell, I’d blush if I did. Just lemme go and don’t try to stop me!”

      The mercenaries all fell silent, while Mad Dog and Slyfox exchanged a glance. Finally, Slyfox let out a long sigh.

      “It’s not your job to die for us. You can’t go!” Cloudhawk shot to his feet in opposition. “Chances are that none of us are going to survive. Let’s just fight together and die together!”

      “Listen up, newbie. We haven’t known each other for all that long, but I can tell that you’re a pretty decent kid. Problem is, you’re still too young… but I’m sure that if you survive this rite of passage, you’ll eventually grow up to become a real man!”

      Cooke’s enormous, tall, and muscular figure made the skinny Cloudhawk look even smaller in comparison. He clapped Cloudhawk on the shoulders and let out a loud laugh. The burly wastelander picked up a pair of axes, his armor so caked in blood that it looked as if it’d been dyed a new color. He strode forward firmly and without hesitation. He didn’t look like he was walking forward to his death; he looked like he was walking out onto the most important stage of his life.

      “When that happens? You’ll understand the choice I’m making today.”
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      Right now, the mercenaries had almost no chance of surviving the current trial. The sole, slim chance they had lay in killing the rat king… but Cooke faced suicidal levels of danger in choosing to confront it. Even if he really did kill the rat king, the rat swarm would launch an immediate attack. They wouldn’t have any chance to save him.

      But… there were no other choices to be made. This gambit was the only shot they had.

      Cooke strode forward, an axe in each hand. These battleaxes were custom-made mercenary weapons. Each axe was roughly two feet long and extremely heavy. Each axe-blade was shaped like a half-moon, and both axes were stained with black blood that continued to slowly drip down to the ground.

      Just as Cooke reached the center, the rat king issued an order to the dire rats, and had them surround Cooke while giving him enough free space. In this way, they would be able to prevent the other mercenaries from launching sneak attacks or ambushes mid-battle.

      The damn creature did at least honor its word. It had offered a duel, and a duel this would be. It didn’t simply wish to trick the mercenaries into coming out and murdering them. What was truly amazing, however, was the fact that the dire rats were nothing more than ordinary mutated rats. Somehow, the rat king had managed to train these dumb creatures into an army that it could command at will. This accomplishment was no easy or ordinary feat!

      The rat king landed on the ground on all fours, adopting a vigilant battle posture. Its sleek, silver-white fur served as a form of natural leather armor. Its four paws were unable to hold weapons or manipulate firearms, but the four claws on each paw served as exceptional weapons. It rubbed eight of those claws together as it let out an ear-piercing screech.

      Cooke stared at the rat king. The rat king stared right back at Cooke.

      The rat king’s black eyes were unfathomably deep, but a look of hatred slowly appeared within it. The rat king had been born in a wastelands laboratory. That bloody, cruel place was filled with hundreds of mutabeasts and the rat king had been the cleverest specimen there. Thus, at a very young age, it learned quite a few things from the humans who operated that laboratory. Although it was unable to actually produce human sounds, it was able to partially understand human speech.

      It understood humans and it hated them. Every single human deserved only death! Waves of a murderous aura began to emanate from the rat king.

      Cooke was the first to move. He instantly let out a lion-like roar, causing the surrounding dire rats to twitch in surprise, and shot out with incomprehensible speed like a battering ram towards the rat king. His aura and power was such that a person standing in front of him would feel as though a mountain were smashing towards him!

      He was one of the oldest members of the Tartarus mercenaries. There was a significant difference in power between Cooke and the company captains, but he was definitely an elite amongst elites when compared to ordinary mercenaries. He was a classic example of a strength metahuman, but the tremendous amount of power his muscles could release allowed him to move and fight in close combat with nearly as much speed as an agility metahuman.

      His two axes were filled with explosive power as they furiously chopped out in two beautiful arcs towards the rat king! If this blow landed on the rat king, it wouldn’t matter how tough the rat king’s fur was; not even iron armor could withstand such a strike. The rat king would definitely be cleaved in twain.

      Unfortunately, he was too slow! The rat king’s hind legs flexed, sending it dodging three feet back and perfectly avoiding the axe-chops.

      Cooke, however, seemed to have anticipated this move. Just as the axe in his left hand descended and missed the rat king, he suddenly leapt three meters into the air off his right leg, and hacked down with his other axe at the speed of a thunderbolt!

      The first chop was vertical while the second was horizontal. The two strikes were perfectly linked together and part of one smooth motion. In both speed and power, this double-strike was simply supreme.

      Boom! The ground itself seemed to shake! The thick and heavy axes carved out deep gouges into the earth, while the rat king retreated another few feet. It was simply far too fast and Cooke’s furious strikes all completely missed it.

      Before the rat king had a chance to find its footing, Cooke once more hurtled towards it while kicking up a sandstorm. Cooke’s twin axes danced in the air like a pair of vipers, spinning like a pair of deadly windmills as he repeatedly struck out at the rat king.

      The moment Cooke entered this “arena,” he discarded all hope of surviving. He was resolved to die so he completely focused on attacking and held nothing back. This sort of suicidal, kamikaze attack would cause even fighters significantly stronger than him to be discomfited. Duels between experts could be decided in a single instant. If one side was nervous and afraid of dying while the other had already accepted death, there would obviously be a significant difference in morale that would impact how well each performed!

      The rat king’s pitch-black eyes suddenly gleamed with savage light as it came to a sudden halt, lifting up its paws to block.

      Clang! Clang! The windmill attacks suddenly came to an end as the two axes came crashing down against the eight sharp claws of the rat king. The terrifying power of the blows kicked up a cloud of dust. The man and the rat stood there, the rat king having elected to use this type of strike to defend against the enemy’s attacks. Both sides began to exert as much strength as they could and for a time, they were evenly matched.

      The mercenaries were all shocked by this scene. They could tell from this brief exchange that the rat king was far faster than Cooke and a close match for him in raw strength as well. The difference in ability between the two was quite apparent. The rat king wasn’t just the “political” leader of these giant rats, it was also the most powerful member of the race!

      Cooke roared angrily as he once again chopped out with his axe at the rat king’s head, but he hit nothing but shadows. The rat king, after dodging his attack, struck out with a set of claws and tore a bone-deep wound into Cooke’s chest. Cooke endured the pain, turning to deliver a counter-attack when the rat king once again shot straight past him. The creature was simply too fast!

      Cooke fell to one knee, an enormous wound having been torn into his upper thighs. He continued to howl angrily as he brandished his hatchet, while the rat king landed on the ground and immediately leapt towards Cooke once more.

      This time, Cooke let out a blood-curdling scream. Three of his fingers were cut off, and they went flying away along with the axe they were gripping. The axe flew more than ten meters away before it crashed to the ground.

      Not good! Cloudhawk’s heart clenched.

      Cooke continued to press the attack with his right hand, while the rat king didn’t let up in the slightest. With the next strike, it tore open Cooke’s chest. Cooke no longer had the strength to lift the axe and it slipped out of his grasp and thudded down to the ground.

      He had lost. He had completely lost. He did not expect the difference in power between them would be as great as this!

      The rat king maintained its assault, continuously dashing past him and raking bloody wounds in Cooke with its claws each time. In just ten or so seconds, Cooke’s entire body was covered with bloody wounds. The rat king did not, however, aim any attacks at Cooke’s vital points.

      It wasn’t trying to kill Cooke. It was torturing him instead, causing Cooke to let out one agonized and enraged howl after another.

      This sight thoroughly enraged all of the mercenaries and their eyes spat hatred at the rat king. In a duel, it was normal for the victor to live and the loser to die; this was true in both the wastelands and in the outposts. But… the rat king’s true purpose clearly wasn’t to challenge the humans. The real reason it had chosen to fight a duel against a human was to instigate and enrage the other humans into voluntarily charging out of the cave and be engulfed by the endless waves of rats.

      Damn this creature. It actually understood psychology and manipulation!

      “Graaaah! Damn you!” Cooke was covered in dozens of giant, bloody wounds. His body had been turned into a mishmash of blood and gore, almost as though a butcher had gone to work on him with a cleaver. He could also tell what the rat king’s intentions were, and he howled in rage and grief, “Go ahead and kill me, you sackless sonufabitch! Kill me if you have any balls!”

      How could Cloudhawk accept this? How could he possibly withstand this type of torment? How could he ever be able to endure this type of humiliation?

      A wild animal was tormenting and torturing one of his brothers, right in front of him. Was he supposed to just sit there and watch without doing anything, to just stick his head in the sand and pretend that nothing was wrong? And in truth, Cloudhawk wasn’t the only one enraged. Mad Dog had an even worse temper and it exploded when he saw what was going on.

      “Attack them! Wipe these motherfuckers out!”

      “Boss! Boss! Don’t go!” Five mercenaries had to work together to hold Mad Dog back. Tears shone in their eyes as they called out, “It’s a trick! Don’t fall for the bastard’s trick!”

      Mad Dog bellowed, “I don’t give a flying fuck if it’s a trick or not! Let go of me!”

      Cloudhawk shared the same rage and grief the other mercenaries felt! This was a grim, callous, and preposterous era they were living in. In times like this, trust and faith were more valuable than anything else. To the mercenaries, the Tartarus Company was their home and every single brother was a treasured family member!

      A rat actually dared to torture one of their family members to death? Nobody would be able to endure such a sight… but right now, Cooke was in more agony than anyone else.

      “Don’t come out! Don’t come out!” Cooke had been tormented to the point where he looked inhuman. He knelt there on the ground, resembling a butchered corpse. Blood mixed with tears on his face as he called out in agony, “Let me die! Let me die! LET ME DIE!”

      Cooke wasn’t just suffering mere physical agony; the humiliation and mental agony he was suffering was far greater than the fleshly pain. He wasn’t afraid of death; if he were afraid of death, he never would’ve walked out to accept the duel. But he never imagined that his resolve would be used as a tool to manipulate his brothers.

      At a time like this, to a valiant, tough-as-nails man like him, death was a form of release! He was a proud, intrepid wastelands warrior… but at the end of his life, he was kneeling on the ground, screaming for death. His overconfidence, his resolve, his wish to protect his fellows… they had all transformed into endless torment and humiliation.

      Crack!

      The utterly heartbroken Slyfox fired a shot, but the rat king seemed to have seen it coming. It immediately dragged Cooke into the rat swarm and the countless rats immediately covered Cooke, making it impossible for the mercenaries to see him. The only thing left was Cooke’s unending, miserable screams.

      The screams were filled with resentment, shame, rage, and grief. Every single scream stabbed into Cloudhawk’s heart like a dagger.

      Cloudhawk’s hands slowly curled into fists as he stared at the brutal scene before him. He could no longer hold back the furious rage that was building inside his breast. As the mercenaries were all focused on holding Mad Dog back, Cloudhawk immediately rose and charged outside.

      “HEY! What are you doing?!” Slyfox was stunned. “Stop him, quick!”

      Cloudhawk had never been as furious as he was right now. He leapt forward with the speed and grace of a panther, giving the two nearby mercenaries no chance to catch up at all as he charged out of the cave. As soon as he did so, the rat swarm surged forward to welcome him.

      “FUCK OFF!” Cloudhawk let out an enraged bellow. The murderous aura emanating from him caused even the dire rats to pause momentarily. In this moment, they felt as though it wasn’t a human in front of them but rather, an utterly enraged wastelands beast!

      “I’ll fight you! I want to fight you!” Cloudhawk lifted his tri-bladed staff up high, then pointed it directly at the rat king. “I know you can understand me. Come and fight me, if you dare!”

      Rage, grief, shame, hate! Although the rat king didn’t have the vocabulary necessary to express these things, he could keenly sense the presence of these emotions. It had spent more than ten years being tormented and experimented on by humans and had seen its parents and siblings die in front of it. It understood these feelings quite well.

      It let out a shrill screech, and the rat swarm slowly began to retreat.

      In truth, it could tell at a glance how strong or how weak the humans were. It could tell that Mad Dog was just as strong as it. Even though Mad Dog had already suffered heavy injuries, the cautious rat king wouldn’t dare to challenge him to a battle. Cloudhawk, however, was clearly an underage and undersized youth; there was no need for the rat king to worry about him.

      Cloudhawk held his black tri-bladed staff up high as he charged forward, moving faster and faster as he sprinted towards the rat king so quickly, he looked as though he were flying.

      Right now, Cloudhawk only had a single thought in his mind:

      Kill it!

      Kill it!

      Kill it!

      Whether for Woola’s sake or for Cooke’s sake, or for the sake of the others… Cloudhawk had to kill it!
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      Cloudhawk was a rookie who was taking part in a mission for the very first time. He was completely inexperienced and had never before battled against dangerous creatures like these. In front of him was a freak that even the experienced mercenaries had never seen before, a freak far crueler and more sadistic than any ordinary beast. Not only was Cloudhawk not terrified… he actually went out to challenge the thing!

      The kid had gone absolutely stark raving mad!

      True, during the past two days, Cloudhawk’s performance in battle was far superior to what the mercenaries had expected, but he still ranked at the very bottom in terms of ability. If even Cooke had been completely unable to fight back against this freak, how did the kid think he would stand a chance at all? This sort of behavior was absolutely suicidal!

      “Slyfox, what the fuck are you afraid of?” Mad Dog actually knocked down two of the people in front of him. “Even the newest rookie has more balls than you, you spineless pussy! If we die, we die. Mad Dog ain’t no bitch!”

      Slyfox stared at Cloudhawk as the kid charged out and let out a long sigh. “Fine, then. Let’s charge together!”

      “We were waiting for you to say that!”

      “Rookies! Follow my lead!”

      The other mercenaries were burning with the desire to do just that. Men, by their very nature, were filled with stubbornness and defiance. They weren’t going to be able to escape today… so if they had to die, they were going to die with a bang! To die while hiding in a mountain cave like turtles hiding in their shells was far too fucking pathetic!

      As soon as the mercenaries began to move, the rats began to move in unison as well. The two sides were instantly locked in yet another bloody battle!

      Cloudhawk focused all of his attention on the opponent in front of him. When the rat king noticed how the mercenaries were attempting to surround it, it felt no need to waste time; it would first kill this small human before wiping out the others! It leapt off the ground with its four paws, sending itself straight forward in a straight line charge.

      Even though Cloudhawk’s reactive instincts were better than Cooke’s, the rat king was simply far too fast! There was no way Cloudhawk could dodge… and so he didn’t. Instead, he barreled straight towards the rat king!

      When the rat king was ten meters away from him, Cloudhawk’s black tri-bladed staff began vibrating slightly.

      When the rat king was five meters away, it once more leapt off the ground towards Cloudhawk. It launched eight incredibly sharp claw-strikes straight at the puny human’s critical organs. Its claws were like eight lethally sharp knives stabbing straight at Cloudhawk!

      Here it comes… here it comes! Victory or defeat would be determined by this strike!

      Ignoring everything else, Cloudhawk struck out with his exorcist rod! The tri-blades had already begun to spin rapidly, reaching an incredible rotational velocity in an extremely short amount of time. Cloudhawk had poured all of his energy and his very being into this strike. Sparks appeared from the dancing exorcist rod as it exploded with tempestuous might, generating streams of energy that caused the dirt and pebbles in the surrounding area to fly into the air.

      “GO DIE!!!” Cloudhawk bellowed, pouring all of his rage and hatred into this strike. The rat king’s eight claws, impervious to normal weapons, were instantly shattered by the terrifying destructive force of Cloudhawk’s strike. The shockwave generated by the clash was simply incredible, with the exorcist rod releasing its full, pent-up, tornado-like power onto the body of the rat king.

      The rat king let out a miserable squeak as it was sent flying ten meters away. Its body actually separated into two pieces in midair. Blood splattered the ground as its two halves finally landed.

      The rats were all stunned. Even the mercenaries stared, stupefied.

      The weakest-looking human had actually just unleashed a strike of incredible power. There was no way an ordinary person could possibly possess such strength. This power, this savagery… it defied all science and all common sense!

      The rat king didn’t instantly die. The upper half of its body struggled in agony, seeming to want to reconnect with the other half. It wanted to stay alive. It didn’t want to die! But its body had been completely torn apart and its innards had been completely splattered. Even though the rat king didn’t know exactly what was going on, it knew that it wasn’t going to survive this.

      The rat king turned its increasingly-blurry gaze towards the youth. The youth had unleashed all of his rage and hatred in that strike. Now, he simply stood there while panting and gulping.

      So the brat succeeded. He gained revenge for his friend. But what about me? What about my vengeance? I haven’t even found that damn madman! I haven’t torn him apart, haven’t ripped him from limb to limb!

      These humans… they might view me as “evil”, but in my eyes these arrogant and ignorant humans are the true definition of evil!

      Why did you capture us? Torture us? Why did you barge into my territory? Why did you kill my children? You even skinned our dead and ate our flesh. You tore our bones out of our bodies!

      Why? Why?! WHY!!!

      The dying thought of this intelligent animal was that it suddenly envied its fellows. It truly wished that it was like them, incapable of rational thought or planning. If they were hungry, they ate. They survived on instinct alone. The rat king didn’t want to die. It really didn’t want to die!

      The rat king let out one final terrified, agonized squeak… and then everything went dark.

      Now that the rat king was dead, the dire rats instantly lost their cohesion. No longer under control, the hundreds of dire rats entered a state of chaos. Some turned to flee. Some ran back and forth, while a few continued to press the attack against the mercenaries.

      Cloudhawk was completely exhausted after having used his tri-blade staff to slay the rat king. His head was woozy and his ears were deafened. He was barely even able to stay standing… and it was this moment that seven or eight dire rats surrounded and attacked him.

      Cloudhawk was completely out of energy. He was able to feebly swing his staff a few times before the dire rats knocked him down with ease. Right at this moment, a machete flew past him and sunk deep into the body of a dire rat.

      Mad Dog’s muscular body was covered in blood. He had charged over to Cloudhawk and with but a single chop knocked that dire rat flying. He then pulled his machete back and growled, “Got any fight left?”

      Cloudhawk struggled to nod.

      “Good. We’re gonna carve a path outta here!”

      With the rat king’s death, the rat swarms had lost their cohesion. The majority of the dire rats began fleeing in various directions. Although a few hundred continued to surround and assault the mercenaries, they were now under much less pressure than during the previous battle. Despite that… it was still a brutal fight.

      The mercenaries were completely spent and all of them were covered in wounds. They had to battle for over ten more minutes before the dire rats finally and fully retreated.

      Six more mercenaries had died during that last battle, leaving just twelve of them alive. This mission had caused the Tartarus mercenaries to suffer catastrophic losses. They had lost half of their combat power… but thankfully, the other half made it out alive. Otherwise, the Tartarus mercenaries would’ve been a mercenary company in the hells of Tartarus.

      Mad Dog turned to stare at Cloudhawk as if the latter were a freak. “How the hell did you do that earlier?”

      Cloudhawk knew that there was no way he would be able to hide this any longer. He briefly told the mercenaries part of the story regarding the Bloodsoaked Queen and the exorcist rod. All of the mercenaries were stunned by what they heard. None of them had imagined that Cloudhawk was someone capable of wielding supernatural abilities like the Bloodsoaked Queen!

      “I knew letting you join us was the right choice.” Slyfox felt both envy and jealousy. The kid could very well end up becoming stronger than both him and Mad Dog! “The company’s taken a heavy hit. It’s gonna be real hard for us to recover from this… but if you can reach the Bloodsoaked Queen’s level of power, we can just go and conquer a different wastelands outpost. In the future, we’re gonna be the bosses! Fuck begging for scraps.”

      Conquer an outpost? Cloudhawk had never even considered this option. His dream had always been to leave the wastelands!

      As for becoming as powerful as the Bloodsoaked Queen? Cloudhawk didn’t think that was very likely. Exorcist staffs were the lowest-level relics a demon hunter could use, while the Bloodsoaked Queen was most likely a high-level demon hunter!

      Cooke was dead. Woola was dead. They had lost far, far too many people.

      There was no need to bury the corpses of the dead, because no matter how deep they buried them the corpses would still be unearthed by wild animals. This reality was simply how things were in the wastelands. They were wastelanders; they lived in the wastelands and died in the wastelands, and when they died, they would naturally return to the wastelands in this fashion. The survivors briefly mourned the dead. Then, they departed.

      The twelve surviving mercenaries had all suffered heavy wounds and the injuries were beginning to take a toll. Even worse, many of the wounds would probably become infected. It could be said that the situation was quite dire. There was no way they could stay here; they had to leave as soon as possible.

      Slyfox and Mad Dog led the mercenaries out of the gorge… and when they walked out, their gazes froze.

      A tattered, wastelands-style airship hovered in the air above the ruins up ahead. No one knew when the airship arrived, but every single mercenary recognized it… and Cloudhawk had seen it once as well. This airship belonged to the rich employer who had employed them multiple times in the past.

      These were the ones who had issued the mission to kill the rat king!

      A look of fury flashed past Mad Dog’s face. “These sons-of-bitches. They completely fucked us. I should tear a few of their fucking heads off!”

      “Don’t move!” A strange look was on Slyfox’s face. He thought quickly, then said, “Don’t let them notice us. We need to leave immediately!”

      “Leave?” One of the mercenaries shouted angrily, “We got killed out there on this mission. We gonna walk away without even taking our pay?”

      Slyfox whispered in response, “That’s the problem. The intelligence report was completely off. I’ve looked at it from every perspective and the only answer is that they were TRYING to get us killed.”

      Mad Dog was shocked and enraged. “Are you saying they sold us out?”

      “Yeah. They sold us out!” Slyfox was clearly beginning to panic. “We need to go right now. Otherwise, we ain’t gonna make it!”

      The mercenaries slowly began to realize the gravity of their situation. When they had first received the mission, they had all been puzzled by many of its irregularities. Right at this moment, they heard a low, bestial growl ring out: “It seems you aren’t as stupid as I thought you were.”

      Cloudhawk was badly startled and the other mercenaries all turned pale as well.

      A dark human silhouette stepped out onto the sands. It was a tall, muscular man dressed in black leather. Not an inch of his skin was exposed to the elements. He wore a black breathing apparatus that looked like a long-billed bird’s face, and was connected to all sorts of wires and tubes. Rough, ragged breathing could be heard from behind the mask and a few streaks of white mist belched out of the mouth opening. It made him look like a freak who had the face of a bird.

      It was him! This outfit was too distinctive. Nobody who saw this man would ever be able to forget him.

      The mercenaries couldn’t help but take a few steps back. A grim look was on Slyfox’s face as he asked, “Why?”

      The man dressed in black leathers cast a cold glance at them, his features hidden by that bird-beaked breathing apparatus. “I liked working with you as well, actually. You are pretty strong for wastelanders… which makes it all the more unfortunate that my master intends to annihilate Blackflag Outpost. You are an obstacle, and so I’ll have to trouble you to die for me.”

      Blackflag Outpost! He belonged to the same organization as the leader of the sweepers who had just attacked the outpost!

      In other words, he was a servant of the demon. His target was the demon hunter… the Bloodsoaked Queen!
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      The rat king, despite its power, hadn’t been able to wipe the mercenaries out. This result was outside of the black-garbed man’s expectations. The mercenaries truly were more powerful than he expected. Still, it didn’t matter. Things were still manageable. How much of a threat could these battered, injured, and broken-down mercenaries pose?

      The mission had been a scheme from the very start. It was a scheme aimed at the Blackflag Outpost and against the Bloodsoaked Queen. They had already begun preparing for a full assault against the outpost!

      The elite guards of Blackflag Outpost had already suffered heavy losses. The Tartarus mercenaries had been backstabbed and half-destroyed. The Bloodsoaked Queen’s injuries had yet to heal.

      The situation was far grimmer than anyone in the outpost believed. Blackflag Outpost was facing the end days.

      Right at this moment, a few dozen figures appeared in the area around them. These warriors were all dressed in classic wastelander “outfits”. They wore rough helmets made from a mishmash of leather and metal, and their faces were half-covered by protective visors which helped block out the sand. They were primarily armed with firearms and longbows. It was a superbly outfitted wastelander squad and they had all come from the airship. That meant they were the man in black’s subordinates.

      The man in black said in a very sincere and gentle manner, “How would you prefer to die?”

      “Cut the bullshit!” Slyfox lifted his pistol up and fired a shot at the man in black! The powerful recoil from the shot caused Slyfox to stagger a few steps back, but a thumb-sized hole appeared in the man’s chest. “You can die first!”

      The shot had hit! Was the man dead? The mercenaries could hardly believe it.

      The shot had been at point-blank range and Slyfox had used one of his most powerful bullets. The shot had struck the man in his vitals and left a huge exit wound. By all rights, no human should be able to survive a shot like that.

      All of these factors combined should’ve meant that there would be no question about the results… but they were in the wastelands. In the damnable wastelands, nothing was impossible. Nothing was absolute. Common sense was often in short supply here; otherwise, how could a freak like the rat king have arisen?

      The man in black didn’t fall. He didn’t scream. He didn’t shake in pain. He didn’t seem to even notice that he had been shot… and not a single drop of blood emerged from his wounds. He just stood there, continuing to stare at the mercenaries.

      A strange chill crawled up the spines of the mercenaries. It was like Slyfox had shot an immobile block of wood that felt no pain at all.

      “Are you surprised?” That hoarse voice rang out from behind the man’s strange breathing apparatus. He slowly pulled the black glove off his left hand, revealing something that did not look like a human hand at all. Several black tentacles squirmed out of his “arm”, flexing and tensing like whips. At the end of each tentacle was a sharp, knife-like bone.

      This creature was no normal human. It was a freak, a monster!

      Mad Dog drew his machete and charged straight forward. “Let’s see if you are still so cocky after I chop your ass into pieces!”

      The man in black swept out with his left arm, the five tentacles coiling around each other as their bone-blades launched attacks from different directions. Mad Dog had to frantically hack right and left in order to defend.

      Slash! A wound appeared on Mad Dog’s right shoulder. Slash! Another wound appeared on his upper thigh. Slash! Mad Dog was nearly disemboweled!

      “Stop fighting and run like hell!” Slyfox bellowed as he hurriedly fired two more shots at the man in black. One bullet struck the man in the chest, while the other hit the man in the head. The second shot shattered half of the man’s mask, piercing his skull and sending him staggering backwards. The man in black pressed a hand to his head, letting out a low growl. Clearly, this freak was only vulnerable in the head… but even a perfect head-shot hadn’t been enough to immediately kill him.

      The wastelander warriors were beginning to close in on them. If this fight continued, they would quickly end up surrounded. All of their foes were armed with long-distance weapons. If the mercenaries let themselves be surrounded and shot at from afar, there was no question that they would all die.

      Cloudhawk and the mercenaries hurriedly ran over to support the badly-injured Mad Dog and frantically began to flee. By now, the man in black had managed to once more rise to his feet, a bullet in the palm of his hand. The wound in his head was slowly healing and his flesh was visibly regenerating across his face.

      No wonder this freak wasn’t afraid of bullets! He was a terrifyingly strong recovery metahuman. You had to kill him instantly; otherwise, his wounds would recover in an extremely short amount of time. The sweeper leader who led the previous assault against Blackflag Outpost had been a control metahuman who was freakishly strong… but today, they encountered an even greater freak.

      How many subordinates like them did this “demon” have? Cloudhawk had no idea! What about the Bloodsoaked Queen? Would she be able to survive this fight?

      Still, this wasn’t the time to be worrying about the Bloodsoaked Queen. If the Tartarus mercenaries were fully staffed and in top physical condition, they might be able to give this freak a good fight. Now, however, they had no chance at all… and the man in black had a few dozen fully armed warriors reinforcing him!

      Cloudhawk ran up ahead while helping to shoulder Mad Dog. Slyfox was in the middle, while three of the mercenaries served as the rearguard. The mercenaries frantically ran up a slope, unable to see what was on the other side. It seemed like there was an extremely sharp cliff up ahead, but there was nowhere else for them to run.

      As the man in black chased after them, he suddenly slung out his right tentacle-hand out towards them. It tore through the air like a blurred shadow, reaching towards the mercenaries.

      The sharp attack came at incredible speed, forcing two of the mercenaries to stop, pull out their weapons, and turn around to defend. However, they were each only able to block two or three attacks before the tentacles managed to pierce past their defenses, leaving giant gaping wounds in their necks as the bone-blades severed their windpipes and arteries.

      The two mercenaries collapsed on the hilly terrain, unable to let out as much as a final scream. They pressed their hands to their necks, unable to staunch the spurting blood. After struggling for a few moments, they stopped moving.

      The man in black didn’t move that quickly, but given the shape the mercenaries were in, it was going to be virtually impossible for them to shake him.

      “That’s a cliff up ahead!” Mad Dog howled angrily, shaking off the supporting hands of Cloudhawk and the other mercenary next to him. He was completely covered in wounds and the one on his chest was especially deep. His innards were visible to the naked eye. “Run! All of you, run! I’ll stop them!”

      Mad Dog knew that his wounds were too heavy. He chose to die in combat, fighting to his last breath!

      “We’ll help out!” Three of the surviving mercenaries came to a halt, looks of determination on their faces as they said to Slyfox, “Slyfox, Boss, run!”

      The man in black was simply too strong and had numerous reinforcements. It was impossible for all of them to escape; if they tried, they’d simply die one by one!

      What they had to do was sacrifice a few to buy the others some extra time. The strongest close combat mercenary was Mad Dog, but he was in such a sorry state that there was no way he could stop the man in black all by himself. The three who chose to join him in his final stand were all some of the most talented mercenaries in the Tartarus Company; if they all worked together, they should be able to survive for a minute or two.

      Everyone knew that there was no chance of victory here. In choosing to stay, they had chosen death.

      “I fucked up everything else in my life, but the best decision I ever made was to become friends with you, fat ass. In the past twenty years, we built up this company and tore through the wastelands. We drank, we killed, we fucked women… I enjoyed the hell out of it all!” Mad Dog stared at the wastelanders closing in on them, but a peaceful look was on his ugly, savage, blood-soaked black face. Ignoring his wounds, he lifted his machetes and charged towards the enemies: “This life was worth it! I’ll meet you in the next!”

      “Being part of the Tartarus Company has been the greatest honor of our lives!” The other three mercenaries followed right behind Mad Dog. “Mad Dog! Let’s die together and party together in the afterlife!”

      They weren’t as legendarily strong as Mad Dog, nor were they as skilled and talented as Slyfox. However, they had loved following a pair of such illustrious wastelanders. They had fought together, they had adventured together… and today, they would die together. What was there to regret? If they could choose to redo their lives, they would still choose to join!

      The enemy wastelanders began firing on them from afar. The man in black struck out with his five bladed tentacle-fingers, attacking all four of them at once. However, this naturally reduced the pressure on each of them individually. Mad Dog was able to dodge several lethal strikes in a row. Screened by the others, he charged forward and delivered a furious blow with his machete.

      CLANG!

      The man in black used his right arm to block the strike.

      Mad Dog was more than twice as strong as Cooke. The tremendous power behind his blow completely destroyed the enemy’s right glove… but the right hand was different from the left hand. The right hand was humanoid in nature, but was extremely thick and covered with what looked like an outer layer of bones. The bones were nearly as tough as steel… but when faced with Mad Dog’s machete-strike, the bones began to crack and shatter. This damage was a testament to how mighty Mad Dog was!

      The man in black was strong as well. After blocking Mad Dog’s strike with his right arm, he seized the moment to deliver three consecutive strikes from his left arm with his tentacles. Mad Dog’s chest, abdomen, and back were all stabbed.

      The mercenaries howled with rage, “MAD DOG!”

      Blood poured from Mad Dog’s lips. He summoned one final burst of energy, delivering a machete-blow to the man in black’s head and plunging it halfway inside.

      Mad Dog was completely, thoroughly spent. If he were at his normal level of strength, he probably would have severed the man’s head. No amount of regenerative power would’ve allowed the man in black to recover from that!

      But… in the wastelands, there were no “ifs”.

      Mad Dog had already done everything he could. Four shots rang out from afar and all three of the mercenaries were hit. By now, their bodies had been reduced to a visage of blood and gore, but they continued to fight with complete fearlessness, plunging their knives and swords into the body of the man in black.

      For a moment, time itself seemed to freeze. The four mercenaries had battled to the very end, until the very moment that life left their bodies!

      When Cloudhawk turned to look back, all he saw was Mad Dog’s corpse being torn apart into multiple pieces by those bone-blades. Blood and gore splattered the yellow earth and the other three mercenaries fell into that pool of blood, never to rise again.

      “Mad Dog, I’m coming too! Wait for me!”

      Slyfox knew what had happened. He knew that his friend of twenty years had just reached the end of the line.

      Twenty years. Twenty years of friendship! They had been together for so long, had faced the brutal wastelands together. In this age of darkness, truly trustworthy friends were as rare as unicorns… but their friendship had lasted for twenty years!

      No grief or pain was visible on Slyfox’s face. Grief and pain were emotions for weaker, lesser beings. The wastelands had no room for the weak. It was the destiny of every mercenary to die; Mad Dog had simply died a bit earlier than they had planned.

      What waited for them on the other side of this hill? Sand dunes? A cliff? Life? Death? The mercenaries would never have the chance to find out.

      The man in black and his wastelanders were in hot pursuit, their bullets and arrows filling the air around the remaining mercenaries. The hill in front of them was a hundred meters away, but there wasn’t enough time. Time was a commodity and they had used it all up.

      Slyfox shouted at Cloudhawk, “Kid, run like hell and don’t turn back. Just jump down!”

      “But…”

      “Escape! That’s an order! And stay alive, that’s another order!” Slyfox gradually began to slow down as he continued to shout at Cloudhawk. “You need t’become stronger an’ tougher than anyone else. Find the fuckers behind this and then take revenge for us, got it? GO!”

      Slyfox came to a halt, as did the final surviving mercenaries. They had already decided to fight to the death.

      Cloudhawk’s mind was completely blank as he continued his headlong rush. He heard the sound of gunfire from behind him, as well as the angry howls of the mercenaries as they charged into certain death. These sounds flayed his soul like knives, the most horrifying curses he’d ever heard.

      Run! Live! Avenge!

      Ignoring all else, Cloudhawk clambered up the hill, a sense of despair and wooziness in his mind. There really was a cliff at the end of the hill, and it was massive. It was like a gaping chasm that was hundreds of meters deep that dropped at a perfect ninety degree angle. There was nothing to slow his descent and at the bottom was rubble.

      Had there been no hope at all from the very beginning? They had fought and struggled… but in the end, they had already reached the end of the line.

      Cloudhawk crouched by himself at the edge of the cliff, like a wounded animal driven into a corner. He turned his head, only to see that all of the mercenaries had fallen. Slyfox was slumped over a boulder. He had taken at least ten shots and his eyes were open and staring fixedly at Cloudhawk. No life was in those eyes.

      Cloudhawk never would’ve imagined that Slyfox would’ve given the only chance at survival to him, a rookie who joined them just two months ago. He never would’ve imagined that this fat and selfish man and his brutal mercenary comrades would sacrifice their own lives for the sake of giving him a chance.

      Cloudhawk rose to his feet, raising his head towards the sky and letting out a primal scream. Wind howled past him, kicking up a storm of yellow sand. He was a tiny speck in the wilderness, an inconsequential pinprick… and yet his voice travelled very, very far, and was filled with stunning power!

      It was a primal cry of resistance, of stubbornness, of rage! He was cursing both the heavens and the earth. Most of all, he cursed the wastelands!

      He was nothing more than an ant, but he was an ant who dared scream into the face of the uncaring heavens. He was small and weak, not worthy of concern or fear, but even at the very end, he refused to bow his head in the face of destiny.

      Cloudhawk jumped into the air… and tumbled straight down the cliff.

      By the time the dozens of wastelander warriors arrived at the edge of the cliff, they saw nothing more than a few mutated black crows. The youth had long since disappeared.

      Had he fallen to his death? The cliff was hundreds of meters high; anybody who fell from such a great height would die!

      The only way Cloudhawk could’ve survived was if he grew wings like an actual hawk and soared into the sky. Otherwise, no number of miracles could’ve kept him alive!
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      Cloudhawk plunged down the tall cliff, certain he was going to die. There was no grasping at straws, no praying for some strange miracle. His body was completely relaxed, his mind completely free and at ease. He truly was like a hawk who was about to die, but was enjoying one final dive before doing so.

      This was a feeling of freedom, a moment in which his soul was completely empty and at peace.

      However… just as Cloudhawk was reveling in that feeling, the stone in front of his chest suddenly activates, releasing incredible amounts of heat and a large amount of invisible yet powerful energy that swept across the area, causing space to twist and distort as though it were water being brought to boil.

      It was happening! It was happening again! Cloudhawk seemed to have suddenly understood something, and he began to flail about madly like a drowning man who didn’t know how to swim. The space around him twisted into a whirlpool that looked much like the vortex that formed when someone stirred a pool of water.

      A heartbeat later… the entire world seemed to split apart.

      Cloudhawk suddenly felt as though he were seeing straight through to the very essence of all things. There was no light, no darkness, no matter, no energy. There were only those countless vibrating strings. Some were straight while others were looped, but all of them were vibrating and oscillating like the strings of a guitar, producing a strange melody as they did so.

      These things were the underpinnings of the very essence of all things. These countless vibrating strings came together to form matter. All types of matter were, on a fundamental level, the same. The only difference was the rate at which they vibrated, which caused them to manifest in different ways and which eventually produced the many different types of matter that made up this multi-varied world.

      It all happened so incredibly quickly. Space rippled around Cloudhawk and he disappeared while falling through the air. By the time the world reassembled itself, Cloudhawk had already crashed down into a pile of rubble.

      The fall wasn’t a light one, nor was it too heavy. All that could be said was that at least he didn’t splatter apart upon contact with the ground. There was no way he had just fallen a few hundred meters. Still, Cloudhawk felt woozy and weak, almost as though his body were about to fall apart. He had to summon all of the remaining energy in his body just to crawl to his feet.

      Where was he?

      The skies were dark and gloomy, filled with rolling dark clouds. When the sunlight shone down through them, it painted a scene of dreary and desolate beauty. The light looked like dark yellow dragons roving through the skies. The air in this place was filled with quite a bit of dust, giving it a dreamlike quality.

      Where was the cliff? There was no cliff!

      It wasn’t just the sky that was as dark as dusk. The world for a thousand kilometers around him consisted of nothing more than strewn boulders and rolling plains. There were no hills to speak of, much less cliffs. However, ancient yet beautiful ruins stood there silently within the empty lands.

      These ruins appeared to be far more ancient than any of the wastelands ruins Cloudhawk had seen in the past, and they were completely stylistically different as well. The vast majority of the buildings looked like erect stone pillars, while the others looked like perfectly formed geometric shapes. There were pyramids, there were cubes, there were spheres, there were octahedrons, and more. Although they had been baptized by wind and dust for countless years, the vast majority of them continued to stand tall.

      Every single building was covered in decorative script that linked together in complex, abstruse diagrams that seemed to follow a certain cadence or rhythm. These things definitely didn’t come from any age or era on Earth. The area around them was littered with many bones from gigantic monsters, and judging by the size of the bones, these behemoths had to have each been at least a hundred meters long.

      Cloudhawk found all of this incredibly hard to believe. There was no way this was the world he lived in! Although he had no clue what was going on, it seemed likely that in the moment when his life hung in the balance, he had managed to somehow accidentally activate that strange stone. He had awakened it, causing it to release its energies and teleport Cloudhawk to this place.

      Something like this had already happened once before. Cloudhawk had experienced something similar a year or so ago, when he had been forced into those tunnels. He still clearly remembered how he was teleported to a place that had two suns… but the strange thing was, this time he was sent to a completely different place. Were the locations the stone sent him chosen at random? Then where was he now?

      Cloudhawk felt joy at having survived in the face of certain death, but he was also filled with confusion and fear of the unknown. What if he was the only person in this entire world? Would he be trapped here forever? What was he to do?

      Cloudhawk thought back to the mercenaries and their miserable deaths. They had all died for him! Now that the man in black had killed the mercenaries, his next target would definitely be the Bloodsoaked Queen.

      Cloudhawk had to take revenge for Tartarus! He had to go back and warn the Queen! And he had to kill that detestable “demon”!

      Cloudhawk clenched the stone around his neck and shouted, “Send me back! You hear me? Send me back now!”

      The stone was silent. No matter how Cloudhawk shook it, it didn’t react at all. Cloudhawk had no choice but to put it aside for now. At least he had managed to survive; so long as he was alive, he’d find a way to get back. He forced himself to calm down and began searching within the ruins.

      The ruins were enormous in size and scale; just the ordinary stone pillars were each over a hundred meters tall. Cloudhawk was like an ant in comparison, slowly winding his way through the strewn stones. Far off in the distance, there was an incredibly vast rectangular stone stele that had a statue on each side. The statues weren’t of humans; they were of some sort of strange creature that he had never seen before.

      Cloudhawk wasn’t interested in statues, nor was he interested in the buildings. He was, however, intrigued when he discovered an opening within the rectangular stone stele. He was wind-beaten and completely parched; he couldn’t just keep on wasting his remaining energy just running around randomly. He decided to first go inside the building and rest for a time.

      The passageway into the building was extremely large and its walls were lined with clear, intricate paintings. Although Cloudhawk didn’t recognize the strange script, he could more or less understand that the images depicted the people of this world undergoing some sort of religious ritual. Cloudhawk was in no mood to examine things more closely, however, because he discovered to his amazement that the insides of the building were lit.

      The light seemed to come from the walls, the pillars, the ceiling, and even the floor itself. The strange material which this building was made of seemed to have absorbed light from the outside world and then released it on the inside. So long as there was light outside, the insides of the building would never fall dark. Cloudhawk didn’t understand which principles guided this phenomenon, nor did he care to.

      Suddenly, he froze. He could vaguely sense a strange ripple in the air, a ripple he was extremely familiar with. It had to be a divine relic generating this ripple.

      Cloudhawk nervously called out, “Who’s there?” But the only response was his voice echoing within the empty building.

      Cloudhawk pulled out his exorcist rod, slowly and casually advancing towards the source of the ripples. After moving past multiple pillars, he finally found the source. It was actually a man dressed in voluminous robes kneeling on the ground, his back facing Cloudhawk. There was no way to see his face from behind, but Cloudhawk could tell that an extremely thick layer of dust covered this man’s body, so thick that it seemed as though the man had become part of the building itself.

      Cloudhawk slowly turned his gaze higher. The black-robed man was facing what looked like an absolutely enormous idol. Due to the overall dimness of the lighting, Cloudhawk wasn’t able to tell what the idol looked like exactly. Cloudhawk walked over and used his tri-bladed exorcist rod to poke the kneeling man.

      As soon as Cloudhawk did this, the robes completely collapsed in an explosion of dust, revealing corroded bones underneath. Cloudhawk couldn’t help but start coughing. Ah, shit. It was someone who had died so long ago that even his bones had mostly disintegrated.

      Cloudhawk picked up the black robes and gave it a good shake, causing a large amount of bone dust to come flying out. Apparently, it was actually some sort of hooded cloak.

      “Wait, this is a relic!” The hooded cloak had endured the passage of a thousand winters without being destroyed. Cloudhawk had no idea what the thing was made of, but it felt completely weightless in his hands. Although it looked rather grimy and ugly, it felt extremely glossy and sleek to the touch. However, what truly intrigued Cloudhawk was the fact that it was emanating the ripples of a divine relic.

      Cloudhawk revealed a look of excitement. He then turned, reaching out and digging through the shards of bone on the ground. He had spent over a year studying dissection and anatomy under Mantis, and so he was very familiar with the human skeletal structure. Clearly, these bones did not belong to a human. However, that didn’t really matter; what mattered was the fact that Cloudhawk found yet another object that emanated relic ripples amongst the bones.

      This object looked like a gourd. It was palm-sized and fiery-red, but was covered in dark golden runes. Judging by the strength of the ripples, this “gourd” was probably a relic of quite some power. It was at least on par with the sacred crossblade of light the Bloodsoaked Queen used and was possibly even stronger.

      “So this is a demon hunter’s skeleton?” Cloudhawk stared at the bones littering the ground, puzzled. This place clearly was not any part of the world that Cloudhawk came from. Why, then, did it also have demon hunters? And the corpse had been kneeling towards this idol. Were these the so-called “gods”?

      Cloudhawk wiped the two divine relics clean before giving them a close look. He discovered to his great surprise that the hooded cloak and the gourd both had a strange insignia on them. He pulled out his exorcist rod to compare, only to discover that the insignias were virtually identical?

      But before he had a chance to thoroughly think through the implications of this discovery, a deep hiss could be heard coming from outside the hall.

      Cloudhawk’s entire body tensed up as a sense of tremendous danger filled his mind. By the time Cloudhawk turned to look towards the direction from which the sound came, an enormous shadow could be seen slowly crawling forward past the stone columns.

      What the hell is this?! A giant snake? But this is huge!

      The creature’s torso alone was four or five times thicker than Cloudhawk, and its body was indescribably long. It coiled its body around one of the stone columns, its ashen-white scales glittering with cold, metallic light.

      Hisses could be heard from the other direction as well. Cloudhawk discovered, to his horror, that there wasn’t just one of these creatures inside. Every single pillar had these creatures slowly coiling their way downwards. Each creature was indescribably vast and Cloudhawk was completely surrounded.

      One of the giant, ashen-white creatures descended to the ground from the pillar closest to Cloudhawk. It slowly extended its head, and when Cloudhawk was able to see it clearly, he felt his scalp go numb. It had the body of a giant serpent, but the head was that of a lion and its eyes glowed with cold green light.

      Suddenly, the beast charged straights towards Cloudhawk, moving as fast as a streak of lightning.

      Cloudhawk had never seen a terrifying monster like this before. Most likely, even if the entire Tartarus Company came back to life, the only result would be them being wiped out a second time… and there were dozens of the things!

      But just as the monster opened its great maw and bit down, the strange stone around Cloudhawk’s neck suddenly woke up once more, releasing a stream of light that caused him to disappear just as the jaws closed around him.

      Cloudhawk was back in the wastelands.

      What was going on, exactly!? Cloudhawk stared in silent shock as the strange stone slowly dimmed once more. This time, it seemed to have fallen into an even deeper state of slumber.

      The hooded cloak and small gourd in Cloudhawk’s hands were proof that it hadn’t all been just a dream. He really had visited an unimaginably strange world and returned with divine relics that did not belong in the wastelands. Cloudhawk was vaguely beginning to understand the nature of the abilities of this strange stone.

      Why did it have these kinds of abilities? How were all of these worlds connected? These were mysteries for Cloudhawk to work through later. Right now, the most pressing thing at hand was for him to immediately return to Blackflag Outpost. It was possible that the battle had already begun and that the Bloodsoaked Queen was in grave danger!

      Cloudhawk scanned the area around him. He was lucky enough to recognize it as a place they had passed earlier, and was able to find the vehicles the Tartarus mercenaries had parked out in the wastelands. He pulled out a canteen of water, gulping it down and enjoying the sensation of cool moisture flooding into his body.

      Cloudhawk then clambered onto the “iron lizard” and revved up the engine. He had done plenty of maintenance work on the vehicles during the past few weeks. Although he hadn’t actually driven them, he knew how they worked. As for the actual driving? He’d learn it on the go.

      The “iron lizard” slowly began working its way across the wastelands, accelerating to greater and greater speeds. It was his first time driving and Cloudhawk was every bit as crazy a driver as the mercenaries had been.

      Right now, Cloudhawk had only one thing in mind… he was going to get back as soon as he could and run some of those bastards over!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          47 The Fallen Outpost

        

      

    

    
      The setting sun continued to bake the wastelands with its scorching, parching, and blazing light.

      The gates to Blackflag Outpost were tightly shut. Men hefted weapons in their hands, arranged in tight ranks as they waited patiently. Thousands of bloodshot eyes scanned the wilderness. It had been two days and two nights since any of them had slept.

      Facing them was an army of more than a thousand sweepers arrayed in a dense formation.

      Where did these sweepers come from? What did these sweepers want? No one knew! Two days ago, the mutants suddenly appeared out of nowhere. They surrounded the outpost but didn’t attack it, just staring at it from afar. The warriors of Blackflag Outpost were kept in a constant state of tension. They didn’t dare fall asleep and their nerves were shot. They were close to the point of mental collapse.

      The sweepers were led by two commanders. The first was a beak-faced youth who had wings and could fly in the air. The second was a muscular man with two curved ox-like horns and skin that seemed to be made out of some sort of black metal.

      The winged youth looked rather impatient as he irritably scraped his twin scimitars against each other. “Why is our big brother taking so much time to deal with a few miserable mercenaries? Blackflag Outpost is no big deal anyhow. The two of us are more than enough to wipe it out. Let’s just start.”

      “Did you forget how our little brother died?” The horned man was seated on a rock and spoke in a deep and patient voice that was completely at odds with his brutish appearance: “Wait a bit longer. Don’t get impatient.”

      The winged man couldn’t fathom what his brother was worried about. “Surely you don’t think that bitch is stronger than our master?”

      “We can’t rule out that there may be traps. The master must be vigilant – he protects from the shadows and doesn’t fight at the front.” The horned fellow swung his eyes toward his companion. “In the grand scheme of things, our lives don’t mean shit. Our job is to make sure not even the smallest danger threatens the master.”

      The winged man was silent. He knew second brother was right. There were forces at play in the wastelands they paled in comparison to. The wastelands needed a master.

      Just then, a cry broke the relative silence. A ragged wasteland airship was coming their way, kicking up a torrent of wind and sand.  It was a hundred meters tall and split the twilight horizon as it made its way toward Blackflag Outpost.

      Was he finally back? Could they start the slaughter?! Excitement gleamed dangerously in the winged man’s eyes. His horned companion unfurled from atop the rock and stood.

      All of a sudden, a fierce wind was kicked up all around them. Billowing clouds of sand arose as though they’d been stirred up by giant, invisible hands. The clouds swirled around and around until they formed a tornado.

      The outpost’s defenders were stunned as they witnessed the supernatural disaster form before their eyes. 

      “Shit!”

      “The hell is this?!”

      As though on cue, the tornado tore forward, throwing everything in its path high into the sand-choked air. The sound resembled that of a hundred thousand rattlesnakes beating their tails.

      The elite soldiers hollered out to the others. “Hit the deck!”

      Half a moment later the tornado struck the make-shift parapets and tore them to shreds. Ten soldiers were flung into the sky like detritus; even their screams were lost to the deadly sands. Nearby buildings of weaker construction were reduced to rubble by the tugging winds alone.

      As the summoned storm pierced the Outpost’s defenses, it rapidly started to diminish. Far from being a cause to celebrate, however, it spat out plumes of sand in all directions and blinded the defenders. As their world was cast into a choking fog, chaos erupted among the Outpost warriors.

      A crazed fanaticism burned in the horned man’s eyes. “Master blesses us with cover. Tear this place apart!”

      The winged commander let loose a howl of excitement. His wings beat furiously, launching him into the air and leaving whirling dust devils in his wake. He shot like a bullet into the sky, to the chorus of bloodthirsty cries from the sweepers below. Together they advanced through the wind and sand toward Blackflag Outpost’s crumbling walls.

      At last, the battle had begun!

      “They’re coming!”

      “Everyone, get ready for a fight!”

      Warriors shuffled through the unnatural darkness, rushing to try and maintain some sort of defensive formation. One wastelander clambered over the wall and met the defenders with a swing of its heavy axe. It cut through a warrior’s head with a sickening crunch before being wrenched free and turned on another.

      Bloodcurdling howls echoed through the sandy darkness. The two sides clashed.

      There were three times as many sweepers this time as there were in the last assault, while Blackflag Outpost’s defenses had taken a big hit. What remained of their elite squad used their tenacity and organization to rally the defenders and prepare for the desperate fight.

      A shadow stretched over them. Peering through the stinging sands, the outpost’s fighters could make out an oval shape drifting through the skies above them. It was the black-clad man’s airship. That was about as far as their thoughts got before they were interrupted by a series of cracks.

      “Ahh! Aarrgghh! Agghh!!”

      A hail of bullets descended on them, ripping through the defenders and turning them into howling fountains of blood. What flesh and blood creature could survive a tempest of hot lead? It was spat from a rare treasure in the wastelands, a minigun bolted to the frame of the airship. Already it was clear which side held the advantage.

      Disaster had befallen the Outpost warriors. Wherever the enemy airship passed, it left piles of corpses and rivers of blood in its wake. Sweepers broke through the walls in droves to swarm over the hellscape and look for victims. Men, women, children – it didn’t matter. If it breathed, it was torn apart.

      Could this even be called a battle? It was genocide!

      Blackflag Outpost had fallen. This bastion of society in the wastelands was no more. The Bloodsoaked Queen walked through the slaughter, swaying slightly with every step.

      All of these people were dead because of her. Although she was a child of the gods, a noble demon hunter who spurned these heathens, witnessing their heartless massacre wasn’t something she could simply put out of mind.

      They were lives of ignorance and evil – but they were lives nonetheless!

      No question remained as to who would win this conflict. The overwhelming numbers and advantages of the sweepers proved too much for the Outpost. Even if she were stronger, the Bloodsoaked Queen couldn’t turn this foul situation around.

      Blackflag Outpost was destined to be wiped out and fade into obscurity. Its denizens were either consigned to rot as corpses, or were fleeing in whatever direction their legs would take them. All the while, there were screams, blood, murder, brutality – how could anyone not be scarred by this nightmare?!

      A group of four or five sweepers came across the Bloodsoaked Queen. They immediately brandished their axes and, with guttural battle cries, flung themselves at her. 

      In one fluid movement, the Queen kicked her foot, flicking up an iron sword that was half hurried in the dirt. She caught it in midair and before the mob could even draw close, they were met by streaks of cold light. Precise, deadly, vicious. One after another, the sweepers fell to the ground, spurting blood from their open throats.

      Demon hunters were the mightiest warriors in the Elysian lands. Even if bereft of their godly relics, no typical enemy could stand against them. 

      Out of the wind-borne sands, a cluster of bone-tipped tentacles shot forth. They whipped and cut through the air like a meat grinder, fast and cruel. Erratic and deadly, the sudden attack was practically impossible to defend against.

      Clang, crack, bang!

      The crude iron sword in the Queen’s grip seemed to take on a life of its own. Like a viper, it lashed out at the tentacles, blocking each one. None managed to slip past her cover.

      A shrill cry rang out from overhead. What little light remained glinted off of a pair machetes, carving a deadly path her way. They were aimed at the snow-white flesh of her neck, ready to sever her head from her body.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen reeled back just in time. She could only see the light of the machetes as they flit by, severing several hairs as they passed. A moment later, a figure appeared behind her bearing the offending weapons. Fast as lightning, the shadow struck again.

      She swung the sword around and held it in a backwards grip.

      Clang! The iron sword knocked the machetes away!

      Next, the earth shook beneath her feet, followed by a thunderous roar and the sound of splintering stone. From the corner of her eye, she saw a massive pitch black figure burst through a structure on her left. The wall didn’t appear to slow this monster down in the least as it bore down on the Queen like a bloodthirsty rhinoceros.

      Again, she swung her sword around to meet this new threat. What followed was the grating sound of steel breaking apart. The Bloodsoaked Queen staggered back with the ruins of a sword in hand. The sheer force of the impact had practically turned her weapon to dust. Whoever this foe was, they had strength that surpassed that of both Grizzly and Mad Dog.

      “Protecting yourself from a combined attack with nothing but a crude sword.” The unsettling man in black emerged from the sandstorm. On his left was the bull-horned monster that had nearly flattened her. On his right was a younger warrior with a pair of wings. They glared hungrily at the powerful Queen for a time before the black-clad aberration spoke again in its low, gravelly voice. “’Bloodsoaked Queen’ is a well-earned moniker.”

      As he spoke, figures began to close in around them, silhouettes barely visible through the sand. They revealed themselves to be twenty elite sweepers, with bows drawn and arrows nocked, all equipped with deadlier weapons than the splinters of the Queen’s ruined sword.

      Her face was hidden behind the demonic mask so none of the Queen’s assailants knew what she was thinking. Almost flippantly, she cast the hilt of her ruined weapon aside. Her bare hands quickly filled with balls of roiling flame.

      These three mutants were not your typical foes!

      The one in black, she knew, could regenerate quickly. Only a single, definitive attack could put him down. Otherwise, he was practically impossible to kill. The bull-horned man-beast was strength-focused and a single blow from him would either cripple or outright kill her. The winged youth possessed supernatural agility and had great speed and keen reaction times. Against him, life or death would be decided in the blink of an eye.

      Against the three of them, even the demon hunter was outmatched. She needed to use relics!

      The Bloodsoaked Queen, mighty as she was, had her limits. Battling against these three mutants, how could she also protect herself from the host of assassins that had surrounded her? What’s more, she hadn’t fully recovered from her wounds and quickly dispatching her three most irritating assailants would be no easy task.

      The black man’s voice slithered out, cold as the grave. “Kill her!”

      The twang of bows loosing their arrows filled the air.

      The Queen threw herself behind a collapsed wall and the deadly bolts buried themselves in her cover. With a gleeful cry, the winged mutant shot into the air, only to descend on her like a meteor. The man in black and the horned warrior raced after her on the ground. They converged on her in an instant.

      Ten sweepers followed right on their heels.

      She could be twice as strong and still be outmatched. Not only did she have to dodge arrows fired from the darkness, she also had to protect herself from the three mutants and a contingent of sweepers.

      Thud! The Queen felt something strike her shoulder and a spray of blood spurted forth. She’d been struck by a sniper and was injured!

      With perfect timing, the winged man attacked with his machetes. The cunning monster in black lashed out with its whip-like tentacles. The twin-horned man charged while ignoring all obstacles, flailing his inky-black fists.

      Wrath, indignation, and cold-blooded homicidal intent sprang up in the Bloodsoaked Queen’s eyes.

      She clenched her right fist and her glove burst into flame. She lashed out and like a belching flame from a dragon’s maw, a plume of fire erupted outward. For all his girth and muscle, the bull-horned mutant was blasted several meters away like a ragdoll.
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      The Bloodsoaked Queen had two divine relics. One was the “Burning Angels”, while the other was the sacred crossblade of light. Both were relics from her clan, with the Burning Angels being the gloves she wore on her hand.

      Legends claimed that if the demon hunter was powerful enough, a touch from the Burning Angel could set anything ablaze. Wood, stone, even iron – a caress was enough to make it belch fire. Flammable or not, the power of the relic consumed all.

      Though the Bloodsoaked Queen was not as powerful as the demon hunter described in legends, she could incinerate any flesh and blood obstacle within her reach. No amount of luck could protect her victim once she laid hands on them.

      However, when her strike landed, it didn’t feel like it hit flesh. It felt like it hit metal. The horned man was wreathed in flames but they didn’t reach any vital part of him. The mutant rolled around in the sand for a moment to extinguish the fire, after which the only result was a scorched mark on his chest. Certainly nothing to threaten his life.

      The man in black hissed a mocking laugh. “Second brother has the strongest defenses. Even for a young demon hunter, you are weak. Did you honestly believe you were strong enough to face our master? So naïve!”

      “What I didn’t expect,” the Queen said through her mask, “was that your ‘master’ would be so fond of raising stupid mutts.”

      None of them were offended or enraged by her insult – since they agreed. Each of them was proud to be a loyal servant of the master, a vicious dog in his service. They would tear out the throats of whoever he told them to without ever questioning who or why.

      “Are you demon hunters any different? Dogs as well, with gods who hold your tether. We’re no different, you and I!”

      “You refuse to accept reality and harass us because of your dogmatic assumptions. What gives you the right to be so self-righteous? Do you think you understand the wastelands at all? What right do you have to pass judgment on us?”

      The black-clad mutant waved his hand. The sweepers raised their weapons, ready to put her down for good.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen bolted from her hiding place like a bat out of hell. The crack of bullets and thuds of crossbow bolts followed her, sinking into the sand inches from her heels. She was shadowed by the winged mutant who descended from on high. He held his machetes in a reverse grip and cut with such speed and ferocity that it seemed like dozens of strikes were raining down.

      The Queen thrust out her hands, fingers curled in like a tiger’s claws. With staggering accuracy, she caught the winged man’s blurred machetes out of the air and poured the power coalesced in her palms right through them. They immediately began to glow with white hot heat.

      With a yelp, the winged man’s hands went slack and he was blasted away. The black-garbed man and his horned companion charged in for another assault.

      The man in black attacked first, lashing out with five viper-like tentacles. With startling accuracy, they splayed out toward specific targets: her face, throat, chest and other vital parts. They hissed through the air like arrows from a hundred archers, seeking her heart with a shrill whistling cadence.

      The horned man’s attacks weren’t flashy or even terribly skilled. He relied on overwhelming strength and so intense was his punch that its effects were felt even before they landed. Punch after punch, propelled by pure force mighty enough to level mountains.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen was knocked back and the assault slowed her escape. It was only a little, but it was enough. One of the bullets found its mark and buried itself in her thigh, causing her to lose her balance.

      She bit back her pain and focused more energy into her hands, gripping tight the machetes wrenched from the winged man. They glowed red and when she threw them, they had become disks of molten steel. Both of them exploded in midair and sent searing shrapnel flying out in every direction. The pained whines and howls of sweepers answered.

      The Queen stumbled, rolled, and shot back to her feet. The wound in her leg was deep and bright fresh blood oozed freely from it, but she didn’t have time to examine the injury now. The five tentacles of the black-garbed monster were upon her and the horned behemoth was bearing down on her position.

      She managed to dodge the tentacles, but in doing so left herself open to the horned man’s fists. As his blow landed, she was thrown through the ruined buildings of the outpost like a marionette with its strings severed. He was monstrous, with a single successful hit nearly breaking her in half.

      “Kill her!”

      The sweepers raised their weapons, training them on the Queen. Their gnarled fingers were about to pull hair triggers when suddenly, shouts that caught their attention sounded out. A group of outpost warriors who had rallied together charged the twisted beasts. Caught unprepared, they were quickly cut down.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen took this opportunity to flee. She struggled to move as quickly as she could, despite her grievous wounds.

      “We can’t defend the outpost!”

      “Queen, we must retreat!”

      Grizzly put his fist through one of the sweeper’s heads as if it were an overripe melon. He was covered in blood, some his but mostly others’ as he hurried to the Queen’s side. When he saw that she had not suffered any life threatening wounds, he breathed a sigh of relief. However her injuries were anything but slight, which filled him with an indescribable fury.

      These fucking bastards! They dared harm my Queen?!

      Grizzly had managed to assemble ten elite fighters and twenty to thirty conscripts. They weren’t a strong unit by any means, but they would serve in an emergency. At the very least, they could pin down a sizeable group of sweepers.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen knew that now was not the time to tarry and fight. With Cloudhawk’s help, she’d recovered from her wounds, but not completely. She was only capable of commanding a little more than sixty percent of her full strength. Besides being less than at her peak, she’d also suffered wounds on her shoulder and leg. The punch that horned bastard landed also caused considerable internal damage. Keeping up the fight was ill-advised.

      Grizzly screamed at her with all the force of his namesake. “Go!”

      Sinister, snake-like laughter hissed through the air. “You think you can get away?”

      The winged youth skimmed low over the ground and snapped up a long knife from the ground. A group of soldiers moved to stop him but were viciously cut down. The man in black and the horned titan moved in for the kill. Despite the soldiers’ efforts, sweepers closed in on all sides.

      Warriors started dropping like flies. Their circle of defiance was quickly shrinking.

      Grizzly punched one of the wastelanders so hard his chest caved in. He swung around to face his next foe and found himself face to face with an enormous specimen. He was pitch black and two enormous horns rose from his skull.

      “Get the fuck outta my way!”

      Grizzly didn’t give a damn who his enemy was. He snapped a jab with his iron-clad hand aimed at the horned mutant’s chest. His foe didn’t dodge or block. The punch connected and the horned man staggered back several steps. A small rivulet of blood trickled from the corner of his mouth, but otherwise, the beast was unfazed.

      What?

      Grizzly looked at the mutant, dumbfounded. He was one of the strongest fighters in the outpost, matched only by Tartarus’s captain, Mad Dog. The horned man didn’t seem to care though. He didn’t block or move, he  just took the punch like it was nothing.

      The titan wiped the blood from his mouth. He glared at Grizzly with dark, murderous eyes. “You’ve got some strength. But not enough!”

      He punctuated his words with a full-armed punch. 

      Grizzly paid his words no mind. When he saw the fist, he answered by throwing one of his own. They collided with such force that it sounded like thunder, followed by the sound of splintering bone and Grizzly’s earsplitting cries.

      He crumbled to the ground, cradling what remained of his hand. The iron glove was dented and inside, his fingers were a mangled mess. His arm had become an amorphous ruin of bone flecks and tenderized meat. Jagged bits of bone jutted out in several places.

      “Grizzly!”

      The gasps came from members of the elite squad. They rushed forward to drag their wounded leader out of danger.

      Grizzly was no less a powerhouse than the captains of Tartarus Company. None of them expected he would be so badly maimed going fist for fist. His whole right arm had been practically destroyed. Even if he survived, Grizzly would be forever crippled!

      At least he could take heart in the fact that the horned man was also bleeding. Except, this copper-skinned, iron-boned monstrosity had just scraped his knuckles.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen looked upon Grizzly as he wailed and cradled what was left of his hand. She looked on as one after another, her elite soldiers were cut down like weeds. Each death fanned the flames of rage in her eyes. Was she not a prideful person? She had come from faraway lands to hunt and kill a demon, but she hadn’t even managed to catch a glimpse of her prey. Now here she was, with men she found base and filthy dying to protect her!

      She reached up to curl her fingers around the cross hanging from her neck.

      Her holy sword should have no problem eliminating a few mutants.

      She knew, however, that summoning the blade would overtax her abilities. It meant she wouldn’t have any strength left over to protect herself from whatever foes may follow – not to mention the bastard still hidden somewhere in the shadows!

      The circle of protection was shrinking. She saw her warriors dying by the second and knew now was not the time for indecision. She gripped the necklace tightly and prepared to yank it free.

      The man in black spotted this minute action. “Careful. She’s getting desperate…”

      He didn’t finish his sentence. A scene completely outside of their expectations emerged, heralded by a roar that shook the heavens!

      A vehicle came barreling through the fog of sand like a hellish lizard scrambling across the dunes. Destructive as a bulldozer, it ripped a path straight towards Blackflag Outpost, knocking aside countless sweepers and grinding others beneath its wheels. And it was headed right for the freak in black.

      “Get fucked!”

      Cloudhawk roared from the driver’s seat, his crimson eyes fixed on his target. With utter disregard for everything, he stomped hard on the accelerator. Before the freak could react, it was plowed down and caught in the treads of several tires. No small number of sweepers was also reduced to roadkill as the iron lizard ripped through their ranks. 

      Cloudhawk lost control. The iron lizard pitched hard to one side and ripped itself apart against the unforgiving ground. Its crash didn’t stop its forward motion, however, and several pieces continued barreling towards the horned mutant, standing stunned not far away.

      “Arrrgghh!!”

      The bull-like beast roared a challenge and flung his arms up defensively. But he was no match for several tons of twisted metal. He was caught in the tide of detritus that only came to a stop when it pulverized itself against a cluster of buildings. It wasn’t clear whether the mutant survived.

      Wide eyed and slack jawed, the winged man and the remaining sweepers gaped at what they’d just witnessed.

      What in the hell?!

      A bloody hand clawed out of the cabin. A young man in dingy ash-black fur armor clambered out from the wreckage. He’d lived, but the gash in his head and the blood that covered him showed that he didn’t escape without a price.

      Cloudhawk shook his head to try and clear away his blurred vision. The first thing he saw was something pinned beneath the wheels of the iron lizard. It was the masked man.

      “Goddamn- you still aren’t dead? You still aren’t dead?!”

      He wasn’t dead, but he wasn’t far off, either. His lower body had been badly mangled by the vehicle’s tires. His incredible healing was the only thing that kept him breathing.

      “It’s… it’s you!”

      The man in black propped his body up with his right arm and glared at the child. He couldn’t believe this mercenary punk had survived!

      Cloudhawk stared back with eyes painted the color of blood. He pulled his exorcist rod free and began to drag himself forward. Step by step, he lurched towards the man in black, who stared at the young man as he came closer, inch by agonizing inch. And as he did, a sensation filled him, one that made the hairs on his neck stand on end. He had faced some of the fiercest creatures of the wasteland, but he’d never felt it until now.

      Fear.
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      Cloudhawk’s dramatic entrance stunned everyone. This heedless, crazy action in a critical moment dealt with two of the enemy leaders. This kid was as crazy as he was lucky.

      The man in black was pinned and couldn’t move. The mask that concealed his face had broken away, revealing a hideously ugly visage beneath. He had all the normal humanoid features; eyes, a nose, a mouth. But along his jaw and the ridge of his cheekbone grew spindly threads of flesh. They were like miniature tentacles that protruded from his face. They slithered across his countenance as if they had a mind of their own.

      The last leader standing, the winged youth, screamed and launched into the air. He dove for them, sword first.

      Cloudhawk felt the danger, but knew his foe was too fast for him to defend against. With singular focus, he poured his will into the exorcist rod. Its tri-bladed head began to spin, gaining momentum with each step until it was kicking up sand!

      Everyone – the man in black, the winged man, and the Bloodsoaked Queen – they all stared in wonderment.

      “He’s a demon hunter?!”

      The two mutants were stunned. He was a kid, but he was a kid with an exorcist rod and that change everything. Could Blackflag Outpost have another demon hunter?

      The winged mutant’s blade hung in the air for half a breath as he hesitated. In that moment, a dark figure leapt from the ruins nearby, and almost unseen threw something towards him. Two scalpels, dripping with poison, whistled through the air. One was angled towards the jugular notch and the other towards his chest.

      Mantis!

      The assassin was a master at taking advantage of opportunities. The winged attacker was forced to break off his assault on Cloudhawk and turn his sword towards protecting himself. He succeeded in knocking the deadly scalpels away.

      The power of the exorcist rod continued to gather to its peak. Tempestuous winds were kicked up all around Cloudhawk and his demon slaying weapon!

      A ferocious and hateful look was smeared across the tentacle horror’s face. He whipped his left hand and cast his bone-tipped feelers toward Cloudhawk. However, he’d been gravely injured, causing both his power and speed to suffer. Mantis reacted with another pair of flying knives that connected with two of the tentacles, knocking them away and helping Cloudhawk evade the danger.

      Cloudhawk lifted his staff high. With eyes red as the pits of hell, he brought the spinning blades down as hard as he could on the man in black.

      The mutant tried to protect himself with his right arm, but the spinning blade would not be deterred. It ground against the limb, tearing through flesh and bone with the sound of half a dozen saws. The freak’s arm was making a painful yet serviceable stand, stopping the exorcist rod from hitting anything vital. 

      “Are you angry?” The monster hissed in his gravelly tone. “Do you feel hatred?” By now the man in black’s other wounds had healed. Two slithering bone-tipped tentacles reeled back and struck at Cloudhawk like a pair of cobras. “You don’t have what it takes to kill me! Die!”

      Scenes flashed through Cloudhawk’s mind.

      The satisfied look in Woola’s dull, dead eyes. Cooke’s unreconciled sadness and anger. Mad Dog’s silhouette as he welcomed death, and Slyfox’s earnest look moments before his demise. Those eyes, that hatred, that figure. All of these things crystalized into a single moment in his mind.

      Cloudhawk felt something surge within him, like a dam had burst. The sound of his exorcist rod drilling through his foe’s arm magnified and the black man watched in agonizing terror as it tore his limb to ground flesh. 

      “Let’s see who dies first!”

      His exorcist rod became an all-conquering Excalibur. He thrust his staff through the arm, into the freak’s throat and deeper still into the earth beneath. The whirling blade made quick work of the mutant’s neck and its hideous head rolled into the distance. A rapidly expanding pool of black blood soaked the ground.

      Suddenly, Cloudhawk felt a stabbing pain that radiated from his back. Two of the man in black’s bone spurs had dug themselves in. Thankfully they were weak and the quality of his wolf pelt was good. The wounds were not too bad.

      The winged man’s eyes went wide with rage. “Big brother!”

      Sweepers who’d witnessed the scene were struck dumb with amazement. In fact, so was the Bloodsoaked Queen! She felt the notions she’d taken for granted for the last decade crumbling. How could a heretic from the wastes be capable of wielding a demon hunter’s weapon, and so capably at that?

      His attack had been vicious and destructive. Not only did he summon the power of the relic, but his will surpassed all the novice demon hunters she’d ever known. He was almost as good as a full-fledged member of the order.

      Training a demon hunter in the Elysian lands required significant time, resources, and energy. No one had ever heard of a recruit mastering the craft in a matter of days, much less someone with his power and psychic strength. This was absolutely impossible!

      The winged man’s roars brought her and the sweepers back to the present. “Kill them!”

      Mantis swept in and grabbed Cloudhawk, who was almost too weak to walk. Like a specter, he glided to her side. “I know a way. Follow or die.”

      There was no time to be stunned. Several elite soldiers, the badly wounded Grizzly, and the Queen were all who remained. They stumbled after Mantis, looking for escape.

      The winged mutant gave up the chase. His first concern was his mangled brother. As he knelt down beside him, the winged man could see the tentacles on his neck and face twitching erratically. His mangled collarbones had sprouted many new tentacles as well.

      The winged mutant let out a sigh of relief. The black-robed freak had almost perfect healing powers and was a metahuman with an extremely complex internal structure. As a result, even though he had suffered a mortal wound that he wouldn't be able to recover from quickly, his cells and organs would still remain active and lively for a period of time.

      The winged man scooped up his head and brought it to its body. He held it close to the hacked remnants of his neck. The tentacles reaching from it were like worms that detected the scent of a feast. They slithered over each other and held the head in place while sickly flesh began re-stitching itself. Tendons, vessels, and muscle regenerated before his very eyes.

      Cloudhawk had almost killed him. Almost.

      The crumbling protests of rock thundered around them as a boulder was thrust aside. The horned brother came stomping out from the ruins, looking worse than his wounds truly felt. His fuming gaze swept the area. “Where’d they go?”

      “This is unbelievable!” The winged man had to stay to help his elder brother recover. He shouted over his shoulder at the horned man. “They couldn’t have fled far. Get after them!”

      The bull-like mutant gathered a group of thirty of forty sweepers and gave chase.

      Blackflag Outpost was lost to the enemy. Everywhere one turned, there were citizens fighting for their lives. There were more defenders than sweepers, but one on one, they were no match. This assessment didn’t even factor in the sweeper’s airship and its heavy guns. No one knew how many had been mowed down, but the trickles of blood had become rivers.

      “Enemies are everywhere, inside the walls and all around them,” said the crestfallen Grizzly. “How do we get out?”

      Mantis acted like he heard nothing and continued to pick his way ahead without hesitation. As they moved, suddenly, they found the sand beneath them get kicked up by a buffeting wind. The sweeper airship was above them.

      Grizzly looked up with dispirited surprise. “Not good!”

      A spitfire crackle filled the air as the minigun burst to life. The area around them exploded into debris as bullets came flying. A few of the slower fighters fell to the ground screaming, shooting geysers of blood from their wounds.

      The airship had them pinned down!

      Cloudhawk was so drained he was having trouble putting one foot in front of the other. Grizzly and the Bloodsoaked Queen were seriously injured, making them slow and vulnerable. The enemy vessel descended to ten meters overhead and continued spraying the area with gunfire. Escape was impossible.

      Mantis continued at a full run, suddenly changing directions towards an excavation pit. These pits were where diggers earned their name sake, searching for relics and other treasures. Most of the outpost’s goods – be they vehicles, weapons or tools – came from pits like this. Many of them were dotted around the territory. This particular pit was shut down years ago when nothing more of value could be found.

      That pit was where Mantis was heading.

      Some of these dig sites were honeycombs of secret passages that ran deep and far underground. They seemed to stretch out in every direction and pop up at various places through the outpost. Even Grizzly, after years of leading the elite squad, had no idea these were here.

      The dwindling group filed into the tunnels, sweepers nipping at their heels. Outside, the horned mutant ripped off a corroded iron plate from some nearby junk and hurled it like a frisbee into the tunnel after them.

      “Agh!”

      The sheet of metal buried itself into one of the soldiers. It penetrated halfway through his waist before stopping.

      “Shit! They’re still after us!”

      The survivors scowled. None of them wanted to accept that their enemies had caught up to them so fast. The sweepers fired a salvo of gunfire through the tunnel and several more defenders were killed. Mantis and the Queen immediately took cover.

      Grizzly was a fraction too slow and a bullet tore through his ankle. His towering body crashed into the ground with a thud. 

      “Grizzly!” Cloudhawk cried.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen grabbed the big man and dragged him into cover.

      Grizzly, soaked with sweat, gaped at her in astonishment. He was here, right next to her. In the year he’d served under her, he’d never been this close.

      The sweepers were closing in.

      “I can walk on my own!” Cloudhawk pushed Mantis away as he felt his strength returning. “Go help Grizzly!”

      “No, it’s not needed.” Grizzly swung his eyes to Cloudhawk and fixed him with a solemn gaze. “I’ll keep ‘em off you. Protect the Queen, and get the fuck outta here.”

      Grizzly’s right arm was in splinters, as was his ankle. He knew that he’d only slow them down.

      Mantis knew it too. He didn’t hesitate. The last Tartarus captain pulled Cloudhawk up and they fled down the tunnel. And although the Queen felt her chest tighten, she knew the truth when she saw it. 

      What she didn’t expect was how she felt.

      For a year, Grizzly served as her loyal attendant. He was now giving his life so they could run – trading it for the briefest chance she and the others could live. It weighed heavily on her.

      The Queen couldn’t remember when she started pitying these barbarians. She’d grown up in the blessed country where they warned her constantly that the wastelands were full of evil. The people of god and the wretches of the wastelands were split by an impassable line. She was taught never to show the faithless mercy or sympathy.

      Her experience in these blighted lands had taught her that these unfortunate souls weren’t much different from the people of the blessed lands.

      Everyone was made from the same flesh and blood. Everyone loved. Everyone hated.

      The cold fingers of dread closed around her heart: Was she questioning her faith? No… no, the word of the gods surpassed all else!

      She looked back over her shoulder.

      Grizzly had himself half-propped up, leaning on his good leg and looking back at her. For the briefest instant, their eyes met and he felt like he was bathed in holy light. The look in her eyes set his soul ablaze.

      This is enough, he thought. He was content to die for what he believed in. Could many in these cursed lands say the same?

      Click!

      A spout of fire danced from his lighter as Grizzly lit a cigarette. He seemed unperturbed as the shadow of an enormous horned monstrosity crept over him. 

      Grizzly sucked in a breath, making the tobacco crackle. He looked at the mutant with a calm and determined gaze, like a man standing vigil before the dawn. “I’m not lettin’ you through.”

      The horned man curled his fist, making his knuckles pop ominously. His dark eyes were thick with disdain. “Just you?”

      “Yeah. Just me.” He plucked the cigarette from his lips and flicked it away. Keeping his eyes locked on the mutant, he tore open his shirt to reveal a vest of homemade explosives. Half an inch of fuse sizzled as he grinned victoriously at his killer. “You’re goin’ down with me!”

      The horned man’s pupils contracted to tiny dots. He screamed at those behind him.

      “Retreat!”

      The sweepers scrambled over one another to try and flee.

      Grizzly erupted into peels of crazy laughter, full of pride, rage, and madness. Tears had gathered at the corner of his eyes. He’d always been a man who kept his emotions tightly bound. He never wished for much and kept his head clear of fantasies. The Queen never knew because he didn’t want his filth to tarnish such a heavenly beauty.

      I wish I could stay with you, doing your bidding. I wish I could protect you and be your servant. An unworthy man was able to find salvation by dying for his faith. What is there to regret? Thank you, my Queen!

      “Wulf, I’ll see ya in a minute!” Grizzly let loose his final roar of defiance before the vest detonated. The explosion tore through the tunnel’s supports and collapsed a huge section. Sweepers too slow to escape were crushed beneath a mountain of rubble.
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      The only one who knew about Grizzly’s suicide vest was Grizzly himself. No one expected him to blow himself up to stop their pursuers.

      Cloudhawk, Mantis, and the Bloodsoaked Queen were far enough away to escape the blast radius. The horned mutant and many of his sweepers were not so lucky. The explosion caused the whole area to collapse in on itself. Detritus swept into the ruined tunnels like a landslide. Those too slow were buried alive. 

      The horned man was caught in the collapsed ruin and couldn’t wriggle free. Buried beneath tons of garbage, the mutant was stuck, despite his supernatural strength. The more he struggled the smaller his coffin became. His physique kept him from being crushed, but it did not free him from the ticking clock of depleting oxygen. Strong as the mutant was, he still needed air like any living creature and that air was becoming thinner by the moment.

      Minutes marched by. Breathing became more difficult. The horned man struggled against the dimness that began creeping into his vision, all the while incredulous that he had been caught this way. He was getting weaker. Was this how he would die?

      His oxygen-deprived mind summoned memories from the past. He was a child, an orphan who knew nothing about who his parents were much less what they were like. Ever since he could remember, the horned man was a large and imposing mutant, different even among others of his kind. He’d held on to his intellect and humanity in addition to his superhuman physique.

      The horned youth’s intelligence didn’t change how normal humans treated him. Given the derogatory name Longhorn [1], he was hunted wherever he went and the specter of being caught and killed always hung over him. More times than he could count, he had to humiliate himself to survive. He’d lost track of the times he was nearly killed and each time, he made himself harder.

      The mutant child grew up, grew strong. Eventually he was able to stand on his own and even attracted a small group of dimwitted stragglers. It was his first sweeper colony and he bore down on any scavengers or excavators they came across.

      Yet no matter how strong he became or how many sweepers he gathered around him, Longhorn was not content. The imbeciles he commanded couldn’t hold a conversation, much less provide companionship. For a long time, he was convinced he would live out his days as a pariah, a lone wolf licking his wounds day in and day out.

      This world, this time, this place – it was full of hostility, enemies at every turn. Even the wastelands rejected him, for he was a mutant!

      Until one day.

      A man clad in mystical armor appeared before him. Right away, he recognized the stranger as one of them – the root of all evil here in the world. It was their race that destroyed the planet, who men far and wide feared with every fiber of their being. But Longhorn had been alone all this time, adrift in a sea of self-pity and hopelessness… and suddenly, safe harbor seemed to appear before him. 

      “I can see the confusion and defiance in your eyes. You are one of only a few I’ve come across with the talent I need, with the ability to do great things. Come with me and your days of wretchedness will be behind you.”

      “I will rule these wastelands. Together we will create a kingdom, a place for people like you and I. We will be a haven for those that fate has conspired against, succor for those who have known cruelty and despair. This will be my dynasty.”

      The mutant gladly accepted this charge. Ever since that day, Longhorn wholeheartedly devoted himself to his king’s service. In his name he fought, spreading his influence far and wide. Whatever his master’s bidding, he obeyed. Over time their coterie expanded and more like him joined their cause. Though they came from different walks of life, they all shared something.

      A dream. They were chasing the most precious thing left in the wasteland, a dream of something better.

      It was what separated man from beast. An animal was content so long as it had enough food to fill its belly, a safe place to sleep and a pack of its own. Animals didn’t worry about the future, ignorant of the impulses that kept them going. Longhorn had lived like an animal for years and his master had given him the choice to regain his dignity.

      Master was sure to succeed. He was different from all the others. He was destined for greatness.

      Longhorn had dedicated himself to his savior’s lofty ambitions, giving his strength and his life to see it become a reality. He’d helped to create a Promised Land where people like him could thrive, under a leader who valued them. If this was his time to die, he had no regrets.

      But he was not yet resigned! Still, his iron will could not protect him from suffocation. He was getting dizzy, his mind muddled. He only held on because he could not accept death. Then, suddenly, a flicker of light shone throne the darkness.

      Scrrratch, clack! The rubble was moved aside. A hand extended down towards him.

      “Second brother, you still breathing? Hurry up and get out of there!”

      Longhorn raised his head to see his winged brother, Vulture [2] peering back. The young mutant helped pull him from the ruins. When he was finally extricated, Longhorn still couldn’t tell how long he’d been buried. The battle for Blackflag Outpost was over and the sprawling human encampment was now nothing more than a crumbling mausoleum. Most of its citizens lay dead or dying, with the rest having fled into the unforgiving wastes.

      Their afflicted brother, Stranger Black [3], sat nearby. His neck was a mess of tendrils slithering over one another as flesh knit itself back into place. His vocal cords had not regenerated yet, so he sat in silence. He didn’t need to speak. All three of them shared the same disbelief that the Bloodsoaked Queen had managed to elude them.

      “How could the outpost have another demon hunter…?” Vulture was clearly puzzled by Cloudhawk’s sudden appearance. “He isn’t strong yet. I wonder why they would dispatch him here? It doesn’t make sense!”

      Longhorn and Stranger Black were just as mystified.

      Exorcist staffs were standard equipment in the blessed lands for novice demon hunters. Cloudhawk’s skills were lacking, but his explosive power had taken them by surprise. Stranger Black had suffered terribly because it was so unexpected.

      No matter what, the Bloodsoaked Queen had to be slaughtered!

      She’d already managed to uncover their master’s identity and his whereabouts. If she survived the wastelands and was allowed to get word back to the Elysian lands, they could expect an influx of demon hunters. For now, the situation was too uncertain for their king to show himself. Chasing down these despicable humans and tearing out their hearts was a task left to these three mutants.

      Longhorn took deep, panting gasps. “Send people out in all directions. No matter where they run or what hole they hide in, we will hunt them down, even if we have to dig through every inch of the wilderness! Elder brother can put out a bounty calling every hunter, mercenary, and assassin in the area. We’ll turn the whole damn wastelands against them!”

      His orders were quickly disseminated among the sweepers. They quickly skittered out of the Outpost and out into the deadly wastes.
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      Night finally arrived. Mantis, Cloudhawk and the Bloodsoaked Queen scrambled out of a hole they’d dug for themselves. They were only a few kilometers away from the ruins of Blackflag Outpost, still within dangerous territory. They couldn’t stay long.  They had to keep pressing into the endless wastelands.

      Cloudhawk was on the verge of collapse and the Bloodsoaked Queen’s name was more literal than figurative as she struggled with the wound in her leg. Travel was slow going so they’d found temporary shelter in a valley.

      No food, no water, and no medicine. The survivors had nothing with which to face the harsh wilds. Cloudhawk and the Queen were gravely wounded and death was just as likely to claim them before their pursuers caught up.

      Mantis left to find supplies. Cloudhawk and the Queen remained behind to rest.

      The wastelands became frigid at night, exuding a cold that sunk deep into one’s bones. Of course, a fire was out of the question. The beasts of the wilds didn’t fear fire. It would just give away their position. 

      The mutants were surely keeping their eyes peeled for a campfire as well. By now, there had to be sweepers everywhere looking for them. Doing anything that gave away their location was asking for death.

      Cloudhawk looked over his wounds. While they couldn’t be ignored, at least they weren’t deathly serious. With his healing capabilities, he figured he’d be fine in a few days. His eyes wandered over to the Queen and for some reason, he couldn’t help but voice criticism. “This all happened because you completely overestimated yourself! Why the hell did you run out here by yourself to try and kill a demon!  We haven’t even seen the damn thing’s shadow, but a few of its lackeys almost beat the shit out of you!”

      He’d struck a nerve. She stared back at him angrily, and with a small measure of shame. “I’ve spent the last year searching. I only just recently discovered where he’s hiding. He reacted too fast. I didn’t have time to call for help from my people.”

      “Slyfox, Mad Dog, Grizzly, and a whole lot of other people are dead because of you!” His anger boiled over as he asked, “You really don’t feel guilty for any of that? Why are our lives any less important than yours, huh? What makes you think you’re any better than us! What?!”

      Cloudhawk was furious. Thousands of innocent citizens had been massacred. Mad Dog, Slyfox, Woola, and countless others hadn’t been able to get away. None were spared! The demon might have wielded the sickle, but the Queen’s pride was what brought him here in the first place!

      She opened her mouth to respond, but instead, a mouthful of blood splurged forth. Her internal injuries were bad.

      “Whatever, we’ll clear this up later. Our goal is the same, no point in helping the enemy by fighting each other.” When he saw how sorry of a state she was in, Cloudhawk’s anger dissipated. “You’ve been shot. If we don’t get the pellet out, it could be dangerous. Let me help you.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen had suffered from this disaster too. She was no longer able to maintain her aura of indifferent arrogance. In fact, she didn’t even have the strength to rebut Cloudhawk’s arguments. She nodded.

      He helped her remove her outer garments. The shot to her shoulder had been blocked by her sturdy armor. Thanks to its protection and her sturdy constitution, the bullet was only lodged in her skin and hadn’t done any damage to the bones beneath. It didn’t look like it would impede the use of her arm.

      As for her leg, the bullet had not hit anything vital. The wound was a nasty one, but the Queen used her impressive body control to constrict blood vessels in the area. She wasn’t in any danger of bleeding out.

      Cloudhawk used a dagger to dig the bullet out of her shoulder and sutured the wound with a needle he carried on him. Not once did the Queen register any pain on her face. It was like she didn’t feel anything at all.

      Neither bullet wound was as bad as it looked. The real worry was her internal injuries, but Cloudhawk didn’t have a solution for those.

      For a few moments, there was silence and then the Queen spoke up. “How were you able to use the power of the staff?”

      “Hell if I know,” he muttered dismissively. “What? Is it supposed to be hard? Just you fancy-ass Elysians can use relics, not us wastelanders, is that it?” Clearly, Cloudhawk was currently feeling quite a bit of resentment towards the gods and their followers. 

      The Bloodsoaked Queen didn’t argue. Instead, she took a few calming breaths. “If you’re able to use the exorcist rod, it means you have the potential to become a demon hunter. It means you’ve been blessed by the gods and that makes you different from other people in the wastelands. If we survive, there’s a chance you would be allowed into the Elysian lands…”

      Really? The realm of the gods would take him in? Fleeing this wretched place had always been Cloudhawk’s dream. However, memories of his fallen comrades filled him with a sense of duty – the first thing he had to do was kill the one responsible!

      Suddenly, he heard footsteps approaching. They were coming from all around.

      A host of silhouettes separated from the inky darkness. Weapons glinted in their hands.

      Cloudhawk’s face hardened. “Fuck! Someone’s here, we gotta hide!”

      

      1. The author doesn’t specify this is his name. Up to this point he is only referred to as ‘brother’ in conversation, and described as ‘Bull-Horned Brute’. I’ve chosen to give him the name Longhorn to facilitate the translation. Aside from being close enough in approximation to his name in the translation, it is also a common type of cow in the United States where this story purportedly takes place. Texas longhorn cattle are a common site in their namesake, and longhorn bison used to roam the wilds before going extinct. It seemed a fitting moniker.

      2. Again, not his given name. ‘Two-Winged Youth’ doesn’t play. Cherub is closest but he’s hardly angelic, and Icarus is too loaded with history. Vulture seemed most appropriate considering his negative appeal.

      3. ‘Black Robed Freak’ in Chinese.
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      It was a reconnaissance team, scouts – maybe twenty or thirty of them, a third of them rangers. A pair of three-meter-tall maneaters trundled among them. Several of the rangers were mounted on enormous lizards that slithered over the sands of the wastes. 

      These beasts were a class above the mutated ostriches Tartarus mercenaries had used. They made effective war mounts that could fight back. They were fierce, had skin thick as armor and had incredible endurance. Their riders had longbows slung across their backs.

      They were mobile and effective at both close range and at a distance. Hunters.

      Cloudhawk hadn’t sensed them coming. With Mantis gone, the chance that the two of them could fight their way out was slim. Their enemies were about a hundred meters away and closing in.

      “Goddamnit! They have rotwolves!” He spotted the closest of them, a wolf rider. Bristling with coarse, black hair, the wolf had its muzzle pressed to the ground as it searched for them. Hiding wasn’t going to do them any good. “Go… we gotta go!”

      The two of them scrambled out of their hiding place as quietly as they could and tumbled over the far side of a sand dune. They slid down to its base.

      “Awooo! Awoooo!”

      Rotwolves were sensitive to all kinds of movement. It raced to the spot Cloudhawk and the Queen had just fled, picking up their scent.

      “We got ‘em!” The wolf rider beamed a hideous grin when he saw the bloodstains on the ground. It had to have come from a wound. He swung his arms to get the others’ attention. “A few of you go ahead and cut them off. Give the signal for the others to come.”

      Lizard riders bounded off to both flanks and made their way around the sand dune. Thanks to their webbed feet, they dashed across the sand like the wind. There was no question they could overtake their prey.

      One of the sweepers pulled an arrow from its quiver and doused it in fuel. After lighting it ablaze, he fired it into the night sky. Instantly the burning red light split the darkness, visible for kilometers in every direction. When it reached the apex of its trajectory, it exploded.

      A signal?

      Cloudhawk cursed inwardly. When the others sweepers saw the signal, they’d come running.

      “That damn wolf will be able to follow us anywhere. We can’t shake it.” Cloudhawk said to the Queen. “You gotta use your cross to kill it!”

      She was speechless at how stupid his suggestion was. Yes, the holy light could be used at a distance, but using it once drained her of almost all her energy. It was supposed to be used as a last resort. Turning it on a single sweeper and his dog was like smashing a fly with a war hammer.

      By now, the lizards had overtaken them. They were scrambling up a sand dune up ahead. The wolf rider was guiding the others by scent. They were just too damn fast!

      When he saw that the Queen was unwilling to use her powers, he skidded to a halt. Under the Queen’s curious and incredulous gaze, he picked up a sharp rock and began weighing it in his hands.

      What the hell was this moron doing? The Queen thought.

      They looked back and saw the wolf slinking over the dune, like a shadow flitting through the moonlight. It was closing in, merely a few dozen meters away. The beast’s keen green eyes peered through the night for its victims.

      Close enough!

      Cloudhawk kept his eyes trained on the rotwolf. He suddenly launched himself forward running one step, then another, and another, and another. The wolf spotted him but was stunned by the sight of its prey charging. The other sweepers spilling over the dune also saw the young man coming. They pulled their longbows free and began nocking poison arrows.

      Danger! All of Cloudhawk’s hair stood on end.

      A handful of archers took aim, perhaps only ten meters from their target. These were practiced killers. Hitting prey this close was not difficult. Yet Cloudhawk made no effort to dodge. With precise control over every muscle in his body, his legs dug into the sand and started skidding. Everything worked in concert to send power up through his calves, thighs, waist, shoulder, arm, and finally his wrist.

      Woosh!

      What speed! The stone he threw streaked through the air and crashed right into the rotwolf’s snout. It yelped in pain and surprise from its crushed nose and bucked the rider off its back.

      Direct hit!

      Mantis had once told him not to rely on complicated weapons. Any killer worth his salt could end a target with whatever was at hand. Only someone with those skills could call himself a real master of the wastes. Cloudhawk taught himself to throw after seeing what Mantis could do with a scalpel.

      Cloudhawk had incredible control, speed, strength and perception. He drew on those qualities to pelt the rotwolf’s nose through the darkness… but there was no time to celebrate.

      The twang of bowstrings warbled and a hail of arrows followed, many of them aimed right at Cloudhawk. He hunkered down and raised his alpha-wolf pelt. Thud, thud, thud! The arrows pummeled him, but couldn’t fully pierce his coat. They only managed to inflict several nicks and scratches.

      Some, though, were aimed at his head where he had no protection.

      He was having trouble tracking the black arrows through the darkness, but he felt the danger they posed. There were too many for him to dodge or deflect. Then, in this critical moment, the Bloodsoaked Queen appeared, dagger in hand.

      Ting, ting, clang! She knocked the remaining arrows away before pulling Cloudhawk after her in retreat.

      Cloudhawk managed to shout his thanks as they ran. He’d succeeded in taking the rotwolf’s nose out of the equation, but it didn’t improve their situation much. Sweepers continued to close in on all sides. They were in danger of being surrounded.

      In a matter of minutes, their escape would be completely cut off. Once the three mutants arrive, they would be in even deeper shit.

      They didn’t get far. A pair of lizards reared up on their hind legs right in front of them, their riders brandishing weapons. They swung thick, barbaric falchions over their heads and sliced deadly arcs through the air as their lizard mounts propelled them forward.

      The blades were right in their faces.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s body twisted to the side. As though flung from a catapult, her slender and dexterous body flitted through the air, slipping past the sweepers’ blades so she could open their throats with her dagger.

      She landed with one foot on the head of the lizard mount, and pushed off again. She spun like a lethal top, a dervish of steel that severed the arteries in another rider’s throat.

      By now, Cloudhawk had seen a few experts at work, such as Mad Dog, Slyfox, Grizzly, and others. But he never saw anything close to the Queen’s graceful, flexible, and lethal abilities.

      The riders were dead – but their lizards still breathed. Without their riders, they were furious and even more brutal. When their heavy bodies landed back on the ground, they turned to hiss at her, revealing a maw filled with razor-like teeth.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen, still airborne, shrunk into a defensive posture. She waited for her prey to attack, ready to bury her dagger in its eye.

      Then, something that no one expected happened.

      Neither lizard tried to bite her. Instead, barbed tongues shot out at her fast as a whip, with enough force to shatter stone. More importantly, their tongues were peppered with poison-secreting glands. One scrape from those spikes would lead to consequences too gruesome to contemplate.

      The Queen had no leverage with which to move herself out of harm’s way so she could only avoid one of them. 

      Cloudhawk rushed at her brandishing a metal pipe. He brought it crashing down on the head of one of the mutant creatures, cracking its skull and drawing blood. The blow rattled it and altered the trajectory of the beast’s tongue.

      The Queen fell back to the ground safely, only to spring up in a cloud of sand. She charged at the other lizard like a gust of wind. Scores of brutal gashes appeared on the lizard’s vulnerable underbelly from throat to abdomen.

      “Leave the other one alive!”

      Sweepers kept pouring in from all sides. Capable as the Bloodsoaked Queen was, she was just one person and was quickly nearing her limit. Beyond that, her wounds were serious.  All this movement was going to be the end of her!

      The hunters’ numbers swelled. How could the two of them hope to outrun their pursuers using just their two legs? This situation wasn’t a siege. The hunters would run them down until they were too weak. 

      Cloudhawk swung himself on top of the other lizard and wrapped its reins around his fist. It immediately started to sway and buck in protest. His eyes filled with that blood-red hue as he expertly smacked the creature on the head with his pipe again. “Chill! The fuck! Out!”

      The threat of death from this crazy human caused the lizard to tremble in fear. It was suddenly much more compliant.

      He reached out a hand towards the Queen. “What the hell are you staring at? Let’s go!”

      She couldn’t believe he’d tamed this creature with nothing but his voice. This guy was chock full of surprises and powers she didn’t know he had. The Queen didn’t hesitate to leap up onto the lizard’s back. She steadied herself by wrapping her arms around Cloudhawk’s waist.

      “Get me out of here!”

      With the reigns in one hand, Cloudhawk whipped the lizard’s hide with his pipe. Although its hide was thick, Cloudhawk was no weakling. The triangular pipe hit hard enough to break skin and the lizard let out a piteous hiss of pain. It bolted, running wildly through the darkness.

      “Faster!”

      “Faster!”

      Cloudhawk saw his pursuers gaining. He beat his pipe against the lizard again and again, urging it on. Desperate to escape the pain, the lizard kicked its webbed feet faster. It raced over slopes and dunes, slowly increasing the distance between them and the sweepers.

      They were coming up on a conical pit. The lizard was preparing to cross it when Cloudhawk noticed its sandy depths. Something was moving and sand had begun tumbling down the sides.

      This sight was not reassuring. Cloudhawk shook as he broke out in a cold sweat. This wasn’t a normal valley – it was a gateway to hell!

      “Stop, stop!”

      Cloudhawk pulled hard on the reins and beat his mount with the pipe at the same time. The lizard, confused, took it as a sign to speed up.

      “It’s dangerous, we gotta bail!”

      He released his hold on the reins and almost immediately, the two of them were thrown off. The lizard continued its headlong rush until it hit the bottom and the whole thing seemed to come alive. An enormous creature burst forth, frightening the lizard. It tried to scramble in another direction, but it was already too late.

      The monstrous thing was long, and weighed hundreds of pounds. It lurched through the air, bloody maw agape. In a single snap, half the mutant lizard’s body was ripped away.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen stared dumbstruck at the creature. “What the hell is that thing?!”

      Dozens of hideous legs wriggled on either side like those of a giant, fat centipede. A marked difference was that this thing was covered in leathery flesh, though it had the same segmented shape. It was at least twenty meters long and was as thick as five burly men tied together. A carapace covered it from the top of its head all the way down its back. Its sides were covered in tumor-like poison glands, and although it had no eyes, ears or nose, it had a savage bite that put a shark to shame.
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      The sands shook. The world pitched. Under the dim light of dawn, the monstrous thing was revealed. More than a hundred scythe-like legs wriggled, the ones sprouting from its upper half scarlet red and keen as daggers. They were so tightly packed that they clattered against each other like a host of blades. It was a show of dominance.

      The monster also let off a fetid stench of putrescence. It was an agent of death, so terrifying as to petrify even the most elite soldiers.

      Cloudhawk was a model of his upbringing, a denizen of the wastes. Aggression steamed from his bones and he was by no means a coward… but before this hellspawn, he stood absolutely stupefied. Those sweepers who were giving chase witnessed it too, watching as the creature burst from its secret nest like a majestic emperor of its territory. It reared up the first third of its body and released from its gaping maw a screech rife with pure fury.

      The sound was more terrible than any thunder, worse than the boom of an erupting volcano, and more deafening than a flood! It rolled across the vast wasteland and into the heavens, telling all who dared enter its territory that here, it was master!

      Cloudhawk jolted back to his senses. “Run!”

      The sweepers’ mounts panicked when they came face to face with the monster. Their riders fought to keep them under control while the one in the lead thrust his crude axe in the air. “Don’t let them get away! Kill these two rats!”

      The other sweepers growled like a pack of cornered wolves. Although this monster’s appearance had startled them, they were not going to give up the chase – a seemingly insane decision.

      But one mustn’t forget… this was the wastelands!

      As the sands blew in on gusting winds, they brought with them the sounds of bowstrings twanging. Dart after poisonous dart was fired, filling the air with terrifying whistles. The fugitives urged their mounts forward and raced headlong into the sand pit.

      Cloudhawk was struck by two of the arrows. They didn’t completely pierce his mystical cloak but they bit into him anyway. Two cuts like knife stabs ached and though he didn’t stop to look, he knew there would be blood.

      The desert monster made its move. It sped across the sand as smoothly as any vessel, propelled across the granular sea by its constantly wriggling host of legs. Plumes of sand were kicked up behind it as it madly dashed forward.

      The reeking smell of rot mingled with rolling clouds of sand. Cloudhawk’s eyes, mouth and nose were choked shut. He couldn’t see or hear anything, helpless as a drowning man struggling aimlessly.

      The monster slithered up behind him. A hundred blood red, knife-like appendages reached out to impale Cloudhawk.

      Shafts of light shone over them from the eastern horizon. As the beast opened its maw to devour its prey, the light disappeared down its cavernous mouth. Countless needle-like teeth lined the cavity, resembling a living meat grinder. Hell, with skin of copper and bones of iron, you’d still be ripped apart and Cloudhawk had neither of those things.

      He teetered on the razor edge of destruction.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen appeared, cloak flapping, kicking up sand in her wake. She snatched Cloudhawk, leapt off the ground and landed right on the monster’s head. It replied by swinging itself back and forth and raising itself higher. But no matter what the monster did, the Queen was fixed to the carapace that formed its skullcap like a magnet. Agile as a sparrow, she slid down its back to the midpoint of its body.

      Cloudhawk was in shock. He felt like he’d been snatched from the jaws of death, literally. He’d been so close to dying that he felt like his soul had fled his body! He’d never experienced such a terrifying sensation before.

      It was only thanks to the Queen’s fantastic skills that he survived. Even if had ten lives, the beast would have devoured them all. When he looked at her, though, she was not reveling in their escape. Blood dripped continuously from the bottom of her mask. All of this motion and strain was only making her condition worse.

      “Are you alright?”

      With her mask on, he couldn’t tell by her face. Her response was a cold and dismissive grunt, but it couldn’t hide her weakness. “Worry about yourself. Don’t count on me to save your ass every time.”

      Cloudhawk felt extremely unhappy when his well-intentioned question was repaid with contempt.

      There was nothing he could do about it. Ten of him couldn’t equal one wounded Bloodsoaked Queen. It would be hard enough for her to break encirclement alone, twice as hard if she had to drag Cloudhawk with her.

      Cloudhawk clung to the gaps where the monster’s chitinous armor connected. There he was flung from one side to another as if he were riding some nightmarish rollercoaster. He managed to shout, “If you see a chance to make it, you forget about me!”

      “I wasn’t waiting for your permission,” she snapped back.

      He knew she’d say something like that because he understood her personality by now. But it was still a blow to his ego. This apathetic, grumpy woman, he lamented to himself. She still thinks I’m a piece of shit!

      Cloudhawk opened his mouth to say something, but his words were cut off when a bolt from a sniper’s bow buried itself in the Queen’s chest. She gasped as it pierced her and she faltered, about to collapse.

      “Queen!”

      Cloudhawk grabbed her and covered her with his cloak. Arrows fell like a lethal hail while the monster, enraged, threw itself at the sweepers. It whipped left and right at the same time, trying to rid itself of the pests latched to its back.

      Its multitude of razor sharp arms chewed the earth in front of it. Any sweeper or mount unlucky enough to be caught in its path was cut down like weeds! They were chopped up and disemboweled.

      The monster’s charge only served to enrage the sweepers. Two maneaters clad in heavy armor flung themselves forward like crazed bulls, enormous war hammers crashing down on the beast’s head. The blow was powerful enough to stagger the mutant creature. Meanwhile, other sweepers surrounded it and started to stab at it with spears and swords.

      Squelch! Squirt!

      Each wound the monster suffered popped poison glands, which spurted corrosive toxins. The splashing filth blinded many sweepers and yet the mob did not retreat. Dozens more charged forward, with some of the sweepers even trying to climb onto the creature’s back.

      Cloudhawk held the Queen tightly while waving his staff with lethal intent. He put it through the neck of one sweeper that got too close, leaving behind a gaping fountain of blood. It was dead before it hit the ground. Cloudhawk swung around and bludgeoned another sweeper, striking it so hard on the helmet that sparks flew and it was knocked away.

      The mutant centipede heaved its girth in any direction it could, trying to break free from the trap it found itself in. But the sweepers were like maggots and clung to it no matter where the monster tried to run. It lashed out at everything that came close, but it couldn’t hold out forever.

      Cloudhawk had lost count of his injuries. He was too weak to use his exorcist rod. All he could do was cling desperately to the monster’s carapace and be flung around. If he lost his grip and hit the sand, the sweepers would be on him in a minute. He seemed destined for a brutal death, a seemingly inevitable reward for his frantic attempts to survive. In its mad haze, the monster didn’t realize the number of sweepers was only increasing. If this continued, no matter how strong it was, it would soon also be slain!

      The Bloodsoaked Queen feebly extended a hand, letting it fall on the monster’s body.

      From her fingers, a scorching flame ignited. The outer part of the creature resisted the lapping fires, but the heat was boiling it alive on the inside. It screeched in pain and raced forward with wild abandon. The maneaters were knocked aside and the monster plunged into the sea of waiting sweepers.

      The Queen never ceased infusing the monster with her burning power. Like a beast gone mad with pain, the mutant insect rampaged through the press of enemies.

      Thanks to the overwhelming power of this monster, Cloudhawk and the Queen broke free of the encirclement. It was ignorant of how far it had run, focused only on the pain the Burning Angels were causing by charring its innards. As its life force quickly began draining away, it heaved a forlorn cry and fell limp onto the sand.

      At last, neither Cloudhawk nor the Queen could stem off the waves of exhaustion that consumed them. Due to her armor, the arrow lodged in the Queen’s chest was blessedly shallow [1]. They figured the arrow tips were poisoned, but weren’t sure which toxins had been used. Cloudhawk could only resort to emergency measures, so he pulled the Queen’s armor to the side and helped her pull out the arrow. Her wound began to bleed freely.

      The Queen did not resist. She likely didn’t have the strength to. Dawn had arrived but the sun had yet to cover the wasteland in its callous light. Cloudhawk made his way to the peak of a dune and looked out to where the yellow-brown horizon met the equally repellent sky.

      A cloud of opaque brown grew thick rapidly. The closer it got, the darker things became until they were nearly plunged into darkness once again. Cloudhawk had grown up in the wastelands, so of course he knew what this phenomenon was.

      He threw one of the Queen’s arms over his shoulder. “Mother fucker, we got a beast of a sandstorm headed our way. We have to find a place to hide otherwise, we’re gonna get blown away!”

      This was a real sandstorm, one birthed by nature. The area these storms covered was massive and they were powerful. Gusts so intense they’d throw whole cars into the air were not uncommon. It was one of the most devastating natural disasters they could encounter!

      The Queen’s mouth lolled open. “Leave me.”

      He gaped at her. “What did you say?”

      For the first time this mighty woman looked like she was ready to surrender in defeat. “I won’t survive the sandstorm. You have to go alone.”

      She wasn’t being dramatic. Be it physically or mentally, she had long since passed her limits. Her wounds, the pain – none of those hurt her as badly as the knowledge that she’d failed her mission. She’d ignored all opposition and violated demon hunter rules to come out here herself and hunt her prey. In the end, she’d never even glimpsed the demon’s face. Now she faced a miserable, choking death.

      It was hopeless! All was lost!

      Even at her best, the Queen was no match for the demon, much less his control over the wastelands. Now, with her task doomed to failure, it looked like her sins would be carried with her to the grave.

      “What sort of bullshit are you spouting?”

      Cloudhawk refused to acknowledge her pleas and lifted the Queen onto his shoulder. She wasn’t heavy, but he also had the wind and sand to fight against as he stumbled onward, fighting his exhaustion. Ten minutes later, the full brunt of the sandstorm swallowed them up. Stone-laden winds buffeted him like a storm of blades.

      Beyond the danger of being cut apart or crushed by a stray rock, the winds could also send them flying into the wastes.

      Cloudhawk found a mound somewhat sheltered by a boulder. He huddled close and used his cloak to shield the Queen from the elements. It didn’t stop airborne stones from pelting them constantly.

      The storm was here and they had no choice but to wait it out!

      In the back of her mind, the Queen rued the notion that she and some young wastelander would die side by side. With effort, she opened her eyes and dragged her vision along his dirty face. Suddenly, she didn’t find him so repugnant. She saw the anxiety on his face, the fear, but what was striking was the calm. Whether they lived or died, he had done all he could.

      This tenacity in the face of hard times, this unyielding persistence in the face of suffering, this defiance when the whole world seemed to be against you – all of these qualities were something only the wastelands could teach!

      If we survive this tribulation and he becomes a demon hunter, he’ll definitely surpass me!

      But almighty gods, why would you let such a man be born into a life within these blighted lands?

      

      1. I believe in typical people the thickness between the dermis and the lungs is an inch and a half on average. Not a lot of room to play with.
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      Like a roaring yellow earth dragon, the cloud came roiling over them. Dense and thick, the choking sands spread over a vast area. Like ten thousand trampling elephants, the thunderous sound swallowed up the wasteland, as spectacular as it was formidable.

      Gusts of wind were like knives and each grain of sand stabbed like a blade. Day became night and for two hours, the wrath of nature held sway.

      The sandstorm had passed relatively quickly but sunlight couldn’t permeate the dust-muddled air. So shrouded and chaotic was the scene that one couldn’t see ten meters in front of one’s nose.

      Stranger Black, Vulture and Longhorn had just arrived at the scene of the chase. Their sweepers had scattered to avoid the sandstorm and were busily trying to regroup and resume their search.

      “Did they really slip away again?” Vulture beat his large wings, enough to keep him suspended in the air. “They’re badly injured, have no water or food, and ran headfirst into a goddamn sandstorm. Barring some miracle, they have to be dead.”

      “If they’re alive, we hunt them down. If they’re dead, we get their corpses.” Stranger Black was able to speak again, though clearly his newly formed nerves were still adapting. He spoke and moved sluggishly. “The sandstorm probably erased any trail so we’ll have to expand the search area. Letting them get away again is not an option.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cloudhawk clawed his way out from the sand-filled rubble, gasping for breath. He hacked violently to try and expel the sand from his lungs while pulling the Queen out of hiding.

      “Wake up – let’s go, wake up!”

      He pulled off her mask and gave her back a few sharp slaps, to which the Queen responded by coughing up a mouthful of half-congealed blood. Her pretty face was caked in grime and streaked with blood, framed by hair that had lost its glossy shine behind a film of dirt. Her wretched state inspired pity.

      The Queen’s eyelashes quavered for a moment as she struggled to open her eyes. Grave as her injuries were, the demon hunter’s eyes were as bright as starlight glinting off a lake surface. Like invaluable gemstones, they had an enigmatic, almost mystical attraction.

      She looked all around them curiously. “I’m still alive?”

      “Fuck, of course you’re still alive!” Cloudhawk beamed happily. “All throughout my shit life I’ve been able to scrape my way out of hopeless situations like this!”

      She pursed her parched lips and said lifelessly, “I guess I should thank you.”

      Cloudhawk didn’t let it get to his head. He may have saved their lives for the time being, but they weren’t out of the woods yet. He had been under assault from the wilds to the outpost to now. Wounds peppered him from head to toe. His healing prowess stitched the wounds but did not eliminate the risk of infection. He just hoped his body would be able to hold out.

      Cloudhawk hadn’t had an opportunity to close his eyes for two whole days and nights. Even his natural affinity for healing required energy and he hadn’t had so much as a scrap of food or a drop of water. He was exhausted, drained, hungry, and thirsty – and the Queen was worse off. How could they get to safety under these conditions?

      Cloudhawk croaked through his dry throat at the Queen. “Can you move?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen stretched and twisted, testing her beleaguered muscles, but couldn’t get herself to stand. Her outward wounds weren’t terrible: she only had relatively shallow punctures in her chest, shoulder and thigh. She was certainly strong enough to handle those. What threatened her life were the internal injuries, damage to her organs from the blow she received from Longhorn. If she’d been almost anyone else, the punch would have reduced her bones to powder. The fact she stood breathing was nothing short of extraordinary.

      “Nothing we can do about it, then. Rest, try and feel better.” He scanned the horizon. “After the sandstorm, I figure it’ll be a little while before they find us again. I’ll look around nearby and see if I can find us some water.”

      Both of them were on the cusp of dehydration. With no water or liquid alternative, Cloudhawk couldn’t go far even if he were twice as strong. Finding something to drink in the wastelands was difficult on the best of days, and especially difficult after a sandstorm.

      Cloudhawk knew their chances were slim to none, but he had to try. What option did he have? If he didn’t find some water, they would die!

      Feebly, he stumbled into the wastes. Now that the sandstorm had passed, the temperature was steadily rising and the wastelands were becoming a sauna. It was quickly sapping what little fluid Cloudhawk had left in him. His vision was growing dim and the dunes beneath his feet seemed to undulate. His legs shook like blades of grass in the breeze, threatening to give out at any moment.

      Everywhere he looked, he saw rocks and sand. Not even a single lonely weed could be found. Things were bad. Things were really bad.

      Just as Cloudhawk was about to give in to his despair, he caught a glimpse of something. His eyes went wide as he recognized what was right in front of him. It was the body of the mutant centipede, the one the Bloodsoaked Queen had burned to death.

      The meat of the creature was toxic and poison flowed through its meat like blood. It was inedible for humans, but that didn’t mean it was inedible for everything. A group of strange creatures had appeared around the body, each one weighing roughly fifteen to twenty kilograms. The fur covering them was the same color as their surroundings, making them hard to spot from a distance. Sharp claws and teeth glinted in the harsh light of day, and they used them to carve out scraps that weren’t soaked in poison.

      Meat eating scourge hares! Mutant rabbits!

      These creatures ate meat, but preferred insects. They were timid by nature and didn’t often go after prey bigger than themselves. Scourge hares were fast, faster even than rotwolves, so chasing them down was no easy task.

      Cloudhawk was in no condition to be chasing rabbits around the desert. He doubted he could even run if he had to. What to do!?

      Perhaps he could throw a rock and kill one?

      It was the best plan he could come up with, but the rabbits were vigilant. There wasn’t any cover to use while he snuck up on them so Cloudhawk likely couldn’t get closer than thirty or forty meters. Too far to be confident of hitting one of the rabbits, much less killing one before it gets away.

      But it was his only shot! For him and the Queen, the difference between living and dying could depend on his success right now. 

      Cloudhawk only had his exorcist rod as a weapon. He’d used his revolver on the rat king, but had lost it somewhere in the ensuing struggle.

      But wait! He had another relic!

      When he passed through that mysterious, unknown realm, Cloudhawk had pilfered two artifacts from the remains he found. Up till now, he hadn’t tried to use them and didn’t know what they did.

      Only, whatever these relics were, they were of a much higher caliber than his exorcist rod. He had enough willpower left to try one, he figured. But which one?

      His cloak hadn’t shown any special qualities so far, though it was tough and protective. Neither arrow nor sword had been able to pierce it thus far. In fact, it’d already saved his life. He decided to give it a shot and pour what power he had remaining into the cloak.

      He shut his eyes and opened his mind, seeking resonance with the relic.

      Immediately, he sensed that the cloak was of much higher quality than the exorcist rod. Using the novice weapon once or twice was manageable, but this time, communicating with the relic took several times the effort. Eventually, he achieved that resonance and it began to quiver and vibrate.

      Much to Cloudhawk’s surprise, he suddenly felt much lighter, as if resistance from air and gravity had disappeared. All of a sudden, he felt like he could bound ten meters in a single stride. As the seconds ticked by, the inky black cloak dulled. Rather, it was more accurate to say it vanished.

      He wrapped the cloak around himself and peered down at his body, only to find he could see right through where his ass should be to the sand below. This relic made him lighter, removed obstructions, bent light around him, and made him faster. 

      Cloudhawk wanted to smack himself in his own stupid face! If only he’d known, he wouldn’t be so far up shit creek!

      He experimented for a few moments, unhurried, before the vibration of the cloak withered and faded. It appeared the effects lasted only for a dozen seconds or so, meaning he had to pay close attention to timing. He flung the hood over his head and wrapped himself in his cloak, and all of a sudden, he was gone.

      Cloudhawk moved quickly, but made no sound. He was hardly adept at sneaking, so from time to time, a length of his leg or a portion of face was revealed. It was more than strange to have disembodied limbs and faces appear out of nowhere only to vanish again a second later. He shuffled toward the scourge hares as quickly as he could.

      …… Several minutes later.

      The scent of blood slithered into the Queen’s nostrils. Her eyes fluttered open and she saw Cloudhawk holding up two fat rabbits in his hands. The hares had large puncture wounds in their throats that continuously leaked blood.

      “We’re shit outta luck for water, but the blood will quench our thirst. It should at least help us recover some strength.”

      The Queen’s brow wrinkled, apparently displeased with the prospect. This fur-eating, blood-drinking diet was no different from what wastelands fiends gorged on. She was a noble demon hunter! But there was hardly a buffet to choose from so she had to make do with the pungent, salty rabbit blood to sate her thirst. He was right. At least it’d help her regain her strength.

      Cloudhawk took up the knife and began to flay their meal.

      The Queen took tentative sips of blood. She was already beginning to feel better. “These wounds on the rabbits look like they were inflicted by an exorcist rod. How were you fast enough to get in close enough for a strike?”

      “You shouldn’t underestimate me,” Cloudhawk said haughtily. He paused as though thinking of something. He then wiped his bloody hands on his clothes and dug something out from within his cloak. It was a gourd, an exquisite specimen about the size of his palm. He handed it to her. “Right, take a look and see if you can tell me how to use this.”

      “This is…” She knew the moment she saw it. Its shape and texture were nothing like what you’d find in the wastelands. When she saw a familiar rune etched on the bottom of the gourd, she audibly gasped. “How do you get this relic?”

      “I found it,” he said, honestly.

      “Impossible!” She didn’t believe him for a moment. “This isn’t some low-level trinket. These sorts of relics have to be registered in the holy city. Anywhere, in any city or territory, if a demon hunter’s relic goes missing, it’s a big deal. The city would certainly dispatch a team to investigate where it went and recover it. And you just found it lying around?!”

      “Yup.” His response was flippant and irritated. “So how the fuck do I use it?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen took a moment to get her emotions under control. Clearly, Cloudhawk wasn’t interested in sharing more details. She turned the relic over in her hands a few times, examining every inch closely. Her attention fell on an inscription, god script carved into the gourd’s surface. “This relic is called the ‘Phoenix Furnace.’ From the inscription, we can assume it is related to fire.”1

      Cloudhawk was overtly curious. It was one of the relics he’d come across in the other world, but did that mean these two worlds shared a similar system of writing? It wasn’t a coincidence and it couldn’t be that simple.

      He decided not to worry about it for now. “Can you use it?”

      The Queen’s will was particularly attuned to fire relics. When she cradled the small gourd in her hand, Cloudhawk could feel ripples of power radiating from it. He knew it to be a sign that the relic was awakening.

      An inferno sputtered to life from within.

      The fire itself was strange, rising maybe three or four meters. The fires didn’t melt the gourd and instead coalesced into the image of a large-winged phoenix. The mystical bird of fire circled around her.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen waved her hand and at her command, the phoenix lunged as though it understood. With breakneck speed it raced towards a boulder and smashed into it. Flames devoured both rock and bird.

      “By the almighty gods above…”

      “This is an absolutely perfect relic!”

      The Queen was so excited that she nearly prostrated herself in worship before the relic. An artifact like this was as excellent as any godly heirloom, and it had somehow fallen into Cloudhawk’s dirty clutches!

      That same scummy wastelander stared at the molten boulder in awe. He could sense that the Queen had summoned only a small portion of what the gourd could do, and even that small portion was highly destructive. If she poured all her will into it, she would be unthinkably strong.

      “Well shit, you seem able to use it. Keep it.”

      “You… what did you…” She stared at him like she was eyeing some freak. “Do you have any idea how much this relic is worth?”

      “Doesn’t matter how much it’s worth. If I can’t use it, then it’s garbage.” He waggled the exorcist rod and went on. “Tit for tat, you gave me something and I’m returning the kindness. I’ll get more use out of the staff than this gourd.”

      The Queen was speechless. She could get a hundred exorcist staffs in exchange for this relic and it still wouldn’t be enough. 

      He didn’t care what it was worth. On one hand, he had no concept of what a relic went for in the market and on the other, he couldn’t use it even if he did. Right now, the two of them were sailors in the same proverbial busted rowboat. The stronger the Queen was, the safer he would be.

      Besides, there was another important reason.

      Cloudhawk had the nagging feeling that once he managed to control the mysterious stone in his possession, he’d be able to strafe between worlds at will. He could use that power to search for these discarded artifacts through the resonance they produced. Obviously he couldn’t do that if he was dead, so the first order of business was to make sure he stayed breathing. Anything else was not important and could be given up.
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      The wastelands were a barren, scorching hellscape. Like a sea of fire, this blighted plane drained every ounce of water from the humans who traversed it. In order to avoid being burnt to a crisp or dying of dehydration, the two fugitives were forced to stop in a shaded crevice to wait out the hottest part of the day.

      The skin of the scourge rabbits was left out to cure on a scorching rock. Its meat, chopped into small squares, was roasted as well.

      Rabbit meat was a delectable wasteland treat, rich in fats and oils. It was also a rare find. Cloudhawk didn’t eat much for two reasons. First, there was no water to wash it down and overeating would make him all the more thirsty. Second, he wasn’t sure when their next opportunity to come across a meal would be. The beasts of the wastelands were many, but only a few of them were safe to eat. It was smarter to save some of the rabbit just in case.

      “If we wander around blindly, we’re gonna die.” Cloudhawk looked out over the rolling expanse of desert. His eyes betrayed his thoughts – he was at a loss and didn’t know where to go. “Let’s go to the Elysian lands.”

      Vengeance for Slyfox and Mad Dog would have to wait. Now wasn’t the time.

      The power of the black hand behind the curtain was too great. At least a thousand sweepers answered his beck and call, with three mighty lieutenants guiding them. Of course, this assessment was based on just what they’d seen. The number of soldiers there really were in service of this demon was still unknown. They didn’t even know what the demon himself was capable of. 

      They were one badly wounded Bloodsoaked Queen and one weak Cloudhawk. The fact they were still alive was in itself a miracle. If they didn’t find water soon, that could change and it was increasingly unlikely they’d last through the night. How could they even begin to talk about how to fight back?

      Hunting down demons was now a hopeless task. But would making their way to the Elysian lands bring them hope? Leagues of wastelands stretched far and wide, covering every inch of this territory. Making their way across would take as much luck as nerve, and no one knew what they might encounter in the unknown kilometers between here and there.

      If they were destined to die in the wastelands, the Bloodsoaked Queen preferred to go down fighting. It was the nature and pride of a demon hunter.

      “Ah, I just don’t get it.” Cloudhawk could see the resolute light in the Queen’s eyes, her determination even in the face of death. “Why the hell are you so pissed at this demon? Why would you give up the safety and comfort of the Elysian lands to go on a suicide mission you refuse to let go of. What did he do to you?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen was young, intelligent, beautiful and skilled. She was perfect and filled with such potential. He just didn’t get why she’d give all that up, a bright future, for a weird obsession with this monster of the wastelands? Cloudhawk couldn’t help but voice his confusion.

      Normally, the Queen’s haughty nature would prevent her from explaining anything to this faithless, dishonorable heathen. But Cloudhawk was surprised to hear her voice, heavy with sorrow and pain.

      “He killed my father.”

      She was weak. Her body shook. In this moment, the iron-like façade of the female warrior cracked. Her eyes were red, and in their depths he could see a seething hatred.

      The one who took her father had to pay!

      She bore the disgrace of her father’s death. It had to be her who exacted revenge. This thought was the one that consumed her when she, then only sixteen, had secretly left the Elysian lands. For an entire year, she hunted for closure.

      The Queen was an exceptionally talented but young demon hunter. She was too self-confident and arrogant so her hatred for the demon blinded her. She never even stopped to consider what sort of foe she faced.

      Cloudhawk really didn’t understand her but he couldn’t be blamed, for he had no concept of what a father was. He heaved a sigh – everyone lived their own stories, had their own views, were driven by their own motives. Who was he to tell someone that her path was wrong?

      Neither of them spoke for a long time.

      For two days and two nights, Cloudhawk hadn’t so much as closed his eyes. His nerves were frayed, leaving him anxious. He’d cut his way out from the wastelands and into the outpost, only to slaughter his way out of the outpost and back into the wastelands. At no time did he have a chance to rest. Even the most steadfast will had its limits and Cloudhawk was reaching his. Fighting his exhaustion was like trying to swim against floodwaters.

      His eyelids felt like they weighed a thousand kilograms. Eventually, they won and his eyes slipped closed. 

      When he woke back up, he couldn’t tell how much time had passed. Burning thirst was what stirred him. His eyes popped open and his first instinct was to grip his exorcist rod and scan all around. The sky had dimmed as evening approached – he hadn’t thought he’d slept that long.

      Cloudhawk’s mind was clear but his throat was dry as a bone. He was dehydrated, he knew, and that was dangerous. 

      The Bloodsoaked Queen huddled nearby with her long raven hair flowing free. Her eyes were closed, also asleep, but her face was painted with an unnatural blush. It sounded like every breath was a struggle. When he saw how she looked, Cloudhawk scrambled forward and pressed his hand to her forehead. Her burning skin radiated heat right through his palm.

      This was bad!

      Cloudhawk hadn’t thought the dozen or so wounds he suffered would end up so trivial, while the Queen’s few external injuries would become infected. He figured one of the arrows that hit her had to have been poisoned.

      “Hey, hey! Wake up!”

      “You can’t die!”

      Cloudhawk felt his frayed nerves tremble. The two of them were a team and by now the sweepers identified him as a demon hunter as well. If she died, they wouldn’t show him any mercy. With the mighty Queen at his side, he stood a chance. If she didn’t make it, a novice like Cloudhawk had no hope of escaping.

      The Queen’s cracked lips moved, unconsciously muttering a single word. “Water…”

      Water? I’m dying of thirst too! Where am I supposed to find water?

      Cloudhawk ran his hand through his sand-streaked hair anxiously. They’d run out of rabbit blood a long time ago, so what was he supposed to do?

      Suddenly, a calm came over him. He pulled out the knife the Bloodsoaked Queen kept in her boot and pressed the tip against his wrist. He dragged it down his skin, opening up a hole. Blood began to spill forth.

      This was the only way!

      The Queen was unconscious. Like an infant she gulped at whatever her mouth clung to. The coppery taste of blood filled her mouth and it was enough to bring her back from her stupor. Her eyes snapped open and she stared at what was happening.

      Cloudhawk tried to reassure her with a less than comforting grin. “You’re finally up.”

      She was still weak but her eyes trembled with feeling. This wastelander was using his own life blood to save her? If he’d tried it at any point prior, it would have thrown her into a rage. She was a noble demon hunter! How dare his ignoble blood be used to prolong her life!

      The rage did not come. Perhaps it was because she was weak, but perhaps it was because of other, deeper reasons.

      “We have to go. We have to find water tonight or we’ll die.”

      Cloudhawk had fashioned the rabbit skin into a crude backpack and put their surplus meat inside. Next, he dug a hole and buried any trace that they’d used this place for shelter. 

      They had to stay hidden. The Queen’s fever was scorching, so much so that it had started to affect her consciousness. She couldn’t fight, much less summon power from relics. She could hardly walk. It was the weakest she’d ever been. 

      “You’re too slow in your condition,” Cloudhawk muttered. He removed the rabbit skin bag and wrapped it around the Queen’s shoulders. “Hold this. I’ll carry you on my back!”

      Odious as the choice was, the Queen was no fool. There was no other option.

      Cloudhawk pulled her onto his bony back and the two of them set off into the dusky desert. Their dim footprints stretched out behind them.

      Light from the setting sun painted the dunes in color. The Queen’s long hair took on a burnished bronze hue. Even in her half-conscious state, she could sense that her time was fleeting, but her heart was calm.

      She never expected… never imagined… the one helping her through the end would be this wastelander youth she had always looked down on. 

      Eventually, the sun dipped below the horizon and stars emerged. The broiling desert quickly dipped in temperature. Cloudhawk panted like an old ox and yet he tenaciously pushed on, one foot in front of the other, through sheer will. He was dizzy, his eyes refused to focus, but he persisted beyond the point any reasonable person could endure. And never once did they come across a single living thing, much less water.

      Whoosh!

      The sound whisked past his ears. Cloudhawk saw the shaft of an arrow race past his face, hissing through the air in its passage. It buried itself in the sand before his feet quivering. Cloudhawk blanched as he swung his head toward the arrow’s origin, where he found five figures picking their way through the dim light towards them. Two lizard riders were at the front and the three others were archers, all in pursuit. The arrow had come from one of them.

      Cloudhawk felt his heart sink. 

      These five were a vanguard. Scores more dotted the desert on the other side of a nearby dune. All of them wore armor and hefted dangerous looking weapons. Cloudhawk was sure the sandstorm would have wiped away their scent and any traces of their passage. They couldn’t have caught up with them so fast. Now, it looked like he’d been too optimistic.

      “Don’t move!”

      The three archers had bows drawn and arrows nocked, but did not yet fire. A handful of wastelands riders trampled by and cut them off with a semi-circular formation.

      Cloudhawk carefully leaned down and let the Queen off of his back before hefting the exorcist rod. They weren’t getting away this time, but now that they were caught, he was going to make sure someone paid for it. Yet though he was surrounded, Cloudhawk’s enemies didn’t rush in to attack.

      Two figures separated from the pack.

      One of them was a big man, thick and muscular. His face was covered in bushy, ashen whiskers. He looked like an old, grizzled veteran dressed in typical wastelander attire. Of note was his steel armor which looked well made. Although he looked like an old, arthritic lion, he seethed with the aura of someone who wasn’t to be fucked with.

      The second fellow was brawny and not too old. Half of his face was covered in hideous scars, like caused by acid or fire. His hair was sparse and patchy, and grape-like tumors grew in patches from his throat down his chest. The growths had to be some kind of mild mutation.

      Aside from a few deformed soldiers, Cloudhawk noted that most of this group looked like normal humans. They weren’t sweepers, but then who were they?

      Cloudhawk barked a challenge. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Who we are isn’t important!” The brawny man answered with a hideous, savage grin. He lifted his hand and waved it at the two of them. “Go, take ‘em down!”
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      “Hold!”

      The call wasn’t loud, but it was deep and commanding. Like a lion’s roar, it was stately and powerful and promised that those who dared disobey would feel teeth on their throats. Everyone lowered their weapons, forced to stand down.

      The burly, ugly man’s expression revealed his displeasure. He glared at the tall bearded man who stopped them. “Goddamnit, Leonine, what are you doin’?”

      Apparently, the lion-esque leader of this tribe had a name to match his appearance – Leonine. He grinned in a way that called to mind the image of a lion baring its fangs.

      Earning a nickname like that in the wastelands was no easy feat. Although they listened to the older man, this team seemed loosely organized, probably several groups patched together. If despite that they still jumped when Leonine spoke, that said a lot about this complicated person.

      Leonine shot Cloudhawk and the Bloodsoaked Queen a piercing gaze. They were small, seemingly weak, but the grizzled warrior could see the signs of battle writ in wounds all over Cloudhawk’s body. It told him that these children had seen vicious fighting. For someone to suffer that many wounds and still make it out alive meant they were real wastelanders.

      “Who are you? What are you doing wandering around out here?”

      “We’re from Blackflag Outpost.” Cloudhawk didn’t know if these men were friends or foes, but he gave them a straight answer anyway. “We were attacked by sweepers and managed to get away. We got separated from the others and now we’re here.”

      “Blackflag Outpost? I’ve heard of it, they say it was a big settlement. I’m surprised to hear a group of sweepers could break through.” Curiosity was thick in Leonine’s rumbling voice. The others tightened their grips on their weapons for they knew his next command was probably going to decide whether these kids lived or died. After a few moments of thought, Leonine continued. “We’re headed towards the Greenland Outpost. The road’s dangerous and we can always use another arm to swing a weapon. If you’ve got nowhere else to go, you can follow us – but just follow, you stay behind the group.”

      Leonine’s decision was unexpected. Cloudhawk was desperate to survive and death seemed inevitable unless they followed these people. What choice did he have?

      Whatever kind of place this Greenland Outpost was wasn’t important. All he heard was “outpost,” and the two of them needed a safe haven where they could nurse their wounds.

      Leonine nodded. “Then you’re coming with us.”

      The bearded warrior turned and made to leave. His companions relaxed their weapons. No one gave the two any more trouble, because going against Leonine’s decision would make him seem weak – and that would have consequences.

      Cloudhawk blurted out. “Can you give us water?”

      “Are you fuckin’ deaf? He said you can follow. That’s it!” The brutish man barked. “You think we’re a goddamn charity?!”

      A raspy thud sounded as a dagger buried itself in the sand. The weapon was from the Elysium fields, brought here by the Bloodsoaked Queen. It wasn’t a relic but one could tell at a glance that it was made from a special metal. It was keen and straight, and even decent wasteland weapons couldn’t compare to it. When the Queen opened her mouth, she spoke with a quiet tenacity, concealing her weakness. “Take this dagger in trade!”

      The brute snatched the dagger from the ground and turned it over in his hands in appreciation. Water was precious out here in the wastelands, but her dagger was more than worthy payment.

      Cloudhawk added his own impatient voice. “Well?  Are you gonna take it or not?!”

      “A shitty broken dagger isn’t enough.” The brute drew his eyes over the Queen’s body. Her face was covered by the hideous demon mask but it couldn’t hide her full chest, round backside and long slender legs. She was still getting a lot of unsavory attention and the evil look in the brute’s eyes left no question as to his intent. “It’s your lucky day, woman. My boys and I have suffered a bit of a dry spell ourselves. You show us a good time, and we’ll give you water!”

      How could the Bloodsoaked Queen ignore such an insult? If she’d even been able to walk unaided, this reckless idiot would have turned into a carcass left to rot in the desert sun.

      Everyone’s eyes were on the Queen now, hungry and violent. None of them made an effort to hide their wild, lascivious desires. Out in these wicked badlands, a woman of her caliber was like a sheep among wolves. It didn’t require much imagination to know what would happen to her.

      Cloudhawk moved forward to block them, but two burly men grabbed him tight. 

      The brute and a dozen other men surrounded the Queen and she stumbled back to try and avoid them. Reaching out with her will to summon her relic’s power only earned her a tearing pain in her skull. She couldn’t achieve resonance. She was too weak.

      One of the men lunged at her ravenously.

      She managed to sidestep his assault. Her right leg whipped out and caught the man between his. He let out a piteous whine and collapsed to the ground, rolling in agony. When the other men saw their friend’s plight, they broke out in raucous laughter. A few of them saw it as their chance to cause trouble.

      A bestial yell erupted from behind the Queen and suddenly her hands were caught in a vice-like grip. Struggled as she might, she couldn’t get free. Her only response was to yell, “If you dare try anything I’ll make you regret being born!”

      “It’s a wild place, girlie!”

      “What the fuck are you wearin’ woman?”

      “This bitch is feisty! I’m gonna like this one!”

      “What the fuck are you in such a hurry for, huh? I haven’t had my turn yet!” He kicked the man who was still curled up on the ground and prepared to take off his pants. “Get in line boys, I’m first.”

      The brute thought of something and turned his head to the two men holding Cloudhawk back. “Bring that punk over here. I’m gonna make him watch me take his woman!”

      As the rowdy group prepared for their fun, Leonine watched with an indifferent expression.

      Out here in the wastes, women were tools, a way for men to vent. Now that the girl was here, she had to understand that. If she wasn’t strong enough to protect herself, then she would be used as they liked. It was true for the men, too. If they weren’t strong enough to protect their women, then they had to deal with losing them.

      These were the rules out here in this wretched place. Without power, you had to resign yourself to your fate!

      A bloody red hue crept into Cloudhawk’s eyes. Suddenly, he felt a deluge of energy burst through his exhausted body, like an erupting volcano. He wrenched himself free from his captors. “You’re fuckin DEAD!”

      His voice was wild, ferocious, and murderous. Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at him. Cloudhawk snatched up his inconspicuous staff and charged through the group of men like a rabid rhinoceros. The brute who was fumbling with his pants felt a crazed and lethal sensation wash over him. His face curled into a savage scowl.

      “Don’t blame me for this shit, Leonine. This fuck brought it on himself!”

      The brute hefted a long heavy knife. If Leonine was their leader, then this man was certainly their number two. Any man who could order a dozen degenerates like these around wasn’t your typical wastelander. He wasn’t as strong as say, Mad Dog, but he would definitely have been comparable to the strongest fighters of the Tartarus mercenaries!

      The brute’s short sword was thick and sturdy but he wielded it like it weighed nothing, bringing it down in a chopping motion towards Cloudhawk with pinpoint accuracy. He wielded it masterfully.

      Cloudhawk’s will suddenly burst out! The exorcist rod started to spin rapidly. 

      Before the other men could react, Cloudhawk brought the staff down in a crushing strike. Like glass, the brute’s sword shattered into a million pieces while Cloudhawk’s staff didn’t seem to slow at all. It collided with the brute’s chest, hitting him so hard that blood and flesh exploded everywhere like a pummeled rotten tomato.

      The brute didn’t have a chance to make a sound. He was flung back three or four meters, bent backwards and nearly broken in half. He fell to the ground in a grotesque pile and only the bones of his spine and a few strips of flesh kept the two halves of his body connected. 

      His eyes were wide as saucers as blood sputtered from his mouth in a torrent. Any air that had been in his lungs was replaced with thick, fresh blood. For a few seconds, his arms twitched before he stopped moving entirely.

      Cloudhawk was caked in gore. He didn’t even look at what was left of the brute as, like a crazed demon, he howled at the others. “Get your hands off her!”

      “Ahhh!”

      “Monster! He’s a fuckin’ monster!”

      The brawny man holding the Queen was scared stiff. Half a moment later, enough of his wits returned for him to let her go and tear off into the distance.

      Cloudhawk pulled the weakened Queen behind him. He pointed his exorcist rod at the slack-jawed miscreants, his face a deranged mask. “Anyone else want to try their fuckin luck?!”

      It was a bluff. He’d only had enough energy to use the staff once. There was no way he’d be able to protect himself or the Queen from the rest of these outlaws. But his terrifying display had completely scared them. They’d seen him break the brute nearly in half with a stick and were absolutely terrified that they might be next.

      The brute’s subordinates kept about ten meters between them and the demonic kid. No one dared step forward to challenge him.

      Cloudhawk’s lithe frame was reflected in the Queen’s shimmering eyes. Like a feral beast, he’d put himself, small as he was, between her and a group of vile and vicious men.

      He was young and weak, but he threw himself at the others and risked his life to protect me. Again… I owe him again.

      Leonine appeared once more with several men in tow. Cloudhawk nervously watched him approach. He hadn’t fought the old man but he knew he was on par with the likes of Mad Dog. If it came down to a battle, he was sure to lose.

      “Alright, put away your weapons.” Leonine’s voice exuded an eerie calm. He spoke unhurriedly. “Number two wasn’t worth shit. He started a fight he couldn’t finish. Even death won’t clear his shame. From today onwards, you’re gonna take his place as my number two.”

      That was all the attention Leonine was going to pay to the brute’s death. Now Cloudhawk was his victim’s replacement?

      “You got fifteen minutes to prep.” Leonine plucked a canteen from his person and threw it towards Cloudhawk. “After fifteen minutes we’re movin’.”

      Cloudhawk caught the canteen and shook it. Inside, water sloshed around enticingly. It was full, much to his delight. Full of life-saving nectar!

      He pulled open the bung and handed it to the Queen. He didn’t do it out of any altruistic moral sense. Cloudhawk knew he wasn’t strong enough so he needed the Queen at her best to keep him safe.

      These wasteland savages were vicious and cruel, but they were good at adapting to circumstances. Cloudhawk’s bloody showing had made a deep impression, to say the least. They were like different people now and respectfully addressed Cloudhawk as “Second Brother.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen gulped down half the canteen’s contents. She felt like a sunbaked desert after a blessed rain. From head to toe, from inside to out, it was like she could feel every cell in her body being nourished. Being reborn.

      Cloudhawk drank what was left. He really was parched and didn’t leave a single drop of water remaining. As he drank it down, he felt the water infusing him with vigor. He couldn’t remember the last time he felt this good.

      Fifteen minutes later…

      Cloudhawk and the Bloodsoaked Queen found themselves part of this band of wasteland outlaws, headed for a place called the Greenland Outpost.
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      Cloudhawk and the Queen rode atop a giant lizard, the light of the dawn casting their shadows long across the dunes. Here, the monotony of the wastelands was broken when the desert gave way to a cluster of ruined structures.

      Metal husks rusted beneath the beating sun. High walls crumbled away like the flesh of ancient, long-dead beasts. What remained of the city stretched out across the horizon as a concrete and steel jungle, far as the eye could see. Baked by the sun, beaten by the winds and sand, the magnificence of dilapidation was laid bare before them.

      The group wandered for a few dozen meters until they found a crack in the wall and slipped into the wasted metropolis. Even after years of erosion, even now after the weeds had reclaimed this place, the towering wreckage remained a testament to the splendor of the old world. 

      As the humans picked their way through the ruins, they were dwarfed by its scale. Cloudhawk and the others were insects in comparison. More than just broken skyscrapers peppered the landscape. Statues, temples, and palaces dotted their path. Great peaks, collapsed burrows, and all manner of debris were interposed throughout. Strange sites with stranger histories. Who knew what this place used to be like in its heyday? What sorts of experiences waited along its streets and in its buildings? All of it was lost to the inevitable march of time.

      The ruins would probably protect them from the winds and sand. Shrubs and low foliage could be seen all around, traces of life everywhere they looked. The city had become a collapsed labyrinth that Cloudhawk and the others could get lost in forever. Even experienced wasteland rangers would have a hard time finding their way out.

      It wasn’t Leonine’s first trip to the Greenland Outpost. He was experienced enough to avoid detours and misleading roads. He also knew when to skirt dangerous lairs where fell beasts lay in waiting. As they made their way through the ruins, nothing made passage difficult.

      About an hour later…

      A strange howl echoed through the cluttered, dilapidated streets all around them. No one could distinguish what it was or where it came from. That is, until an arachnid-like monster skittered from the ruins. It leapt from the darkness, whipping its four limbs with incredible speed, and landed before one of the soldiers. The human victim brandished his weapon for protection and was quick enough to thrust it at the beast.

      But the monster was faster than anyone could have expected. It allowed the weapon to plunge into it as the creature opened its black maw and buried its fangs in the warrior’s shoulder.

      “Kill it!”

      A handful of the men attacked, stabbing it repeatedly. But even after a dozen or so strikes, the beast still lashed about. Eventually, it stopped moving when a war hammer smashed its brains to bits. 

      Cloudhawk had a chance to look at it more closely. It only had four limbs, a head, eyes, ears, and a nose… familiar features except for the greyish-black flesh. Its legs and arms were twisted grotesquely. “Did this thing used to be human?”

      Leonine pulled out a saber. The weapon was roughly five feet long, large and unadorned, with a blade just as long as the hilt. It was perfectly straight and about as wide as one’s palm. Though it was nicked and etched with blood, the saber still managed to twinkle with a cold and lethal light. The grizzled veteran was sinister enough, but with the saber in hand, he looked like he could cut down a whole host of enemies.

      “Leonine, what the hell are you doing!?!”

      Leonine had just thrown himself into the crowd like a shooting star. His saber streaked through the air with all the force of a raging river, right for the wide-eyed warrior that’d been bit. The unfortunate man’s head soared high and hit the ground several meters away. Meanwhile, his body collapsed in a spray of blood. He was dead before he knew what had happened.

      The others gaped at Leonine.

      “That wasn’t a mutant. It was a walking corpse.” Leonine stood tall with the dagger tight in his grip. Not a spot of blood was on it. “If ya get bit by one of em, you turn in less than a day. You join the ranks of the walkin’ dead. He had to be dealt with.”

      It was the first time Cloudhawk had ever heard of anything like this.

      Leonine continued. “Zombies like this move in packs. We gotta leave, now.”

      As though on cue, the wailing rasp of zombies called out from all around. Like nightmarish insects, the dead started closing in on them, skittering over walls and out through cracks in the ruins. They crawled and groped with hungry scarlet red eyes. Dozens of them were closing in already and there were more coming.

      Cloudhawk’s face fell. “There are so many of them!”

      Leonine hefted his dagger. “Y’all come with me. Careful you don’t get bit and try not to get any of their blood on ya.”

      Indeed, these corpses weren’t mutants. They were monsters, human flesh transformed into beasts through some evil poison.

      A zombie’s poison was primarily in its saliva and secondarily in its blood. One bite and their disease would be passed on. Anyone unlucky enough to feel their teeth was as good as dead. If any of their blood got into an open wound, the chances were also good that the disease would be transmitted.

      There was no medicine. No cure. That’s what made these monsters so terrifying! Cloudhawk was willing to fight against all sorts of creatures, things that lived only in nightmares and the darkness of the wastes. But he sure as shit wasn’t interested in tangling with the dead.

      Leonine led the way, racing ahead. His dagger flashed and two rotting beasts barring their way were cut in half. Still more poured in from all around – they clearly did not know fear and were willing to die en masse during their attack.

      “Shit! One got me – it bit me!”

      One of the warriors let loose a crisp cry of pain. One of the zombie had bitten off half his hand. The sound of his cries was heavy with pain and horror, filling the others with fear much worse than would normally be caused by the sight of his injury.

      “You fuckin’ animals, I’ll wreck ya!”

      The warrior threw himself at the zombies hysterically only to get pulled down by a host of them. He screamed in bloody agony as their blackened claws disemboweled him and pulled his intestines free of quivering, shredded flesh. Zombies fell on his body like he was a rare delicacy. The scene made the other humans shudder with a bone-deep terror.

      Cloudhawk was suddenly blocked by three of the beasts. He didn’t know which one to attack. They were too fast and focusing on one would leave him open to getting bit by the other two. If one of them took a chunk out of him, that would be it.

      The three corpses didn’t give him any time to think.

      Cloudhawk was frozen in a panic so the Queen made the first move. She seized his exorcist rod, whipping it around with practiced movements. One, two, three – the monsters’ heads exploded in no particular order, spraying brain matter all around.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen was far more skilled than Cloudhawk. With the slightest influence of her will, she summoned the strength of the staff, so little in fact that no one could tell she’d galvanized the relic at all. It was just enough to crush these zombies’ skulls and nothing more. She used only as much energy as was needed, as opposed to Cloudhawk who always struck with his full power.

      Leonine’s voice rang out. “There’s more of ‘em comin’! Don’t let ‘em surround you or you’re dead!”

      Cloudhawk then noticed that as they fought, the undead only increased in number. Sooner or later, they would be overrun. How many of these fucking things were there out in these ruins!?

      The Bloodsoaked Queen flipped around and lashed out at anything nearby. She dealt with the zombies while Cloudhawk steered the giant lizard, following the others as they fought to break free of the slavering horde. All the while, Leonine led the escape, his long saber cutting this way and that. A dozen corpses were cut down, left in pieces on the sand.

      They continued to fight and run wildly. The undead gave chase.

      Scores more humanoid beasts joined them until there were more than a hundred zombies chomping at their heels, skittering all around like spiders. No matter what they did, the monsters stuck to them like foot maggots. So far, six of Leonine’s crew had disappeared and that number was only going to keep rising if the living dead stayed on them.

      Just as the unpleasant thought crossed his mind, the ground began to quake. A disk-shaped titan erupted from the earth in a shower of sand and debris. This new monster was the very image of a crab, only several dozens of times larger. Six gnashing pincers clacked and swiped. It was covered in a shell so thick even bullets would be useless!

      Two unfortunate men were too slow in getting away. The crab-monster’s pincers unceremoniously snipped them in half.

      Cloudhawk gaped at what was happening before him. They couldn’t catch a fucking break! Before them was a giant mutant nightmare and behind them was a whole mob of shambling corpses. What were they supposed to do? Yet Leonine wasn’t alarmed with the appearance of this newest threat. He pointed in another direction and shouted at them. “This way!”

      They followed him down a fork in the road. But the zombies had caught up.

      The crab lurched forward as the wave of zombies closed in. It used one of its pincers to smash a group of them against the ground and used the other to pick them apart. Severed limbs were scooped into the crab’s maw and disappeared down its horrifying gullet. The other zombies hesitated when they witnessed the fate of the first wave.

      These giant crabs were the zombies’ natural enemies. The crabs survived by feeding off these poisoned corpses.

      Though the dead didn’t have minds of their own, they were still creatures of instinct. When they came face to face with their natural enemy, their immediate reaction was to flee, for their teeth couldn’t crack the monster’s armor-like shell while its pincers felled them with ease. Fighting it served no purpose other than giving the monster a free meal.

      The giant crab’s timely arrival had saved them. 

      Leonine’s party kept moving forward for fear the living dead would find another way to reach them.

      “Listen up. There’s a canyon ahead, and the oasis region of Greenland Outpost is on the other side.” When he spoke, there was no note of relaxation in his voice, like the journey was nearly over. Just the opposite – his voice and countenance grew more severe. “No matter what you see, don’t touch. You’re dead if you do!”

      Cloudhawk was puzzled by Leonine’s warning. Oasis? What oasis?

      He wasn’t puzzled for long. By the time he and the others reached the lip of the canyon, a jaw-dropping scene spread out before him. The basin was an expansive area of rolling hills that separated the valley into different areas. Every dip and crevice was covered in a blanket of green. Plants of all sorts covered everything and grew with abandon, and at the very center was a glittering lake.

      It was an oasis, huge and awe-inspiring.

      Never in his wildest dreams would Cloudhawk have imagined a place like this existed in the wastelands. Whole forests of trees spread out below him, carpeted with grass and weeds that flourished while surrounded by desert. It created a natural barrier, a maze of green that kept out wasteland fiends and roving monsters, protecting the oasis camp from the terrors that plagued other outposts.

      It was an emerald paradise in the middle of the desert!
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      Walking into the oasis was like entering an entirely different world. Cloudhawk could not believe there could be so much green in one place. He was shocked by how tall the trees were and how many different-colored flowers were all around. The whole area was rife with natural vigor and simply standing before it filled him with excitement.

      The fanciest words Cloudhawk knew couldn’t describe what he was looking at. The oasis was a wonderland that left an impression on his very soul.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen also concealed surprise as she gazed upon the lush green landscape. For such a beautiful place to exist in the harsh and perilous wasteland was just as astonishing to her as it was to Cloudhawk.

      Anyone witnessing this for the first time would be stunned by the view.

      “Don’t forget, this is a wastelands oasis. You underestimate it and you’re underestimating the wastelands!” Leonine warned. “I’m tellin’ ya, this place takes more life than anywhere else. It was blood, not water, that fed this place and made it grow so large.”

      Leonine pointed ahead to a tree laden with fruit. They were fist-sized and thickly dotted the tree, red as fresh blood. Both sight and scent were delectable. Leonine fished a scrap of dried meat from his pack and threw it to the base of the foliage. Suddenly, a writhing mass of vines whipped out and caught the meat mid-air. The vines wrapped it up and squirmed like hungry serpents, issuing a sloppy chewing sound.

      The others stared in shock and horror. The tree was carnivorous!

      Leonine waved his hand, a sign for them to go on.

      As they traipsed through the jungle, Cloudhawk encounter one unbelievable sight after another. He learned that any flowering plant had the potential to kill him and the briefest moment of inattention could spell disaster. Leonine was richly endowed with experience and pointed out the predators hiding in the brush. His keen eyes caught mantises trying to blend in with the deadly flora. Every encounter was heart-pounding, but they were in no danger with him at the helm.

      “I thought we found a paradise. Instead this place is more dangerous than the wasteland.” Cloudhawk muttered to the Queen while he watched his feet, carefully picking his way along the path. “Without Leonine’s experience, we’d be dead before we knew it.”

      “Don’t you find it suspicious?” Her voice was made deep and coarse by her mask. Her physical condition had continued to improve over time. “Judging by his degree of knowledge, he’s most likely a mercenary for the Greenland Outpost. He seems to come and go often – but for what purpose?”

      When she said it, Cloudhawk realized she was right. It was strange.

      If Leonine was a mercenary, most of the others in his party clearly weren’t. At least two thirds were scoundrels picked out of the desert, so why was he bringing them back? Was it really just for protection? Often smaller groups were safer out in the wastelands.

      If he was a merchant or digger, he’d be out to make a profit. Merchants sometimes wandered the wastes selling cigarettes and wine, ammunition, machinery… these items were widely sought and could fetch a good price. But Leonine’s crew wasn’t carting anything. It certainly was suspicious.

      Wastelanders were sinners by nature. Cloudhawk and the Bloodsoaked Queen had to be on guard!

      The Queen was recovering well. She still couldn’t move around too much but she’d kicked the fever. Now she had enough strength to resonate with a relic if needed, so even Leonine wouldn’t be a threat. Throughout their journey, she’d made it a point to avoid fighting. Instead she focused on regaining strength and hid her power in case she’d need to use it.

      Just then, one of the fighters exclaimed as he looked at another companion. “Eh? When the hell did you get so skinny?”

      The other looked at him, baffled. “The hell are you on about? Whadda ya mean ‘skinny’?”

      Cloudhawk sized the man up and indeed, he spotted the problem. He’d been a bulky fellow before, even a little fat. Now, that sheen of blubber was entirely gone and his face was pale to boot. His appearance was more than strange.

      What was going on? He had to be sick! But what kind of sickness worked so quickly?

      The fighter realized something wasn’t right. He tenderly lifted up his shirt and suddenly, everyone’s face drained of color. His abdomen, waist, and back were covered in bulging critters that pulsed as they took in blood and fat.

      “What the fuck?!”

      “That’s gross as shit!”

      The others sucked in breaths of surprise and disgust. They instinctively backed away from the man.

      The poor fighter began to panic. When did he get covered by these things? He never felt them. Desperate to get free, he began to slap and wipe at where the creatures were attached to him. [1]

      They were leeches, albeit monstrous ones mutated by the wastelands. They hid themselves on leaves and twigs, in muddy ground and gravel. When they weren’t feeding, they were thin and brown like twigs, making them difficult to spot. When something got close enough, the parasites latched on and began to gorge.

      They didn’t only drink blood but consumed fat beneath the skin as well. Once that was gone, the leeches began to consume muscle, continuously releasing a numbing agent to keep the host unaware. By the time victims became weak or started having dizzy spells, they were already on death’s doorstep.

      “Not your hands!” Leonine cried. “Ya gotta burn ‘em off!” [2]

      Everyone else was checking themselves and each other for the nasty hitchhikers. Cloudhawk found several and though he didn’t know how long they’d been feeding on him, they were already round and fat. He was covered in the cold sweat of fear, but thankfully there weren’t many. It could have been much worse.

      So far there wasn’t much Cloudhawk liked about this devilish jungle.

      They quickly fled the leech breeding grounds and came upon a place where the sound of trickling water tickled their ears. They found a brook whose sound was as pleasing as a jade wind chime. It wasn’t a large stream, but in the parched and baked wastelands where they came from, it was a deluge worth more than any treasure.

      “Stay away from the water.” Leonine spoke in a manner that left no room for debate. “We go around!”

      Enticing as the brook was, Leonine had shown them he knew the dangers of the oasis eight or nine times by now. If he said not to go near it, the others weren’t going to question him.

      They started trekking around the banks.

      All of a sudden, a strange animal call sounded from the trees nearby. Leonine, his face stiffening, lifted his hand. “Stop!”

      Everyone froze, still as the trees that circled them. What new terror were they in store for?

      As Cloudhawk carefully looked around, he found a creature lying on its stomach amidst the foliage. Its skin was a magnificent bluish-green and was covered in a slick fluid that glistened. Its cheeks puffed out as an air pouch bulged from its throat. Elaborate patterns were etched on the skin of its dorsum and its underbelly was a plain white. Altogether, this new monster was about the size of a wild dog and was the source of that strange cry.

      In the old days, it was called a frog.

      This creature had since mutated like everything else. In addition to its size, its moist skin was also covered in scaly armor.

      One of the fighters reacted by firing a bolt at it from his crossbow.

      Thud.

      The arrow tumbled into the forest. The front half dug harmlessly into the ground while the back clattered into the brush and it was then that they noticed that a corrosive fluid was eating away at it. Too fast for them to see, the giant frog had used its tongue to knock the bolt out of the air.

      “You fucking jackass! Who told you to shoot?!”

      Leonine had to fight the urge to cut the moron apart with his knife. A frog’s dynamic vision was highly attuned and it could pick out targets mid-flight no matter how fast they were moving. However, staying still made the frogs effectively blind, and if one was lucky, one could avoid detection. Now that this idiot attacked the frog, it could guess where they were.

      Rrribbit! Rrrrrrribit, ribbit! [3]

      The sounds came from all around them like a tide. As many as six or seven frogs appeared, perfectly camouflaged in the jungle around them until now. If they remained still and quiet, there was practically no way to pick them out of the surroundings.

      “Move!”

      Leonine cleaved one of the frogs with his saber and made to retreat. These monsters could leap tremendous distances and used their tongues to attack prey. Not only were their muscular tongues as dangerous and speedy as bullets, they were also coated with a powerful toxin. One hit and its victim would go numb and lose consciousness.

      Luckily, the frogs weren’t interested in eating humans. So long as offenders left their territory, they weren’t known for chasing over long distances. Leonine lost three more warriors in the course of their escape and they were forced to find another way around.

      “Eh? What’s that?”

      Not long after fleeing the threat of death by frog, the diminished group came across a grove of trees. Blanketing their roots were red and purple fungi growing from the decayed remains of… something. The largest of them was about as tall as a man, its cap wide as an umbrella. Its particular shade sparkled like a gemstone, beautiful to behold.

      What in the world was this growth? Even Leonine had never seen anything like it before.

      The oasis was a never-ending parade of strange and fantastical things, so coming across something new wasn’t uncommon. What Leonine did know was that these kinds of plants usually grew on the corpses of dead mutant creatures and humans. Fresh and delectable as they looked, did these fungi also feed on flesh?

      Whether they did or not wasn’t important. The fewer mysterious and unknown things they came across, the better.

      They didn’t have a choice. Leonine would have to lead them along another detour.

      The others didn’t offer an opposing opinion. Only a fool would look at the bones strewn across the floor and think they indicated safe passage. Who would go looking for trouble? Finding a longer way was better than dying, certainly!

      The thirty-some who remained tread along the outer ring of the grove and around. 

      Suddenly, a mighty gust swept through and spores from the mushroom forest were rustled up. Like a cloud, they spread over a wide area, with some landing on the travelers’ clothes or skin. Some were inhaled deep into unwitting lungs.

      Bad. This was bad.

      Everyone’s face changed when they realized what had happened. They didn’t know what these spores were, but they knew anything from the mushrooms touching them had to be bad.

      

      1. I went walking through wilds of Shangri-la once with a group of people and my wife. We stopped to take some pictures and I wandered through a bush. When I got out on the other side I noticed something squirming on my calf and realized it was a leech. I’d never felt it grab me but it was quickly getting fat. I had to really pull to get it off while my wife was hysterical. When we got back to the van, the driver just said to slap em a few times and they fall off, or failing that, take a lighter to their tail. You might be surprised to learn that leeches are used even today in modern hospitals as an effective way to draw out stagnant blood.

      2. See.

      3. In China they describe a frog’s sound like ‘gua’, which I think is more accurate really.
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      Cloudhawk was one of the unfortunate ones to breath in the spores. The initial reaction was a pungent and burning sensation that ran all along his throat and into his lungs. It felt like he’d breathed in burning coal dust.

      It only lasted four or five seconds before things began to change. Sensations Cloudhawk didn’t expect emerged.

      A sense of elation welled up in him, a joy that went beyond anything reasonable. It started in his brain and spread out to every part of his body until he felt like he was floating among the clouds. He no longer felt the pain from his wounds, or even remembered they were there.

      These spores stopped pain?

      Cloudhawk began to notice other changes. His heart began to beat faster and images flitted out of the corners of his eyes. His head felt heavy and muddled like he was in a dream world which only increased this enigmatic happy mood he found himself in.

      These spores had to be some sort of neurotoxin, a natural hallucinogenic. Victims felt joyous and were filled with contentment, but also hallucinated and were numbed to the outside world. However, it was also intensely addictive. The moment Cloudhawk breathed it in, he couldn’t stop. He wanted more. Like a drunk man, he swayed unsteadily, fighting a bone-deep itch and a stuffy ringing in his head. He had to have more. He needed to keep this high going.

      What to do? Why, the cadaver-strewn cluster of mushrooms had plenty more spores!

      Enticing as the thought was, Cloudhawk recognized the danger. He sharply bit his tongue in an attempt to clear his head. He covered his mouth and nose with a cloth used to keep out wind and sand.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen had also started to sway and her eyes were glassy. Cloudhawk lurched towards her and covered her mask’s air intake valve with his hand. He loudly called to her. “Don’t breathe it. Don’t breathe! The spores are poisonous!”

      She was a willful and tenacious woman, so when Cloudhawk called to her, she quickly recovered her senses. Angry and ashamed, she growled at him through her mask. “Touch me again and I’ll cut your hand off.”

      Clearly the Queen wasn’t being negatively affected by the dust anymore. Cloudhawk sighed in relief and removed his hand.

      Seemingly, the effects of the neurotoxin were quick to dissipate, but just as quick were the onset of withdrawal symptoms. Cloudhawk felt like there were a hundred ants crawling along his bones, a sensation that was maddening.

      Luckily, he and the Queen had only inhaled a small amount. A few of their companions were not so fortunate and had been subjected to a much larger dose. The resulting hallucinations broke their minds.

      “Ah! Ah! Aaaaaahhhhhh!!”

      A few of them were red from head to toe like they’d been boiled, their mouths working like fish out of water. There were not enough spores in the air to feed their addiction so their desperate eyes fixed on the mushroom cluster.

      Cloudhawk shouted. “Quick, grab ‘em!”

      His words fell on deaf ears. Most of the fighters had taken in some spores and were battling their effects themselves. How could they stop these three crazed addicts when they could hardly handle it themselves?

      Cloudhawk could only watch as these three poor bastards stumbled into the mushroom forest. They barked and howled, pulled off their clothes, and dug dirty nails into their skin to reach itches they’ll never be able to scratch.

      Pop! Sllluuurp.

      They ripped off strips of their own skin and cast them to the ground with wet slaps. Insane, they ran from invisible foes and inflicted terrible wounds on themselves in their all-consuming hysteria.

      In a blink, they became fonts of blood. They wandered through the mushroom forest, nourishing the earth with their vital fluids, and sowing the earth with their own flesh like attentive farmers in their fields. The gruesome, gory display continued for ten minutes until, no longer able to hold up their mangled bodies, the men collapsed in the center of the mushroom patch.

      More flesh and blood were scattered over the field than was left on their bones. Cloudhawk tried not to think about what he’d just witnessed.

      Fuck, that’s how these evil mushrooms had grown so well. It also explained all these twisted bones! Watching these killers wander to their own deaths and turn themselves into fertilizer… if I didn’t see it with my own eyes, I’d hardly believe it.

      Eventually, the others snapped out of it and when they saw the grisly fate that had befallen their companions, everyone was eager to leave. They fled as quickly as they could, but were exhausted from the trying journey and were still suffering the after-effects of the mushroom spores. They found what they hoped was a relatively safe place to rest and recover.

      “Hey Leonine, how much farther to the Greenland Outpost?” Cloudhawk was throwing bits of rabbit jerky into his mouth and chewing on them to regain some strength. “Can we get there today?” He asked.

      “It ain’t far,” he replied. “But it ain’t a question of gettin’ there – it’s about gettin’ there ‘fore night falls.” Leonine swept his eyes around their dimming surroundings with visible concern. “If we get caught here over night, not half this crew will see the next sunrise!”

      Hunters preferred to stalk their prey in the dark.

      The wastelands were vast and sparsely populated by both beasts and foliage. They, of course, had their own dangers. The situation they found themselves in here within the oasis was different, for though it was smaller, it had a hundred times the number of fiends hidden inside. During the day, predators stayed in their lairs, but when the cloak of night descended, the forest would become a thousand times more dangerous.

      Cloudhawk was dispirited but also curious. “Leonine, I can tell you know the oasis well. You’ve gotta be from the Greenland Outpost, am I right?”

      “Nope.”

      “So why are you headed there?”

      Before being brought to this damn oasis, Cloudhawk wouldn’t have even thought to ask the question. After all the dangers he and the Queen had been subjected to, he couldn’t keep his mouth shut any longer. Leonine’s response, that he wasn’t from the Greenland Outpost, took him by surprise. If that were true, then what was the whole point of this escapade? Traveling through the oasis, the ruins, and the wastelands was nothing but a parade of personal risk.

      Leonine lifted his head and stared at Cloudhawk. “My business is my own. You don’t need to understand. Just like I’m not askin’ you any questions about what y’all are up to.”

      Cloudhawk furrowed his brows at the answer. There was something off about this old man!

      He believed that there was always a reason for everything someone did. There had to be some purpose for which Leonine risked his life again and again in the oasis, even if that reason was just that he was looking to die. But if he wasn’t going to fess up, what could Cloudhawk do about it?

      Besides, the wastelands were covered in sweepers that would kill him without a second thought. Any situation was better than the one he'd been in before.

      Leonine used his saber to help push him to his feet. “We’re movin’.”

      As the oasis got darker, some of the soldiers fashioned makeshift torches and the group used the light of these fires to grope along. As the light of day slipped away, they could see less and less of their surroundings, while the creatures that hunted at the night could move through it like fish in water.

      The Queen trudged along beside them until suddenly, she came to a stop. She called out with a harsh whisper. “I hear something!”

      Cloudhawk stopped and focused, holding his breath so he could pay closer attention. From the depths of the trees, he could indeed hear something that sounded like the flapping of insect wings. As the buzz grew louder, he could tell there were a bunch of them, and they were getting closer.

      Cloudhawk carefully listened for the precise location of the sound. Then, drawing his exorcist rod, he swung around and struck! His weapon connected with a hard shell and something hit the ground. It was like a locust from the old days, only huge and writhing frantically on the ground. It was about the size of a pigeon from the history books, but with a hideous head and eight long, black talons. Most frightening was its scorpion-like tail, which he knew at a glance was filled with poison.

      “Scorpion Locusts.” Leonine could hear the sound closing in around them too. “Douse those torches, we gotta get outta here!”

      The makeshift torches were hastily thrown to the ground and put out. Leonine wasted no time taking the lead and guiding them away.

      As they wandered through the darkness Cloudhawk could see and hear all manner of hideous bugs flitting around. Suddenly, the forest was full of them, no less than a hundred pairs of wings aggressively buzzing by their ears. Once they spotted the humans, they gave chase.

      “Ah!”

      One of the locusts rushed at a fighter and latched onto his face with its sharp claws. Blood poured as the black talons dug into flesh. Although several of his companions were coming to join the fray, the scorpion locust whipped its hideous tail and jabbed it right into its victim’s cheek. In a matter of seconds, he swelled up like a balloon. The fighter couldn’t scream, couldn’t flee, and just collapsed to the ground mouth foaming white froth.

      Ten more swarmed him. He managed to struggle, but only for a few short moments before he became dinner for these carnivorous insects.

      Cloudhawk stared in horror. Its poison was that potent?

      He screwed his focus to its limit, determined not to let any of these monstrosities get close. Luckily, he was still close to the Queen so if any of them got past his stick, she could deal with them. If not for her, Cloudhawk was sure he wouldn’t survive the night even if he had ten lives.

      Another pained cry rang out. Their crew had lost another one.

      Leonine hadn’t planned on running into creatures like these either. They were coming in from every direction. The most frightening thing about this threat was that one tiny scratch was enough to seal one’s fate.

      There was no choice. They had to do whatever they could to survive!

      Leonine took off and the others followed him into a host of cobwebs. The locusts gave chase but were predictably caught by the sticky tendrils that thickly covered the trees. Struggled as they might, they couldn’t break free.

      The humans didn’t have a chance to catch their breaths.

      Scores of enormous spiders leapt from their nests in the trees. Each one was a meter or two long, too numerous to count. The oasis had gone from a cloud of insects to a maze of spiders and spider webs. Quicker than they thought possible, the spiders’ prey were wrapped up like mummies and left to dangle in the wind, hanging like ghastly fruit from the trees.

      Thud!

      One of the spiders spat a glob of sticky spider web, striking one of the fleeing humans. He was immediately stuck, but more terrifying was the quality of the spider silk. It was coated in some sort of corrosive fluid and the skin it touched first turned red and then turned necrotic black, sizzling all the while.

      Spiders chittered closer, in numbers greater than the travelers could believe.

      Cloudhawk couldn’t help but shout through the night. “Leonine, what kind of fucking hell did you lead us into!”

      “It’s a shortcut!” He didn’t mention that it was a shortcut he hadn’t wanted to take, but if they hadn’t taken this risk, they surely would have died. More of the locusts were fighting through the webs and the spiders went after them. Natural enemies, the two sides continued to take each other out. 

      “The outpost is straight ahead!”
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      Cloudhawk peered through the dark press of trees. Nests for these hideous spiders graced the crown of nearly every tree and the victims didn’t eat hung from branches and cracks in the bark. They were used as fleshy sacks for their young to grow in. Like gloomy and gruesome fruit, they swayed in the stuffy breeze.

      The trees were their homes but also hunting grounds. Thick ropes of acidic webbing stretched across them, creating a network the spiders used to get around and communicate. Through their network of webs, they could race from one tree to another and never had to touch the ground.

      Besides being everywhere, the webbing was exceedingly sticky and tough as steel. Getting caught in one wasn’t an option, because even a knife couldn’t cut you free.

      But every tree was home to at least one spider nest. There were too many of them!

      The spiders used their webs as the main means of attack. They skittered along the tendrils to quickly descend upon unwitting victims from overhead. Corrosive spider silk was spat out to smother their prey before they moved in to seal the kill with a poisonous bite.

      Cloudhawk continued to move forward with the rest of his team. But rustling sounds were coming from the trees around them.

      Shhrrr! Shhrr!

      Three or four of the spiders traveled amongst the trees along their network of spider webs. The thick trees sometimes hid them, and sometimes their beady eyes appeared glinting in the darkness. Every time they reappeared, the spiders were a little closer.

      “Kill ‘em!”

      Fighters began firing arrows into the forest. In front of them, one of the spiders took a shaft to the head but didn’t die. Instead it pounced at the humans with a hiss and its eight legs outstretched.

      Leonine heaved his saber, carving a deadly arc through the air. By the time it finished its trek, the spider was on the ground in two pieces, twitching erratically. Purplish-red blood, thick with poison, flowed out of its mangled body like sludge.

      The rest of the spiders charged at them from the left and right.

      Globs of corrosive spit flew at the travelers and they dodged the best they could. One of the beefier fighters swung his war hammer and knocked a spider to the ground, to which Cloudhawk followed up by jabbing the sharp end of his staff into its brain repeatedly. The mutated insect screeched and struggled to flee while its wounds hemorrhaged violet filth. Wounds like these were difficult to recover from, even for creatures that healed quickly. Even if Cloudhawk’s vicious strikes didn’t kill the thing, it was at least out of the fight.

      Several more spiders took its place, with more coming with every passing moment.

      It didn’t take a genius to know the spiders outnumbered the humans, a fact Cloudhawk was intimately aware of. If they got surrounded, the chances of getting out alive would be slim to none.

      “With me!” Leonine cut away some webbing and cleared a path out over the corpses of several spiders. “This way!”

      Before them spread an area carpeted in spotlessly bright eggs. Each one was roughly the size of a fist and as Cloudhawk stomped through the area, fluid as sticky as glue burst out. It caught his feet and a gut-wrenching stench permeated the air. This place had to be the spiders’ spawning ground, where their eggs were gathered and hatched. Crunching beneath their feet were some new eggs and some old split shells. Covering the ground, shrubs, and tree trunks was a writhing mass of brown. Everything was covered in palm-sized spiders.

      “Motherfucker! It’s all spiders!”

      Cloudhawk’s legs, head, and back were covered in spiders as large as his hands. Young though they were, their age didn’t make them any less fierce. They charged at the intruders fearlessly, ready to kill.

      “Ah!”

      “It bit me!”

      “Ah fuck me! This is a spider nest!”

      As the crew stumbled through the egg fields, it took no more than fifty meters for them to be covered with spiders from head to toe. Cloudhawk thought he had to have suffered a dozen spider bites along his arms and neck. Blessedly, young spiders had weaker poison and their hunting skills had not yet developed. Though the bites caused the affected areas to swell sizably, they weren’t life threatening.

      They waded into a sea of spiders, with spiders in front, behind, and on both sides. Twenty to thirty fully mature spiders were catching up. Desperation, hopelessness. These were the only words to describe how they felt, but pure survival instinct urged them on. Eventually, just as the large spiders were about to catch up, they exited the nest and entered what was beyond.

      Cloudhawk plucked a particularly hateful spider from his neck and smashed it against the ground. It sprang back up and tried to run, but Cloudhawk brought his foot down on it and smashed the bug into paste.

      The young demon hunter was in a pitiful state. His neck and face were swollen and his hands were inflated to twice their normal size. The rest of the crew certainly wasn’t in much better condition, except for the Bloodsoaked Queen who looked completely free of bites.

      The trees above rustled as suddenly, a large spider emerged. Threads of silk were fired at them like arrows, trying to pin them down as they fled but falling short. Acid sizzled against the ground, releasing caustic white smoke.

      These goddamn things are still chasing us?!

      These unpleasant surprises continued to waylay them. The spiders didn’t let up, spitting corrosive silk at them from up to twenty or thirty meters away. Each shot moved like it was fired from a gun, so the humans couldn’t slow even a little. They ran headfirst as fast as they could through the oasis.

      Spiders kept on them, until…

      Bang-bang!

      Two cracks rang out from the darkness around the trees, like a pair of muffled gunshots. The arachnids in pursuit dropped to the ground, dead. Cloudhawk fought through his surprise – judging from the sound, the shots had to have come from far away. Was there anyone who could make a shot like that, from so far away and through a forest?

      “Snipers from the Greenland Outpost!”

      “We made it!”

      Another salvo was fired. Each crack of a gun being fired meant another spider dropped dead. Cloudhawk noted that each shot was not just long-distance, but also deadly. They entered the head and penetrated straight through the entire monster, leaving a large exit wound in the rear.

      Finally, the spiders broke off and disappeared into the brush. A short distance later, Leonine shouted out his identity to the marksmen.

      Several men appeared. They emerged out of nowhere, covered in leaves with faces smeared with camouflage paint to let them blend in expertly. More appeared from behind rocks and dropped from the trees above, all bearing sizeable guns and equipped to tackle the forest.

      In terms of skill, they were no less impressive than Blackflag Outpost’s elite squad. However, they were hundreds of times better equipped. There were only a handful of places in what was left of the world with the power to raise a force like this.

      Greenland Outpost had power.

      “Not a bad harvest this time, Leonine.” One of the jungle rangers, who appeared to be the leader, looked over those who had survived the forest. “Alright, let ‘em in.”

      Cloudhawk didn’t understand. Not a bad “harvest”? What did he mean?! Leonine had crossed the wastes with nothing but them, twenty-odd foreigners.

      Two of the jungle soldiers flanked their group with weapons half raised. They spoke harshly. “What the fuck are you dopes gaping about? In!”

      For the first time, Cloudhawk saw the large walls, choked with vines. The wall itself was the remnant of some ancient architecture, tall and thick like some kind of fortification. It kept most of the oasis terrors at bay.

      When the Outpost was spread out before him, Cloudhawk was absolutely floored by what he saw.

      The center of the outpost was an ancient metropolis, its grace lost to time but still serviceable. Most of the buildings still stood, though they were badly rusted and were covered in moss and vines. In the gloomy evening, the buildings cut dark shapes against the sky, dense and somewhat otherworldly. Through the darkness, he could faintly see people bustling along the streets.

      This outpost was built on the ruins of a bygone city. The inhabitants coopted the city’s foundations for their own to create a new settlement. 

      In terms of scale, it was huge, at a minimum several times the size of Blackflag Outpost. Eighty percent of the place was arranged around the city where most of the population lived. A fifty to sixty meter tall building with a four to five thousand square meter base towered over the smaller structures like a titan.

      Lights flickered inside. It was a tower large enough that the whole Blackflag Outpost could fit inside.

      It was called Greenland Fort and was situated in the center of the settlement with several other structures scattered around. A conservative estimate revealed there were perhaps forty to fifty thousand residents altogether.

      “Hurry up, mutants!”

      They were led to a dig site in full operation, where a dozen or so burly mutants were combing through the remains. Occasionally, they dug out some ancient tool or useful material.

      Mutants lived in the Greenland Outpost? Most deformities made them quick to anger. Keeping them here was like living with ticking time bombs.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen gave Cloudhawk a sharp slap. She had a strange look in her eye as she extended a finger. His gaze shifted to where she was pointing and he froze like he’d been struck by lightning. His eyes went as wide as saucers, and a cold sweat sprang up all over his body.

      A large, wastelands-style airship was moored to one side of Greenbelt Fort.

      It was Cloudhawk’s fourth time seeing this vehicle.

      The first time was after his first mission with the mercenaries, after they finished their task. The second was when these benefactors betrayed his former colleagues. The third was when Blackflag Outpost was overrun. The black-clad freak’s airship was here, before his eyes, and yet none of the Outpost’s people seemed bothered by it. What did this mean?

      Did they brazenly walk into a trap? Did they slip the noose around their own necks?

      Whatever else, if the airship was here, it meant there were sweepers nearby as well. But more importantly, they couldn’t ignore the possibility that their three mutant lieutenants could be around the next corner!

      Cloudhawk spoke to her in a whisper. “It’s too dangerous here. We have to slip out fast as we can.”

      As Cloudhawk prepared to lead the Queen away, a group of outpost soldiers rushed their way. Consisting of both humans and mutants, they quickly surrounded the group.

      “Tie ‘em up!”

      The twenty newcomers did not resist, even as iron shackles were clapped to their wrists.

      “This is a quality crop,” Leonine said to the leader. “Among the best survivors from out in the wastelands. The price –“

      The guard leader cut him off with a grunt. His manner was gruff and abrasive. “You don’t set the price. Bring ‘em inside first!”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Leonine, you fuck, are you selling me?!”

      The wastelanders shouted in anger and disbelief. Suddenly, Cloudhawk and the Bloodsoaked Queen understood why the grizzled old man would take such risks while seemingly empty handed. His goods were with him all along – it was them!

      This piece of shit was a slave trader! 

      Bang! One of the guards brought his fist down on a particularly vocal wastelander. “Don’t get outta line! Starting now, you all are the property of Greenland Outpost. Slaves. If you start trouble, I’ll personally waste your ass.”

      Guns from the outpost guards were trained on the twenty freshly sold captives.

      They were livid, horrified. After surviving the devilish forest, they were all exhausted and couldn’t fight back even if they wanted to. These soldiers were well trained and even better equipped, leaving them no hope for escape!

      “Take ‘em away. Lock ‘em all up!”

      With their shackles affixed, the slaves were forced to waddle like ducks after their captors.

      Cloudhawk and the Queen surveyed their situation with tightly knit brows. This outpost was much larger than the one they’d come from, so it was safe to assume skillful fighters were as common as clouds. If they tried to escape with no plan, they weren’t going to get anywhere. Yet if they didn’t try to flee, they would be slaves in a place that had some connection to the demon. Staying here was clearly very dangerous.

      Run? Even if they could get away from their jailors, where would they go? They hadn’t forgotten the terrors of the oasis all around them!
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      Greenland Outpost was able to sustain a population of fifty thousand because, unlike the rest of the wastelands, it had food and water aplenty. It also had acres of unexcavated archeological sites which were filled with tools and materials.  In other words, the only thing this place needed was people to dig those things up.

      There were kilometers of dig sites waiting to be plundered and fields of fertile soil that needed to be cultivated.

      Considering its surroundings, the outpost needed many soldiers to help keep the oasis’s less friendly critters at bay. Workers were needed to forge and maintain equipment and pretty girls were needed as entertainment for the affluent denizens of the Outpost who otherwise wanted for nothing.

      Laborers, soldiers, and women were the goods Greenland Outpost sought. And where there was a need, there was a market and merchants to meet demand.

      Greenland Outpost had a cadre of slavers, with Leonine being one of their most notable. He scoured the wastes and attracted the unfortunate with promises of surplus and comfort in Greenland Outpost. Those who survived the journey were sold as slaves, put in shackles, and thrown in cages where they were “domesticated’ through torture.

      It wasn’t the first time Leonine had sold a batch of humans in this way. He alone had brought a hundred and fifty high-quality chattels to work in the outpost. Most became soldiers or laborers, but he’d brought a few valuable women as well. Leaders of the outpost were pleased with his products.

      As the prisoners yelled and spat, levying curses on him and all he touched, Leonine was unmoved. He watched with cold, unfeeling indifference.

      His goods would be escorted by armed guards to the slave vault, one of the most highly policed areas of the settlement. Guards were posted everywhere inside and out, and the goods were locked behind massive iron doors. Once slaves entered the prison, any chance of escape was gone.

      Slaves were forced to bear inhuman treatment, molded little by little until they were broken and accepted their fate. They were worked to death digging wells and then fed to beasts while the women were reduced to toys. All of them were consigned to terrible fates, and eventually, they would die.

      Leonine felt guilt for none of this. There was no place for it in the wastes.

      The outpost guard leader spoke as they walked towards the slave camp. “As always, we take forty percent, you keep sixty. For the time being, just wait for the word.”

      This fuckin vampire. He was making a killing without any risk, but Leonine had no option but to accept the guard leader’s shakedown. If he didn’t, the guard leader would either fudge the reports or undersell his goods and Leonine would suffer. He had to swallow his pride and take it.

      Leonine used some water to scrub himself clean, changed his clothes, and went home. He made his way to a squat stone building, one of the remaining structures from the old city, and gently rapped on the door.

      “Who is it!?” An anxious voice called out from inside. It sounded like a young boy.

      “It’s me.”

      The door opened just a crack and a small head peeked out. A boy no older than ten looked up at Leonine, and though young, he was very vigilant. He clasped a revolver in his hand.

      When he saw who it was, the boy’s eyes lit up. He threw his arms open and gave Leonine a hug.

      Suddenly Leonine’s loaded, wrinkled scowl disappeared and he smiled. He wrapped one of his arms around the child in a hug of his own. When he spoke, he did so with a gentle and fatherly tone. “Look at this guy with the gun I gave him. You plannin’ to use it on me?”

      The child vehemently shook his head. “You said that I was a man. I have to protect my mom and my sister!”

      “Yeah, good boy.”

      Leonine picked him up and walked into the shabby dwelling. Inside, a modest-looking middle aged woman was perched on the side of a bed. She was looking after a small girl, maybe five or six years old. The little one had a head of tousled flaxen hair that made her look like an adorable little imp, only she was all skin and bones. A large growth had taken over the left side of her neck – some kind of malignant tumor.

      This woman, the boy, and the sick child were a family. Yes, a family. This frail clan was everything Leonine had in the world!

      Although they were staying here, they weren’t citizens of the outpost. It cost a significant amount of money to house them here, and just getting water and grains for his young ones was a great expense, especially since they couldn’t work. Sometimes it was so much of a burden that Leonine found it hard to breathe.

      One disaster after another had plagued the slaver.

      Half a year ago, his daughter had started to show signs of illness. The growth had started to show, bulging out of the left side of her neck. Day by day, she seemed to get weaker, frailer. Leonine did everything he could think of to try and save her, bringing her to doctors in the outpost who were equipped with high technology from the old days. However, enlisting their help came at a staggering cost.

      Leonine had to earn more and risks would be necessary. Slave trading was a way to increase his income so he could save enough for his daughter’s treatment. It was definitely an arduous situation and he wasn’t sure how long his little girl would last.

      Leonine put the boy down. He made his way over to the bed and took the woman’s hand in his. “How is she?”

      “It’s getting worse.” She was a common looking woman, time and stress having made her haggard. “She doesn’t eat a thing and sleeps all day. She’ll wake up maybe once and complain that she wants to see her daddy.”

      She couldn’t keep the knot in her throat from creeping into her voice.

      With all the talking, the afflicted little girl’s eyes fluttered open. They were brown and beautiful, and clear as pure crystal. In this putrid wasteland, it was hard to find eyes like these.

      The little girl struggled to extend her stick-thin hand and put it in Leonine’s calloused hand. There was joy in her sparkling eyes as she looked at him, like she’d forgotten all the pain wracking her little body. She called to him, her voice as thin and frail as a mosquito’s beating wings. “Don’t go daddy… okay?”

      “Stop your nonsense and get some rest.” He kissed her tiny hand. “I’ve almost got enough money. We’re gonna get you the best doctors and it’s gonna be just like before.”

      “Brother and Mommy are always being bullied by bad men. You have to stay, Daddy.” Tears had begun to gather in her eyes, twinkling in the dim light. “I don’t feel bad. Honest. I don’t.”

      Leonine’s eyes were red. She was eight years old, but she knew she didn’t have much time left. The little girl didn’t want her father to walk into danger when her mother and brother needed him here.

      Leonine shut his eyes at the painful thought. He couldn’t give up. He couldn’t. Even though he knew there was so little hope.

      The middle-aged woman wiped the edges of her eyes and spoke to Leonine. “You must be tired after all that travelling. Let me fix you some food. We’ll eat together tonight.”

      No matter how dark the world had become, no matter how cruel the wastelands, no matter how hard just living was, whenever he finished a task and laid his tired bones down to rest at home surrounded by family, Leonine was happy. He was willing to do anything to protect them.

      They weren’t together long before…

      “Hey, is Leonine home?” A guard barged in. “Your batch has been inspected. Please go to the Fort to collect your earnings.”

      Leonine didn’t delay. He headed toward the fort at once.

      Greenland Fort dominated the outpost from its center, the ivory tower from which its leadership rules.

      The building occupied about five thousand square feet of land and was forty to fifty meters high. It was big enough that ten thousand people could live in it, and those that did were the best of the outpost. Denizens of the fort had cleaner water, better healthcare, and safer accommodations.

      Leonine’s dream was to one day move his family into the tower.

      The highest floor was reserved for the outpost leader. Over a hundred and fifty hand-picked bodyguards were permanently stationed there, who also acted as caretakers of the more than two hundred women he kept for his personal use. Anyone else without official business wasn’t permitted to enter.

      Leonine followed the guard, who led him right to the boss’s lobby.

      The boss was entertaining someone, so Leonine stood silently to one side and waited his turn. While he did, the slaver took furtive glances at the people the boss was meeting with. They were three strange men. One of them was dressed entirely in black and a tubed mask covered his face. Another was also black but it was the natural hue of his coal-black skin, and a pair of bulls horns grew from his skull. The final one was younger, and his back hoisted a pair of wings.

      Greenland Outpost’s boss was known for being fierce by nature – they called him Hydra. However, as he spoke with the three mutants, he was clearly deferential. If he didn’t know better, Leonine would have thought there was some fear there as well.

      The black-clad one spoke in a voice cold as death. “Don’t forget, Hydra, this place would be nothing if not for the master’s help. Without his support, you wouldn’t be the boss. Now suddenly you’re wearing big boy pants and want to stand on your own?”

      Hydra was wearing a suit of armor with a sword strapped to his waist. His one dead eye was covered by an eye patch. His face was craggy and fierce, far from attractive. He was a burly man, tall and muscular, but the look in his good eye was deep as a well. He scowled somewhat as he spoke with the man in black but spoke respectfully. “Like you said, everything I have is all thanks to our master. I wouldn’t dare betray him. Only, for you three to request two thousand men… you are asking a great deal of this outpost so please forgive me if I’m not eager to agree.”

      “Hydra, you clearly have no idea what’s good for you!” The winged youth ripped a falchion from its sheath. He thrust it towards the outpost leader, fast as lightning. “If you won’t follow orders, then what the fuck are you good for?! Might as well kill you and install someone else!”

      The bull-horned man caught his companion’s sword with his bare hand. The keen metal rang against his fingers like it was striking steel or stone and left no wound. “Don’t be so hasty, Third Brother.”

      Hydra’s hand rested on the pommel of his weapon. “You have to at least tell me why you need so many people.”

      The one in black answered, his voice light and aloof. “We’re chasing a pair of demon hunters.”

      “Demon hunters?”

      “In short, we lost them in a sandstorm. We need more men to help pick up the trail.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “Also, I’m prepared to offer a reward to the outpost’s mercenaries. If anyone finds these two and delivers them to us, he’ll be richly compensated.”

      A strange look came over Hydra’s face. “How will we recognize them? Don’t misunderstand, I ask because I might take part in the search personally.”

      “One male, one female. The female’s age is unknown, perhaps around twenty. She dons a mask, wears gloves, and wears a cross pendant around her neck. The boy is fifteen or sixteen with black hair and eyes. He is thin and carries a strange staff with him, rather prism shaped…”

      As the man in black gave his description, a voice called out from below.

      “Them?!”

      The three mutant commanders and the outpost leader were strong and skilled individuals. Of course they heard the words, and when they turned their heads to find its source, they spied a tall man with a large beard looking back at them.

      Hydra narrowed his eyes. “Leonine? Did you just say something? Don’t tell me you have an idea where these demon hunters might be?”

      “Oh, I know where they are. Hell, I can bring ‘em right to ya!” But he suddenly had a thought, and stepped forward to face the man in black. “But you gotta keep your word!”

      The three men looked quietly at each other for a moment. Eventually the man in black spoke. “You have my word… so long as you deliver.”

      Leonine blurted it right out. “I already brought ‘em here. They’re in the outpost, locked up in the slave vault!”

      They fell silent again and the mutants looked at each other in obvious surprise. Could it be they wouldn’t have to wear out the soles of their shoes scouring the Wastelands? Did their prey come in to escape the heat only to land feet-first in the fire?

      Hydra glanced at Leonine, a dark look flashing through his eyes, and immediately spoke out as well. “I’ll bring them to you!”
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      The slave vault was one of the cruelest places in all of the Wastelands. Day and night, cries of pain and despair rang through its chambers. Day and night, slaves died at the hands of their torturers. Blood and bones from slaves that died here carpeted every inch of the ground.

      Dark, sinful, and cruel. They’d been brought to hell.

      The dungeons were set up in the building’s repurposed sewer system. Dingy hallways extended in all directions like a maze. However, the outpost denizens had only occupied the more complete sections. From time to time, mutated creatures wandered in to attack and eat slaves they caught.

      Cloudhawk was ushered into the dungeons in shackles. One of the guards had taken his exorcist rod. The Bloodsoaked Queen didn’t bear any visible weapons so nothing was confiscated.

      Several guards forced them forward at gunpoint. When they entered the dim, moist dungeon, they could see that five to six hundred slaves were currently locked up here. Gore-caked implements of torture were splayed around, waiting to be used. From somewhere nearby, a constant series of wails was echoing through the dark.

      New slaves were brought in and placed in complete darkness. For weeks or months, they underwent the domestication process where demented torture was used to break their wills. That’s how they made these wild wastelanders compliant.

      “Hurry up!”

      One of the guards used the butt of his gun to bash one of the slower moving slaves.

      The dungeon was filled with slave cages. What remained of Leonine’s crop was split up to prevent any revolt and consigned to cells while they waited for domestication to begin. Cloudhawk and the Bloodsoaked Queen were escorted into a deeper section of the dungeon with only a handful of other wastelanders accompanying them.

      Cloudhawk looked around, trying to get a grasp on the situation. He counted four guards behind them with guns trained on their backs and another five or six prison guards nearby. No more than ten captors all together. None of them knew how skilled the guards were, but if they were average fighters, then they were too much for Cloudhawk. The Queen was a different story.

      But like him, the Queen was in shackles. With her movement restricted, he had to assume it would affect her skills. She’d have to kill the four carrying guns as quickly as possible, which was a difficult task while injured and restrained. Under these conditions, it seemed that even the mighty Queen was helpless.

      What should they do?

      Cloudhawk wriggled his wrists but was unable to free them from the shackles. As he looked around, it was clear the dungeons were well-guarded – after all, unlikely as it was, slaves still had a chance to escape. Their chance lay in the relics hidden on the Queen’s person. If she could get free, they might be able to fight back.

      Both of them were quietly mulling over the same concern. They knew the demon’s lackeys were close, and if the Queen managed to escape the dungeon, the ensuing chaos would reveal their presence here. Wasn’t that the same as advertising their location? Sweepers under the command of the black-clad freak need only to surround them and their daring escape would be undone.

      But if they didn’t do anything, would they be forever trapped in these dungeons as slaves? 

      A voice from behind cut through their dark thoughts.

      “Halt.”

      The guards stopped and turned to see who called. They faced the newcomer with respectful countenances. “Captain,” they hailed, “what are your orders?”

      The man who approached was the same one who’d had them shackled outside. His dark eyes hovered over the Queen’s full figure and round buttocks for a moment, and several of the guards figured they knew his intent. “You… you there. Come here.”

      Cloudhawk knew nothing good would come of this.

      The Queen separated from the group. Through her tattered cloak, her voluptuous and tight figure could still be discerned. Her face was still hidden behind the mask, but her body alone was enough to awaken the brutish nature of these guards.

      “I wanna see this one alone… leave her with me.”

      “Yes, captain!” One of the guards saw that Cloudhawk wasn’t moving and kicked him hard with the heel of his boot. “What the fuck are you staring at? Move!”

      “I didn’t think Leonine would bring back such quality merchandise.” The captain slowly approached the Queen. “Let’s see what you look like.”

      A murderous glare slowly crept into the Queen’s gaze.

      Cloudhawk knew at that moment that keeping a low profile was no longer an option. With the Queen’s temper being what it was, things were about to get violent.

      One of the guards moved to push him again when suddenly, Cloudhawk flung himself forward. He slammed into the guard and managed to seize his exorcist rod.

      The captain looked up and saw the commotion. His face darkened. “Fighting back, you brat? Get him!”

      “Queen!”

      Cloudhawk whipped his staff towards her. She spun around and held out her hands.

      The steel staff whistled through the air at high speed and smashed into her shackles. In a shower of sparks and with a deafening screech, it tore through the cuffs like a saw. The Queen flung the shackles off her wrists and chopped her hand towards the captain.

      Greenland Outpost’s guard captain was an able warrior, no less capable than the commanders of the Blackflag Outpost’s elite guard. However, the Queen’s attack was fast, sudden, and unexpected. In an instant, he knew that this woman was a top-class fighter but it was too late to dodge her blow.

      The captain lifted his arm to deflect her attack. Pulling a dagger from his cuff with his left hand, he thrust it at her abdomen. The outpost leader was fast – but the Queen was faster. Her chop became a grab and she caught his arm in a vice-like grip.

      “Ahhggg!”

      He howled, an inhuman sound filled with pain. In an instant, his entire arm burned black like spent coal. The Queen whipped her slender leg and connected with the captain’s chest with enough force to snap half a dozen bones. His right shoulder split and his arm was torn out of its socket. Even still, he was flung back so hard he smashed into the far wall. These were not wounds he’d survive.

      She pivoted and used the captain’s blackened arm as a bludgeon, smashing it into a guard’s face before anyone could react. While the rest of them fumbled to raise their guns, she fell upon two more in a flash. Her gloved hands pressed against the skin of their faces.

      Whoosh! Fire belched from their every orifice. When the Queen let go, they fell to the ground, with everything above their necks having become carbon coke [1]. The charred holes that used to be their eyes, noses, and mouths were now hideous craters.

      To say the remaining two were terrified of this woman would be an understatement. They stumbled backwards in retreat while trying to aim their guns. Cloudhawk lunged forward and planted his staff into a guard’s chest, but was half a moment too late in pulling it out to attack the second one.

      Bang!

      The last guard got the shot off, but his rifle was crude and single-shot. The Bloodsoaked Queen artfully dodged the bullet and the guard fumbled with the rifle’s bolt to clear the barrel. When the second shot was ready, he lifted his head but his target was gone.

      Crack!

      The Queen had slipped behind the guard, wrapped her hands around his neck, and twisted it. His spine snapped like a twig. The body collapsed and, panting, she made her way to Cloudhawk to help with his shackles. Once he was free, her hoarse voice croaked at him. “Go.”

      This was one hell of a tough lady! She’d managed to put down a handful of crack guards without much effort, while wounded to boot.

      They’d dealt with the guards, but the gunfire had alerted everyone in the area. Soon, they’d be surrounded by dozens of prison guards, more than the two of them could handle.

      Cloudhawk dropped to the ground and started searching the corpses. He pilfered a handgun from the captain’s waist, one of the guards’ rifles, as well as a store of bullets. The other wastelanders who’d been brought back here with them grabbed the other weapons.

      “We’re not gonna escape like this,” Cloudhawk said to the others. “You free the others. If we can get a force together, we might be able to fight our way out.”

      They were much too frightened by the Queen’s deadly display to respond. The woman was as terrifying as the demon mask she wore!

      Too stunned to think much beyond doing what they were told, the men left to gather others. They managed to open a few of the cells and free a dozen or so slaves before a group of prison guards appeared.

      “Everyone run, scatter! Free as many as you can!”

      Cloudhawk knew he and the Queen couldn’t hide, so their best bet was to cause chaos. If they could free enough slaves, they might give them the cover they needed to get out.

      “Queen! Let’s go!”

      Cloudhawk fired at a prison guard blocking their path and blew him away, opening a path towards the exit. As they ran, they smashed opened cell locks to free more of the slaves and generate more chaos. There were too many for the guards to suppress and they were quickly overwhelmed.

      The two of them reached the exit, but as they were about to burst outside, they were met with a thunderous sound. A huge number of figures, armed to the teeth, were charging their way.

      The Queen knew them instantly. “Sweeper troops!”

      A mob of troops in armor wielding broad headed axes poured in, followed by the arrival of a winged man from above. His descent kicked up a cloud of dust. Through the dim light and grime, the mutant’s keen eyes picked out the two figures preparing to flee.

      “It really is them!” Incredulous laughter bubbled up in his throat. “Brothers, we’ve found the two rats!”

      How did they get here so fast?!

      The Bloodsoaked Queen and Cloudhawk both felt their hearts seize in their chests. They were surrounded, with the three mutant leaders and the outpost’s best fighters closing in. The two of them definitely couldn’t fight their way out and with this many enemies, they could lock down the dungeons by spreading out like a dragnet.

      “Hide!”

      Cloudhawk and the Queen ran down the first path they saw.

      The three mutants closed in on where they just were with a dozen or so crossbow-wielding subordinates in tow. It took them only a couple of minutes to find what direction they’d fled in.

      The slithery cold voice of Stranger Black hissed in their ears. “They’re here. They couldn’t have run far!”

      The mutants brought teams with them and began to comb through the dungeons. However, none of them noticed something different in the air, like a portion was missing.

      Cloudhawk and the Queen were pressed together, face to face. He’d thrown his relic cloak over them and channeled his psychic energy through it to hide them temporarily. The mutants couldn’t see anything and so passed right by, completely unaware their prey was inches away.

      “The main halls have to be full of enemies by now. We can’t go this way, we have to think of something else.”

      Cloudhawk’s invisibility cloud slowly regained substance.

      Surprising as Cloudhawk’s latest toy was, the Queen didn’t have time to question him. They had to find a way out!

      

      1. Coal and coke are the main means by which people start fires in China, and is arguably the main reason for their pollution issues. Coke is very light, looks like burnt wood, and is the fuel of choice for outdoor barbeques and water boilers.
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      At least three hundred sweepers had flooded into the outpost’s dungeons, along with countless guards. Although the sewers were large, interconnected, and filled with unexplored areas, they had enough people to sweep the whole thing and search every corner. There was nowhere to run.

      Luckily, Cloudhawk had the foresight to release the slaves. The dungeon was in chaos and the lights had been broken, plunging it into darkness. Huge sections of it were blanketed in impenetrable shadow. Shots could be heard coming from every direction, mingling with shouts and other sounds of combat. The chaos wasn’t going to last long, but it gave Cloudhawk and the Queen a sliver of hope for escape.

      Bang!

      Cloudhawk fired at a guard a dozen meters away, ending his life.

      Other guards who’d been with him spun around, just in time to see a demonic visage lunge at them from the darkness. The Bloodsoaked Queen flitted among them with a dagger she’d pilfered, spinning gracefully like a dancer, or a butterfly riding the breeze through a forest. She swept through the pack of guards so quickly they couldn’t even see her blade moving. Wherever she passed, fountains of blood splattered droplets against the walls.

      The two of them continued on, eventually coming upon an intersection. Suddenly, the sound of approaching footsteps emerged, about twelve pairs from what they could tell. Cloudhawk pulled the Queen into a corner, covered them both with the cloak and poured his psychic energy into it. They vanished. 

      Moments later, a group of guards and another group of sweepers met in the center of the junction. They quickly spied the four dead guards and knew their prey had to be close. They shouted commands for those nearby to be vigilant and then quickly split up to search the halls.

      Cloudhawk allowed the power of the cloak to dissipate. “My focus is fading. The more I use the cloak, the more tiring it becomes, so we have to find a way out of here soon. If we don’t, we’re gonna die. The problem now is which direction do we choose?”

      The dungeon was a complicated place. How where they supposed to know where to go? They didn’t have any sort of map.

      “We’re just going to have to take our chances.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen picked a route at random and strode forward. What was Cloudhawk going to do? Did he have a better suggestion? Whether or not this way was the way out wasn’t as important as staying on the move. If they were caught, they would be finished, so they entrusted their lives were to lady luck!

      The hallway was narrow, more like a large pipe. It was only large enough for two people to walk through side by side.

      Cloudhawk frowned, for he knew that if a group of enemies came this way, it was too tight for them to hide beneath the cloak. As though his thoughts had summoned them, the sound of footsteps echoed their way, five or six this time. The pack of guards rounded a corner and the two groups came face to face.

      “Here they are!”

      “Kill ‘em!”

      Cloudhawk answered by blowing a hole in one of them with his gun.

      Two of the guards crouched and lifted their weapons, while three more from behind shot from a standing position. The two groups stood about twenty meters apart, too far for the Queen to cover no matter how fast she was, and the pipe was too narrow for them to dodge five gunners.

      Bang-bang-bang! The guards fired a salvo at them.

      These makeshift guns weren’t the best quality, but at only twenty meters away, they were lethal. Wielding a pair of daggers, the Queen whipped her blades through the air, summoning a host of sparks. By virtue of her incredible speed and accuracy, she cut the bullets right out of the air. So she had this ability as well?!

      Their faces fell as the guards hurried to load another volley. However, the gourd hanging from the Queen’s waist suddenly emitted rays of light and spouted flame. The fire gathered into the image of a phoenix, which crashed into the group of five guards, setting their clothes ablaze.

      The smell of burnt flesh and hair filled the pipe. The five guards rolled and whined as the fires consumed them.

      Cloudhawk pumped a few final shots into them before following the Queen down the route. Eventually, the pipe opened out into a cavernous room, which made things more complicated. There was no longer even a single beam of light, and the darkness was so complete he could stretch out his arm and be able to see his hand in front of his face. But it also meant they were out of the dungeon.

      Groping through the darkness was better than waiting for death in the dungeon.

      The two waited at the edge of the abyss for two seconds, and just as they prepared to step ahead, an earth-shaking roar assailed them!

      Cloudhawk felt an oppressive, savage intent wash over him. He turned and saw a bearded man of fifty to sixty years leveling a huge weapon their way. He was charging them like a crazed rhinoceros.

      Leonine! That asshole!

      Cloudhawk fired his gun without even thinking, but Leonine had decades of experience. The moment Cloudhawk lifted his weapon, the old slaver changed direction and the bullet buried itself harmlessly in a wall. Cursing, the young wastelander flung the broken down rifle to the ground and drew the handgun from his waist. By the time he brought it up to fire, Leonine had arrived in front of him, his saber glinting as it traced an arc through the darkness.

      Clang!

      Two small blades blocked the slaver’s dagger. The three weapons collided, eliciting a deafening screech.

       The Queen’s daggers shattered under the strain – Leonine was as strong as he was cunning. There was enough momentum behind the strike to keep it cutting through and the Bloodsoaked Queen stumbled back half a step to avoid him. She shook, and a trail of blood crept from the corner of her mouth. The shock of their collision must have caused some internal injuries.

      With a feral roar, Leonine launched another attack, bringing his two-handed war machete down over his head with enough strength to split her in two.

      “This old mutt is asking for death!”

      Cloudhawk fired his handgun several times in quick succession.

      Leonine stopped dead in his tracks and used his sword to block the shots aimed at his head. The rest found their mark in his chest. Thud, thud, thud! He staggered back a few steps, except the bullets didn’t kill him. The crafty slaver wore a thick coat and hardened leather underneath, which prevented the bullets from doing much damage.

      Leonine prepared a counterattack when, from the darkness of the cavern, a figure stepped forth.

      The stranger was tall and burly, clad head to toe in full armor with a sword at his waist. His ugly face was twisted in a sneer that warped scars around the patch covering his right eye. He was covered in a menacing aura like that of a viper, and slowly emerged from the darkness to stand before the fugitives.

      When Leonine saw who it was, he blurted out. “Hydra, these are the demon hunters!”

      “Demon hunters?” Hydra reached for his weapon and slowly drew it. He glared at the two with his one good eye and chuckled darkly. “Since when were demon hunters such trash? And still you can’t put ‘em down… you’re a real disappointment, old man.”

       Leonine glowered at the newcomer, while Cloudhawk’s face was frozen in shock.

      Leonine was no less powerful than the late Mad Dog, and the one-eyed man spoke to him like he was worth nothing. It could only mean he was stronger than the slaver. With the Queen injured, was she strong enough to handle this character?

      Whether she could or not, her eyes were filled with anger and defiance. Being a demon hunter was a source of pride and this heathen dared to insult her illustrious order.

      She reached up and yanked the cross from around her neck. Right away, the one-eyed man saw her fighting spirit and leveled his shimmering blue blade her way. His weapon was long, thin, and masterfully fashioned. “There’s nowhere for you to go.  You aren’t escaping. But, if you defeat me, I will help you.”

      What the hell was this guy saying?

      “However,” he went on, “if you can’t even beat me, you’ll die right here!”

      He said nothing further, charging at them in blind fury. His wrist flashed and in the blink of an eye, he peppered them with eight or nine thrusts.

      Cloudhawk had never seen someone wield a sword so fast!

      The Queen was just as quick, dodging his attacks as they came. All but the last, when suddenly her wounds began to take their toll. They slowed her just enough that the man’s sword reached her and pierced her shoulder. A trickle of fresh blood stained her clothes.

      Hydra’s cackles rang off the walls. He attacked again, like nine steel vipers hungry for blood.

      This series of attacks was more dangerous than the last. The Queen seemed to have been engulfed by his onslaught. Yet she appeared calm like a placid lake surface, her heart and body as one. All of a sudden, a bouquet of white light erupted from her hand, forming into a blazing cross of holy light.

      “This is…”

      The pupil of Hydra’s one good eye contracted and he lashed out reflexively. His treasured sword met the holy cross mid swing, and broke into a thousand pieces. Hydra felt like he’d been struck by a raging bull and was flung a good five to six meters away.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen held her mighty weapon aloft, painting the area in dazzling holy light. All the energy of her sword crackled as it coalesced. If she unleashed it against her enemy, Hydra would be cleaved in half.

      He called out to her, tripping over his own tongue. “Y-y-you win! I’ll get you out of here!”

      Cloudhawk called out from the side. “Queen, don’t trust him!”

      Hydra tried to explain himself. “We have the same goal. I can help you.”

      Hydra hadn’t planned on killing the two of them, due to the simple fact that they were worth more alive. They were demon hunters and killing demons was their duty. The one Hydra wanted to see brought down wasn’t two children, but the wicked demon itself and his lackeys.

      It was the only way Hydra could become the true ruler of the Greenland Outpost, and now that he’d witnessed the true power of a demon hunter, he thought he had a chance. If he succeeded, Hydra would have all he desired. If they failed, the blame would lie at the demon hunters’ feet.

      Bit by bit, the light of the Queen’s holy sword faded. Though she did not show it, it was not her intention to let it go. She was too weak and too wounded to behead him.

      Hydra pointed down one of the pathways. “This is the only way out of the dungeon.”

      “Hydra, what are you doing?”

      Leonine couldn’t comprehend what the outpost leader was doing. 

      Hydra slowly turned, fixing the slaver with a deathly glare. “I’m doing whatever the fuck I want to do, and I can’t afford to have someone behind me waiting to put a knife in my back! Time to die!”

      His voice was cold and cruel. All color drained from Leonine’s face.
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      Cloudhawk couldn’t be bothered to guess at Hydra’s motives. After using the sword of holy light, the Bloodsoaked Queen had no more energy to spare for fighting. They couldn’t exactly rely on Cloudhawk alone to cut a path back to where they had just fled, right? There were no better options. They had to take this risk. Cloudhawk helped the Queen along as the two of them disappeared into the darkness of the ruined sewers.

      Hydra paid them no mind. His attention was fixed on Leonine.

      The slaver turned and sprinted down another pipe.

      He hadn’t been in the Greenland Outpost long, so he didn’t know much about Hydra. However, he had to assume that since the one-eyed man led the outpost, fighting him in combat would be problematic. Wastelanders only respected strength. He wouldn’t be ruling this place if he wasn’t the strongest and most skilled.

      Hydra had shown what he was capable of in his bout against the demon hunter. Leonine was definitely no match for him!

      Flee! Find the demon’s lieutenants! They could definitely handle Hydra!

      Hydra flashed a dark, sadistic grin, like a cat watching a mouse struggle moments before its death.

      Leonine tore down the narrow pipe, but footsteps rang off the metal hall like a hurricane from behind. Hydra caught up faster than Leonine could have believed. Despair filled him.

      In a matter of moments, Hydra had gone from stationary to fifty to sixty kilometers an hour. Even in these twisting narrow quarters, he wasn’t slowed down at all. He charged like a raging bull right at the despairing slaver.

      Turn! Leonine suddenly flung himself through an opening on his left. Hydra was going so fast that maybe he wouldn’t be able to turn in time.

      But as Leonine pushed himself to run as fast as he could, Hydra’s silhouette appeared in the opening. His steel boots clanged against the ancient pipes as he ran along the wall at a ninety-degree angle to the floor for four or five steps. Each pounding step left fissures and fractures in its wake.

      He launched himself through the air, drawing his sword. The telltale sound of steel on leather filled the air as Hydra’s blade reached for Leonine.

      The slaver lifted his hefty saber to block the blow and sparks flashed in the darkness. He didn’t stick around to keep fighting, instead changing directions again after deflecting Hydra’s deadly attack. He was now running blindly through a pathway completely devoid of light.

      His enemy was strong, but if he couldn’t see his target, he couldn’t use that strength.

      “Heh heh heh… you’re a sly one. Good reaction speed.” Hydra reached up and pulled off the patch covering his right eye. The orb was mutated, not useless – the pupil was a slit like that of a snake or lizard and glowed with red light. “But it’s nothing more than someone struggling on his deathbed.”

      His eye wasn’t just mutated; he’d also cultivated its abilities. The eye was sensitive to light and couldn’t be relied on during the day, so he hid it behind the patch. In the darkness, however, the eye perceived heat. Even in darkness, Leonine was too weak and too slow.

      How could he get away?

      A smear of fresh red blood splattered down the hall.

      Leonine yelled and fell to the ground, clutching a deep wound. Hydra’s slice cut through two layers of protective clothing and left a nasty gash behind. The snake-eyed hunter didn’t stop and lashed out again like lightning. His lithe blade was like a cobra’s poisoned fang.

      Leonine’s mind went blank as death loomed over him. Only one thought echoed in his mind – what happens to them if I die?

      “W-wait! Don’t kill me!”

      Leonine knelt on the ground in defeat. Was this rugged and majestic veteran groveling on his knees? Hydra hadn’t taken Leonine for the sort!

      When Leonine didn’t feel the kiss of Hydra’s blade, he spoke again. “I got no interest in fightin’ ya. My daughter’s sick… real sick. I had to do this! If you promise to look after my girl, then my life is yours. I’ll be your dog, anything you ask. Killin’ me ain’t gonna earn you nothin’!”

      Leonine’s daughter?

      The slaver’s plea touched him, albeit only a little. Leonine was new to the outpost but he was clearly useful, a man of skill. Hydra was acquainted with the slaver’s story. Reputedly, it was for his family that he’d come to Greenland Outpost in the first place. Hydra had been skeptical of the story, for who cared about kin in this day and age?

      Leonine, as strong and dignified as he looked, prostrated himself before Hydra and pressed his head to the ground. “I’ll do whatever you ask, just save my girl! I’m beggin’ ya, I can’t die now!”

      How interesting… Hydra slowly returned his sword to its scabbard.

      His Greenland Outpost was strong, stronger than the Blackflag Outpost had been. Yet though it was much stronger as whole, Greenland Outpost only had roughly ten people with skills comparable to Leonine’s. Blackflag Outpost, small as it was, had five or so. Wastelanders who lived long enough to become this skilled were prideful and difficult to control. Leonine was not only particularly able, but also had a clear vulnerability. He was precisely the kind of person Hydra could use.

       “Very well, I accept your life.” His right eye shimmered with a dangerous red light, like the eye of a demon. He sized up the slaver kneeling before him. “If you betray me in any way, I’ll make you regret having ever been born. You know who I am and here in the outpost, no one can protect you from me.”

      Leonine didn’t have to imagine how much influence Hydra had.

      Although Hydra feared the demon’s henchmen, here in the outpost, if there were someone Hydra wanted dead, there would be no stopping him. Leonine put his and his family’s fate in Hydra’s hands – it was no different from selling his soul. It was the only way for him to stay breathing.
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      Cloudhawk helped the Bloodsoaked Queen along as they followed the path laid out by Hydra.

      It was so dark that they couldn’t see past an inch in front of their noses. Using what little energy she had left, the Queen summoned a miniscule phoenix that followed them. The fiery bird’s luminescence lit their path and allowed them to examine their situation.

      The Queen’s condition had been improving but the battle for their life weakened her once again. Her willpower was like steel – were she anyone else, the tribulations she’d suffered would have put her in the ground. However, she was still finding it difficult to push on. Fighting was out of the question.

      Suddenly, the sound of screams echoed through the pitch-black cavern.

      Anxiety was clear in Cloudhawk’s voice. “You go first!”

      The road to freedom was like a dark mist. Burning motes of red appeared, interspersed within it and closing in.

      Cloudhawk swung his staff at one, striking it and sending whatever the creature was smashing into a wall. He saw it clearly then, a winged thing about half a meter long with sharp talons and scarlet eyes.

      Mutant bats!

      When the tide of mutant beasts attacked the Blackflag Outpost, he’d seen what a swarm of these monsters could do. He didn’t expect to encounter them here, beneath the Greenland Outpost.

      That horrid night was still fresh in his mind, when the wastelands fiends came looking for blood. These creatures were smaller but there were dozens of them. More than Cloudhawk could handle on his own.

      He heard the Queen’s rasping voice in front of him. “I see an exit!”

      Two hundred meters away, a shaft of moonlight pierced the darkness. Cloudhawk felt a surge of vitality. Hydra had told them the truth after all.

      “Go ahead, I’ll hold them off!”

      He gripped the exorcist rod tightly in his right hand, waving it to fend off bats that got too close. He held the handgun in his left hand and, firing randomly into the darkness, managed to hit several of the bats. They kept coming, but the smell of blood whipped the other bats into a frenzy. In the blink of an eye, the mutants fell upon their own and tore them to shreds like a pack of starving devils.

      They were unthinkably ferocious and bloodthirsty! It was appalling to behold.

      It didn’t take long for Cloudhawk to run out of bullets, and though he managed to kill a few, more bats kept coming. Their numbers continued to swell. Several got past him and headed right for the Queen, for she was bleeding and the scent fomented their ravenous hunger.

      She sent the phoenix of fire at one and set it alight, but four or five more closed in.

      Cloudhawk called the power of his cloak and suddenly, air and gravity no longer restrained him. He leapt forward at full speed like a blast of wind, lashing out with his staff upon reaching the Queen and knocking away two more bats. He didn’t stop to deal with the rest and instead dragged her towards the exit.

      Finally, they’d escaped!

      It was night and the bats poured out of the cavern like a lethal cloud, circling overhead ominously. Their sudden and violent appearance startled Greenland personnel and several shots could be heard as they fired into the flock.

      Meanwhile, Cloudhawk continued to draw on the cloak’s power, making them faster. He frantically searched for somewhere safe to hide.

      “I found them!”

      An errant sweeper team combing the area had picked them out. There were more than ten of them armed with axes and crossbows. Like a swarm of bees, they descended on the two demon hunters.

      Cloudhawk glowered at them and the situation they faced. “Mother fucker! These twisted pieces of shit are everywhere!”

      Experienced killers with close and long ranged weapons encircled them, leaving Cloudhawk with no way to escape or fight back. Their only option was to find cover.

      The sweepers were dark shapes in the moonlight, deadly shadows that surrounded their prey and started closing in.

      However, they were so fixated on their targets that they missed the unassuming figure behind them. Like the specter of death, it soundlessly approached, the glint of a dagger in hand.

      Without so much as a whisper, the silhouette buried its dagger in a sweeper’s spine. The hunter crumpled to the ground, having lost all ability to move. Before he could scream, a calloused hand clamped his mouth shut and cold steel opened his throat.

      Ruthless, swift, and efficient. The figure carefully slid the corpse onto the ground.

      A second and then a third were silenced by the dagger-wielding shadow – all killed without a sound. Whoever the murderous shadow was, they appeared and vanished through the night, each corpse left behind slain by a different method.

      Eventually, the sweepers knew something was wrong when they heard fewer footsteps. The ones in front looked behind and saw five of their brethren dead, throats cut and bubbling blood.

      They stared in horrified shock. There were only corpses and no killers. Who was the culprit? Five of their companions were killed without warning and in a matter of seconds!

      One of the sweepers stumbled back a few steps. “Look out!”

      The sting of a dagger severed his spine and no more words were spoken. 

      “Over here!”

      Sweepers spotted the assassin and almost instinctively fired their weapons. The killer used the body of their dead comrade as a meat shield to absorb the bullets and arrows, leaving this mysterious shadow unscathed. A pair of daggers whistled through the night.

      “Ahh!”

      “Ugh!”

      Two shouts. Two more sweepers collapsed.

      What was left of the sweeper team raced forward, equal parts surprised, afraid, and enraged. But by the time they reached the corpse the assassin had used for cover, the shadow was already gone.

      Sssshhhht!

      Another fell clutching an open throat. And then another, a dagger in its neck.

      Fear descended on the sweepers, filling them with terror. Their assailant was death incarnate come to take them in the night. Scared witless, they ran to look for help.

      Cloudhawk was hiding behind a boulder. He saw the whole scene unfold.

      A silhouette, not large or particularly imposing, emerged from the darkness to stand before him. He was Asian, dressed in ragged clothing and pale of face. His expression was a mask of indifference, though the scent of death hung over him like a cloud. Moonlight glinted off his dagger.

      Cloudhawk looked back, eyes wide with shock. “Mantis, is that you? What are you doing here?!”
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      There were few in the Wastelands who could kill this way – ruthlessly efficient and completely silent. Mantis was one such figure. Only, Mantis had disappeared after they escaped from Blackflag Outpost. He’d spent days evading sweeper hunts while weathering deadly sandstorms. How could he now show up here?

      Mantis had tailed the sweepers and even managed to infiltrate their airship. It brought him to Greenland Outpost. 

      This revelation confounded Cloudhawk. Mantis followed the sweepers and snuck onto their ship without being detected at all? The size of the brass balls on this guy was unthinkable. How stealthy was he? Cloudhawk didn’t dare think about what else he was capable of.

      “Come with me.”

      Sweepers were everywhere and oasis guards numbered in the hundreds as they combed the area. Hydra had let Cloudhawk and the Queen go, but his subordinates didn’t know that. If they were caught, the consequences would be bad.

      Luckily, Mantis was a master assassin. Assassins weren’t just adept at killing; they had to be experts of stealth as well, and the night was Mantis’s playground. As they crept through the darkness, Mantis picked off the weaker hunters, ending their lives and leaving no trace. One by one, he ambushed their pursuers and ushered their spirits to the afterlife.

      The small crew escaped through the opening created.

      Greenland Outpost was large and boasted over fifty thousand souls. Finding three people in that press of humanity was like trying to find a needle in an ocean. Mantis led them to a basement below one of the common residences in the outpost, without the owner suspecting a thing. Cloudhawk helped the Queen to a corner and settled her against the wall. She wasn’t doing well. Her condition was less than optimistic.

      Cloudhawk turned to Mantis. “Help take a look at her.”

      Mantis obliged, stretching out his hand but the Queen glared back at him. Her right hand shot out with lethal intent and pale fire undulated around the Burning Angels.

      Cloudhawk hurriedly moved to put her at ease. “Hold on. Mantis is a doctor. He can check your injuries!”

      Mantis paid her no mind. He grabbed her wrist and after a moment, spoke in his typical detached tone. “She has less than a day.”

      Cloudhawk gaped at him. “Mantis, c’mon stop screwin’ around. You just touched her wrist. How do you even know where she’s hurt?”

      Mantis had diagnosed the condition of her internal organs by feeling her pulse [1]. His knowledge came from an ancient and exquisite tradition, far superior to anything found in the ruins these days. How could a yokel like Cloudhawk possibly understand? The Bloodsoaked Queen had more than a few external wounds, but they were not of much concern and would heal on their own in a few days.

      Her internal injuries were far more serious. After days of running and fighting, the strain of the demands she’d put on herself had caused her condition to deteriorate. It was a miracle that she still lived. If she were anyone else, even someone like Grizzly, she’d have been dead already.

      Despite his impatience, Cloudhawk knew Mantis wasn’t one to screw around. “Why aren’t you saying anything? Aren’t you a doctor?! Think of something!”

      “I am a doctor,” Mantis affirmed patiently, “I am not a god.”

      Without tools or medicine, there was nothing he could do. Was he supposed to use magic?

      Cloudhawk fidgeted restlessly, wracking his brain. “Can’t we do anything?”

      “Enough, begging won’t do anything.” The Queen’s time was short, but she was calm – the demon hunter did not fear death. She closed her eyes as she spoke. “You have the potential to become a demon hunter. You aren’t like this wastelander.”

      Mantis pushed his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose. “Everyone has his own path. Hunting demons doesn’t suit him.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen opened her eyes again and looked at Mantis with a glint of curiosity and surprise in her eyes. “Who are you?”

      He didn’t answer.

      Cloudhawk had always been interested in Mantis’ story. He had been a part of the Tartarus mercenaries, and yet was different. He was a mercenary leader like Mad Dog and Slyfox, but no one dared give him orders. There’d been some sort of unspoken understanding he wasn’t aware of.

      Mantis also never directly participated in missions. He always remained behind and did logistics work. 

      Cloudhawk was a hundred percent sure Mantis had always known the Queen’s identity. This fact alone meant Mantis wasn’t your typical wastelander.

      Yet Cloudhawk didn’t care about any of that. The Queen’s critical condition was most important. Despite her shitty temperament, she was the strongest fighter Cloudhawk knew. At peak condition, she outmatched the demon’s three lieutenants combined. What was he going to do if she died? Those fucking freaks would hunt him to the ends of the earth!

      Mantis asked, “How did you escape the dungeons?”

      He answered honestly. “We ran into someone named Hydra. He helped us escape.”

      “Hydra?”

      “You know him?”

      Mantis didn’t answer. He turned and made to leave.

      Cloudhawk shot to his feet. “Where are you going?”

      Mantis didn’t stop. His soft voice hung in the air as he vanished out into the streets. “Stay here.”

      By now, the hundreds of sweepers and outpost guards had put down the dungeon rebellion. Yet even with all of these soldiers, no matter how rigorously they searched, the two escapees had vanished like smoke in the breeze.

      The demon’s servants were understandably furious.

      Were these two able to hide in the sky? Disappear into the ground? They slipped through their clutches every time!

      Greenland Outpost was sealed off and the surround forests were deadly, to put it mildly. Beyond that, the wastelands stretched far into the horizon. Escape would not be easy for this pair of troublemakers. Their slipping out of the dungeon didn’t mean they’d fled the outpost.

      The three mutants ordered the gates closed and simultaneously dispatched scores of guards to canvas the area. Every house was searched. Every ruin was picked through. Every stone was overturned as they hunted for leads.

      With every passing minute, the search team got closer to where they hid.

      Cloudhawk felt anxiety welling up within him. It was only a matter of time before they came to this basement. How were they going to escape?

      Suddenly, the door to the basement was pulled open. An outpost guard pushed his way in, armed with a rifle.

      Cloudhawk sprang to his feet like a leopard and threw up his fists, ready for a fight.

      “It’s me.”

      “Mantis? What are you doing dressed like that?”

      “Shut up and change. We have to go.”

      Mantis had brought two more disguises for them, also outpost guard attire. They included two sets of worn-out armor, veils and rifles. Once they changed clothes, they would be practically indistinguishable from real personnel.

      Mantis led the other two out of the basement. They swaggered through the outpost, trying to blend in with the sweepers and guards that were searching for them. Hundreds of sweepers went from house to house searching for them while they pushed past, headed in the other direction.

      Cloudhawk felt like his heart was going to burst out of his chest.

      Mantis, in contrast, walked around as though he’d done this a hundred times. Be it posture or attitude, he was the spitting image of any outpost guard. The three demon lieutenants were leading their teams from the inside of the city out to its far reaches, for they didn’t think their targets would be heading deeper into the outpost.

      What the fugitives saw when they entered the Greenland Fort was nothing short of stunning.

      It looked like the outpost was preparing for war. Everyone was affected. However, the people were used to the turmoil and seemed numb to it. The first floor of the fort was a market where they sold alcohol, tobacco, various materials and components, weapons, food, and medicine. You could find almost anything here, including whatever they might need to help the Queen.

      But that’s not where they went – where in the world was Mantis taking them?

      The small group picked their way through the fort until they reached the top level. The entire floor was swarming with guards. It was obvious by the way they held themselves that these fighters were the elite, far superior to the rabble they encountered outside. If Cloudhawk didn’t know Mantis any better, he might be afraid the assassin was getting ready to sell them out.

      Mantis fed a pair of bodyguards a line about his identity and purpose. They seemed content with this explanation and led them through the hallways.

      Eventually, they stopped in front of an office.

      Cloudhawk had never seen a room this large before in his life. It was even larger than the Queen’s former chambers and was decorated with tidy furnishings. There was a lengthy couch where a middle-aged woman sat with her small son. On a nearby table, there was a collection of four or five brightly colored fruits – a luxury among luxuries in the wasteland.

      There were also two people dressed in doctor’s attire hard at work.

      Then, as they looked on, a burly figure appeared amongst the small crowd. Cloudhawk and the Queen exchanged a frightened glance.

      Cloudhawk gripped his staff tightly and grit his teeth. “Leonine? Fuckin’ you again!”

      Leonine didn’t respond right away. He looked at the woman on the couch and spoke to her first. “Go and take a look.”

      She knew how to act in delicate company and left the small gathering.

      Once she’d gone, the slaver returned his attention to Cloudhawk and the Bloodsoaked Queen. “Starting now, we’re a team. I’m here to help you do whatever needs to be done.”

      Cloudhawk snorted like he’d heard a funny joke. “You? Help us? What a goddamn joke!”

      “He is serious.” Hydra appeared from outside. “Leonine is under my command. He works for me. From now, on he’ll be part of your group.”

      Cloudhawk stared at Hydra incredulously.

      Hydra went on unperturbed. “Listen, those bastard mutants are scouring the outpost looking for you. They’re ordering my people around as they please and fuckin’ up my territory – exploiting me and my resources like they own the goddamn place. I am the leader of this outpost and I’m not going to put up with this bullshit. We may not have the same goals, but we have the same enemy. I need you, and you need me. Am I wrong?”

      Cloudhawk was forced to agree. Without question, Leonine’s addition to their team added real combat power.

      Hydra had taken charge of Leonine’s wife and children. They lived in the fort, but more like hostages than guests. Leonine wouldn’t dare betray Hydra, for it would mean putting his family in danger.

      No one could have anticipated the twists and turns that brought them to this place. A new team had been assembled.

      For days, Cloudhawk had fled from one place to another with the Bloodsoaked Queen, and goddamn was he tired of it! Now, he had Hydra’s help, along with Leonine’s and Mantis’s assistance. He finally felt like he could take a breath!

      

      1.  This is a standard method of pattern differentiation and diagnosis in Chinese medicine. There are six pulse locations that tell the practitioner the condition of a patient’s organs. Here is a nice chart that explains the basics. When checking pulse we make a determination based on: location (cun, guan, chi), strength (strong, normal, weak), depth (superficial, normal, deep), speed (fast, slow, normal), rhythm (regular, irregular, regularly irregular, irregularly irregular), length (long, short, stunted), and several miscellaneous manifestations like sluggishness, scattered sensation, etc. Someone who is on the cusp of death for a condition like the Queen’s would likely have a very weak or almost impalpable pulse that feels ‘empty’ like there’s no blood, is deep, slow, and likely irregular as the heart fails. In the final moments before death, the pulse will suddenly become superficial and rapid, which in TCM we call the last light of the setting sun – the body gives a final burst of energy and then gives in.
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      In the barren, hostile wastelands, the presence of an oasis attracted a lot of attention, no matter how out of the way it was. Scavengers, sweepers, excavators… everyone fought for territory and water. They didn’t only have to fight their environment, but each other as well.

      Back in the day, the oasis was a chaotic place. There was no set leadership, not until Hydra emerged as a force strong enough to exert his influence.

      He didn’t have a lot of clout in the beginning, not until the mysterious stranger arrived. He agreed to act as a benefactor, and accepted Hydra as an autonomous hireling. The stranger would help him conquer the oasis in exchange for a half share of its spoils and products.

      Hydra had trouble protecting himself in the harsh environment of the oasis.  What purpose would it have served for him to compete with this mysterious stranger? He’d been so bereft of hope at the time that he hardly considered the deal before accepting.

      The wasteland visitor proved to be powerful. He gave Hydra advanced weapons and support from many experienced mutant fighters. In a snap, Hydra’s influence expanded throughout the oasis and Greenland Outpost was born.

      Hydra emerged as its ruler. And what of his promise?

      Every month, the mysterious guest would appear in the outpost and every month, he would leave with half of their food and purified water. Hydra was a puppet, lording over the outpost in name only in service to this dark figure. Sometimes, it was painfully clear the stranger had a louder voice in the oasis than he did.

      This enigmatic wastelander was undoubtedly the “demon”. Hydra had been cultivated to lead at his whim, managing the Greenland Outpost as an important fount of power and resources.

      Hydra wasn’t interested in any bullshit ideals – he was only ever interested in wealth, power, and women. After years of enduring the humiliation of servitude, he was finding it difficult to endure any more of it.

      Everything here – the women, the weapons, the food, the water – everything is mine! Who the fuck does that guy think he is? What right does he have to order me around? I am master of this outpost and only I can rule it! These agreements are pointless games.

      In the Wastelands, power was the only voice that mattered. For years, Hydra had cultivated his supremacy and he was ready to stretch his wings. The seed of revolt had grown within him.

      It was time for all of them to fuck off! Greenland Outpost didn’t need anyone and anyone who dared encroach on his territory was dead!

      Even if he’d never met the demon hunters, Hydra was planning on making his move within the next six months. When Cloudhawk and this Bloodsoaked Queen appeared, Hydra was sure they could be useful to his plans. That was why he’d let them go.

      Of course, Cloudhawk didn’t have any of this inside information. There was only one thing he was sure of, which was that these two men were bad news.

      Hydra was ruthless and unprincipled, a person who killed without conscience and wantonly traded in human lives. His hands were covered in blood. To him, the lives of others meant nothing. Leonine wasn’t much better. He’d tricked scores of innocent people into coming to the outpost and sold them into a life of unthinkable torment. He turned people into commodities and playthings.

      Yet in these wretched wastelands, how could one determine what was good and what was bad?

      If one took the traditional view, then Mad Dog, Slyfox and Hydra were all scoundrels. Not one of them was worthy of pity or mercy. However, Mad Dog and Slyfox had saved Cloudhawk’s life more than once. To him, that made the two slain mercenaries good men.

      The measure of a person in the Wastelands wasn’t their morality or their public image. Whether they were good or bad was determined in the hearts of those they met. A man was good to those he helped – he was a villain to those he hurt.

      For now, Cloudhawk needed Hydra’s protection and the Bloodsoaked Queen needed his medicine.

      Mantis had acquired the medicine they needed to treat the Queen at Cloudhawk’s behest. Still, he made sure to reiterate his earlier warning. “Her injuries are more than what typical medicine can heal in a short time. I need a dose of panacea.”

      Hydra scowled. Panacea was a very special type of restorative medicine. It had to be purchased through special channels at great expense and only for a good reason. Panaceas were created through the use of superb techniques and high technology, distilling reagents extracted from mutated plants and animals to create a serum. This ancient scientific technology was all but gone from the world now, making panacea as precious as it was rare.

      The thought of what it would cost was a painful one, but Hydra knew it paled in comparison to what he would earn if they helped him take control of the outpost.

      A syringe nestled safely within a box was handed over. The liquid within was completely clear, like water.

      What precisely was in the panacea was unclear, only that it was some substance extracted from mutated biology. Injecting it into a patient stirred his/her own restorative abilities. Healing would almost instantly increase seven to eight times its normal rate.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen already surpassed the capabilities of a normal person and with the help of this syringe, her life would no longer in danger. After a few days, she would be mostly recovered, especially with the help of such a masterful wastelands healer like Mantis. He used natural remedies extracted from mutated plants to help her recover faster.

      Hydra watched the Queen undergo treatment. “When are more demon hunters coming?”

      He’d never been to the Elysian lands, but the demon hunters wouldn’t send just one of their number to stalk a fiend. Demons were typically extremely powerful and often surrounded themselves with mighty followers. It required a team of hunters and a well-thought strategy to successfully hunt one.

      “There are no other demon hunters.”

      “What are you saying?” Hydra’s face twisted into a scowl.

      How phenomenally stupid did this girl have to be to make a decision like this? She’d come by herself to the wastelands, hoping to kill a demon? How was this any different from suicide? She could be twice as strong and it would still be moronic to think she could face the demon and all his power throughout the wastelands by herself!

      Cloudhawk stood and answered for her. “When the Queen is fully healed, those three mutants the demon sent after us would no longer be a problem. What more help do we need?”

      Hydra couldn’t dispute this assessment.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s combat prowess was impressive. Hydra himself was about as strong as one of the demon’s lieutenants and he hadn’t been able to withstand her attacks. It spoke volumes as to how strong she really was.

      An entire squad of demon hunters would have better chances, true, but it was important to remember that they didn't view the wastelanders as fellow humans. After they annihilated the sweepers, they could easily level the entire Greenland Outpost as well. It wasn't as though something like this had never happened before!

      If there was only one, then so be it. As for Cloudhawk? Hydra didn’t take him into consideration at all.

      Hydra retorted. “To avoid unnecessary trouble, you’ll stay here for a few days. I’ll arrange something for you.”

      “Sir… hey boss.” One of the men dressed as a doctor hastily approached. “The girl’s condition is too severe. We don’t have any way to save her!”

      Leonine heard the diagnosis and shouted at the man angrily. “What?! Say that again!”

      These men were the best doctors the outpost could provide. If they said they couldn’t save his daughter, it was practically a death sentence.

      However, Mantis had just finished treating the Bloodsoaked Queen. “Allow me to try.”

      He saw a little girl lying in her bed, skin thin as paper outlining the bones beneath. A large fleshy growth was affixed to the left side of her neck – a tumor that threatened the poor child’s life. Only… the dangers of cutting it out were just as lethal, with the difficulty of such a procedure being beyond the capabilities of the outpost’s doctors.

      “A minor matter.” Mantis pronounced his diagnosis after taking a glance in her mouth. He turned around and slapped one of the physicians upside the head before washing his hands and the instruments with a disinfectant. “You can assist me.”

      The doctors were immediately and visibly embarrassed.

      Mantis didn’t care about how they felt. He was already working. He first cleaned the flesh around the tumor with the same solution before beginning to cut.

      Cloudhawk, looking on, couldn’t help but admire Mantis. Not only was he an assassin that frightened enemies to the bone, he was also a stupendous surgeon. It was like his eyes could see through flesh and knew implicitly where healthy and diseased tissue lay. Every incision was precise to the tenth of a millimeter – as exact as a machine. He never made a mistake.

      Soon, every trace of cancer and mutated skin was removed.

      He applied the antiseptic solution to her wound and then cleaned his hands as though he’d done some trivial thing. “She’ll be fine as long as it doesn’t get infected.”

      “Thank you!” Leonine, his voice shaking, fell to his knees before Mantis. “Thank you!”

      Hydra was secretly shocked by what he’d just seen. Mantis was clearly a master pharmacologist, having created the antiseptic solution using only mutated ingredients from plants and animals. In addition, he was an excellent surgeon. Every slice from his scalpel was meticulous, perfect to the millimeter.

      He had to be a very high level agility metahuman. 

      Mantis’s frontal combat abilities were likely less developed than Leonine’s, but under the cover of night, he could kill three Leonines. Assassins weren’t always the strongest, but they were undoubtedly among the most dangerous.

      Cloudhawk was given a room nearby where he went to rest. It was a room about twenty meters squared in size with few in the way of luxuries. However, it was clean and tidy and had a bed and sheets. It was the nicest treatment he’d ever been given.

      He found a place to hang up his cloak and took off his tattered wolf fur. Twenty to thirty wounds peppered his emaciated and unimpressive body. There wasn’t a part of him that hadn’t somehow gotten injured. Some wounds were still leaking reddish-purple blood.

      It was hard to imagine how a waif like him could have endured so much punishment!

      He’d been fleeing for days, a fugitive fighting for his life. When did he have time to worry about how he felt? Now, all of a sudden, it was hard for him to calm down as the pain and exhaustion washed over him. It was almost unbearable and it took all of his will to stumble over to the bed. He climbed up and fainted.

      Fatigue… such absolute fatigue! And pain, gut-wrenching pain.

      Cloudhawk felt like a whole mountain was crushing him. A thousand saws were cutting him apart and a hundred drills were tearing into his bones. He almost wished to die.

      This torture persisted for a while until it eventually eased, only to be replaced with the feeling of being burned alive. Drills and saws turned into a hundred thousand flickering fires dancing along his flesh. Every muscle, every fiber burned.

      What the hell was going on!?

      Cloudhawk’s body began undergoing a series of positive changes. Although the process was agonizing, every cell in his body became more invigorated, more alive.
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      As dawn broke over the outpost, behind the hazy air, stars twinkled in the pale blue sky like a cloak of muslin. Shafts of sunlight fought through airborne sand and painted the landscape red like it was drenched in blood.

      Hunters from the Greenland Outpost searched all night for their prey, to no avail. The light of day washed over the outraged faces of the mutant lieutenants – could demon hunters sprout wings and fly away?

      Stranger Black and Longhorn watched the sun rise in contemplative silence, both acutely aware that something didn’t seem right.

      “First Brother, Second Bother, look here. What is this?”

      Vulture landed nearby, kicking up a cloud of sand and leaving long troughs where his feet met the ground. In his hands, he held the broken remains of a rapier, thin and exceedingly sharp.

      Longhorn took it from him and scrutinized the broken weapon for a moment. “Is this Hydra’s sword? A clean break… no one in the outpost has the ability to do this. Where did you find it?”

      “In the dungeons!” Vulture replied.

      “The dungeons?” Stranger Black was silent for a time and then, his cold and raspy laughter emerged. “Hydra… oh Hydra. When this was over, we’d planned on removing you. It seems you were one step ahead of us.”

      Longhorn flicked his wrist with enough force to warp the fracture blade. “The Bloodsoaked Queen had to have fought Hydra. He returned unscathed and she vanished into the night. This explains it.”

      Vulture’s face bore a savage, hateful sneer. “I knew there was something off about that little shit. We should have killed him yesterday! We’ve searched everywhere except the fort. Hydra must be hiding the demon hunters there. We’ll kill our way in and cut off that snake’s head like we were planning to anyway.”

      Hydra’s wild ambitions were not a secret to any of them. How could their master be blind to his betrayal?

      Hydra had always been a puppet through which their master ruled Greenland Outpost. Now, this marionette wanted to take advantage of the chaos and become a real boy? It wouldn’t be as easy as he thought… but he’d gotten lucky. The appearance of the demon hunter in the Wastelands and her continuous assault on the master’s power forced their benefactor to be vigilant in case the holy city had set its eyes on him. Were it not for this troublesome woman, the master would have long since come himself to deal with Hydra’s betrayal.

      Now was as good a time as any! He dared collude with these fugitives to betray them?

      “Calm yourself, Third Brother. Hydra is no threat, but he has ruled here for eight years. Greenland Outpost has nearly ten thousand soldiers who follow his commands and we aren’t ready for a war with this place. It would be unwise to rashly instigate a conflict.” Stranger Black stared at the towering building through his gas mask. “Now that we know who the hunter’s friends are, we’ll report to the master. He will devise a plan to remove these thorns from our side.”

      “First Brother is right,” Longhorn said with a nod. “We’ll make our move when the time is right. You should fix your impatient nature, Third Brother. We do important work for the master. Even the slightest carelessness could spell doom.”

      Vulture answered with a chuckle. “Not an issue with the help of you two. I am the master’s knife. Anyone who dares oppose my brothers or the grand plan will find my talons buried in their heart, even if the fight grinds me to dust.”

      Stranger Black and Longhorn silently shook their heads. No one questioned Vulture’s loyalty, but his bloodthirsty and impulsive nature was more suited to a soldier, not a leader. Sadly, Fourth, Fifth, Sixth and Seventh Brother were no longer with them. Three of them were discovered and slain by the demon hunter early on, while Fourth Brother died during the assault on Blackflag Outpost.

      Ah, if all seven brothers were still here, what would they have to fear from Hydra – even with ten thousand fighters behind him?

      Their greatest enemy was the Bloodsoaked Queen. They had underestimated this demon hunter, assuming her foolish and self-righteous solo crusade would be easy to put down. Because of her involvement, they had suffered, and much of the master’s plan was thrown into chaos. They could add Hydra’s early retirement to the list of things she’d spoiled as well.

      But now, maybe they could fix everything all at once!
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        * * *

      

      More than comfortable, Cloudhawk had never had a deeper night’s sleep. On the one hand, he’d been so exhausted that he was like the dead the moment he closed his eyes. On the other hand, he was secure in the knowledge that this was Hydra’s territory. No one would dare sneak into the leader’s territory to try to kill him in his sleep!

      Simply put, when sleep overtook him, he forgot the evils of the world, the chaos and turmoil. He forgot everything, forgot himself.

      He didn’t wake until noon the next day. Cloudhawk felt a strange sensation as he shook the grogginess from his head. 

      He best described it as though he’d shed armor he’d been wearing for years. He felt light and relaxed beyond words, but also like someone who’d dunked his head in ice water. All of his confusion and uncertainties were gone. His mind was clearer than ever before.

      His hearing was more acute. His vision was sharper. 

      From inside out, he felt remolded. His wounds itched as they healed at an accelerated rate. Scabs covering scrapes and cuts from days ago were already falling off. His deeper wounds had already knit themselves back together. 

      Cloudhawk knew he had excellent regenerative abilities, but not to this extent. Maybe these struggles had awakened his potential and spurred his abilities? What else could explain what in the world was happening to him?

      Cloudhawk clambered out of bed and practiced the thirty-six postures he learned from the Bloodsoaked Queen. They felt more fluid this time, less intense. Though he started to tire by the eighth movement, he could still fight through it. Eleven, twelve, thirteen… fourteen… fifteen!

      Every muscle in his body twisted in pain. He couldn’t take it anymore and was forced to stop, but he had, without question, progressed somehow after a good night’s sleep. The speed at which he was maturing was nothing short of astonishing.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen had once said that if Cloudhawk could complete all thirty-six postures, even the likes of Mad Dog and Grizzly wouldn’t be able to stand against him. So far, he’d only managed fifteen, but he figured he was already a match for an elite soldier or a member of the best mercenary troops.

      If people knew this, it would blow their minds. Wastelanders constantly battled hardships, trying to unleash their potential. Even the likes of Hydra rose through the ranks this way. However, it was usually a slow and painstaking process. Without some special technique, it would be impossible to make such dramatic improvements quickly.

      Cloudhawk didn’t have the time to carefully examine every change he felt, for a stabbing pang in his stomach reminded him of how hungry he was. He reckoned he could eat a whole cow.

      A few minutes later…

      Cloudhawk was seated at a dining room table, stuffing fruit and barbecued meat into his mouth.

      The fort’s servant women kept bringing in plates, whispering to each other and eyeing the young man in shock. Watching him eat was like witnessing a wild beast gorging itself on a kill. This skinny guy had one hell of an appetite!

      Up to this point, he’d eaten two bowls of meat and vegetable stew, three rolls of bread, six portions of barbecued meat, and eight clusters of berries. It was enough to satiate three grown and burly men. If he kept eating, the women suspected the boy’s stomach would explode.

      Yet Hydra had let everyone know that he and the others with him were honored guests of the fort. Anything they wanted – including the women themselves – was to be offered until they were satisfied. Still, they suspected the kid might eat every scrap of food in the place.

      “This is goddamn delicious! These guys sure know how to live.”

      Cloudhawk took another gulp of soup and still felt like there was room to spare. Greenland Fort was lacking in spices, but it had more than enough food and water from the surrounding oasis. Because of the oasis, it had a veritable smorgasbord of food to offer, from mutant bird meat to lizard skillets, from common scourge hare jerky to wild boar meat. Then there was the plethora of fruits and vegetables found nowhere else in the Wastelands.

      “You got anything else?”

      Cloudhawk was like the ghost of a starved traveler reincarnated.

      Even Cloudhawk could tell he was digesting this stuff ten times faster than what was normal. Whatever he put in his mouth hardly had time to pass through his stomach before it was absorbed and turned to energy. The sustenance spread through every cell in his body.

      “Yes, right away…”

      The housemaids brought in a plate of fruit and a large copper basin. When the basin’s lid was removed, a mouth-watering aroma filled the room. After the steam cleared, Cloudhawk was met with a sight he’d never before seen.

      It had a large head, a long scale-encased body, and an open mouth filled with razor-sharp teeth.

      Cloudhawk gaped at it. “What in holy hell is this? Where are its legs… it’s a python!”

      One of the maidservants answered with a demure inflection. “Sir, this isn’t a snake. It’s a fish. Fish don’t have legs.”

      What the fuck was a fish?

      Water was a rarity in the Wastelands, much less any sort of aquatic creature. So when something this big that supposedly lived in water appeared before him, Cloudhawk had a hard time wrapping his head around it.

      This fish belonged to a carnivorous species and was caught from the lakes peppered throughout the oasis. Ferocious as it looked, its meat was absolutely delicious. Even boiled in clear soup without condiments, it tasted nothing short of divine.

      Cloudhawk had never seen anything like it, but he was a child of the Wastelands. His only concern was whether or not his food was poisonous. He’d slurp down ants, beetles, and worms with relish, so who was he to turn down cooked delicacies?

      He dipped a wooden spoon in the soup and took a sip of that first. His eyes lit up. “Goddamn, this is incredible! I’ve never eaten something this good before.”

      The maids secretly chuckled among themselves. “We’re just pleased you like it.”

      He sighed emotively. “You got fruit, meat, this weird snake… I want to stay here forever.”

      “Sir, this is called a fish.”

      “Tch, leave him be!”

      “These aren’t the only riches in Greenland Outpost.” One of the maids sashayed suggestively closer to him. She leaned down enough for the young lad to get a good eyeful of her chest. “If sir has had his fill, we’d be happy to… look after you. I think I know something you’ll like even better.”

      These maids had been hand-picked and trained by Hydra. They were some of the most attractive women the wastelands had to offer. The scrawny kid wasn’t much to look at, but for him to be treated so well by the barbarous Hydra meant that there had to be more to him than met the eye. They saw him as an opportunity – if he liked them, maybe they’d get lucky and Hydra would present them as gifts.

      But Cloudhawk was transfixed by the delicious fish-thing they’d given him and hardly noticed her. “Yeah, right, fine,” he muttered absently.

      Their faces lit up.

      Hydra had several hundred women he called his own. He was the kind of man who took pleasure in hurting others, and all of the girls were frightened by what he was capable of. This boy could be their chance of liberation from that brute!

      “Cloudhawk!”

      The shout was cold, full of rage and indignation. The women turned their heads and gasped when they saw the woman wearing the ferocious demon mask stomping their way. They shuffled back and dropped their eyes.

      Cloudhawk blinked, stunned. Damn, the Queen recovered fast! But why was she so mad…
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      The Bloodsoaked Queen looked like she was recovering well. The way she stomped forward made her look like she could stride right through an iron wall. The women trembled in fear and surprise, for the aura pouring from this woman was even more intense and threatening than Hydra’s.

      Cloudhawk quickly spoke up. “You got here just in time! You gotta try this.”

      The Queen glared through her mask at Hydra’s maidservants. “Get out, now!”

      The women immediately left, feeling as though they’d just been pardoned from the death penalty. “Yes, of course. Right away!”

      Cloudhawk watched the exchange with confused surprise, and not a little displeasure. “Hey! What are you doing? What’s with the attitude? They didn’t do anything to offend you. Why’d you snap at ‘em?”

      She glared daggers at him. “Have some dignity. If you want to go to the holy lands, become a citizen of the city – if you want to be a demon hunter, then you mustn’t consort with these sordid wastelands women.”

      “Who the hell wants to live in the wastelands? Who wants to be someone’s slave? Do you think anyone here has a choice?” Cloudhawk hated seeing the Queen treat his fellow wastelanders with such disdain. Her sense of superiority didn’t come from anything other than being lucky enough to be born somewhere else. He had come to know the Queen, and through their trials, they’d become closer so he was frank with her. “We don’t get to decide where we’re born – not like your high-and-mighty gods. Lemme tell you, if you’d been born in the wastelands, you’d be no better than the rest of us!”

      “Shut your mouth!”

      Cloudhawk could say what he pleased, all except any word against her god. Blasphemy was a sure way to incite her rage.

      “All I’m saying is life dealt us different hands. Maybe what Mantis said was true. Even if I get to where you came from, I’ll never be like you.” Cloudhawk couldn’t understand what was wrong with this woman. He knew nothing he said was going to change her mind – it was like beating his head against a wall – so he wasn’t going to fuss. “There’s all this good food in front of us. I’m not gonna busy my mouth fighting with you!”

      This child, the Queen fumed. His manners are getting worse by the day!

      She wanted to beat him so badly, her teeth itched!

      However, after a moment’s thought, she had to admit that her reaction had been a tad overblown. He was a wastelander, after all. Why was she so upset? Without another word, she pulled the mask off her face.

      Cloudhawk couldn’t help but steal a peek.

      No matter how many times he saw it, the Queen’s face was a blessing to the eyes. Beauty like hers just didn’t exist in the Wastelands. Thankfully, the maids had left. Otherwise, seeing her might shame them into never showing their faces again.

      “Is the food serviceable?” The Queen partook in a spoonful of fish soup, only to spit it out. She sniffed disparagingly. Her voice took on that familiar, petulant scornfulness. “The wastelands are the wastelands. Even the lowest caste of commoners from the Elysian lands eats food ten times better than this.”

      Cloudhawk kept his thoughts to himself. Eat it or don’t. Why sneer at what we got?

      “For some, self-control is in short supply – they cave at the slightest temptation and abandon their dreams. These people will never achieve greatness and will never succeed.”

      Who the hell is she preaching to? Cloudhawk kept eating.

      The Queen felt both awkward and angry. He wasn’t actually being tempted by the joys of this place, was he? She didn’t know when, but the Queen had started to see Cloudhawk differently. He wasn’t like the others – he might have what it takes to walk the path of the demon hunter… or at least be useful.

      But wastelanders were wastelanders. You couldn’t convince a dog to stop eating shit, and slinging mud at a wall wasn’t going to make it stronger.

      Neither of them said anything more. They just busied themselves eating.

      Cloudhawk ate until he could hardly walk and the Queen had her fill as well. As they picked at the last bits, they heard footsteps approaching. From the sound, they could tell one was large and walked with a purposeful stride. The second set sounded like steel boots, but the tone it made ringing against the ground made them sound homemade. Clearly, it was Leonine and Hydra.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen slipped her mask back over her face.

      “The two of you come out for a moment. We need to make a plan.”

      Hydra noted that the Queen was recovering faster than he’d anticipated and it put him more at ease. With someone as strong as her helping him, victory was all but certain.

      In the Great Hall…

      Mantis was already seated within when they arrived.

      Hydra faced the four of them and shared what he knew. “Those fucking mutants were always suspicious of me, and now that you’ve ‘gone missing’ they’re on my ass like stink on shit. We’re out of time. We have to act before they do – let me introduce you to some people.”

      He clapped his hands.

      Cloudhawk watched as eight people walked into the hall. They were all roughly the same in build and bearing. Though he couldn’t sense anything right away, Cloudhawk could tell these men were first-class wastelands warriors. All of them were at least comparable to Leonine.

      “These eight warriors are the best of the best here in Greenland Outpost. They’re my handpicked bodyguards and will be splitting up into two groups to help you fight. Once the mutants are dealt with, we’ll have a shot at the man who commands them.” Hydra waved his hands as he spoke. “Snaketooth, Artemis – introduce yourselves.”

      One of the men with long straight hair stepped forward. His eyes were wide and slender, sharply outlined, with a keen gaze. He had a somber air about him. “I am Snaketooth and I’m responsible for the other three in Team One.”

      “And I am Artemis [1], leader of the remaining three on Team Two.” This one was actually a woman, somewhat more petite than the others. She had clean, short-cut hair and was clad in leather armor that constrained her chest, upon which the tattoo of a red rose was visible. Her thin waist splayed out into large buttocks, and she held herself with an alluring posture. All in all, she was an attractive wastelander woman. “Such a shame the demon hunter is a woman… I was planning on seeing what a hunter was like in the sack.”

      Her voice was lilting and seductive, like the purr of a feral cat.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen stared at her with frigid eyes. Her harsh voice croaked through the mask. “I wouldn’t mind burning the tongue out of that filthy mouth.”

      For emphasis, she slowly raised her hands and rested the Burning Angels against the wooden table. An intangible energy invisible to the naked eye surged through the furniture and in an instant, it had become a charred ruin. The remains clattered to the ground.

      Everyone gaped at her, utterly shocked. None of the wastelanders could understand what they’d just witnessed. Even the coquettish and bold Artemis broke into a cold sweat. If a single touch from that woman didn’t kill her, it’d at least leave her permanently crippled.

      The Queen, in contrast, was completely casual. She’d made sure her prestige was apparent to everyone gathered.

      After a brief moment, Hydra gathered everyone’s attention with a cough. “So everyone’s met. Now it’s time for the plan – are there any concerns before we begin?”

      “I have one.” The man with long hair, parted in the middle and falling to his shoulders, cast his eyes towards Cloudhawk. “It’s an important mission. Why is this mangy rat scampering along?”

      Everyone’s eyes landed on Cloudhawk.

      He was only a kid, maybe fifteen years old without any vigor to speak of. What’s more, because of his malnourished upbringing, he was little more than a stick. How could someone like that positively contribute to a mission this important?

      Cloudhawk rose to his feet. “Who the fuck are you callin’ a mangy rat?!”

      He hoped the Queen and Mantis would speak up, get his back. Neither of them said a word.

      Shit, they still think I’m just getting in the way?

      The long-haired one named Snaketooth was Hydra’s true brother. He only said what Hydra himself thought – the kid was too weak. He was useless. Hydra only kept him around because he saw how close he was to the demon hunter.

      “Fine. If you’re not convinced, I’ll give you a chance to prove me wrong. Panther.” Snaketooth peered down his nose at Cloudhawk before glancing to a man at his side. A man with coal black skin stepped forward. “If you can go ten rounds with Panther, I’ll take back what I said. You can come on the mission.”

      In reality, Cloudhawk wasn’t thrilled to be participating in such a dangerous mission. But anger swelled up in him, stoked by the snide looks from all sides and the fact that his companions still saw him as garbage. No one actually expected him to accept, but then… “Good! I’ll give it a shot!”

      This kid is a fucking moron! He sure had a high opinion of himself despite clearly being nothing better than average.

      The crew Hydra had put together were his best men. Compared to the fighters of Blackflag Outpost, they were no less impressive than Mad Dog, Slyfox, Grizzly, Mantis or Wulf. This was the level they stood at. How was Cloudhawk going to be any sort of match for one of them?

      Cloudhawk sometimes was perhaps a little too courageous and didn’t think through consequences. Yet, the Queen and Mantis didn’t try to stop him. He could stand to be knocked down a peg or two.

      Cloudhawk and Panther separated from the others and the young man pulled the exorcist rod from his waist. Panther was a compact black man about five feet and a handful of inches tall– roughly the same height as the fifteen year old he planned to pummel. Black clothing covered almost everything, including his face. For weapons, he produced two sai that’d been tucked into his waist.

      These weapons were about two feet long and were impressively sharp – deadly, in fact. One could guess Panther’s fighting style based on the tools he’d chosen.

      Leonine’s weapon was a two handed saber, designed for a heavy and powerful strike. It was strong but demanded a lot of energy to wield and required dramatic sweeping movements. Panther’s weapons were compact three-pronged daggers, which alluded to his style being more focused on speed and agility. For Cloudhawk, he was more troublesome than a heavy hitter.

      He didn’t think too much about it. He dropped into a battle stance and called out a challenge. “Bring it on!”

      Panther looked back scornfully. He rushed forward as fast as a whip. Faster than Cloudhawk could blink, the small man appeared on his left, jabbing at him with his sai in a reverse grip. It all happened too quickly. This guy had to be just as fast as Blackflag Outpost’s late elite commander Wulf!

      Mantis lifted his hand, ready to throw one of his flying knives.

      Anyone could tell, even without thinking, that Cloudhawk couldn’t cope with attacks this fast. But then the unthinkable happened as Cloudhawk brought his bladed exorcist rod around in a counter attack from below.

      Panther could drive his sai into Cloudhawk’s neck, but the kid’s attack was just as fast and just as vicious. If he committed to the attack, the momentum would cause him to fall right on the staff head where it would impale his belly. The end result would be a trade of a life for a life.

      No choice.

      Panther redirected his weapons, bringing them down on the exorcist rod. As the two struggled against each other, their weapons emitted ear-piercing screeches. One sai kept Cloudhawk’s staff out of the way, while Panther whipped his second dagger around right for the center of his opponent’s chest.

      “Fuck – off!”

      Cloudhawk’s eyes were red. A dreadful power welled up within him, infusing him with strength. He wrenched his staff free from Panther’s firm control.

      Panther staggered back. The attack aimed for Cloudhawk’s chest only managed to leave behind a shallow gash. Meanwhile the kid’s sudden rush of strength had thrown him off balance, so he stumbled away a few paces.

      Contrary to what everyone expected, this kid’s reaction time, speed, and strength were pretty good!

      Panther was angry, ashamed of being shown up by this brat. He was ready to attack again when, before he could take a step, Cloudhawk wrapped himself in his cloak… and vanished.

      

      1.  Her name is 丽 – beautiful – but she’s also a badass. Grecian goddess of the hunt seemed fitting
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      Cloudhawk had silently vanished like a drop of dew in the morning sun. Something so supernatural as disappearing into thin air wasn’t something typical humans were capable of – did this mean this kid was also a demon hunter?

      Hydra, Snaketooth, and Artemis were absolutely shocked. Were their eyes deceiving them?

      Leonine had witnessed Cloudhawk kill a man with a single blow when they first met. The scoundrel had been no weakling, but was nonetheless broken in half. He’d known there was something special, but he figured it was the staff he used and thought nothing more of it. Now, he thought this had to be the legendary power of the demon hunters he was seeing. This unremarkable kid was wielding the power of that holy order. It was almost unbelievable.

      The scene also startled Mantis and the Bloodsoaked Queen, though they were surprised for different reasons.

      Both of them had spent more time with Cloudhawk and knew what he was capable of. He was average, another face in the crowd, nowhere nearly as skilled as an outpost’s elite fighter. And yet, though there was a clear difference in abilities between him and Panther, the kid was holding his own. At least, he had a chance to fight back.

      His speed and strength… all of his abilities had substantially improved seemingly without basis. How could he have changed so much literally overnight?

      Before they could puzzle out an answer, a scream pierced the air. Cloudhawk’s exorcist rod appeared from the ether, aimed at Panther’s abdomen. The fighter caught it by clamping his sais crossways over the shaft. Amidst the screech of steel, the staff’s keen tip pierced his leather armor. A moment later and it would have pierced flesh.

      Whoosh!

      Cloudhawk wrenched his staff back and juked left. He brought the staff crashing down from overhead.

      Panther deflected it again. Their weapons met amidst a loud clang and the power that vibrated through the blow made Hydra’s hand-picked operative ill at ease. Like a ghost, Cloudhawk disappeared only to emerge elsewhere with a deadly attack. His cloak made him invisible but also imbued the boy with a burst of speed that put him and Panther on even footing. His attacks kept coming, as indomitable as the tide.

      Their weapons met five or six more times, punctuated by grating squeals.

      Little by little, Panther fought through the disadvantage. He couldn’t see his target so his response was to shut his eyes. Without the distraction of sight, he used wind eddies and the whistling sound of movement to determine where the attacks would come from and defend against them. Cloudhawk’s invisibility was troublesome, but it would take much more than that to beat someone as experienced as Panther.

      Cloudhawk’s onslaught achieved nothing and his opponent’s defense was only getting more impenetrable. He couldn’t hold on much longer. Once the relic’s power gave out, he’d lose the one advantage he had.

      Time to go all out!

      Cloudhawk sprang up and planted his feet on a nearby wall. He coiled like a spring and shot forward off the wall as quickly as an arrow. With all the momentum behind him, he swept his exorcist rod down towards the nape of Panther’s neck.

      Panther sensed the incoming attack. A sneer touched the corner of his lips. His right arm swung around, bringing his whole body with him, raising the sai as fast as lightning to knock the sneak attack aside. His left hand responded half a second later, bringing his weapon up towards where he determined Cloudhawk’s chest would be, like a viper moving in for the kill.

      The kid was finished! He had strange tricks to help him, but lacked experience in the end.

      Who could expect that in that instant, as Cloudhawk let loose a bestial roar, a surge of unnatural power would explode from the exorcist rod? The three-edged head of the weapon began to rotate at an incredible speed, meeting Panther’s block with such intensity that it nearly ripped the weapon from his grip.

      What the hell?!

      That wasn’t a staff, Panther thought. It was more like an electric saw. He was forced to bring his other sai up early and used both to catch the staff in between.

      The friction as they collided lit up the hall with sparks. Spectators almost had to shield their ears from the sound.

      Luckily for Panther, his sais were high quality. Despite the severity of the blow, they didn’t break, but as more power flowed through Cloudhawk’s staff, Panther had to struggle harder to keep from being skewered.

      Threads of bloody veins pulsed in Cloudhawk’s eyes. His muscles bulged as power flooded his body, catapulting his fortitude to a whole new level. All the latent force of the staff reached its peak, and suddenly, a concussive shock burst forth from it.

      “Go to hell!”

      Both sais shattered!

      Panther let go of the shattered shards, and when the shock wave hit, it threw him high into the air. However, the man was an expert killer and as he was flung aloft, he executed a series of masterful backflips. Mid rotation, he pulled a dagger from his waist and by the time he landed back on the ground, he was curled up ready to launch another attack.

      “Enough!”

      Hydra’s shout brought their battle to an end. Cloudhawk reappeared, drenched in sweat with chest heaving. His psychic energy was depleted. The webbing between Panther’s thumb and forefinger [1] was split and leaking fresh blood. His clothes were ripped and cut, and the force of the impact had caused some mild internal injuries. Yet, he was still ready to keep fighting.

      Cloudhawk had appeared to have the upper hand, but if they’d continued the fight, it was uncertain if the kid would have come out on top. But the fight had finished before his exhaustion could be relevant so now Snaketooth had nothing to say.

      Artemis looked at Cloudhawk with bright and curious eyes, like a rotwolf with a scourge hare in its sights. “This little brother looks like he’s got no teeth, but for a young’un, you’ve got some spunk. I like talented men like you. It makes me wonder what other… talents… you might have.”

      Nothing was said, but Artemis felt a distinctly murderous intent settle on her.

      It was the Bloodsoaked Queen’s frigid gaze. As strong as Artemis was, she could feel the pressure weighing on her. Even without lifting a finger, she knew she was no match for the young woman.

      Was this delicious boy toy her lover, she wondered? Such a pity!

      Hydra dismissed the exchange with a wave of his hand. “Everyone take a seat.”

      Cloudhawk returned the exorcist rod to its makeshift sheath on his waist and, fixing Snaketooth with a hateful stare, sat beside the Bloodsoaked Queen.

      Hydra went on as if the entire surprising exchange had never happened. “Our ultimate aim is to draw out and kill the demon pulling the strings. But before we can, we have to go through his lieutenants.”

      “Ugh, you men are so boring. They’ve got a few hundred scrubs. Are they really that much of a threat?” Her voice dripped with ridicule. “We organize the thousands of troops we have here in the Outpost, surround them, and that’s the end of it!”

      A chill flit across Hydra’s eyes. “Artemis, you know I don’t like questions or interruptions. I especially hate having subordinates second-guess my orders. The next person who does, I’ll cut out their tongue, chop off their limbs, and throw them in the leech pit.”

      Artemis shrugged noncommittally but didn’t say anything more.

      “They didn’t bring many with them but you can bet your ass they have informants all over the outpost. If we attempt a large-scale operation, they’ll see it coming a mile away and get out before we have a chance to move.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “The most we’ll use are a few hundred trusted soldiers. That’s how we avoid scaring our prey off.”

      Hydra’s worries were well founded, for although he was ruler of the outpost, there were definitely agents of the demon lurking everywhere. If they made this a big deal, the spies would alert the demon’s lieutenants and they’d miss their opportunity. If they slipped away and returned to their master, fighting them would be much more difficult.

      Snaketooth spoke up. “What’s your plan?”

      “Their hearts are set on killing the demon hunter. That means we got bait.” Hydra looked pointedly at the Queen and Cloudhawk. “We trick ‘em into a place where they’ll be surrounded and get rid of their people in a single stroke.”

      No one offered an opinion. Amidst the silent consent, Hydra snapped his fingers.

      Maidservants entered in an orderly line like a school of fish. The one in the lead held an enormous bottle of liquor and all the rest bore dishes of various sizes. Delicate wine glasses were presented. Hydra took up the large bottle himself, pulled the cork, and filled the glasses. Maidservants then took them and distributed the alcohol among the others.

      “Drink with me! When our work is done, you can rest assured I’ll treat you well.”

      They all lifted their glasses and emptied their contents in one gulp.

      Cloudhawk thought he could taste the fruit and vegetables used to make the beverage filling his mouth with savory sweetness. It was actually quite pleasant, much better than the stuff the mercenaries made in Blackflag Outpost.

      They rested for the remainder of the day. Tomorrow, the operation would begin. Everyone went their separate ways to prepare.

      Leonine returned to his wife and children, where his son was cutting fruit and his wife was looking after their daughter. The little girl’s eyes were open and bright. She was awake.

      Leonine didn’t even stop to put down what was in his hands and moved to her side. “How do you feel? Does it hurt?”

      She sleepily blinked her eyes and stared up at her father. “No daddy, it doesn’t hurt. I had some fruit. It was so good.”

      His son happily bound over to them. “I like it here. It’s clean and they have a lot of good food. When you left, no one came to bully mommy.”

      “If ya like it here, then here’s where we stay.” Leonine’s face split into a delighted smile. “I got one more thing I gotta do, then we can stay long as we like.”

      His wife’s gentle and concerned face turned his way. “Is the mission with Hydra dangerous?”

      Leonine shook his head and squeezed her hand reassuringly. “Don’t fret now. I’m makin’ it back no matter what. Our family’s finally safe.  I’m not lookin’ to get myself killed.”

      She nodded. “I trust you!”

      “I’mma go get some good food. Little one’s just gettin’ better. We need to strengthen her up.”

      Leonine opened the door to step out, but the way was blocked by a dark figure. It was small, like a child before Leonine. It was the one who’d fought Cloudhawk: Panther.

      Leonine scowled down at him. “What are you doin’ here?”

      “You really have a nice family. It’s something to envy.” Panther’s eyes swept across the room as he made the enigmatic comment. “Hydra said we’re starting the mission tomorrow, so no one’s allowed to leave. It’s to make sure we don’t accidentally lose the element of surprise.”

      “I’m just getting’ some food.”

      “Ah. I’ll go with you.”

      “Hmph, whatever.”

      The two men walked together to the storeroom.

      When he stepped inside, Leonine saw someone else and stopped dead in his tracks. Panther paused too, right behind him.
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        * * *

      

      At the same time, outside Cloudhawk’s room nearby, a full-figured form crept along the corridor. She was a provocative and alluring wastelander woman, and the look on her face evoked the feeling of a hungry wolf.

      She was one who had enjoyed the gratification of many men, but never one as fresh and tender as this boy.

      Artemis’s mouth watered.

      Only, as Artemis prepared to pull open the door to Cloudhawk’s room, every hair on her body stood on end like that of a frightened cat. She lunged to the side just in time to avoid a fiery bird screaming down the corridor. It crashed into the ground where she’d been standing half a moment before and burst into flames. The intense heat reddened the woman’s face.

      Fuck! Fuck! Artemis yelped and skittered away down the hall.

      Cloudhawk poked his head out of his room. “What’s going on…? Shit, fire!”

      “It’s fine.” The Queen’s artificially croaky voice wafted toward him from down the passageway. “An irritating fly was buzzing around. It’s gone now.”

      Cloudhawk blinked at the bricks in front of his door, burned black and cracked from the heat. She sure had an interesting way of dealing with flies!

      The Bloodsoaked Queen turned and walked back to where she came from. “I’m leaving.”

      “Wait a second.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’ve got a bad feeling…” He fixed her with a serious look. “I don’t think things are gonna go so well tomorrow. Somethin’ really doesn’t seem right. You be careful.”

      The Queen stopped and then continued down the hall. “Drivel. Worry about yourself.”

      

      1. Referred to as “the tiger’s mouth,” something I’ve never heard of.
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      Forlorn cries rattled in Hydra’s room for more than an hour. Then, there was silence.

      Hydra had given vent to all of his appetites, with several women sporting wounds as souvenirs. They lay gasping on the floor, not an inch of them unscathed. Even their wrists were brutally broken. The more excited Hydra was, the more violent his delights became. For him, joy and anger were interchangeable, so all those near him feared him like they would a wild animal.

      He was also a clever man. He satisfied his darker proclivities using slaves and those who disobeyed. He enticed those with any skill into his service. This way of doing things allowed him to enjoy a stable rule. For eight years, he recruited elites into his entourage while tormenting endless scores of people to death.

      “Get them the fuck outta here…”

      Hydra put on his clothes and donned his eye patch, summoning people to remove the women like sexual detritus. Women he had plenty of, and these were broken now. He didn’t care whether they were cut up and fed to beasts or sprinkled on the fields like manure, because that was all they were worth to him anymore.

      He wandered over to the window and basked in the morning sun, peering out over his territory intoxicated with joy.

      This plentiful oasis, this fertile earth, this perfect pearl in the Wastelands was difficult to match. He was ruler here, a king in his kingdom, with its more than fifty thousand residents his subjects – or rather, his livestock and slaves. 

      If he wanted, he could kill any one or all of them.  He could have any woman for any reason or no reason at all. Who would dare object? He was like a god in this place and it was a sensation more exhilarating than anything. He was drunk on power and craved that feeling like a drug.

      The only thing dissatisfactory, like a bone stuck in his throat, was that hiding piece of shit. Once a month on the dot, he showed up to take half of what was rightfully Hydra’s. It was robbery, extortion. It was an insult!

      It was an insult Hydra was forced to swallow… but everything would be settled today.

      He didn’t know many spies and loyalists those mutants had here, but he had to expect they knew he was acting suspicious. In the battle ahead, defeating them wouldn’t be enough. He had to exterminate them, like a cancer, or fighting was pointless.

      To do this, he planned to fabricate the Bloodsoaked Queen’s escape. This lie would give him the cover to assemble his best men, while the mutants would be forced to come. They were too invested in getting the demon hunter to sit out. That is when Hydra would spring his trap and so long as the sweepers were lured into the right place, none of them would survive.

      Their lieutenants would be disposed of. The shadow man would have to show himself.

      With the whole outpost and the might of the demon hunter behind him, it didn’t matter how strong this bastard was. It didn’t matter what influence he wielded. At least his domain had the strength to fight back!

      Sitting around was to await his own death. Why not act first and give it all or nothing?

      Someone entered the room. Judging by the sound of his footsteps, his gait and speed were surprisingly consistent, almost supernatural. He didn’t have to look to know who it was. Only those closest to him were allowed in here. It was his brother, Snaketooth.

      Hydra swept his eyes out over the outpost. “How are the preparations?”

      Snaketooth’s response was grim and firm. “Relax, brother. The bait’s been set and we have fifteen snipers nearby that’ll keep the situation under our control. No one’s going to slip through.”

      The outpost’s snipers were its ace in the hole. They were cultivated to be masters of their craft: crack marksmen. Fifteen of these men hidden in the nearby ruins would be like angels of death.

      Snaketooth went on. “The eight of us are leaving to join the demon hunter."

      Hydra suddenly turned and looked Snaketooth in the eye. “Listen, no matter what happens, you’ll always be my little brother. If there’s anyone in this world I care about, it’s you. These years you’ve been my mighty right arm as well as my greatest weakness. I don’t want anything to happen to you. Do you hear me?”

      Snaketooth frowned at him. “I’m a soldier, brother. I’m willing to die for the cause.”

      “No doubt, you’re a damn good soldier. But more importantly, you’re my brother, so don’t do anything stupid. You get your ass right back and report the moment the mission’s done.” Hydra’s tone left no room for argument. “All of this place – all the food and drink and women – you’re the only one I’m willing to share it with. Whatever I got, you got.”

      Snaketooth bowed low. “Thank you, brother.”

      Hydra waved his hand. “Go, be careful.”

      As merciless as Hydra was, everyone had something they cared about. He’d grown up with Snaketooth as scavengers, living a life no different than Cloudhawk’s had been until they were ten. They supported each other through countless trials and now, Snaketooth was his right-hand man.

      As Snaketooth took his seven companions and set out, Hydra put out the word that the demon hunter had been spotted and had escaped the oasis.  He was dispatching eight of his best to hunt them down.

      The minutes ticked by, one by one. Now the bait had been laid out, would it be enough to entice their prey?

      Hydra sat in a chair and shut his eyes, drumming his fingers rhythmically against the armrests as though he were waiting for something. And then, he stopped.

      A sound reached his ears: the din of doors being thrown open. The demon’s lieutenants stormed in.

      “Hydra!” The winged one landed before him. With the scrape of steel on leather, he pulled forth a machete and put it against Hydra’s neck. He roared in unbridled anger. “You filthy dickweasel! Why didn’t you tell us the moment you knew where they were?!”

      “Now don’t be angry, gentlemen.” His eyes opened and he regarded the three of them with the utmost respect. “I only just found out. The moment I heard, I sent out eight people after them. Don’t worry, we’re going to get them.”

      “These two demon hunters are important to the master. We can’t let them escape no matter the cost. But we don’t have enough people.” Longhorn leveled an order directly at the outpost leader. “I need you to send out more men – and you will go personally.”

      This is what Hydra was waiting for. He shrunk as though he could not resist. “Of course, of course!”

      “Quickly!” Vulture was clearly impatient. “This is the last time.  The LAST fucking time! If these rats get away again because you were dragging your ass, I’ll make you pay! Do you hear me?”

      Stranger Black interjected. “Alright. Brothers, we can’t waste time here either. We have a lead. We have to follow it.”

      He watched the mutants leave, sneering and laughing at them once they’d gone. Leonine then approached, clad in armor, and addressed him respectfully.

      “We’ve got four hundred handpicked men ready to go.”

      “Let’s go.”

      Hydra and Leonine left for where the soldiers waited. They were arrayed in a clean formation, wearing good leather and breathing masks. Each one was equipped with a modified rifle or powerful crossbow and had a broadsword or machete strapped to his back. Like statues, they stood without moving, indomitable like a proper army.

      “These fighters are the most elite in the entire outpost.” Hydra walked ahead with Leonine at his side. As the outpost’s leader marched before the formation, his eyes filled with pride and arrogance. “I’ve been preparing for this moment for years.”

      They weren’t many, but his people were heavily equipped and fought like devils. They were no less destructive than the sweepers themselves. Most importantly, these fighters were handpicked by Hydra. They were loyal and answered only to him.

      He only had one command – follow him even into the depths of hell.

      The fiends those mutants brought with them didn’t number over three hundred. Even in a straight fight, it wasn’t guaranteed they’d win, much less when they didn’t know they were about to get stabbed in the back. His enemy had nowhere to go!

      “Move out!”

      Not long after the sweepers left, Hydra gathered his people and crossed the valley into the treacherous oasis. When they reached the wilderness-devoured ruins, it was like a maze that stretched out before them.

      It was a labyrinth of death, one that’d taken many lives. And it was their best shot! Hydra had a chance to kill his overlords in one fell strike. And yet, he felt a sense of disquiet.

      Strange… why would he feel so anxious? He thought for a moment and realized that it’d all been too easy. So easy that it was starting to seem dangerous!
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      Ten years in the Wastelands had tempered Hydra. He had risen from useless scavenger to outpost ruler, but it was a long road. To make it this far, he’d needed more than brute strength and luck. He had relied on his ambition, intelligence and keen awareness of the dangers around every corner.

      Just as he was about to enter the ruins, Hydra hesitated. His intuition was warning him.

      Danger lived in every corner of these dilapidated ruins. It came in the form of deadly plants and animals, but now there was something else. It would be wise to wait a moment and see what may be lying in wait.

      “Brother!” Snaketooth made his way to Hydra and spoke anxiously with him. “What are you waiting for? Leonine and our troops have almost surrounded the sweepers, who are completely absorbed with finding the demon hunters. Now is the best time to launch our sneak attack. If we wait any longer, it’s going to cost us.”

      Now was not the time for indecision. If Hydra was too slow to act, the demon hunters and his most trusted men would be left on their own. They were capable fighters, but not capable enough to fend off nearly three hundred savage sweepers.

      The bow was drawn, the arrow nocked – it was too late to call it off now.

      Once the fight started, it would serve no purpose for Hydra to hide. Being overly cautious was more risky than charging ahead with everything he had. He had the advantage in numbers and his men were among the best – he didn’t see how they could lose!

      “Listen up!” Hydra cast aside his distracting thoughts, hopping up onto a boulder and addressing his warriors. “This fight is integral to the survival of our outpost. If we win, our home will finally belong to us. We will drown in food, water, and women. But if we lose, we die together, to the last man, do you hear me? Losing is not an option!”

      “Yeah!” Several shouts of agreement rose from the crowd.

      “Onward!”

      Hydra led Snaketooth, Leonine, and his crack troops into the ruins, following a safe path laid out by his brother that would lead them to the rear of the sweeper company. With every step closer to their target, the thirst for blood increased.

      They could hardly be called human. They were more like a wolf pack with the scent of blood in their noses, hunting down their prey.

      Hydra pushed everything else to the back of his mind. His every thought was fixated on destroying the sweepers and the mutant bastards that led them!

      Then, a scene he hadn’t expected was unveiled before his eyes!

      They came around a bend in the ruins leading to the ambush site, but instead of seeing what they expected, they were met with the image of three hundred sweepers aiming guns their way. They appeared to have been waiting.

      Hydra felt his heart seize. “Snaketooth, what’s going on?”

      There was no answer.

      Crack!

      A sense of impending danger flooded Hydra’s body as a sniper’s bullet whistled through the air from hundreds of meters away. Though he’d known something was off and his reactions were fast, he still couldn’t avoid it entirely. He dodged to one side and the shot tore through his armor to embed itself in his abdomen.

      A sniper!

      Hydra’s face was painted with absolute shock and deep in his eyes was incredulous disbelief. The sweepers didn’t have snipers. They could have only come from the outpost. The fifteen snipers had been chosen by his own brother, who he trusted explicitly.

      Then it was obvious. It must mean…

      As Hydra dodged the assassin’s bullet, Snaketooth pulled an envenomed blue dagger from its sheath. Like a bolt of lightning, he lashed out, his dagger – toxic as his namesake – aimed at Hydra’s chest. 

      “Snaketooth! You treacherous fuck!”

      Anyone in the outpost could have betrayed him and Hydra would not have been surprised. Anyone except Snaketooth, his own brother.

      How many times had they shared tragedy? Helped each other through life and death situations? How many times had they escaped calamity together? 

      Why? Why?!

      Hydra’s first reaction wasn’t despair, but pain. He couldn’t believe it, or maybe he refused to believe it. The proof was right in front of him; Snaketooth’s surprise attack was bearing down, his murderous intent revealed. There was no question about it, as his brother’s deadly weapon affirmed. A single nick from the envenomed dagger and he wouldn’t be leaving here alive.

      “Snaketooth! Why?”

      With a mad roar, he ripped his saber free and knocked aside Snaketooth’s attack. As he hesitated to counterattack, another stifling sense of jeopardy washed over him. A terrible breeze came up from behind that made him shudder.

      Hydra felt the shadow falling over him before he saw it.

      Leonine’s two-handed sword came from behind, with all of the slaver’s force behind it. The attack came from the side, chopping towards his waist in an attempt to cut Hydra in half.

      First the sniper. Then Snaketooth in front and Leonine from behind. One sneak attack after another, all in order to cut him down!

      But Hydra was no simple man. He fended off Snaketooth’s deadly onslaught and was still able to swing his sword around to ward off Leonine’s strike. But in his haste, he couldn’t get a tight grip on his weapon and the shock of the slaver’s blow tore the skin of his hands. He was hit so hard that he was knocked back and hit the ground with bone-jarring force. Already, Hydra was sorely wounded.

      Everything happened in the space of a breath. Hydra’s crack troops were cast into turmoil, shocked by the sudden coup. Even these elite warriors were at a complete loss.

      “You two…”

      Leonine had betrayed him as well? Bastard! When?!

      Hydra’s leverage over Leonine only worked because he knew the slaver had a weakness, a weak spot he could exploit. He thought he had Leonine well in hand. How could he even think of betrayal? Did he not care what happened to his wife and children?!

      “Surprised? You were so sure you could manipulate people through their weaknesses, but you never imagined someone would use the same method on you.” Snaketooth’s sinister features broke into a smirk when he looked at Leonine. “It looks like your slave trader trusts me more in the end. After all once you’re gone, I will rule the Greenland Outpost and I will treat its people better than you ever did.”

      “That’s why you betrayed me? So you could lead?”

      Hydra, always so fierce and brutal, was like a child whose last toy had been taken away. He still couldn’t fathom if any of this was real. Why would his brother do this? Why would he?

      “Think of it like this: Greenland Outpost is a jewel in the Wastelands and to acquire any jewel requires a price.” Fiery passion burned in Snaketooth’s dark eyes. “I swore my allegiance to the master years ago. I love you, brother… I really do. But your greed and ambition impede the master’s plan. The only option left is to bring you the death you deserve!”

      His brother had been bought by that fucking demon coward! When did he steal my family from me!?

      “What the fuck are you assholes gaping at?” Hydra roared. “Kill them! Kill all of them!”

      Yet none of his warriors hurried to Hydra’s aid. Suddenly, plumes of sand were kicked up from the ground and amidst a tumultuous wind, an enormous black silhouette emerged from behind one of the ruined buildings. 

      It was an airship, black as night.

      As it came around and oriented its broadside towards them, the sound of its heavy guns whirring filled the air. It spat fire and bullets like an apocalyptic monsoon that swept over the tight-knit formation of warriors. In the blink of an eye, dozens fell to the ground, screaming as hot lead ripped through them.

      The rest fled for cover and started to fire wildly.

      “Kill them!”

      Three hundred sweepers opened fire. Greenland Outpost’s greatest warriors were mowed down ruthlessly.

      Crack!

      Snipers began to fire again. Hydra pitched and rolled to avoid their bullets, but traded one danger for another.

      From his left and right, Snaketooth and Leonine caught him in a pincer attack. Leonine brought his sword down towards Hydra’s skull which Hydra knocked away with one hand. But the dual daggers of a treacherous snake were coming his way.

      Hydra was forced to stagger backwards.

      Leonine came at him again with his enormous sword. Clang! The outpost leader was knocked several meters away.

      Individually, Snaketooth and Hydra were quite strong, and the two of them together were almost more than Hydra could handle. What’s more, snipers had him in their sights. All of the outpost’s snipers were control metahumans, masterful sharpshooters, so Hydra knew it was only a matter of time before one of them got him.

      “So this is how you plan to kill me?” Hydra pulled the eyepatch off of his head. His demon-like gleaming red eye fixed the two men with a glare. “You’re digging your own graves!”

      Leonine scowled, brows knit tight. 

      “Don’t worry.” Snaketooth knew his brother. “His right eye has night vision and can track bullets. But it doesn’t do well in the light.”

      Hydra’s eye was not dissimilar to a snake’s or lizard’s. He could pick his prey out in pitch darkness and follow the fastest objects. These were Hydra’s greatest abilities and he could rely on them to help him dodge the hail of bullets and track attacks to minimize their damage.

      Crack! Bang!

       Two more sniper shots sounded, but Hydra nimbly dodged them both. He raised his sword and went at them like a force of evil.

      “Close your eyes!”

      Snaketooth pulled something out of his pocket and threw it. Leonine had just enough time to cover his face before whatever it was exploded in mid-air. As if fireworks had detonated, a dazzling light lit the area, so bright that it felt like a dagger had been plunged into Hydra’s snake eye. He let out a shrill scream.

      This was their chance!

      Snaketooth, seizing the moment, rushed forward with his daggers aimed at his brother. Although Hydra was blinded, he dodged instinctively. One of the daggers missed his throat, but the other left a jagged wound along his chest.

      Instantaneously, Hydra felt his body start to numb. He knew his brother was a master of poisons – his despicable toxins had entered his bloodstream.

      “Snaketooth!” He screamed all of his rage and sorrow. Hysterical, he shouted, “You fucking disappointment! Die!”

      Too fast! A steak of cold light flashed – Hydra had thrown his sword and Snaketooth was too slow to get out of the way. It buried itself in the traitor’s chest, bursting out from his back and pinning him to the ground.

      Crack!

      Another sniper bullet tore into Hydra’s abdomen and burst out the other side clean through. Hydra could feel the cold hand of death reaching for him, getting closer by the second. His plan was a complete failure. Without even thinking, he turned and ran.

      Leonine rushed to Snaketooth’s side to help him up, but the moment he saw the man’s wounds, he knew he was beyond saving. 

      Fuck! Leonine’s face darkened. He dropped Snaketooth and gave chase. 

      Snaketooth’s eyes stared blankly at the ground while blood pooled beneath him. He hadn’t expected he’d be the one to lose. A bone-deep cold started from his limbs and crawled deeper in. His mind grew hazy. All of a sudden, it was like he was a boy again, hiding in a hole in the ground with his brother trying to escape the cold.

      Ten years as a scavenger. Ten years of hardships and tragedy which the two of them faced together.

      Misery, darkness, misfortune, cruelty… these plagues covered every corner of the Wastelands. They suffered all manner of torture and humiliation as they built their lives, promising to change everything.

      The two brothers were tenacious, clinging to life and making themselves stronger. Over time, they earned a reputation, earned status. They gained power.

      The elder brother had always been the stronger of the two. He was more driven and energetic, but also crueler. As his power grew, he lost more and more of his humanity and his mind became twisted. He never sensed him and his brother drifting apart.

      Their natures had always been different. After Hydra survived their hardships, he was determined to repay the torment on the wilds ten times over – a hundred times! He tortured slaves and did unthinkable things. He was a man mad with vengeance. Snaketooth wanted revenge, too. But what he wanted was to wipe out the things that made life hard, not add to them. The mysterious stranger saw that in him, which was why he approached Snaketooth in secret five years ago.

      He adored the master’s strength and wisdom, so he subscribed to his ideals. In all the wastelands, there was only one person who could change everything, and that was the master! This putrid world they’d inherited needed someone like the master to save it.

      That’s why Snaketooth was determined to do whatever was asked of him. He had no interest in leading the Outpost, a fact his poor brother would never understand. 

      As death claimed Snaketooth, he did not regret his actions. Only his failure.
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      The sun burned high in the sky, hot enough to roast a man. At the hottest point of the day, nine people were picking their way through the ruins, like a line of ants scrambling over piles of stone and twisted metal.

      Cloudhawk still felt like something wasn’t right. It was strange. He felt uncomfortable from the very start, like something bad was just around the corner.

      Originally, their group had boasted eleven people. It included Cloudhawk, the Queen, and Mantis of course. In addition there were those from the Outpost: Snaketooth, Artemis and the teams they commanded. At this moment, Mantis had vanished somewhere into the wilds in typical fashion and Snaketooth had yet to return after leaving to guide Hydra.

      “They’re so goddamn slow! Can they just fuckin' take the bait already?” Artemis impatiently swung her right arm, smashing the melon hammer she bore against a wall and smashing it into rubble.

      Cloudhawk couldn’t help but shoot her a glance. Typically, women were lower than men on the social ladder in the Wastelands. They had naturally weaker constitutions and were less inclined to bravery. But nothing was absolute and there were many exceptions– Artemis was one such outlier. All of Hydra’s elite soldiers were special, but this woman was unique above them all.

      She was attractive in face and figure, but more than that, her equipment made her all the more striking. She had a three pointed shield attached to the bracer of her left arm, and used her right arm to wield a metallic melon hammer with ease.

      The shield was large, thick, and peppered with metal spikes. Its pointed base was as sharp as any blade. The hammer’s business end was round and larger than Cloudhawk’s head. It was streaked with red and didn’t seem to have ever been washed. He wondered how many bones it’d broken, how many skulls it’d crushed.

      For all their weight and dramatic appearance, they hung off Artemis’s petite form, looking particularly out of place.

      She felt Cloudhawk’s eyes on her and knocked her iron mallet against the shield, eliciting a clang like dull thunder. “Hey little brother, my toys ain’t bad, right? Wanna play with ‘em?”

      Her bright eyes sized him up, like a hungry wolf eyeing a delicious little rabbit.

      Cloudhawk felt a trickle of sweat drip down his spine. “Nah!”

      That hammer had to be a hundred pounds or heavier, too much for your typical person to handle. Heavy was an understatement and her shield probably wasn’t much lighter. There was no way he’d been able to use them effectively in a fight. Meanwhile, Artemis wielded the hammer like a bamboo stick. Despite their combined weight, after walking fifty kilometers, she didn’t seem at all winded. 

      This woman was a monster, but when he thought about it, she was typical at the same time. Among the Bloodsoaked Queen and the seven other elite fighters, she was one of the leaders. That meant she was at least twice as strong as any of her subordinates.

      As for her, the kid was only proving to be more and more amusing.

      She was about to continue their banter when suddenly, the sound of a heavy gun firing in the distance interrupted her. Everyone’s face stiffened – had the fight already started?

      But there were no sweepers to be seen!

      The Outpost didn’t have a chain gun. The only group they knew who did was the sweepers. The deadly weapon was affixed to their airship. But why would the airship be using it? Had their plans already been ruined?

      Snaketooth was still nowhere to be found.

      “God fuckin’ damnit, why is there fighting?!” Artemis seemed to have trouble deciding what to do next. She turned to the others. “Should we go see?”

      No one gave an opinion.

      Cloudhawk suddenly felt an unsettling sensation, like needles digging into his flesh. Overcome with a sense of danger, he ducked and instinctively looked towards the ruins. A flash of light – like sunlight reflecting off a mirror – glinted back at him.

      “Down!”

      Snipers were hiding in the ruins with their sights set on Cloudhawk and the Bloodsoaked Queen. Half a second later, they started firing. Only one of the snipers was aiming at Cloudhawk. The others were focused on the demon hunter. It was clear who their main target was.

      Whoosh! Crack!

      The Queen had been warned and could hear the bullets tearing through the air. Although she couldn’t see them, she was skilled enough to track them by sound. She instinctively dodged out of danger.

      Bullets bombarded the spot she’d just occupied, missing her and instead burrowing into one of the fighters’ heads. They struck with so much force that they blew the top of his skull off. Bits of bone and brain burst in all directions like gruesome fireworks.

      Hot blood splattered over Artemis’s face. She gaped at the body of her comrade as he slumped to the ground. What the fuck was going on?!

      The snipers were Outpost soldiers, there to assist the operation. So why were they turning their guns on them? Now wasn’t the time to wonder, though. Who knew how many more snipers were hiding nearby!

      The crack of gunfire rang out again.

      Artemis instinctively lifted her shield to cover her head. She shuffled backwards to try and find cover in the ruins as a bullet smashed into her shield. It hit with such force that the vibration caused her arm to go numb.

      “What the actual fuck!” Artemis’s screeching voice called to the others. “Take cover!”

      Outpost sniper rifles were specialized weapons of death, manufactured to fire a bullet at near supersonic speed. The soldiers who traveled with them were her outstanding fighters, but were no match for the likes of the Bloodsoaked Queen. They couldn’t track the bullets, much less dodge them. If these snipers had them in their sights, the threat to their life was critical.

      Everyone scattered, all but Panther whose face adopted a stony expression. He pulled out his daggers and lunged at one of his companions, stabbing him twice in the chest before opening his throat.

      “You…”

      The one Panther attacked was not inferior to the small man, but he hadn’t expected the treachery. He’d been too busy trying to avoid the snipers to keep an eye on his back, leaving Panther an opening.

      Panther wasn’t alone, either.

      The two others from Snaketooth’s team lashed out at their brethren. The last member of Artemis’s team was killed before he could fight back.

      Even stunned, the wastelander woman knew what had befallen them. “Snaketooth betrayed us, that rancid piece of dog shit!”

      It all happened so fast, they barely had time to think. But the proof was there; all three of Snaketooth’s team were attacking them and the snipers had been arranged by Hydra’s brother. No question, Snaketooth had sold them out.

      The only ones left were Artemis, Cloudhawk, the Queen, and Mantis, wherever he was. Panther and the other three were enemies. The Bloodsoaked Queen was still recovering from the surprise attack, but she was still more than a match for them.

      There were at least ten deadly snipers in the ruins nearby, however. Even the Queen had to take care, for if she got tangled up, that would be all the chance they needed to riddle her with bullets. 

      Cloudhawk had managed to avoid a shot and rolled behind a dilapidated wall for cover. But no sooner had he ducked behind it did he feel a gust of wind on his head. One of the traitors was standing over him with a battleax aimed right for his scalp.

      He was done for!

      Cloudhawk lifted his exorcist rod to block the strike but could tell immediately that this fighter was a strength metahuman, and a dominant one at that. He couldn’t defend himself with his strength alone.

      The grating sound of metal on metal rang out.

      Just as Cloudhawk was about to be cleaved in half, a petite and agile figure dashed in front of him like a leopardess. Her shadow fell over him, shield held high, and as the ax struck her with thunderous force, Cloudhawk could see the stone path beneath her feet shatter.

      One could imagine how much force was behind the strike.

      “Burn in hell!”

      Thick veins bulged as Artemis thrust back, her pretty face twisting into a fierce sneer as she jumped straight at her attacker. She used her shield to knock his ax away and brought her melon hammer around in a sweeping arc. The ax-wielding betrayer, eyes wide, leapt out of the way and her hammer struck ground instead of bone. It crashed into rock with an explosive boom and turned stone to dust. The impact shook Cloudhawk and muddled his head.

      Holy shit! Was she even human?! Her strength was nothing short of spectacular!

      Cloudhawk had run into many impressive people lately, and of all of them, the only one who surpassed her in pure power was the two-horned mutant. Even the Bloodsoaked Queen couldn’t meet her blow for blow.

      Artemis’s weapon was cumbersome and unwieldy, making her attacks slow. Strong as each attack was, that was also her weakness.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen was still the snipers’ main target and their guns were trained on her. Still, she raced across the ruins like a phantom, dodging each shot as it came and switching directions on a dime. Using sound alone, she avoided them and remained unscathed.

      Panther, his daggers bared, suddenly leapt at her.

      She knocked his weapons away easily and whipped her powerful leg once, then twice. Each kick struck one of Panther’s wrists and sent his daggers flying. A third kick caught him right in the center of his chest and the small man was hammered into the air. She snatched one of Panther’s daggers before it hit the ground and swung back to bury it in him.

      Another soldier made his move. He pulled out a handgun, swung his arm towards her and fired. Judging by his finesse and precision, he was as skilled a shot as Slyfox! A marksman like him was lethal.

      Until now, the Queen had been too fast for him to take his shot, but he saw his opportunity. It was now or never. If she killed Panther, he was next.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen was forced to change targets. She rotated the dagger and blocked two bullets aimed at her. She was so fast it seemed nothing could touch her. Her skills were simply fantastical.

      “What?!”

      Just like Slyfox had once done to a sweeper’s bullet, the Queen knocked away a shot she couldn’t avoid with nothing but a dagger. Her lightning speed was complemented with exact precision. The shooter could hardly believe his eyes.

      However, there was more than one enemy the Queen had to worry about.

      A host of guns were leveled at her. While she was defending herself from the close-range gunfire, the snipers nearby were taking aim. Even the Bloodsoaked Queen couldn’t protect herself from every direction at once.

      Then, the unexpected happened.

      Sweepers began to appear all around them. There weren’t many – maybe a couple dozen – but they were skilled and savage. A winged mutant led the charge.

      Things had gone from bad to worse!

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s heart sank. Suddenly, she was caught between the frying pan and the fire. Now, it seemed that in addition to the snipers, they had to survive the mutant lieutenants and their army!

      A short distance away, Cloudhawk spotted a narrow slit among the ruins. It was somewhere the snipers couldn’t get them. He turned and shouted at the Queen. “Don’t fight them! Let’s get out of here!”

      The Queen dashed towards him in retreat. Artemis followed using her shield for cover. Their group fled towards the fissure. 

      Hidden in the ruins, a sniper’s muzzle moved. He peered through his sights, tracking Artemis as she desperately ran for safety. He had a good angle on her, positioned on the side where her shield didn’t reach. The woman’s head was right in his line of sight.

      Cloudhawk was clearly the weakest of them, but he had a keen sense. He seemed to instinctively know when a muzzle was pointed at him. Hitting him was harder than the sharpshooters had expected. The Queen’s capabilities were also too high for them to overcome, and since she could hear the bullets coming, it was too difficult to hit her so long as she was alert.

      That just left Artemis. There was no way she could escape this shot.

      The sniper waited until he lined the shot up just right, and pulled the trigger. The muzzle of his rifle belched fire and a bullet whistled through the air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          72 The Desert Titan

        

      

    

    
      Just as the gun fired, the soft blue light of a digger glinted. It slipped into the base of the sniper’s skull, severing his spine from his brain stem. The strike was perfectly clean, and in an instant, his body’s systems shut down. His heart, breathing, digestion – everything that kept him alive was turned off like flipping a switch. An angel from heaven couldn’t save him.

      The bullet’s trajectory was off as a result of the blow. The bullet cut through her hair before burying itself bloodlessly in the ground. The boiling heat of its passage scorched Artemis’ cheek, contrasting with the cold sweat that suddenly covered her. She yelped in surprise.

      Cloudhawk watched from the safety of cover, and when he saw the bullet kick up dust, an idea hit him. “Sand! Use the sand for cover!”

      Right! Why didn’t she think of that?

      After her brush with death, Artemis’s mind snapped back to the present. She raised her melon hammer high, and like a furious tempest, the sound of her weapon striking the ground rumbled through the air. The ground shook from the tremendous force, causing debris from the ruins around them to collapse and belch plumes of dirt into the air.

      Cloudhawk couldn’t help but be pleased. 

      The sweepers brought by Longhorn and Stranger Black caught up to Panther and the three others and together, they chased after the survivors. A few snipers also rose from nests hidden in the ruins to try and find better vantage points. 

      Through the clouds of dust, the Bloodsoaked Queen could see a few sweepers approaching, leading the pack of hunters. She glared with eyes cold as death. Time and again she, a noble demon hunter, had been foiled by these filthy freaks.

      Her pride was injured. Despite the obvious dangers, a need to charge into the fray and deal with the three lieutenants then and there welled up in her. But Cloudhawk was by her side and shouted through the haze of anger. “Gotta look at the big picture. Let’s go!”

      Her fist tightened into a white-knuckle grip. She thought about her mission, her final goal, and grit her teeth against the rage inside her.

      The three of them ran.

      Bang!

      One of the snipers toppled from the ruins, felled by a bullet to the chest. The shot had come from a few hundred meters away. Clearly, Mantis had skill with a gun, too. He was no less accomplished than these outpost snipers.

      Bang! Crack!

      Each shot punctuated the death of another sniper. 

      Mantis hadn’t come to their aid right away, not before finding where each of the snipers had been hiding. Now was the time to clear out these dangerous stalkers. If not now, Cloudhawk and the others would be unable to escape.

      Mantis couldn’t avoid detection, not after taking out three of them. The rest of the snipers dropped into cover. One of them was caught in the open in the center of the ruins and flung himself to the ground, half-buried in the sand. He covered the rest of himself in a tan cloak to blend in with the surroundings. He peered through goggles protecting his eyes and searched through his sights for Mantis.

      Bang!

      Just as the sniper was ready to pull the trigger, a crisp snap rang in his ears. A bullet shattered the glass of his scope, tore through his goggles and left eye, and exploded from the back of his skull, leaving a jagged tunnel through his brain. The bullet was flattened by the impact and ripped out chunks of brain matter in its passage. 

      Just half a second late! That was all, but in the end, that half a second had been what killed him. In a battle of snipers, time determined the victor.

      Mantis had taken out four snipers, but he knew there were at least three more lurking in the ruins. He couldn’t stay put. The assassin turned and dropped to the sandy floor below, only to disappear once again into the rubble.

      Now that they had seen what became of their comrades, the other snipers carefully picked through the area, sticking to cover. A rash decision, a quick movement, could be the only things between them and doom.

      Cloudhawk and the two women slipped into the crevice without further incident, finally escaping the deadly outpost snipers. However, that didn’t necessarily mean their situation was any better. There were still the demon’s lieutenants, three elite outpost assassins, and at least a dozen crack sweeper warriors on their tail. These forces far outstripped what the Queen could handle. If they caught up, there was no chance she and the others would survive.

      Even weighed down by her bulky equipment, Artemis kept up with Cloudhawk just fine. “What in the name of a rotwolf’s hairy asshole is going on? Did Hydra sell us out?”

      Hydra couldn’t have given them up to the demon! Whatever the case, they were facing a disastrous situation.

      Whatever led to this, Hydra’s company was likely mulch after facing the sweeper’s chain gun. That could only mean there would be even more sweepers coming at any moment, and Hydra’s support wasn’t something they could count on.

      “Watch your heads!”

      Vulture had picked them out from the air and was firing at them with a gun in each hand. Artemis lifted her shield for cover, while the Queen and Cloudhawk ducked and weaved. Luckily, he was not an expert marksman. Otherwise, with his speed and high vantage point, the three of them would be done for.

      “This fuckin’ bird brain is tryin’ to slow us down. We can’t let him!” Cloudhawk knew what the mutant was planning. “Queen, maybe one of the fire birds can deal with him!”

      Their only choice was to rely on their relics. The phoenix gourd Cloudhawk had given her had proved to be a powerful tool.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen reached out with her psychic power, filling the relic with it. A wave of energy pulsed out around her and a column of fire belched into the sky. Fire roared and roiled, billowing out until it gathered into the shape of a fiery bird slightly over two meters long. Its crisp cries resonated through the area, calling for blood as if it had an intelligence of its own, before charging at the winged mutant.

      “What is this?!”

      Vulture gawked, dropping his guns and pulling his swords free of their sheaths. He flung his dual machetes, cutting a fine arc through the sky like a pair of cyclones, aiming for the phoenix. When they struck the bird, it was cut clean in half.

      Pa!

      Vulture’s machetes returned to him like boomerangs and he snatched them out of the air. They were so hot, he almost had to let them go, giving credence to the amount of energy that had been contained in the phoenix. But what shocked him most was that the two halves of the bird melded seamlessly back together and resumed its course, like nothing had happened! 

      What normal soldier could destroy an immortal bird summoned by a demon hunter? Vulture was forced to break off his attack. The phoenix circled the area, chasing off Vulture before dissolving into a cylinder of fire and crashing back to earth.

      “Move!”

      Stranger Black sprang out of the way, but two of the sweepers were too slow. The phoenix struck the ground between them, releasing a blast of fire and energy so intense it swallowed up everything in a three meter radius. The sweepers were enveloped in flame and rolled on the ground, screaming in agony. A short time later, they had become blackened husks.

      Stranger Black’s voice betrayed his fright. “So she’s recovered to this point?”

      Longhorn shouted. “Third brother – don’t risk it!”

      Although Vulture was livid with anger, he didn’t dare rush in again after seeing what the demon hunter was capable of. But it didn’t matter, they had nowhere to run!

      Cloudhawk knew it too.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen was strong, but even she had her limits. The enemy was too numerous and had many capable fighters. The Queen couldn’t take them alone, and though she also had Cloudhawk and Artemis at her side, they weren’t enough to make up the difference.

      “Wait!” Artemis suddenly shouted at them. “We can’t go on. The area ahead is uncharted territory. Any further and we’re asking to die!”

      The Greenland Outpost regularly sent scouts into the surrounding areas to map their surroundings, but there were some places no one ventured. These sections of the ruins were home to terrible mutant beasts that made them too dangerous to chart.

      Artemis was a longtime citizen of the outpost and knew the ruins well. What lay ahead of them was one of those dangerous sectors. If they went rushing in, they were sure to meet trouble.

      The Queen’s coarse voice rasped at them. “There’s no other way.”

      Artemis looked left and right. They were blocked in on all sides by rubble. Towering piles of rusted metal like mountains stretched overhead, at least a hundred to a hundred fifty feet tall. All other routes of escape were sealed off.

      They didn’t have any choice – the only way was forward!

      Artemis was no coward. They were out of options so it was time to bite the bullet.

      The three of them fled into the unknown territory. It was a maze of ruins constructed out of rock and metal, with random piles strewn haphazardly every which way. All they could do was push on, practically blind, with no idea of what lay ahead.

      They hadn’t taken more a few steps into the ruins when Cloudhawk felt a wave of apprehension wash over him. “Wait a second!”

      Both women stopped and looked at him questioningly.

      He pointed in front of them at a pile of stones riddled with stalagmites. At first glance, it didn’t look out of the ordinary, but after close inspection, they were surprised to find that it was a cluster of large monsters. Half of their bodies were buried with only their backs showing above ground. They seemed to be unaware of their presence.

      Well shit. Mutant monsters barred the way in front while sweepers were coming to kill them from behind. No detours to the left or right. What were they going to do?

      “I have an idea! You two hide.”

      Cloudhawk instructed the Queen and Artemis to find a place to stay low while he rushed towards the monsters. By the time he came within thirty feet, four or five of them began to stir. 

      The monsters looked like enormous iguanas but were eight to ten meters long. Each of them had eight thick and stubby legs and a sizeable head, split by a crocodile-like maw full of razor sharp teeth. Their whole bodies were the color of sand and stone, and natural spikes grew from their backs like armor. 

      And there were a bunch of them!

      Cloudhawk skidded to a halt and didn’t even think about it before turning tail and running in the opposite direction. Three or four of them immediately gave chase. Before two minutes had passed, he ran headlong into the army of sweepers and their lieutenants, who reared back in surprise at what was coming their way. Cloudhawk, proud of his timing, immediately wrapped himself in his relic cloak and disappeared from view.

      His plan was simple: lead the monsters to the sweepers and have them fight it out. He figured the creatures would do a lot of their work for them. However, things did not end up being so simple.

      Moments after the two sides met, a truly enormous lizard titan appeared from the wilds. This one was a full 80 feet long and each step caused the earth to tremble. As a result, the crumbling buildings around them gave way, toppling into one another like dominoes. 

      Hidden by his cloak, Cloudhawk could avoid the lizards and sweepers. But now he was caught in an earthquake in which buildings dozens of feet high were crashing down all around him. Like ancient warriors felled in battle, they came rumbling to the earth, spewing crushing rubble everywhere.

      Holy shit!

      The way back was suddenly blocked by debris. In this crucial moment, the Queen’s absence was distinct and possibly fatal. Luckily, the sweepers and lizards had begun to fight each other. For now, they didn’t know he was there.
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      Towering ruins were brought down by the unbridled rampage of the giant lizard, like building blocks knocked away by an angry toddler. The area was plunged into chaos, punctuated by the crash of buildings that sounded like erupting volcanoes. In a tsunami of debris, the remains of the ruins covered everything.

      Cloudhawk whipped his head around but couldn't tell up from down. Nearby, another building several stories high came crashing down like an avalanche overhead.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      Cloudhawk ran like his life depended on it.

      Blocks of concrete weighing hundreds of pounds smashed into the ground on either side as he fled. Everything shook and the sound of crumbling stone was deafening. Every passing second felt like an eternity as Cloudhawk feared the next block would flatten him into a meat patty.

      But Cloudhawk was lucky. Before the bulk of the building collapsed, he found cover, though a rolling boulder caught him in the back and sent him sprawling. It struck with such force that he saw stars. It also felt like he’d broken several bones. He lay there, pinned beneath it.

      Meanwhile, numerous lizards passed him. The young scavenger was filled with pride and determination – at least the danger he weathered was paying dividends.

      The titanic lizard awakened by Cloudhawk’s ploy lumbered closer. The sweepers fled, hoping to avoid destruction themselves. Thankfully, the invisibility offered by Cloudhawk’s relic cloak was far-reaching, concealing both his heat signature as well as any other sign of his presence. Without him in the monster’s sights, the sweepers became his scapegoats.

      “You fuckin’ freaks,” Cloudhawk cursed to himself. “Let’s see how nasty your deaths are!”

      Stranger Black stared at the iguana-like monstrosities. “It’s a wastelands wyrm!”

      The full name of these creatures was “eight-legged tyrant lizards”, but the people of the wastelands usually just called them wastelands wyrms.

      Wastelands wyrms were some of the most ferocious creatures in all the wastelands, living and feeding off what remained of the old world. Their hide was thick and unyielding like rock and they were strong enough to uproot mountains. Through brute force alone, they tunneled their way through the ruins and ripped apart anything in their path. They were responsible for the honeycomb of tunnels that were often found throughout the remnants of cities.

      These thick-skinned behemoths were more than difficult to contend with. With so many together, they were nothing short of terrifyingly deadly – even the savage sweepers were powerless.

      One of the relatively smaller wyrms was fastest and led the charge.

      It was over twenty feet long, and though it looked like a lizard, it was covered in bulging muscle. Spikes ran along the length of its spine like sword blades, waggling as four pairs of thick and powerful legs quickly conveyed it across the terrain. Its head was lizard-like, its maw as terrifying as a crocodile’s, and its worm-shaped body swayed like a cumbersome machine as it gave chase. So far, it had to be moving at over thirty miles per hour and rising.

      Longhorn stepped forward to face it.

      Although he faced a creature several times his size, Longhorn wasn’t fazed in the least. He charged ahead, each step leaving deep trenches as powerful legs propelled him forward. Like a goliath from the ancient tales, he bore down on the beast, indomitable and defiant, terrifying anything that dared bar his path.

      No fancy tricks, no flashy moves – Longhorn plowed into the wyrm head-on!

      The two disproportionately-sized but equally resolute foes crashed into one another so hard their surroundings exploded into dust and shards of rock. Neither was knocked aside, each struggling mightily while not giving ground.

      “Aaaarrggghhh!!”

      The wastelands wyrm roared and swiped at Longhorn with its claws. He blocked with his left arm and the force of the collision kicked up more debris. The monster responded by spreading its toothy mouth wide and lunging for a bite. Longhorn, in turn, punched it in the face!

      Crrrack! A dozen of the wyrm’s teeth splintered and the impact knocked it several paces away!

      Longhorn didn’t let up, rushing forward to re-engage. His fists were like cannonballs – two, three punches – with each blow landing with unparalleled force. Every punch was like a blast of lightning, cracking open the beast’s skull and drawing blood.

      Cloudhawk, watching nearby, was absolutely stunned!

      Not only did the mutant hit with terrifying force, he seemed to be made out of reinforced iron! His punches were like strikes from Artemis’s hammer.

      He could hardly be considered human! He was a monster!

      Even one of the wyrm’s larger brethren couldn’t survive an onslaught like this. In the midst of the brutal thrashing it was receiving, the wyrm tried to turn and flee but Longhorn grabbed it by the tail. The monster had to weigh seven to eight tons, but no matter how much its legs churned, it couldn’t wrench itself free from his grip.

      By now, a second wyrm had caught up. Longhorn was suddenly faced with two of them.

      “Huh!”

      Muscles all over Longhorn’s body bulged and a burst of stupefying energy filled him. Dragging the monster by the tail, he whipped it around in a circle and threw it right into its companion. The two collided and crashed into the ground in a tangled heap.

      Forget Cloudhawk, even the sweepers gaped at the scene, all color draining from their faces!

      Panther and the others inwardly rejoiced that they were on the same side. Judging by the display they’d just witnessed, one punch from this man would turn them into paste. Who among them could stand against power like that?

      Longhorn’s chest heaved as he fought for breath. A fight like this was exhausting and he feared spending too much energy here. After all, there was a dangerous demon hunter still to face.

      But the wasteland wyrms did not flee.

      The larger of the two monsters struggled back to its feet and slowly approached, much to Longhorn’s dismay. He was capable of handling several smaller wyrms if he had to, but this one was at least twice as large as the first. Even so, one on one he might’ve been fine… but one against two?

      Kill him… kill him! If these things can kill even one of the demon’s henchmen, that’d be fantastic! It’d take a lot of the pressure off the Queen and really improve our chances.

      Yet the heavens did not hear Cloudhawk’s desperate pleas. Just as his heart was filling with dark expectation, an equally dark figure appeared on the horizon. The sweeper’s airship drifted into view moments before the whir of a chain gun filled the air. Bullets rained down on the wyrms and they exploded into chunks of blood and flesh.

      Even stony flesh could not withstand the airship’s weapons. They could be made of steel and the chain gun would still rip them apart. What hope did mere skin have? The remaining monsters were peppered with a few of the bullets and fled into the ruins to hide. One of them was headed right for Cloudhawk while he was still laying prone on the ground. One well-placed step and he’d been crushed flat.

      Time to go!

      Stranger Black was watching the creature run. Out of the corner of his eye, he spied the boulder that pinned Cloudhawk move, and saw the young man clambering with some difficulty towards the safety of the ruins. He was so infuriated he saw red – this was the little shit that’d almost killed him at Blackflag Outpost. How could Stranger Black deny the rage and resentment in his heart?

      “Stop! Come with me. Kill this irritating whelp!”

      Vulture sprang into the air and began circling the area to hunt Cloudhawk down while the others bore down on where they saw him last. Cloudhawk hid in a dead-end, trying to hide from the birdman’s keen eyes. He was too weak – if they found him, he was a dead man!

      A dozen sweepers spread out and were headed his way. Nearby, the airship had descended and dropped a rope, lowering several more sweepers to the ground to help with the search. More and more enemies flooded the area and he would soon be found. Cloudhawk’s demise seemed certain, and soon after him, the others would be caught as well.

      How far could his invisibility cloak get him?

      Several sweepers came upon Cloudhawk’s hiding place and spotted him. They hurriedly reached for their weapons, crying out for the others as they attacked.

      “Sons of bitches!”

      Cloudhawk had no choice but to brandish his exorcist rod and charge ahead. He swung at one of them and met his hefty sword with a loud clang. Cloudhawk was stronger than ever but he was facing a group of hardened sweeper warriors. He wasn’t going to get the upper hand here.

      Another sweeper came in from the side, brandishing an iron cudgel. Cloudhawk lunged to the side just in time. The displaced air from the attack whipped his clothes.

      Two more sweepers nearby saw him and leveled their crossbows his way. Powerful arrows were ready to skewer him, but before they could, a nimble figure leapt from the ruins nearby. The shadow skittered by so fast that it seemed to defy gravity, surprising the two archers.

      A flash of metal and throats opened like fountains of blood.

      Had the Bloodsoaked Queen come to save him? But that would be stupid! Coming here was like putting the noose around her own neck!

      The airship spotted the Queen and started to bring around its broadside. The chilling, telltale sound of its chain gun started to whir and moments later, the area was carpeted with gunfire. Strong as the Queen was, she couldn’t ignore the hail of lead and ducked back into the ruins to use them to cover her escape.

      The Queen knew she couldn’t save Cloudhawk.

      However, she was the demon’s main target, and her reappearance would get the attention of her hunters. If she could lead most of them away, Cloudhawk would have a chance, but it would ultimately be up to him.

      “Second Brother, Third Brother, take the troops and go after the demon hunter!” Stranger Black shouted out his commands, but he himself looked in Cloudhawk’s direction. “I’ll join you after I wring the life out of this brat.”

      The sweeper army split into two groups. Longhorn and Vulture gathered the three outpost assassins, ten sweepers and the airship to chase down the Queen. Stranger Black and the rest of the sweepers closed in on Cloudhawk’s position.

      “Form up, surround the area! No matter what I’m not letting him get away this time!”

      More sweepers were arriving after mopping up what was left of Hydra’s resistance and spread out across the sector. All paths leading away were sealed off. Though uncharted, the area wasn’t large and the sweepers had both air support and superior numbers. 

      Cloudhawk and the others were caught in a deathtrap! There was nowhere to go!

      No matter who won or lost, the long hunt across the wastelands would end here!

      Cloudhawk understood this. There was no escaping this time, so he wasted no time thinking about it. It was time to fight these damn sweepers to the end!
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      Cloudhawk was surrounded by seasoned sweepers, elite denizens of the wilds. They were burly, strong, and adroit with their weapons – Cloudhawk couldn’t break through. He juked in one direction to try and pass them, but one of the sweepers swung his ax at him.

      Cloudhawk sidestepped the swipe and leapt up, bringing his exorcist rod down in a vicious chop.

      Bang!

      The metal staff cracked the sweeper on top of its head. A trickle of blood marked a path down the mutant’s hideous face, but his armor was too thick for it to kill him outright. Try as he might, Cloudhawk wasn’t strong enough to pierce his foe’s protection. The best he managed was making the sweeper dizzy.

      Cloudhawk struck again, this time at another sweeper charging his way. His staff struck the attacker in the chest but was stopped by an iron chest plate. The staff’s sharp point only managed to leave a gash along the armor, causing no real damage.

      Goddamnit! What am I supposed to do?

      Vital areas were protected from his blows, and neither Cloudhawk’s strength nor his weapons were good enough to get past their defenses.

      Grinning hideously, a sweeper heaved his enormous ax. With nowhere to hide, Cloudhawk was forced to meet the attack head on and the powerful strike crashed into his staff like a thunderbolt. The sweeper’s twisted companions seized the opportunity and rushed in all at once. Cloudhawk could only barely stave off one or two of them. What was he to do against four or five?

      Would he be forced to use the exorcist rod? But using the relic on these minions would be draining. He’d have nothing left for the black-clad freak!

      As Cloudhawk hesitated, another figure emerged from a nearby corner to join the fight. Nimble as a bird, she leapt six feet into the air despite her cumbersome equipment, and brought her melon hammer down on one of the sweepers’ faces. The faceplate and half his head caved in, reduced to a mess of mangled flesh and broken bone.

      Artemis!

      Cloudhawk heaved a sigh of relief.

      Artemis’s weapons and abilities were especially effective against these heavily armored enemies. She knocked their counterattacks away with her shield while her hammer shattered another sweeper’s kneecap. She hit it with such force that the bone practically disintegrated, forcing the sweeper to collapse onto its one good leg. Her melon hammer never stopped, rebounding off his knee and around in a deadly circle before landing right on its head. The helmet protecting his skull crumpled like a piece of paper, with the bone beneath shattering like glass.

      Another sweeper tried his luck.

      Artemis swung around and bashed the mutant with her shield, knocking him back. She wobbled for a moment but her right leg planted and kept her stable. Pivoting her hips, she whipped her hammer back around and rammed it into the sweeper’s chest, leaving a dent too deep to be healthy. In fact, the mutant’s lungs and heart were completely destroyed. Blood leaked from every orifice, but he died too quickly to notice.

      Cloudhawk scrambled over to the corpse and picked up the crossbow by his side.

      Whoosh! Thud!

      One of the sweepers nearby had his crossbow loaded for a flank attack when an arrow lodged itself in his eye socket. He screamed and collapsed to the ground before he could fire his weapon. Meanwhile, Artemis was fighting off the last of them. The first swing of her hammer smashed the sweeper’s weapon to splinters and the second knocked him into the air. The third strike smashed him down and buried him in the dirt with virtually every bone in his body shattered. It was a miserable way to go.

      No wonder she was one of the outpost’s best fighters! In all of Greenland Outpost, maybe only Hydra could stand against her. Panther and the others were strong, but they still didn’t quite match up to Artemis’s abilities.

      Broken corpses littered the ground. When they still breathed, they were the elite, sweepers who were among the strongest, fastest and most skilled of their number.  But faced with Artemis’s hail of blows, they were as defenseless as children.

      She rested her gore-caked melon hammer on her shoulder and sashayed towards Cloudhawk. “Looks like I just saved your ass. How do you plan to pay me back, hm?”

      Cloudhawk was in no mood for banter. “It’s too early to say you’ve saved shit.”

      Artemis followed the young man’s gaze to a ruined building thirty feet high. There at the top sat a dark silhouette – a man wrapped in a black robe wearing a beak-like breathing apparatus. He was as mysterious as he was unsettling.

      It was him! Artemis’s face hardened.

      She knew the freak in black was the leader of the sweeper forces. Though he wasn’t the strongest of the demon’s lieutenants, he was the first to answer the monster’s call. Not only was he cruel, he was also smart – he wasn’t one to underestimate.

      Cloudhawk looked at him too, quivering with hatred. This was the man who destroyed the whole Tartarus Mercenary Company!

      How many lives did this creature have? Back at the Blackflag Outpost, Cloudhawk had personally beheaded him and yet, there he stood like a living nightmare.

      Stranger Black wordlessly removed a glove and his five bone-speckled tentacles writhed free. They twisted together until his left arm resembled a disgusting saw-tooth blade. It was nauseating and frightening to behold.

      What aberrant architect put this freak together? Besides his unimaginable regenerative abilities, he could also change the shape of his body.

      “Show me what you can do.”

      It was Artemis who spoke, and as she did, her leg whipped out at a nearby rock. It went rocketing towards Stranger Black like a soccer ball.

      She kicked it so hard the rock screamed through the air like a shooting star, right for Stranger Black. He waved his left arm casually, as if he were swatting a fly, and the rock was cleaved clean in two. The break was so perfect not a single flake of stone was missing.

      His bone blade cut through rock like a hot knife through butter! No flesh or bone could stop its keen edge.

      “You are reasonably strong.” Stranger Black did not rush to attack. He stared at her from behind the darkness of his hood, like a viper sizing up its prey. “I should tell you that Hydra is finished. You are only fighting to follow in his footsteps.”

      Artemis gaped at him. “What did you say?! Hydra is dead?”

      Stranger Black did not respond, but the fact that he was here and Hydra was nowhere to be found lent credence to his claim. The mutant went on. “You are a decent warrior. Our conflict is not with you. I am giving you a chance to live.”

      Cloudhawk searched desperately for a way to escape. All the while, Stranger Black’s hissing voice slithered like cobras through the air.

      “Kill the child. Join us, and you will live a better life than that traitor gave you.”

      Uncertainty was writ plain on Artemis’s face. She hesitated.

      Cloudhawk had no chance against the man in black. If he had to face Artemis as well, what else could he expect but a gruesome death? He called out to her. “Don’t believe him. He is no good man. He’ll throw you away the moment he doesn’t need you anymore!”

      Stranger Black’s icy cold voice replied. “The choice is yours. Live, or die.”

      Cloudhawk watched her with wide eyes. After a moment of quiet contemplation, she turned. As she did, her eyes filled with murderous intent and she lifted her hammer high. Fast, deadly, without mercy. Even before the hammer reached him, Cloudhawk could feel its crushing momentum like a mountain.

      Son of a bitch! She changed sides faster than she changed clothes!

      Cloudhawk flung himself to the side, narrowly escaping her hammer. A hole was left where he’d been standing, and he’d be a puddle in it if he’d been half a second slower.

      She didn’t stop when her hammer missed. Her next move was to thrust at him with her shield, whose triangular base had been ground down to an edge as sharp as a blade. Although she wasn’t very fast, Artemis wasn’t slow either. She launched her attack swiftly and maliciously, giving Cloudhawk no chance to dodge. He could only throw all his strength behind smashing his staff against the shield and redirecting it. It still caught him, though, and left an ugly wound.

      Cloudhawk staggered back several feet. Artemis wasn’t giving him any leniency. It was clear from her ferocious attacks that she’d decided killing him was the right decision. “You disloyal piece of shit!”

      “I’m not too thrilled to be killing you, either.” Artemis planted the base of her shield in the dirt and used her foot to kick the melon hammer out of the pit it’d dug. She heaved it back up onto her shoulder. She looked Cloudhawk over one more time and sighed. “But the two of us can’t take him. One death is better than two, right? You know you’ve gotta go, so be a good boy and lemme land a hit. Don’t be scared, it’ll be quick – no pain.”

      Cloudhawk answered with a string of curses. This bold bitch!

      He thought about the Queen, thought about her raging temper and, for better or worse, her unyielding stubbornness. If she were here instead of Artemis, she never would have betrayed him like this.

      “Cussin’ me out isn’t gonna do you any good. If you want something to blame, blame the wastelands.”

      It was the last breath she was going to waste on talking to him. Her powerful legs launched her forward, leading with her shield. If he was hit cleanly, the spikes all along its surface would turn Cloudhawk into a sieve. Meanwhile, Artemis’s hammer was waiting for an opening. If he tried to block her shield, that hammer would come crashing down and he’d be a pile of shattered bones before he knew it.

      He was out of options so he had to use his cloak. Cloudhawk disappeared.

      Artemis scowled, scanning all around. She cried out to him. “Come on little brother, don’t hide. There’s nowhere to run!”

      Stranger Black looked on from his vantage point. When he saw Cloudhawk vanish, he suddenly understood how they’d fled the dungeon under everyone’s noses. But invisible didn’t mean vanished. A skilled killer knew to watch the ground for signs, or listen to the changes in the wind to locate him.

      And Artemis had seen this before.

      When Cloudhawk went invisible, he was almost as fast as Panther. He was an agility metahuman and Artemis couldn’t match the small man in speed or reaction time, so to evade Cloudhawk’s sneak attacks, she swung her hammer around indiscriminately.

      “Hmph!”

      Stranger Black spotted Cloudhawk’s footsteps some distance away. The boy was trying to run? He sprang from the top of the building, bounding across the ruins and blocking Cloudhawk’s path. He hacked towards the boy with his sword-like left arm.

      His bone blade could cut through steel. The child didn’t stand a chance.

      Faced with the freak’s tyrannical assault, Cloudhawk was locked down. He couldn’t dodge and nothing he put between him and that sword would stop it from carving him up.

      Clang!

      His bone blade and the exorcist rod collided!

      Cloudhawk felt the tremendous flood of power through the impact and his staff was knocked away. His whole body lifted into the air. The freak in black kept coming, swinging his bone sword to cut Cloudhawk in half.

      From the other side, Artemis’s hammer was smashing down towards him. He could hear it whistling through the air.

      Cloudhawk’s pupils contracted to tiny black points as he realized his certain doom. He was caught on two sides – it was over! His death was certain! He needed help! Where was the Queen?
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      The Queen was not coming. She was too busy trying to save her own life.

      She was being pursued by two of the demon’s lieutenants, three outpost assassins, most of their sweeper army, and their deadly airship. There could be two of her and she’d still be too weak to face them all. Her situation was no better than Cloudhawk’s, with each passing second being another step towards death. She just had to slow down for one moment, her luck had to run out just once, and she’d be struck down.

      Cloudhawk’s only option was to shut his eyes and wait for death.

      But then the unthinkable happened.

      The moment before Artemis’s hammer reached Cloudhawk’s face, her hand jerked, stretching out just a little further. He felt it graze his cheek before sweeping by. Then, with a sound like a blast of thunder, her hammer bashed Stranger Black in the center of his chest.

      Boom!!

      Cloudhawk could hear Stranger Black’s bones break and his organs tear. The mutant’s back bulged outward as everything was pushed out of place. He flailed through the air over thirty feet, whipping around like a broken kite before ultimately smashing through the side of a building.

      It had all happened so suddenly. Artemis attacks had meant to kill him, without question. She’d held nothing back. Who’d have thought that she’d spare him in the last instant? How could anyone suspect she’d turn her hammer against the demon’s henchman?

      What the hell was going through this woman’s head?

      As though she had read his mind, she gave him a flippant answer. “I changed my mind!”

      What kind of fuckin’ reason was this?! This woman was unstable!

      But it was her fickle choice that took the mutant by surprise and left him no chance to dodge. It was the only way she could have gotten close enough to hit him, much less lay him out with a hit that good. Artemis had seemed careless, until the very moment when a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity revealed itself.

      “This ugly rodent nutsack ain’t worth shit!” Artemis was well pleased with herself. “I can’t fuckin’ stand people who think they’re so clever, tryin’ to screw with my head.”

      Hmph, you’re so full of shit. If your hammer had turned me to pulp, you’d be singin’ a different tune. Cloudhawk had no illusions. This woman’s loyalties changed with the wind. She wasn’t someone he could trust.

      His head was a mess. He tried to put his thoughts together. Now that Artemis had sent the man in black flying, she’d burned whatever bridge he’d been pretending to offer. Although Cloudhawk couldn’t figure out what was going through her mind, right now, she was the only one he could rely on.

      She slung her mallet back onto her shoulder and blinked at him. “Well, what the fuck are you gapin’ at? Let’s go!”

      “Go?” Cloudhawk heaved a small sigh. If only their enemy were so easy to defeat. “You don’t know shit about these guys!”

      She tilted her head and looked questioningly at him. “What do you mean?”

      Before he could answer, the sound of clattering rubble reached their ears.

      Realization dawned on her face as she stiffly turned her head around toward the source of the noise. At first, she saw the rubble stirring and then slowly, a figure rose from within. His chest was caved in, internal organs completely ruined, but somehow it did not stop Stranger Black from rising back to his feet.

      The freak had lost his mask and his unsettling tentacled face was revealed to the light. A pair of sinister eyes, burning with hatred, was fixed on the two of them. If looks could kill, they would be dead several times over.

      “This is…”

      Artemis was at a complete loss. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing, for no one had ever survived a direct blow from her hammer. She hadn’t even thought it was possible.

      What the hell was this guy? He had to be immortal!

      Cloudhawk was also in awe of the mutant’s abilities, but he had come to expect it. He’d survived having his whole fuckin’ head cut off, so a few broken ribs and a torn up organ or two wasn’t going to kill him. Unfortunately, the asshole would recover.

      He could hardly be called human anymore!

      Stranger Black did not fear blade or bullet. As destructive as Artemis’s hammer was, it was effectively useless against the black-clad man, unless she turned his brain to mush. It was part of what made him so terrifying.

      Stranger Black fixed his eyes on her. “You disappoint me.”

      Artemis didn’t know what to do.

      Cloudhawk’s shout woke her from her daze. “Stop wasting time! The longer you wait, the more time he has to heal. We’ve gotta kill him as fast as possible!”

      Artemis hammer had shattered bone and pulverized flesh, forcing Stranger Black to rely on his supernatural healing abilities to keep him mobile. Although he wasn’t dead, her blow did affect his agility and combat. They had to take this opportunity to put him down for good, because if he was allowed to recover, they were both doomed!

      Stranger Black rose from the dust, leaping clear of the ruins. He took the initiative and attacked first. His target – Artemis!

      When they were ten to fifteen feet apart, he swung his left arm, hacking the sword-like appendage at her. Logically speaking, he was too far to hit her, but the freak’s limb actually shot out, extending towards her like a whip. Not only did it catch her unprepared, it also made his attack faster.

      A deafening screech filled the air! Artemis lifted her shield just in time. Stranger Black’s bladed arm left a deep fissure in the metal.

      Her shield was made of steel, so one could imagine how deadly Stranger Black’s attack was. She didn’t manage to recover before the freak reached out with his right hand. This one was humanoid shaped but was powerful and covered in bone-like armor. He couldn’t change this one into anything but it was strong enough to crush someone’s throat.

      Boom!

      Artemis was punched a dozen feet away. She felt like she’d been run over by a rhinoceros. Every inch of her body hurt. When the warrior looked at her shield, her frown deepened. Now, in addition to the gash was a hand-shaped dent.

      He punched with as much force as the horned guy! He was a walking horror!

      Stranger Black advanced on her, ready to finish her off when suddenly, he froze. Likely some of the damage he’d suffered was slowing him down.

      Cloudhawk didn’t waste a moment and launched a sneak attack at the freak’s back. His exorcist rod vibrated as power surged through it, and knocked the mutant off balance. Cloudhawk struck with such ferocity, he ruined another area of bone and muscle, adding to the monster’s wounds.

      Seeing his attack land filled Artemis with hope. “He’s pretty hurt! Let’s kill this piece of shit together!”

      Artemis unceremoniously threw her shield away and grabbed her hammer with both hands. She brought it down towards his head with every ounce of strength in her while Cloudhawk plunged his staff towards the mutant’s gut.

      Stranger Black tried to defend himself. His bone sword cut at the exorcist rod and knocked it away with a loud clang. Surprisingly, whatever the staff was made of somehow stopped the sword from cleaving it in half.

      He blocked Artemis’s hammer with the bare hand of his bone arm. The impact shattered the outer carapace and a crack traveled through his appendage into the bones in his body.

      He hacked and coughed, fresh blood pouring from his mouth. One could see bits of bone and organ mixed in.

      Strong as he was, Artemis’s sudden betrayal had wounded him severely. He needed time to recover, but he found himself surrounded, facing attacks from all sides. He started to recognize the serious danger he was in.

      Cloudhawk noticed him slowing down. Now was their chance to kill him for good!

      Stranger Black let loose a bestial roar, filled with fury and hatred like a cornered animal. “You think you two can kill me?!”

      Cloudhawk felt the resistance against his staff disappear as the freak’s sword-arm suddenly changed. It unraveled, separating again into five bony tentacles and lashing out at each of them at the same time.

      Not good! This trick again!

      The mutant’s arm was versatile. In addition to transforming into an impossibly sharp blade, it could also change into five barbed tentacles. The former was deadly in close combat, but the latter was flexible. Mad Dog hadn’t been able to protect himself from them.

      Artemis was much stronger than Mad Dog had been, but she wasn’t as agile. These tentacles were a dire threat.

      “Get back!” Cloudhawk shouted.

      Artemis recognized the danger too. She reeled back and lifted her hammer to protect her vitals. She managed to block one, but the two others caught her: one in the right shoulder and the other in her left leg deep enough to reveal bone.

      She screamed in agony.

      Her right hand couldn’t lift the hammer anymore and let go, sending her weapon tumbling away. Without the support of her left leg, she lost balance and hit the ground.

      It was all over! She was too wounded to keep fighting.

      “Now it’s your turn!”

      Stranger Black’s voice was as shrill and angry as an evil spirit. His two remaining tentacles lashed out at Cloudhawk. The young fugitive’s mind was blank, fixated on the knowledge that if he dodged or blocked these attacks, any chance of defeating the man in black would be gone. 

      Fight!

      Don’t stop!!

      His eyes were invaded by a blood-red hue, turning everything into a sanguine hell-scape. Every ounce of his body was saturated with power and focused into the exorcist rod. His simple demon hunter weapon vibrated as unprecedented levels of energy permeated it. 

      Mad Dog!

      Slyfox!

      Here’s your revenge – vindication or death!

      For any other creature, trading one lethal blow for another might give it pause, but this was not so for Stranger Black. Even the most well-placed blow was no threat so he reached for Cloudhawk with the tendrils of his left arm and brought his mangled right around to block the staff.

      Thud! Squelch! It was the sound of rending flesh.

      Artemis watched with wide-eyed horror as the mutant’s barbed limbs buried themselves deep in Cloudhawk’s body. She could foresee the young man’s death. Yet in the same instant, spurred by mortal peril, Cloudhawk felt the stone around his neck pulse with intense psychic energy. It rose from somewhere deep within him and poured into the exorcist rod.

      Here it comes again!

      Stranger Black sensed the spike in power. He’d experienced this change once before, but this time the torrents of energy ran even deeper.

      “Then we die together!”

      In the midst of his heedless lunge, Cloudhawk’s staff began to whir like a controlled tempest. The mutant’s doughty right arm was there to meet it, but didn’t impede its power in the least. It ripped through the limb and sped right for Stranger Black’s face.

      His eyes widened. 

      “Master, I -“

      He never had a chance to finish the thought before his head was obliterated. The power that surged through Cloudhawk pushed his staff straight through the mutant’s arm and reduced his brain to pulp. Like a cyclone, the energy churned all his blood, brain, and bone into an indistinguishable mass and spat it fifty feet into the ruins. Unidentified bits of what remained were spread all over like a gruesome abstract painting.

      This churning went on for a full five seconds. Walls in the distant ruins collapsed under the strain.

      Cloudhawk felt drained, of energy as well as life. The world began to darken as his head fell back. The wounds in his chest and abdomen were frightful, so bad that his guts were exposed to the air. Cloudhawk had impressive regenerative abilities but these were wounds even the man in black would need time to recover from.

      These injuries could kill him!

      Artemis sat there, stunned at their mutual destruction. How could there be so much strength and willpower in his adolescent form? In the face of overwhelming odds and certain death, he threw himself at his foe and took the freak down with him!
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      The sweepers were closing in. Longhorn, Vulture, Panther and his fellow conspirators, and twenty sweeper troops… all of them were closing the distance between them and the Bloodsoaked Queen. She was outnumbered and outclassed. What’s more, the black terror that was their airship hung overhead like an ominous cloud. In addition to its heavy firepower, there were scores more sweepers ready to join the fight.

      “Don’t waste time. Kill her!”

      She was within firing range of the chain gun and a doughty mutant swung it around to aim it her way. Peering down the old-style sights, he fixed the weapon on the nimble figure below and pulled the trigger. Its barrel started to spin and suddenly, a storm of bullets came raining down. Crumbling buildings were blown apart.

      The Queen couldn’t escape. It was only be a matter of time before she was cut down by the torrent of hot lead.

      The mutant gunner howled in excitement. It was a rare joy and opportunity for a wastelander to slaughter a demon hunter!

      The gunfire didn’t stop and in fact seemed to intensify. She couldn’t see anywhere she could escape to in order to evade it.

      Crack!

      The shot was almost inaudible, drowned out by the screaming chain gun. Suddenly the airship gunner’s head exploded as a sniper bullet ripped through it with pinpoint accuracy. Just as the Queen was about to be peppered with bullets, the airship’s heavy gun fell silent.

      “What the hell - ?” Longhorn barely uttered the words before one of the outpost traitors in front of him let out a pained scream. A bullet burst from his back and buried itself in the dirt with a thud. In place of his heart was a gaping cavity. He was dead before he hit the ground.

      “Sniper!” Longhorn’s urgent shout rang across the ruins. “Where is he? Find him!”

      Snipers were the most dangerous hunters in the Wastelands, but none of the marksmen Snaketooth gathered had joined them here. Somehow, they’d been killed.

      That meant there was only one person this could be – Mantis!

      He’d slain over a dozen snipers single-handedly, which in itself was a glorious feat. Now, this grim and deadly assassin lurked nearby and with his aid, the Queen was snatched from the jaws of death.

      The Queen skidded to a halt and lifted her head. The airship was getting closer. People were struggling to remove the gunner’s corpse and take his place. Soon, the chain gun would come alive again and she’d find herself in the same mortal danger.

      She had no choice.  She had to go all out!

      She grabbed the phoenix gourd tightly in her hand. It spat a roaring flame that spread out like a huge fiery lotus, belching light and heat from its center. Even those who’d never witnessed such a thing immediately recognized its power.

      As the Queen screamed toward the fire, a phoenix of tremendous scale slowly formed. The bird she summoned this time was larger and stronger than ever before, wreathed in power and a regal aura.

      Longhorn knew what she was going to do. “She’s attacking the airship! Stop her!”

      Vulture sprang into action, launching into the air. But he was too late.

      An outpost marksman clambered up to the top of one of the ruins. A gun in each hand, he leveled them both at the Queen. She was absorbed in using the relic and wouldn’t see his shots coming.

      But before he could fire – crack! A shot came from the side, drilling through one temple and zipping out from the other [1]. He didn’t even react.  His brain ceased to function before he knew what had happened. But the shot came at a cost, for Mantis had just revealed his location to the others. Seven or eight of the sweepers rushed his way, trying to surround him.

      Now that he was discovered, he couldn’t offer any further support. The Bloodsoaked Queen was on her own.

      Vulture shot at her and arrived just as the thunderous cries of a bird shook the earth. Stricken faces were lit by holy fire as the phoenix flung open its wings. Its fifteen foot wingspan pushed it into the air.

      The living fire was larger than ever before, and more real. It was covered in flaming plumage that enhanced its awe-inspiring image. Stately and prideful, it towered over the area like an immortal.

      The phoenix started by belching an orb of fire, keeping Vulture at bay. Then, it rose into the air amidst the sounds of crackling flame and waves of blistering heat. The air around it was warped from the intensity, like it was being burned in the fires of Armageddon. Its cries promised death and ruin to the world.

      By now, another mutant had taken up the chain gun, just in time to feel the suffocating heat bear down on him. Then… everything was consumed by fire. He cried out in terror and tried to escape, but it was too late.

      It was an endless deluge of fire, first charring him black before consuming the ash left behind. The heat was so intense even the chain gun barrels turned red, showing signs of melting. A short time later, all the bullets and gunpowder exploded.

      BOOM -- !!

      From the perspectives of those below, they witnessed the giant bird tear through the sky, leaving a wake of flame behind its brilliant tail. Like a fiery comet, it seared across the horizon and ultimately erupted once it hit the center of the airship. In a moment, all the hodge-podge of materials that comprised it was ruined. Acrid black smoke traced an arc through the sky as the vehicle smashed into the ground in a second explosion. Smoldering debris pelted the area.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen had destroyed their airship in a single attack! Power like that should have been impossible from a mere human! Was this the legendary power of the demon hunters?

      Her greatest threat had been dealt with and only two of the demon’s three henchmen were nearby. Two of the outpost’s traitors had been dealt with.  An insurmountable fear filled the hearts of the sweepers.

      It was the perfect time to fight back.

      Her agile form was on the move. The Queen’s powerful legs catapulted her off a nearby boulder and sent her tumbling like a cannonball towards her foes at an oblique angle. Her target was Panther.

      For better or worse, Panther was one of the outpost’s apex warriors. When he saw her coming, he hurriedly swiped at her with his daggers. To the average person, he was almost too fast to follow, but to the Queen, he was ordinary at best. She whirled around his dagger effortlessly and lightly placed her hand on his chest.

      “AAAGGGHHH- !!”

      A bloodcurdling scream bubbled up in his throat and was quickly snuffed out. The power of the Burning Angels set his heart on fire and the flames could be seen flickering from his eyes and throat. In his final moments, Panther’s body exploded and coated the area with burnt innards.

      Of the eight mightiest soldiers in the Greenland Outpost, Artemis was the only one who remained.

      As Longhorn and Vulture watched, their faces turned to frightened scowls. It was unfathomable that the demon hunter could escape from what should have been her assured destruction. She must have used most of her energy, but the damage to their sweeper forces was astronomical. Now, with their brother absent, the difficult task of defeating this hateful woman fell to the two of them.

      Standing amidst Panther’s remains, the Bloodsoaked Queen felt a wave of exhaustion sweep through her. She’d depleted her energy and knew that if the remaining sweepers surrounded her, she might not be able to kill her way free.

      She had to take care of their leaders.

      “Almighty God, grace me with your blessing.”

      Uttering a quiet prayer, the Queen grasped the cross around her neck. A white light, holy and pure, emerged to form a luminous sword. She gathered all the power she had left.

      Vulture screeched apprehensively. “Go! Stop her!”

      The sweepers were hesitant. The Queen rose like a wraith from the ruins, her feet never touching the ground as she swept right by them. In a blink, she hovered above Longhorn with both hands held high, saintly blade aloft.

      Blood red eyes stared back at her and Longhorn bellowed a challenge like a wild animal. Muscles bulging, he tore a three-ton boulder from the ground nearby and flung it at her.

      The light of her holy sword flared. The boulder was cleaved perfectly in half.

      Signs of internal injury were beginning to show from the Queen, but her attacks were sturdy. She summoned the might of her holy sword of light with indomitable force. No living thing could stand unscathed before it – not even Longhorn’s metal flesh and iron bones.

      In this decisive moment, a shadow appeared in the sky near her. Vulture launched an attack, waving his dual machetes, heedless of the danger. He didn’t fear the holy light or the sword it formed. In fact,  it was his target. Even if he was cut in two in the end, he was going to open this demon hunter’s throat!

      Longhorn screamed from below, “Third brother! No!”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen swung her blade around to meet the young lieutenant. When his machetes met her sword, they shattered like glass. The collision did not stop her arms. She whirled around, the light of her sword carving out a brilliant circle in the sky that swept right through Vulture’s waist and wings.

      The demon’s soldier slowly split in two.

      He wasn’t afraid, only angry and resolute. His swords were destroyed but he still had his talons. Vicious and stubborn, he groped for her arms, desperately fighting even though he only had half a body.

      Vulture was born a mutant.

      He had no name, no parents he knew of, no companions.

      He had nothing until the master came and liberated him. Until then lahe’d been shackled, kept as a caged pet in some outpost. The leader of the camp treated him like a humanoid bird and raised him as a monster.

      If he hadn’t met the master or his brothers, he’d have no reason to live. He would never had known what freedom or dignity was. He would have spent all the rest of his life in darkness, treated like a monster.

      “Second brother! Kill her! Kill her!”

      He clung to the Bloodsoaked Queen with the remains of his body, both of them crashing into the ground. Longhorn came running at them and lashed out. His punch landed on Vulture, its force ripping through him and into the Queen.

      Die, you hateful demon hunter! Die, you self-righteous zealot! And fuck you, fate!

      The Queen coughed a mouthful of blood as she was knocked into the air. With what power remained in her, she focused it into her right arm and swung her sword. The weapon dissolved into a cutting wave of holy light that swept through Longhorn like a burning glaive.

      Longhorn’s face was painted with a complex and bitter expression. 

      … They had lost!

      

      1. The author describes it using an acupuncture point – Tai Yang, or Utmost Yang – but as it’s in the center of the temple I used the more recognizable anatomical description instead. Tai Yang is a point used for certain kinds of headache and excess conditions in the head – although one might expect it to be often used, it rarely is because the patients find it too sensitive.
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      Leonine chased and fought Hydra through the oasis. Hydra had been shot twice by snipers and had tasted his brother’s poisoned knife. He was weak, too weak to fight.

      But he kept running.

      Leonine kept chasing.

      They kept it up for over an hour.

      Leonine hacked at Hydra with his sword, fierce and angry. Hydra juked to the side and met the hysterical attack with his dagger. The two weapons collided and neither budged.

      Hydra was in a sorry state. Half of his body was soaked in fresh blood, and the loss had turned him pale and weak. His breathing was quick, haggard – he was in no condition to defend himself. He was only still standing because he was ten times stronger than a normal man.

      The outpost leader was more ferocious than ever and he glared at Leonine through his glowing red eye. Face twisted, he growled at him through gritted teeth. “You think you can kill me, you piece of garbage?”

       Leonine heaved his strength into his sword, slowly pressing it closer to Hydra’s throat and worsening his wounds. He growled back. “Your plan is ruined, Hydra. The Outpost is finished. You are finished!”

      “The outpost is mine! No one can take it from me. No one!” He was so filled with rage his whole body shook. The veins in his head and neck bulged red and throbbed like earthworms. He summoned a burst of strength and pushed Leonine away. “Fuck off!”

      Leonine stumbled back and caught himself by burying his sword in the ground. He was shocked Hydra still had the strength to fight back! The outpost leader’s wounds were beyond severe, and after an hour of racing through the oasis, they’d only gotten worse. He’d lost a lot of blood. But Leonine had underestimated Hydra. He had to be stronger than ten men. He wasn’t going to fully recover from his injuries, but they weren’t fatal yet. Snaketooth’s poison was already starting to dissipate so he was regaining some measure of strength.

      Leonine grit his teeth and heaved his saber. It wrenched free of the earth, kicking up a cloud of soil that pummeled Hydra. He used it as cover to rush forward and hack at Hydra’s head.

      Too slow!

      Hydra saw every grain of sand, every spot of soil, and where it would all land. Behind them he saw the nuances of Leonine’s every movement and their weakest points. He took half a step to the side, enough to have the slaver’s blade sweep harmlessly past his face. Meanwhile, his dagger darted out and struck the broadsword in just the right spot. The metal rattled as Leonine’s weapon was knocked aside. An opening in his form revealed itself to Hydra’s snake-like eye.

      Leonine was a battle-hardened veteran and used the rebound force of his sword striking a tree to bring it back around for another wild slice. Leaves and shrubs rustled in its passage.

      Hydra’s daggers rotated, flipping backward in his grips.

      He deflected the blow while dashing forward, his daggers grinding against the sword and sending sparks flying everywhere as he advanced. Hydra ducked, the slaver’s sword passing by inches overhead. He spun his daggers, completing a full rotation while springing back up. He gripped the hilts, bringing the daggers swiftly and fiercely down on Leonine’s chest. They cut through two thick layers of armor and embedded themselves in Leonine’s body.

      The slaver’s broadsword hit the ground with a thud. 

      Leonine’s eyes were wide as saucers.  He couldn’t believe what he saw. He clung to Hydra’s wrists, too late to stop him from digging the daggers in deeper, inch by inch.

      “Do you feel… despair? Terror? Rage?” Hydra was soaked in sweat, a twisted and insane grin on his face. “This isn’t enough. Not nearly enough!”

      Hydra yanked his daggers free, and as Leonine stumbled forward, he swept around behind. One dagger severed both of Leonine’s Achilles tendons and sent him to his knees.

      “It’s my custom to cut traitors apart, piece by piece. But I don’t want to kill you today. Do you know why?” Hydra’s chest heaved like a mad bull. He could hardly stand straight. In the midst of his madness, he was never more like a demon. “Because that would be letting you off too easily. I want you to learn what real pain is. What real despair is.”

      “No… no!”

       Leonine understood. He watched Hydra’s hideous grinning face disappear into the jungles. His right leg was already useless and when he tried to pull himself forward using his sword, the slaver collapsed back to the ground.

      “Hydra, you motherfucker, get back here! Fight me!”

      He wailed into the trees, a scream full of fury and anguish that echoed through the oasis like the cry of an impotent beast. He pulled himself step by agonizing step towards the outpost.

      If he could choose, he would’ve chosen to die with Hydra. He would’ve chosen to end his own life rather than risk theirs. But now… now, there was nothing he could do! 

      With the image of Hydra’s psychotic face in mind, Leonine struggled for fifteen minutes before exhaustion overcame him. There was rustling from the undergrowth. Glossy green eyes stared at him.

      These were dangerous wilds, where mutant leopards hunted. They had jutting fangs, sharp as swords, like that of saber-toothed tigers, and now they circled a wounded prey waiting for the moment to pounce.

      Suddenly, a dagger whistled through the air and planted itself into one of the creatures’ eyes. 

      The other leopards roared in anger and threw themselves towards where the sneak attack had come from. When they plowed through the jungle, they were met with an enormous melon-shaped hammer which smashed one of them into pulp. The creatures realized their foe was too dangerous to bother with and bounded off into the distance.

      The last four people he’d ever expected to see appeared before him.

      Cloudhawk had fallen unconscious and was slung over Mantis’s back. He had several obvious wounds on him that had already been sutured closed. Artemis staggered on a wounded left leg and carried her hammer in her left hand to favor an injured right shoulder. Both had only been bandaged. As for the Queen, she had broken one of her arms and several ribs. Although she could walk, she was completely spent.

      Mantis was in the best condition. However, towards the end, he had to face over a dozen sweepers in close combat, which wasn’t his forte; in fact, he wasn’t even as capable as Leonine in this regard. Four or five patches on his body were clearly covered in blood.

      They actually survived? This had to mean they’d beaten the sweepers!

      Leonine couldn’t understand how the mutants could have lost. Their appearance drained the last little bit of hope out of him. It meant they hadn’t taken the outpost and Hydra could return to his territory safely as the one true ruler.

      “What are you doing here?” Artemis gave him a queer look. “Where’s Hydra!?”

      Leonine hurriedly cried out, “Take me back to the outpost. Bring me back there!”

      The outpost’s forces had suffered a huge blow by this power struggle. Most of their best men and elite troops were dead. 

      When its leader returned, his first order of business was not to see to his wounds. Instead, he grabbed three people and tortured them with every method he knew. In the end, one large and two small, savagely brutalized corpses were nailed to the outer wall, flaunting his handy work.

      When they got back to the outpost and Leonine saw this scene, he let loose an inhuman wail. The slaver shoved off Artemis and flung himself to the base of the walls, holding out his ten mutilated fingers pleadingly like a beaten vagrant. He threw his head against the ground again and again until blood flowed freely.

      This stoic, powerful man completely lost his mind. Everything important to him, all of his hopes, his reasons for living – they were pinned to that wall.

      Artemis shook her head when she understood what had happened. “Poor bastard.”

      Suddenly, a group of soldiers rushed out from the outpost and tried to drag him inside. He fought them off with the last of his strength and staggered back towards the others like a man grasping at his final straw.

      “Help me kill him. Help me kill Hydra! HELP ME KILL THAT BASTARD!”

      Half a dozen soldiers pulled him away. He flailed against them and his mangled fingers clawed trenches in the ground.  He clawed until there was little more than bone, screaming for help as they disappeared from sight. His voice rang through the air, insane and savage. “Help me kill Hydra!”

      Mantis watched all this happen with his customarily impassive face.  Artemis, however, had a mocking smile on her face. “He really is an absolute dumb fuck.”

      The Queen was most conflicted. She raised her head and looked at the grizzly result of Hydra’s anger. Her eyes watered as she looked at these bodies, tortured so badly that they didn’t even look human. “Gods,” she whispered to herself. “Please forgive me!”

      Hydra had injected himself with a syringe of panacea. His wounds were slowly healing. The outpost leader had been preparing to fight those sweeper bastards to the death so when the four people appeared before his eyes, he could hardly believe it.

      “Ah-hahaha!” He bounded over to them grinning broadly. “Never woulda thought. I never woulda thought you’d make it when it all went tits up. I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to know you killed those three assholes. Without them, the demon’s power throughout the wastelands takes a big hit. We’re gonna kill that bastard!”

      Hydra felt like he was walking with the blessings of the gods themselves. 

      He survived betrayal from the one person he trusted most and then took care of the slaver that tried to hunt him down. Then in this precarious moment, he finds that the demon hunter – a gift from the Elysian lands – had dealt with the sweepers. Indeed, the outpost had suffered for it, but any cost was worth killing those three lapdogs.

      “I imagine the bastard will hear the news soon. He’ll definitely show up now. He has to. We’ve gotta prepare.” Hydra clapped his hands and a group of handmaidens gingerly scampered in. “Look after your wounds.  Feel free to take whatever you need. Starting now, we have to be battle ready.”

      This demon hunter was something else! With her by his side, he couldn’t lose!

      Her cold voice rasped through the air. “I need two syringes of panacea.”

      He winced slightly when he heard her. “Why two?”

      Her eyes moved to Cloudhawk who was still unconscious. Hydra knew what she meant, but the kid was hardly worth his salt. Even if he survived, he wasn’t going to be any use in the final fight.

      So his voice turned distant as he answered, “He’s too badly hurt. He’s lost so much blood, even panacea won’t save him. We’ve only got two syringes of the precious stuff left and it’d be better to save ‘em for when they’re needed most, right?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen tepidly responded, “Fine. Then I want something else from you.”

      Hydra had expected a little push back, but when he saw her abandon the request, he relaxed. It looked like this kid wasn’t all that important to her after all. “Anything for the mighty demon slayer! Say the word.”

      Her hoarse and sinister voice crackled from the mask: “I want your life.”

      Before he could react, she was in front of him with her hand on his chest. Frightened, he tried to shove her away but it was too late. He was filled with a wave of heat that swept through every inch of him like a burning train car of coal.

      “Aaaahhhh!”

      Hydra was turned into a statue of solid black carbon. The last thought running through his mind before it all burned away was why she’d wanted to kill him.
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      The maids screamed and scattered in all directions.

      Artemis stared dumbly at the blackened remains of what had been Hydra, whose limbs were frozen in a defensive posture. Tendrils of white smoke slithered from his wide open eye sockets and distended mouth. She couldn’t believe this was the way the tyrant of the outpost was fated to die.

      Mantis frowned at the Queen. “Why?”

      Her breathing was slightly rapid as she responded. “You don’t understand what it feels like to lose someone close. What he did disgusted me.”

      “So you killed him for that?” Artemis wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. Outside, she’d mocked the slaver and moments later, she watched the Queen burn Hydra to a crisp. The contrast was a slap to the face. “Do you have any idea how important he was? Now that he’s dead, there’ll be anarchy in the outpost. Who’s going to organize the forces when the enemy comes?”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen didn’t think too deeply on it. Hydra had some skill, but one more or less of him wasn’t going to make any sort of difference. He’d lost his worth when she saw his hateful acts. So she killed him.

      “The outpost has a new leader.”

      “A new leader? The only people with the prestige and abilities to lead were Hydra and Snaketooth, and both of them are dead. Who the hell will lead?”

      “You.”

      In one sentence, the Queen shut Artemis up. She gaped at the demon hunter in disbelief. Artemis was probably one of the three strongest in the outpost, but being a woman put her at a disadvantage. Only a woman with the overwhelming power of someone like the Queen would be able to overawe and tame a group of unruly wastelanders.

      However, the situation right now was rather special. Hydra was dead, as was his brother and most of their best fighters. The ones who remained hadn’t been trusted by the brothers or were too weak. It seemed like maybe there really was a possibility for Artemis to assume leadership.

      Artemis was at a loss.  Everything was so sudden.

      She voiced her doubts. “Won’t there be a problem if a woman leads? I’m not sure of my chances.  Let’s forget about it!”

      The Queen didn’t bother arguing with her. Artemis didn’t seem to quite realize the reality of the situation – she was going to do it, whether because she wanted to or because she had to. Artemis had quite the reputation here, and with the demon hunter’s backing, anyone who challenged her would die. Why was she hesitating?

      It was decided – no more discussion was needed. The Queen required the power of the outpost to help her against the demon. He surely would come, but she didn’t know when. For now, they had to get everything ready.

      Mantis found three more panacea syringes in what used to be Hydra’s living quarters and gave one each to the Queen and Cloudhawk. Her wounds weren’t too serious and would be gone in a matter of days. For the boy, it was up to luck. Both his injuries were life threatening and in fact, he was only still alive because of his recovery abilities.

      Panacea was a powerful regenerative agent and Cloudhawk’s own capabilities were decent. The two effects combined had much higher efficacy and would give him the best shot of making it, so maybe there was hope. Whether or not he made it would be decided by fate.
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      Cloudhawk felt like he was falling through a dark abyss. He tumbled for what felt like an eternity, never reaching the bottom. Was this what death felt like? He felt his mind grow hazy, becoming more muddled by the second. He knew that when he lost consciousness, he would never wake up again.

      I can’t die! Not here, not now! There’s still so much I want to do!

      He hadn’t taken revenge on the one who ordered his friends’ deaths. Mad Dog and Slyfox’s killer still roamed free. He hadn’t achieved his dream of leaving the wastelands either. How could he die now? He was filled with defiance, an anger that burned away the confusion threatening to consume his mind.

      When his eyes shot open, Cloudhawk found himself lying in pitch darkness. Eventually, the haze cleared from his eyes and he looked out over a vast dark sea. 

      Splash!

      He tumbled into the water. Suddenly, an endless pressure closed in on him from all sides. It was so intense that he was afraid he’d be crushed into pulp. The pressure was both suffocating and excruciatingly painful.

      Cloudhawk struggled, trying not to drown.

      Suddenly, a powerful consciousness appeared from within the recesses of his mind. “Please focus your will!”

      Cloudhawk felt like something wasn’t right. For some reason, this place seemed familiar, like he’d been here before in a dream. He recalled meeting someone here, a mysterious stranger who claimed to be the previous owner of the stone Cloudhawk wore around his neck.

      Of course he wouldn’t forget it. Ever since then, he’d been able to recognize and call on the resonance of relics. He’d been a typical scavenger who somehow was able to survive until now because of this power. Without that strange experience, he’d have been ignored by the Queen and likely be dead.

      The profound and mysterious consciousness continued to speak through his mind. “Please focus your will!”

      He didn’t understand what the voice was trying to say. All he could focus on was the intense pain, both from the crushing water and the suffocating pressure. Together, they threatened to shatter his psyche.

      “Please focus your will!”

      For the third time the voice pleaded with him. He couldn’t grasp what it meant in the context of his current situation, so he did the only thing he could. He relaxed his whole body and calmed his mind.

      A sense of ease came over him. The pressure and sensation of drowning melted away.

      Cloudhawk then felt the waters infiltrating his body, through his eye sockets, his ears, and every pore in his body. Things began to change. The sensation running through his body was familiar, just like last time.

      But there was something different. Before, the mysterious figure had injected him with the power directly, while this time Cloudhawk’s body drank it in of its own accord. Judging by the scale of his absorption, it was a far greater volume now.

      This process was some kind of power transfer! Cloudhawk could feel it empowering his psychic energy, making it surge!

      The mysterious stranger had locked his consciousness in the stone and Cloudhawk was able to resonate with it. Because of this, he was able to inherit the stranger’s power – only, there was far too much of it. It felt as vast as an ocean, endlessly stretching in every direction. It showed that when this stranger was alive, he had to have been even stronger than the Bloodsoaked Queen!

      Someone this strong had to have been a famous figure. What was his background?

      Cloudhawk could sense that whoever he was, he considered himself a failure and wanted Cloudhawk to finish what he started. But Cloudhawk found the thought curious. If someone as powerful as this mysterious man had failed, what made him think a kid like Cloudhawk could succeed?

      It was all too convoluted, too strange, too mysterious.

      Cloudhawk pushed these distracting thoughts from his mind. His body was consumed with a sudden tearing pain which he knew meant he’d reached his limit.

      The vast sea disappeared. His consciousness returned.

      The first thing he felt when he opened his eyes was intense pain. It was an anguish that wracked his whole body. Underneath the pain was a maddening itch that wouldn’t go away. Cloudhawk pulled up his clothes to survey the damage and found his wounds were stitched. He could tell by the sutures that Mantis had done it.

      They’d won. Fuckin’ a!

      The pain and itching both originated from his healing injuries. Pain was expected, since in the Wastelands, there wasn’t much in the way of anesthetics. If you got hurt out here, you gritted your teeth and bore it.

      As for the itching, it was a reaction to the panacea. It increased healing by more than a factor of ten – a wound that would likely take ten days to heal would be fully recovered in one. The intense itch was from skin, muscle, and bone knitting back together at breakneck speed. Altogether, it was less bearable than the pain.

      Panacea wasn’t perfect and was intended to be used with antipruritics and nutrient supplements. These days, however, supplies were limited. Such impressive medicines were longer accessible, so having the panacea alone was the best they could do.

      There were two primary side effects.

      The first was the itching, which could get so bad that it drove some sufferers insane. In the old days, anti-itch medications were a requirement because most normal people couldn’t stand it.

      The second was the strain it put on the victim’s body. Panacea itself didn’t provide any regenerative benefits; in fact, it was just a powerful steroid hormone. Agents within it stirred the latent potential of every cell to instigate recovery. Using too much of it was like trying to squeeze the last bit of water from a dry sponge. The victim would draw too much from his own body and ultimately reduce his life expectancy. To prevent this side effect, it used to be paired with nutrient supplements.

      Cloudhawk didn’t know any of this. He was focused on the intense hunger and the sound of his angry bowels, probably due to the strain the healing put on his body. He struggled mightily to get out of bed, before hunting down one of the maidservants and telling her to prepare a large table of food. Whatever they had. Everything the outpost could offer. He thought he deserved a big meal to help him recover quickly.
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      Cloudhawk gorged himself on food and drink, using the nutrients to help his wounds recover faster. At the current rate, he figured he’d be back to normal in three days. While the panacea certainly helped, his rapid recovery was mostly due to his own regenerative abilities.

      In the midst of his meal, Cloudhawk could hear boots approaching.

      A lithe and beautiful woman appeared, short of hair and stature but very well proportioned. She wore no armor, and her chest was concealed by nothing more than a tube top that left her enticing abdomen bare to the eye. The ample protrusions in front caught the eye of many, as did her leather-wrapped rump. Her pants were skin tight and outlined every curve on her powerful legs – not long, not short, but well sculpted.

      Artemis didn’t have as beautiful a face as the Bloodsoaked Queen, but the demon hunter had been born in the Elysian lands. Her family was respected and affluent, so she had been given the best growing up. Artemis, on the other hand, was a wild woman from a wild place. She was a wastelander, through and through. The two ladies had led very different lives, and judging by wastelander standards, Artemis was a rare and incredible specimen.

      “Well, well… I didn’t think little brother was going to make it – or that he could eat like this. No wonder I have an eye for you, eh?”

      She wrapped him in a hug.

      One might expect a hug from a beautiful woman to be a pleasant experience, but she snatched him up with all the force of a grizzly bear. Far from pleasant, Cloudhawk’s eyes nearly popped out of his skull, and his neck nearly snapped. He slapped her arms, entreating mercy. “Let go. Lemme go!”

      “Sorry, sorry – I got excited. You alright?” Her words were apologetic, but her face told a different story. She released Cloudhawk and pressed a hand to his cheek. “I want to tell you some good news. From now on, I’m the leader of this outpost!”

      The news surprised him. “What about Hydra?”

      She rolled her eyes at his stupid question. If Hydra were alive, how could she lead? Speaking of Hydra, she was reminded of something the Bloodsoaked Queen had ordered. “Are you full? Come with me. We’re going to visit the dungeon. We’ve got to let someone out.”

      As they traversed the fort – and in fact, the whole outpost – Cloudhawk could hear the sounds of battle. Everything seemed chaotic, and neither the Queen nor Mantis was anywhere to be found. Presumably, they were out dealing with those rebelling against Hydra’s replacement.

      Artemis wobbled unsteadily as they walked the streets, favoring her bandaged leg and shoulder. She couldn’t help clean up the rioters in her condition. Instead, they made their way to the dungeons and stopped in front of one of the cages therein.

      When Cloudhawk saw who it was, he was both perplexed and curious. His confusion and curiosity eventually turned to astonishment. “This is Leonine? What the hell happened?”

      The last time he saw him, the slaver was a bearded, stalwart veteran, deadly as a lion. The man before him now was completely different. His eyes were sunken and dull. His hair had all gone white. He sat there like a husk with no spirit to speak of. He seemed to have aged forty years overnight. The man in the cage looked like a walking corpse waiting to rot away.

      That tenacious, stout warrior had completely disappeared. The person he was now was all but a lifeless corpse.

      Artemis approached him and unlocked his shackles. “Sorry. I guess I forgot you were in here. I’m sure you already heard that the demon hunter killed Hydra, so you’re free – off you go!”

      Leonine’s legs were mostly useless.  Hydra had severed his tendons, turning him into a cripple. But even if he were completely healthy, all his reasons for living had been taken away, which made him no different from a complete cripple anyway. He lifted his withered face and stared at the two of them as though through a haze. A hoarse voice croaked through his mouth, “My wife? My children?”
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      Thirty minutes later, three grave mounds had appeared in front of the outpost. They’d been made with dirt and stone, humble resting places no one would recognize. But they were the product of Leonine’s own hands, and the effort turned his already mangled appendages into bloody messes. He didn’t seem to feel pain – or feel anything at all. His expression never changed the entire time he was building those graves.

      Three unrecognizable bodies were interred within.

      Cloudhawk remembered a passage about funerals from the ancient books. He found three candles and placed one before each body. Their tiny flames flickered valiantly in defiance of death. Their tiny rebellion was touching.

      Leonine knelt before the graves, staring dumbly at the lights.

      The candlelight fought off the encroaching darkness, like a border separating life and death. In their dim light, Leonine thought he could see familiar figures, hear familiar voices.

      “Daddy, you said that I’m a man. I have to protect my mom and my sister!”

      “Brother and mommy are always being bullied by bad men. You have to stay, daddy.”

      “I don’t feel bad. Honest, I don’t…”

      “It doesn’t matter what happens… I believe in you!”

      Leonine’s face twisted into strange expressions, somewhere between wanting to cry and wanting to laugh. He muttered to himself, face covered in tears, unable to separate the real from the imagined. He’d lost his mind.

      “Look at that poor bastard. He’s gone nuts.” Artemis could hardly look at him, and though she made no effort to keep her voice low, Leonine didn’t seem to hear. “He helped make me leader. We should help him.”

      Cloudhawk knew what she meant. He thrust out with the sharp end of his exorcist rod and pushed it through the back of Leonine’s neck. The drill point poked out from the base of his throat on the other side, and his steaming blood spilled out over the graves. The spray extinguished the three tiny candles.

      A few minutes later, a fourth grave was dug.

      It was situated in front of the other three like a staunch protector against the wind and rain. Leonine would protect them in death as he tried to in life. Cloudhawk and Artemis left, leaving the graves alone with no markings or tombstones. No one would remember them or the torture they’d suffered.

      Leonine had been the definition of a wastelander.  Countless graves marking countless stories like his were strewn across the blasted lands. The world was like a callous and indifferent bystander, watching humans play out their sad stories in the tragedy called life.

      Artemis hobbled back towards the fort and asked, “Do you think people need faith?”

      “Of course!” Cloudhawk answered her with a serious expression. He looked at her. “Everyone has faith. I do. The Queen does. Even the sweepers have faith. It was the same for Leonine and Hydra. It’s how we know we’re alive. You can’t survive without it.”

      “So what do you believe in?” She asked, “Can you tell me?”

      Cloudhawk had nothing to hide. “I have faith that I’ll leave the wastelands. I want to see the rest of the world, find a place where there isn’t any killing or pain. I want to find a paradise, a place without schemes.”

      Artemis clicked her tongue. “Is there such a place? Quit fuckin’ dreaming! I’ve never had my head in the clouds. Is that living? People like you are just senseless. You need to get over yourself.”

      Cloudhawk was in a sour mood. He didn’t bother with her anymore.

      Three days of recovery passed. By now, Cloudhawk’s wounds were mostly healed, and he could get around without any pain or impediment. The young scavenger thought about his near-death experience and the power he’d found within the stone that was funneled into him. 

      Unless he was mistaken, he should be stronger than ever now.

      He began by practicing the demon hunter postures that the Queen had taught him. He managed to get to number twelve before having to stop. His lack of progress confirmed his guess that the stone hadn’t improved him physically, only mentally. The next question was how much had his psychic energy developed?

      Cloudhawk covered himself in his invisibility cloak and channeled his psychic energy through it. Almost immediately, he resonated with it, summoning its powers. A vibration thrummed and spread out through the area, causing light to warp. Then, he disappeared.

      It was different! Completely different!

      Using the cloak now didn’t feel draining to him at all, even after maintaining it for more than ten seconds. He also sensed immediately that he was faster and more buoyant.

      Extrapolating from his experiences, Cloudhawk figured he’d been using twenty percent of the cloak’s capabilities before. Now, maybe it was closer to forty percent. Whereas before the longest he could stay hidden was twelve seconds, now he could maintain the relic for several minutes.

      Judging from how the Queen used relics – especially the phoenix gourd – one could understand how a relic worked. Specifically, they relied on the power of the bearer. The more psychic energy the Queen poured into the gourd, the more powerful the phoenix she was able to summon. When she was weakened, the phoenix would be correspondingly weaker.

      That was the relationship between demon hunters and their relics.

      In the hands of the legendary demon hunters, even the simplest relics could summon earth-shaking power. Give a rookie demon hunter the mightiest relic in the world and he wouldn’t be able to use it. He’d be better off with an exorcist rod.

      Cloudhawk could see that his psychic powers had improved considerably.
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      Greenland Outpost always had unstable elements within its walls. Hydra had wanted to stand on his own, but there were certainly those who had different ideas.

      Independence meant conflict, and conflict meant combat. Combat lead to death. Unless one had a vested interest, one wouldn’t be eager to fight and possibly lose one’s life. And so, even if Hydra were still alive, it was unlikely that the outpost would have maintained the same level of stability it had before. Unrest flourished without the former leader’s iron-fisted hold and the threat of a cruel end.

      Artemis was powerful, at least more powerful than most. But since she was a woman, it was hard for others to recognize her authority. The demon would strike back soon. He had to after what happened to his lieutenants. Stabilizing the situation and preparing for his arrival was a priority.

      In the last several days, the Bloodsoaked Queen had only come to visit Cloudhawk once. The rest of her time was spent purging the outpost of dissidents. She ruthlessly eliminated opposition to Artemis’s reign while generously showering followers with food and water. She tempered brutality with mercy to pacify the masses and bring the situation under control step by step.

      The Queen was young, so she still found herself prone to rash and reckless decisions. She showed it when she ran into the wastelands to hunt a demon on her own as well as when she killed Hydra. However, one could not deny her effectiveness. Blackflag Outpost had been in turmoil when she arrived, but through her bloody methods, it was reorganized. She brought rules, built a foundation, and in less than a year, the chaos had largely subsided.

      Greenland Outpost was ten times more complicated than Blackflag Outpost had been. Nonetheless, the Queen’s oppressive strength was an important deterrent.  As they shared Hydra’s stores of personal wealth, the morale of the general populace improved. Gradually, most of the outpost’s denizens came to accept the new status quo.

      Her specific methods were unclear to Cloudhawk. As he recovered, he spent most of his time with the outpost’s new leader. Although Artemis was subject to moods swings, she was a denizen of the wastelands and knew their plight. Speaking with her felt more relatable and less stuffy than when the young man tried to talk to the Queen.

      Artemis, on the other hand, found Cloudhawk to be unique.

      At first, she thought he was a demon hunter or perhaps an apprentice. She’d wanted to bed him and add another special notch to her proverbial belt. But over time, she found that he was just a special sort of wastelander. There were things about him that were completely unlike any other wastelander she’d ever met. He was pure and naïve.

      Those were not words one usually used to describe the wretches of the wilds.

      Cloudhawk was a miraculous existence in a place where evil reigned. For him to live so long in the face of cruelty and indifference and still hold the views he held was something that surpassed whatever thrills of the flesh she’d imagined.

      Today, Artemis picked up her fifty-pound hammer and called a dozen soldiers together, “Y’all are coming with me. I’m gonna lead you into the fight.”

      Her proclamation took Cloudhawk by surprise. It was quite sudden. “The fight? Who are we fighting?”

      “I just got some news,” Artemis said, a cloud of anger crossing her face. “There’s someone in the outpost called Salamander – the asshole always hated me, and now, he’s gathered a few people he’s planning to lead out of here. We’ve gotta deal with ‘em. Otherwise, others will think it’s ok to just up and leave.”

      “A handful of people aren’t going to make a difference. Plus, you aren’t healed yet, and the Queen said you shouldn’t leave the fort.” Cloudhawk eyed the men she’d gathered suspiciously. Clearly, this gathering hadn’t been the Queen’s idea. It was just Artemis playing out a personal grudge. “Anyway, do you think we have enough soldiers? How strong is Salamander?”

      Anyone in the wastelands with a title had earned it somehow.

      “Salamander didn’t follow the rules even when Hydra was alive, so Hydra didn’t pay him much mind. He isn’t weak but is also not strong enough to be any sort of threat. He’s only got a handful of people who listen to him.” Artemis rested her hammer on the floor. It struck hard enough to crack stone. “I’m no cripple. I’m more than healed enough to deal with this irritating shit.”

      This woman was as rash as she was unreliable.

      He couldn’t help but continue to challenge her, “We should at least tell the Queen. Or if not, have Mantis come with us.”

      “They’re busy. When will they have time? I’ve always had enemies, and this guy’s pissed me off before. I won’t sit by and watch him swagger out with my people.” Anger had crept into her voice, “So are you fuckin’ comin’ or not?!”

      The decision was already made, so Cloudhawk could only agree. Anyway, he wanted to try out his new powers and see what he could do.

      “I knew I wasn’t wrong about you. Wait till we finish dealing with this asshole and big sister will treat you right!” She beamed at him. “Come on, let’s get our stuff.”

      Salamander had taken his people out into the oasis and was camped in the ruins. Although he was considered an elite member of the outpost, Artemis never saw him as anything but an asshole. Now, she was the leader and had access to the best equipment in camp. What did she have to fear?

      Cloudhawk picked out a revolver from the armory, one with a nasty punch just in case. A few minutes later, he was following Artemis and her group into the oasis. He was wary, for although Salamander wasn’t as capable as Artemis, he’d gotten the better of her before. They couldn’t be careless.

      Artemis didn’t rush in recklessly. She sent scouts ahead to see what they were walking in to.

      The oasis ruins weren’t far from the outpost. All along the path, it was bestrewn with grotesque statues in various states of disrepair and the twisted remains of structures. The style of these ruins was different from those in other sectors. They seemed like they were deposited from somewhere else. They looked much older, presumably having been plucked several thousand years ago by some mysterious power and then dropped into the middle of a jungle.

      These sorts of bizarre scenes weren’t rare sights in the wastelands. Although no one knew where they’d come from, they weren’t anything special to those who lived in these blasted lands.

      “Boss, I found ‘em!” One of the outpost scouts came trotting over to her. “They’re getting ready in the center of the statue garden. I counted ten to twelve, with three or four outfitted for long-range combat.”

      “As expected.” A grin spread across Artemis’ face. Her soldiers were skilled and well equipped, and with the advantage of a sneak attack, their chances were better than good. She waved to the left and to the right. “With me!”

      Statues and pillars blanketed in moss and crawling vines were spread across the area. There had to be hundreds of them, set up in some sort of strange formation. It was a good spot to avoid the oasis monsters and fight back if any did attack, making it an ideal place for those trying to leave.

      Only Cloudhawk felt something was off. It was already the afternoon. Anyone who wanted to defect would have to take time into consideration. Why would they have stopped here? But Artemis was thirsty for revenge, and there was no dragging her back. Instead, he stayed back towards the rear of their group, so that if things went sour, he could run.

      “Kill ‘em!” Impatience got the better of Artemis, and she screamed the order, “Salamander, you’re a dead man!”

      The sound of twanging bow strings and igniting gunpowder echoed through the area. Several of the men in the center of the statues fell. Artemis led the charge, swinging her mighty hammer. She caught one of Salamander’s men and sent him flying. The momentum swung her around and flung her into the air. She completed a full circle before heaving her hammer down towards one man in the center of the crowd.

      “Artemis, you actually came!”

      Salamander was a towering white man wearing a helmet, goggles, and a breathing mask. He was covered in armor, wore gloves, and had leather boots rising to calf height. There wasn’t an inch of him exposed to the sun, a characteristic that lent him a mysterious air. When he saw Artemis, he was not surprised, and in fact, greeted her with a taunting sneer. Like an eel, he slithered out of harm’s way and Artemis’s hammer buried itself bloodlessly into the ground.

      She didn’t lift her hammer back up and instead used it to support herself as she flung her right leg at him. It streaked down from overhead like a battleax, but Salamander capably dodged again. But no sooner did her two legs hit the ground than she sprang up and kicked again. One of the statues in her way exploded into fragments.

      The flurry of attacks was making it difficult for Salamander to stay out of reach.

      Although the two of them were considered peers, Salamander’s abilities were primarily regenerative in nature. He was comparatively weaker in power and speed. No matter how good a healer he was, it wouldn’t help him against her. He couldn’t recover if he was turned into a fleshy puddle.

      As he watched the scene, Cloudhawk recognized the large difference in skill between the two. He didn’t have to get involved. Artemis had the fight well in hand.

      Artemis flipped her head back, flinging her hair aside to reveal a wild and feral expression. She looked like a vengeful panther. “You’ve almost killed me a couple of times. You think I’m just gonna let your worthless ass go?”

      “As always, you’re all muscle and no brains. That’s why I’ve been able to teach you lesson after lesson.” On the surface, it looked like Salamander was in a difficult spot, but he was perfectly calm. He seemed unaware, or perhaps unconcerned, with his hopeless situation. “If I wanted to leave without you knowing, you’d have never heard a thing. You only knew because I wanted you to know.”

      Artemis’s thin brows scrunched together. What was this guy saying?

      Cloudhawk had already been fighting the nagging feeling that something was wrong when suddenly, an acute sense of danger washed over him. From behind, he heard the sound of heavy footsteps followed by a gust of air and pressure. Cloudhawk reflexively threw himself to the side just fast enough to avoid the spiked iron cudgel that whipped by and smashed into the ground. The stone floor he’d been standing on was turned to powder.

      Shards of rock-like bullets exploded in every direction. Cloudhawk’s cheek burned.  Some of the shrapnel must have hit him. He turned to see the attacker.

      The man was a giant standing nearly ten feet tall and covered in plate armor. All of it had to weigh a hundred pounds, not including the vicious fifty-pound cudgel he wielded like a meat grinder.

      “Sweepers!”

      One, two, three… monstrous maneaters appeared from behind the statues where they’d been hiding. The demon’s slain henchmen hadn’t brought this many with them to the outpost, and these sweepers were better outfitted than any Cloudhawk had seen before.

      Where the hell did they come from?!

      Could it mean…?

      Salamander fired a few darts at Artemis, forcing her to knock them away. Unfortunately, she didn’t notice the bulb-like protrusions covering them.  When she smacked them with her hammer they exploded into clouds of multicolored smoke. She sucked in a noxious breath and immediately her head felt muddled while her limbs lost all strength.

      “That’s why you’ll never beat me!”

      Artemis fumbled with her hammer like a drunk woman. She stumbled several paces before she lost control and toppled to the floor.

      Motherfucker! Trapped again! And she’d gotten Cloudhawk tied up in this. Artemis was humiliated and enraged.
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      The maneater swung its spiked weapon, smashing the nearby statues apart as though they were made of tofu. They exploded into shrapnel. Cloudhawk had dodged the attack, but the resulting force of the blow struck him like a blast of thunder and knocked him to the ground.

      “Aaaaaooogghhh!”

      The beast didn’t give Cloudhawk a chance to run. It roared and lifted its cudgel for another strike.

      Lying helplessly on the floor, the boy whipped his revolver from his waist and got off a shot. What happened next shocked him – as big as the maneater was, it moved with supernatural agility. It pulled the cudgel down in front of his face, deflecting the bullet aimed for its eye. The sparks that leapt off its iron cudgel seemed to mock Cloudhawk.

      Son of a bitch! This goddamn freak is too good!

      Cloudhawk didn’t bother with his exorcist rod. Even if he landed a blow, he doubted it’d do more than tickle this thing. But if he stayed within range of its cudgel, he was sure to be smashed to bits. His enemy was way more than he could handle.

      The maneater lifted its cudgel again. Cloudhawk tried to slither to the right like a desperate snake.

      Everywhere he scrambled to, the thunderous sounds of impact followed half a step behind. He was showered by rubble as stones were blasted apart.

      Each time its monkey-like prey skittered out of reach, the maneater only grew more enraged. Its twisted maw emanated roars that would make mountains tremble. It swung its cudgel ever faster as it chased down Cloudhawk. The cudgel was headed right for the boy’s skull, and there was no way he could dodge.

      Boom-!

      The spiked club struck the ground, forcing the stone statues nearby to tremble and crack. But when the maneater lifted its weapon, he found nothing in the pit he made. The mushy heap of blood and flesh it expected to see wasn’t there. A perplexed growl rumbled from its throat.

      Its pitifully limited brain couldn’t comprehend what happened to the human!

      By now, the other maneaters had emerged from their hiding places and were attacking the outpost soldiers. One of them charged club first into the group like a rhinoceros, which the humans responded to by blindly firing their weapons at him. But neither bow nor gun could pierce the monstrous mutant’s armor. More than a few of the outpost soldiers were crack shots – able to shoot a bullet right between their targets’ eyes – but their targets this time were just as capable. In the midst of their charge, they used their weapons to protect their vital parts.

      The maneater barreled through the hail of gunfire and into the group of hapless humans. The enormous iron club and the behemoth who wielded it bore down on them.

      Bang!

      A mangled body shot through the air and smacked into one of the half-collapsed statues. The corpse fell to the ground like a broken doll, leaving a crater where the statue used to be.

      “Run!”

      The soldier hardly had time to scream the word before a cudgel came crashing down on the back of his skull. Bits of bone went flying in all directions like broken glass, but the cudgel kept going. The soldier was smashed flat. Armor, weapons, clothes, and flesh were crushed into an indistinguishable mess.

      Every one of these creatures was terrifyingly strong! There was nothing these outpost soldiers could do against them!

      After falling prey to her foe’s poison, Artemis lay numbly in a heap on the ground. Though she couldn’t move her body, her mind was still sharp.  She could see and understand everything that was happening around her. Her pretty face was twisted with anger and regret – she had underestimated Salamander, which is going to cause her death and the deaths of all those she brought with her.

      “Salamander, you soft-dick shit sock! Now you’re the sweepers’ bitch, eh? You fuckin’ traitor!”

      “Me? A traitor? You don’t see the irony in that, coming from you?” Salamander’s hoarse voice was heavy with disdain. “It was fine that you were one of Hydra’s flunkies but to throw in with a demon hunter? You’ve brought the outpost to the brink of war – you’re the damn traitor! The hunter sees us wastelanders as pawns, tools she can use up and throw away. Do you actually think she gives a shit about any of us?”

      There wasn’t anything she could say to that. 

      Salamander was one of the oldest veterans of the outpost. He’d lived there for a decade before Hydra came and took power, but the late leader had never elevated him to a position of power. Hydra simply hadn’t trusted the man.

      Salamander, face full of rage, hissed at her, “I lived half my life in the outpost. I watched as it was built, as it grew prosperous and populated. I love this place more than anyone, and I would never betray my home! On the contrary, everything I do is to save the outpost from disaster. You and your people come along and want to use it as a tool. Your greed and ambition have tainted this jewel of the wastelands!”

      Artemis gritted her teeth. “What are you gonna do?”

      “The outpost needs a real leader. Someone from the wastelands who can bring real peace.” His voice grew cold, “As for the demon hunter? That self-righteous bitch? I’m going to kill her!”

      Artemis erupted in derisive laughter. “You think the demon gives a fuck about you? That asshole is gonna turn the outpost into nothing more than his personal farm. Why do you think Hydra was fighting for independence? You’re such a dumbass. Hahahaha!”

      Salamander’s eyes grew dark and spiteful, and he drew himself up like a man slighted. He kicked her brutally, so hard that she spat blood. “Shut your fucking mouth, you stupid bitch! Better a farm than a tool in the hands of some demon hunter!”

      In less than five minutes, the field of statues was caked in gore. Not a single warrior from the outpost survived.

      Ten maneaters trundled by, their footsteps making the ground quiver. Salamander didn’t trust them – maneater was just what people called these fifteen-foot tall mutants who were the elite of the sweeper forces. These ten, in particular, were the cream of the crop. If they turned on him, Salamander would only be able to tangle with one of them.

      One of them made for Artemis, who still lay prostrate on the ground.

      “No, this one might still be useful.” Salamander’s voice was strange and monstrous as it scratched through his mask. “It isn’t safe here. Let’s go.”

      The maneater snorted at him in irritation.

      Cloudhawk hid behind one of the statues, watching everything unfold. If Salamander wanted to kill Artemis right now, there wasn’t anything Cloudhawk could do. He couldn’t save her, not with these monsters at his beck and call. He’d only succeed in getting himself killed.

      Salamander took Artemis and left. Cloudhawk heaved a sigh.

      Should he return and tell the Bloodsoaked Queen? He was afraid that there wasn’t enough time, and who knew if he’d be able to find them again if he left. The worst of it was that sweepers had reappeared in the oasis. This was a bad omen.

      Artemis was a jackass, but she was the leader of Greenland Outpost! This was the worst time for her to get kidnapped. He had to get her back!

      Cloudhawk mulled over his options in his mind. A direct attack was out of the question; that would simply be suicide as the chance of success was practically zero. But he had to make a decision, so he did and began to follow Salamander.

      The masked man was none the wiser, continuing to lead the maneaters through the oasis for two hours. The sky had begun to darken, and after a little while longer, night fell.

      Salamander figured that soldiers from the outpost wouldn’t follow even if they found out. The oasis at night was too dangerous.  Even the maneaters didn’t want to risk trekking through it.

      “Take a break. Fifteen minutes!”

      Salamander dropped Artemis against a nearby tree and ordered a few of the maneaters to keep an eye on her. She was still incapable of moving her body. Meanwhile, Salamander was pondering how to get close enough to a nearby brook to get some water without getting snatched up by man-eating trees.

      Suddenly…

      A growl arose from within the underbrush, followed quickly by several bear-like figures closing in from all sides. Salamander had been a denizen of the outpost for over twenty years, so he knew the best routes through the oasis. This sector should not be hunting grounds for dire bears. Why had they appeared outside of their normal territory?

      Altogether, there were four or five dire bears. They were very different from the species they’d evolved from in the old days. They still had the recognizable characteristics of bears but were twice as big, had hides as thick as armor, and were strong enough to tear a man in two.

      Several of the maneaters answered the dire bears with challenging growls of their own.

      Oasis creatures were known for their foul temperament. Even though they knew their enemy was dangerous, they would never show any weakness… and so the dire bears roared back, with a few charging straight at the maneaters. Suddenly, the two groups of enormous beasts were locked in combat.

      This clash was, of course, Cloudhawk’s handiwork.

      He’d led the bears here and then hid with the help of his relic cloak, leaving the bears with no other target than his foes. Now that the maneaters were completely focused on the dire bears, he stealthily crept up to where Artemis lay. He gently nudged her shoulder and whispered in her ear, “Hey. You alright?”

      “The fuck? You aren’t dead?!”

      Cloudhawk flung her over his shoulder. Invisibility was pointless now, so he stopped channeling the relic’s power and ran for the outpost. 

      Salamander hadn’t been caught up in the battle with the dire bears, so he immediately saw that Artemis had been taken away. His face became a scowl. “Son of a bitch! Someone’s taken her. We have to go after them!”

      Cloudhawk hadn’t been running for more than five minutes before he heard footsteps quickly approaching from behind. Artemis glowered over his shoulder. “You can’t outrun Salamander. Forget about me and get out of here!”

      Salamander threw out his hand, and four or five darts whipped out towards them. They were envenomed and accurate, Cloudhawk knew, and if any of them hit, they’d be finished. He used his senses to dodge as many as he could, but one of them was aimed straight at Artemis.  Cloudhawk gritted his teeth and spun around, using himself as a shield. Artemis gaped at him. “You’re crazy!”

      He wasn’t, of course. The dart found its target but couldn’t pierce his masterwork relic cloak! It struck hard enough to leave a wound, but couldn’t deliver its venom.

      Cloudhawk and Salamander were faster than the lumbering maneaters. Some of them were still fighting the dire bears, and those that had come with their human leader fell behind after a few minutes. 

      As he’d demonstrated, Salamander was not only fast but also adept at throwing darts. So long as he was alive, they weren’t getting away. With no other options, Cloudhawk skidded to a halt and put Artemis down. He turned, brandished his exorcist rod, and glared threateningly at Salamander.

      “Heh. Take a good look at yourself, kid. You haven’t even grown any facial hair, and you want to fight me?”

      Cloudhawk’s response was to propel himself forwards on his two legs… and then, all of a sudden, he disappeared.

      Salamander stared at the empty air in disbelief. A moment later, an evil wind gusted his way, but by the time he reacted to protect himself, it was too late. The tri-bladed end of a metal staff was buried in his chest.

      Evidently, Cloudhawk’s skills and speed were far greater than he had expected.
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      Cloudhawk’s exorcist rod was constructed so that its sharpened end was a vicious three-edged point. The wounds it caused were large and difficult to heal. Salamander was caught off guard, resulting in the staff drilling four inches into his body [1]. Once it had buried itself in deep, Cloudhawk twisted his wrist, tearing open the wound even further.

      A typical person would not survive trauma like this. Even if it missed critical organs, the victim would bleed out and die. Cloudhawk heaved, trying to shove the staff in deeper and open the wound wider.

      Salamander’s left hand gripped the shaft of the weapon while his right hand flung poison darts towards the left side of Cloudhawk’s neck. The young scavenger jerked his staff free and dodged out of the way. Fresh blood spilled out onto the ground.

      “So this is… the power of a demon hunter!”

      Raspy breaths hissed through Salamander’s mask. He pressed his hands to the wound to try and stem the bleeding, all the while staring dementedly at his foe. He could hardly believe that this young punk had the talent of a demon hunter.

      Cloudhawk lamented the fact that he hadn’t killed him with his opening strike, but he figured the masked man had to be half-dead at least. Not only was the wound deep, but it was also ragged and grave.

      He soon discovered he was wrong.

      The ugly wound bled for ten seconds before the flow stopped. By the time Salamander withdrew his hands from the wound, it had almost completely closed up. What incredible healing ability!

      His talents weren’t in strength, agility, constitution, or control. Instead, he had a level of regenerative ability that was rarely seen. While it wasn’t to the level of that undead nightmare, the freak in black, Cloudhawk had never seen a normal human with this level of healing talent. It was at least several times superior to Cloudhawk’s!

      Clang!

      He knocked away the darts that were aimed his way. Salamander rushed ahead in their wake, throwing more darts with his left hand while his right gripped a glowing green dagger. The dart exploded in a hissing cloud of smoke right in front of Cloudhawk’s face mere moments before a deadly shadow fell over him.

      Salamander’s fighting style was insidious and relied on poison. Artemis had discovered that the hard way, but Cloudhawk was prepared after seeing what had happened to her. The moment the cloud of poison spread, he disappeared once more, using the cloud as cover to retreat.

      Salamander lunged into the spreading poisonous mist. His mask protected him from its ill effects so he could move through the toxic area freely. His target was gone, and he had no way of knowing where he’d vanished to. Worse, the power of the relic cloak made it so that Cloudhawk was too fast for Salamander to keep up. 

      However, as long as Salamander remained in the embrace of his poison, Cloudhawk couldn’t reach him either.

      The booming footsteps of maneaters shook the area as they neared. 

      The veteran wastelander felt like victory was in his grasp. This young demon hunter’s invisibility was troublesome but not insurmountable. Salamander slowly lifted his left hand, aimed a deadly dart towards where Artemis lay helpless, and let it fly.

      No! Cloudhawk scowled. This old fucker was crafty!

      He’d remained invisible to look for an opening to launch his next attack on the man. He hadn’t expected Salamander to turn on Artemis, who was unable to defend herself. He was forced to reveal himself.

      Cloudhawk was far away from the dart, so he wasn’t able to get to it in time to deflect the hateful thing. His hand went to his waist, gripped the handle of his revolver, and pulled it free. With all his psychic energy focused on the dart, it seemed to slow in mid-air.

      Bang!

      His bullet knocked the dart off its trajectory.

      Dread crept into Salamander’s heart. He witnessed the dart being shot out of the air, which meant his foe had superior control and reaction skills. The only other people with those talents in the outpost were their elite marksmen. In addition to this talent, the kid could vanish, which only made him deadlier.

      Hiding in the poison mist was no longer a safe option.

      Without hesitation, Salamander jumped, followed by the second crack of the pistol. Had he been half a second late, Cloudhawk’s shot would have hit him, but instead, it missed. He landed back on the ground, but due to his haste, he couldn’t stabilize his legs under himself. Taking advantage of the moment, Cloudhawk charged towards him, whipping his exorcist rod around. With no way to dodge, Salamander pulled out a dart and lifted his left arm to block the strike.

      Clang!

      The force of the blow made Salamander’s arm go numb. In the instant the staff was knocked away, he brought his sickly green dagger around to cut into Cloudhawk’s flesh. However, he didn’t feel the expected rending of skin. Instead, his dagger scraped harmlessly against the kid’s cloak. Whatever it was made of, his dagger couldn’t punch through! It was thin enough that he lacerated the skin, but the poison didn’t penetrate.

      Cloudhawk called on the power of his exorcist rod!

      His psychic energy was mightier than it had ever been, and calling the power of the staff no longer required him to focus so intensely. His staff came alive in an instant, unleashing unparalleled impact and tearing force so overwhelming that it smashed Salamander’s dart to splinters. It continued to press down until the staff landed on the veteran’s left arm.

      Salamander screamed in agony as his arm was smashed clean off!

      Cloudhawk followed up immediately after with another lunge at his enemy’s chest.

      The exorcist rod struck Salamander so hard that his armor was demolished. Vibrations from the impact shuddered through him and broke every one of his ribs and scrambled his organs. He was thrown fifteen feet away, hit the ground, and rolled away like a discarded rag doll. He was covered in blood, his flesh a mangled ruin. Even Salamander’s impressive healing abilities couldn’t save him anymore. At best, it would force him to linger on in pain until death finally took him.

      Cloudhawk approached, ready to deliver the killing blow.

      “Why are you so intent on destroying our paradise?” Salamander’s helmet and mask were ruined, revealing a head of white hair and a gaunt, wrinkled face. Blood trickled from the corner of his lips in thick rivulets. With what strength remained, he hacked out his words, “Devils… you’re all… just devils!”

      Cloudhawk looked down at the old, broken man beneath him. Another aged face emerged in his mind through his memories.

      It was a humble face: ordinary, undistinguished, and old. He’d kept Cloudhawk by his side ever since he was a child, teaching him to read, how to live. Cloudhawk was already beginning to forget what he looked like, recalling only his snow-white hair and wrinkled face. He always thought the old man looked like one who’d suffered the world’s ills yet still mourned the state of humanity. He was always staring out into the wastelands with eyes full of longing. In the end, he’d died, never having escaped the life of a scavenger.

      In this instant, Cloudhawk saw the two old men as one. He couldn’t bring himself to use his staff. Inwardly, his heart clenched.

      What have I done?

      With eyes full of hate, Salamander glared at him. “You demon hunters are all hypocrites! May the wastelands curse you. May you all languish in suffering. May you rot in hell for eternity!”

      He groped for his dagger with a quivering arm, lifting it from the ground. 

      He used it to open his own throat.

      “Get your head out of your ass!” Artemis was screaming at him from behind, “The sweepers are coming. We’ve gotta go!”

      Her pleas reached deaf ears. Cloudhawk didn’t feel any sense of victory or accomplishment after cutting down this old man. On the contrary, his heart sank. He just stared at the bloody corpse for a few moments, and then sank to his knees and closed its dim, glaring eyes. “I’m sorry. Go in peace,” he whispered.

      Two maneaters burst into view.

      Cloudhawk’s head snapped up and he glared at the beasts with blood-red eyes. He vanished, only to appear a moment later holding his exorcist rod high. With the force of a hurricane, he plowed the staff right into a maneater’s chest.

      Boom-!

      The pure force of his rage caved the beast’s armor. Even the maneater’s sturdy body couldn’t stop the impact from scrambling its organs.

      “Fucking DIE!”

      Cloudhawk leapt into the air, summoning another tempest of power which he brought crashing down on the maneater’s head. Its helmet cracked and fell away in pieces while the bone below was split. Its brains were splattered everywhere.

      He turned, once more summoning the might of his psychic power. Holding his staff with a white-knuckle grip, he brought it around to meet the second maneater’s cudgel!

      Like two tornadoes meeting, the area was buffeted with the force of their collision. Dirt and stone choked the air. Both the hulking monstrosity and Cloudhawk were knocked back a single pace. The young human quickly regained his footing, though, and with eyes the color of murder, he charged again. Incensed with an insanity to match the maneater’s strength, he thrust his staff forward like an arrow. It planted itself in the sweeper’s chest more effectively than a drill and chewed through its armor, its leathery flesh, and exploded from its back through a hole the size of a soup bowl. 

      The maneater crumbled to the ground with a wail.

      Cloudhawk stood amidst the carnage, gasping for breath. He was soaked in blood from head to toe.

      Artemis stared with wide eyes and a gaping mouth. The kid had slain two maneaters by himself – it was simply inconceivable. That meant he was almost as strong as she was!

      When did this kid become so tough?

      To Cloudhawk, the scope of his improvement was clear. In the past, he would have only been able to use his staff twice in a short period of time. From the start of this fight to its bloody end, he’d used it four times. Each strike was stronger than the last, and he could use it twice as often.

      “Let’s go!”

      Cloudhawk’s berserker rage had exhausted the agitation and sadness in his heart. He hurried over to Artemis, lifted her onto his back, and set off as fast as he could for the outpost. The maneaters were strong but not that fast. Escaping the rest of them was not difficult.

      After they returned, Mantis looked over the new outpost leader. He quickly diagnosed the poison Salamander had used and concocted an antidote. Once he injected it into her, she quickly began to recover.

      When the Queen heard the news, she hurried back to the fort. She was furious. Their little excursion had almost been fatal. “Did I not make it perfectly clear that you weren’t to go off on a whim?! What were you thinking? Were you thinking at all?”

      Artemis was in no mood, and in the face of the Queen’s rebuke, she shouted back, “That’s enough! I’m not gonna sit here while you order me around. Who the fuck do you think I am? Your goddamn toy?!”

      The Queen’s fist was coiled tight, ready to strike. A boiling heat flooded the area.

      Artemis felt it but was undeterred. “What? Are you gonna kill me? Go on, show us how little our lives mean to you!”

      Cloudhawk stepped between the two women. “Alright, that’s enough. It wasn’t pointless. We managed to find sweepers hiding near the outpost. That discovery was important.”

       “Hmph, what are you worried about?” Artemis cast Cloudhawk a withering glare. “Our self-righteous demon hunter won’t kill me. I’m still useful. Aren’t I?”

      How prideful was the Bloodsoaked Queen? This wastelander’s insubordination was a naked insult. With every passing moment, the threat of murder burned brighter in her eyes.

      From the start, these two women had not liked each other, and now their conflict was coming to a head. Eventually, Cloudhawk managed to diffuse the situation once more… but the bad blood was there, and it would only get worse.

      

      1. Depending on the location and one’s BMI, the typical chest wall thickness is about two inches.
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      Night fell, revealing the twinkling stars strewn across the dark sky. They shone from positions they’d held from time immemorial, like the eyes of the gods silently holding vigil over the toils of mortality.

      A petite figure sat atop Greenland Fort, the wind tossing her short hair. Though she’d lived all her life in the wastelands, her skin was smooth and free of blemishes. She suffered no tumors, and her features were normal and healthy. There was only the impetuous expression spread across her face to detract from her beauty.

      She was like a lioness of the wilds: untamed, beautiful, and ferocious. A fifteen-year-old boy was with her, and the two drank beneath the starlight. The young man was thin as a rake, but his body was lithe and shrewd. He had a head of tousled black hair. His eyes were especially unique – clear and bright.

      “I know that demon hunter doesn’t think I’m worth shit.” Artemis threw back her bottle and fiercely gulped down its contents. “What about you, huh? You think I’m some filthy peasant?”

      “The fuck you blabbering about? If you’re filthy, what the hell am I?” Cloudhawk shook his head. “Two months ago, I was a worthless scav. I’ve never viewed anyone as being ‘lowly’, and I’ve never thought of her kind as ‘noble’. We’re all just people. How does where we’re born make us better or worse than anyone else?”

      Artemis couldn’t help but chuckle. “You’re so stupid it’s cute.”

      “I admit the Queen’s got a shit temper, but overall, she’s not too bad. She’s not completely unreasonable.” Cloudhawk had come to see the wastelander woman beside him as a friend. He wasn’t sure what the Queen thought of him, but he saw her as a friend too. He hoped the two of them could get over their differences. “Anyway, you did kick up the shit. Recklessly chasing after Salamander nearly got our asses killed. So what if the Queen chewed you out a little? Why get all pissy about it?”

      She scowled and persisted, “So you also think it’s my fault!”

      Cloudhawk gently tried to persuade her, “The outpost is about to find itself in a nasty fight, and the Queen is the strongest fighter we’ve got. You’re the leader of this place. Now’s not the time to pick fights with allies.”

      “That goddamn woman’s always throwing her weight around. It pisses me off, but that’s not what really makes me angry.” Artemis paused to take a few swigs from her bottle and then wiped her mouth with her forearm. She swung her eyes towards the young man, her vision already blurry from drink. “Salamander was a lousy dog fucker, but he had a point. Demon hunters aren’t worth shit!”

      She pushed herself up onto unsteady legs and looked out over the outpost.

      “She just wants to use this place as a weapon against the sweepers, yeah? Willing to sacrifice all of us on the altar of her ‘mission.’ In that way, Hydra was fuckin’ right. At least he an’ his brother cared about this place because they needed it for their power. But the demon hunter? Nah. She doesn’t give a shit if these people live or die. The future of this place doesn’t even cross her mind. To her, we’re just pawns – useful only to get what she wants!”

      Cloudhawk couldn’t help but interrupt her diatribe, “I think you’ve got her wrong.”

      “Whaddid I say that wasn’t true, hm?” She turned around and looked at him. “You tell me then. What happens after she spanks the shit outta the demon? What then? What’s the outpost gonna do? Has she thought about our fates? Aren’t we wastelanders worthy of determinin’ our own destinies?!”

      Cloudhawk opened his mouth, but no words came out. He still saw the loathing in Salamander’s eyes, heard his curses ringing in his ears. They still nagged at him.

      When he spoke again, his voice was low, “There’s a lot in life we have no control over. The Queen, the sweepers, Salamander, you, me… there’s no difference. It’s all a matter of perspective. If the Queen is trying to use the outpost to kill the demon, why can’t the outpost use her to fight for its freedom? No more brutal rule under Hydra. No more life under sweeper control. From now on, all your food and water belongs to you – isn’t that a good thing?”

      Artemis was rendered speechless. She hadn’t thought about it that way.

      “You’re the leader now, so you have to take on a leader’s responsibilities. You gotta take a longer view. You work for no one, fight for no one. Greenland Outpost only belongs to the wastelands. War might be cruel, but it might also be a rebirth for this place.”

      Hydra was a puppet of the demon. If that monster could create one Hydra, what was to stop him from creating a second? A third? Why did the Greenland Outpost have to be somebody’s tool? Why couldn’t it determine its own fate?

      Cloudhawk grabbed the bottle from Artemis and took a hefty gulp. The burning warmth slipped down his gullet and into his belly, making his eyes water. When he looked back up at the stars, his eyes were a little hazy. “Down here under the stars, it doesn’t matter whether we accept our lives or not. It doesn’t matter if we’re obedient or stubborn – we’re all just dust. It doesn’t matter who you are, how strong you are… no one can take control of the future. We only got the present, and the only thing we can control is ourselves.”

      A laugh bubbled up in Artemis’s throat. “Now you’re speakin’ in fuckin’ riddles.”

      Cloudhawk scratched his head. “It’s something an old man told me once.”

      “Where’s that old man now?”

      “Dead. I buried him.”

      She shrugged at the revelation.

      Cloudhawk went on, “I think the Queen has her own reasons, her own troubles. You shouldn’t make ‘em worse. If Greenland Outpost survives this fight, it’ll be better off than ever.”

      “You’re right. The demon hunter isn’t our enemy. We gotta fight for ourselves – fight for our freedom!” She sounded like she’d made up her mind.

      “When it’s all over, how ‘bout you stay here with me? Whadda ya say?”

      Cloudhawk was stunned by the sudden offer. “Huh?”

      “You got a good head, better than mine, and got the power of a demon hunter. In time, you’re gonna be even stronger than Hydra.” Her eyes brightened with every word. “Didn’t you tell me you were looking for a peaceful place? You an’ me. Together, we can make one!”

      Her words stirred him.

      Nestled in the midst of the oasis with plenty of food and water… sure, the oasis was dangerous, but it was nothing they couldn’t handle. Cloudhawk was only around fifteen, and Artemis was in her early twenties. Both of them were young. In twenty or thirty years, maybe they could really succeed in building their own paradise.

      Artemis looked at Cloudhawk as he considered the matter. “Whadda ya think? We can switch places – you lead, and I can be your right hand. How’s that?”

      “I’m thinking!”

      He hardly finished the sentence before he was suddenly lifted into the air. With one hand, Artemis lifted him up and pressed her soft lips to his. She tasted him with a wild and heated passion. Cloudhawk was too stunned to react, not that he could have pushed her off anyway.

      He’d never felt a sensation like this before. He heard the sound of blood rushing in his ears and the thud of his heart against his chest. His muddled brain was alive with sounds. There was a certain stirring…

      Then all of a sudden, Artemis let him go, licking her lips and grinning at him from ear to ear. She waggled her fist at him in a sign of dominance. “That’s my mark. You belong to me now. That damn Queen can go to hell. Hahahaha!”

      She stumbled back and forth in a fit of mad laughter.

      Cloudhawk could feel the idea worming its way into his heart. Maybe staying here wasn’t so bad. After their exchange, Artemis was in much higher spirits, even going so far as to start humming some unknown tune. She left while swaying her alluring hips.

      However, neither of them noticed the solitary figure nearby. The crisp, cold moonlight made her appear all the more lonesome. The Bloodsoaked Queen removed her mask and let the light of the moon play over her beautiful features, outlining her conflicted expression. A shadow of pain flit across her eyes. She didn’t know how to shed the tightness she felt in her chest.

      It was a difficult feeling to bear.

      She didn’t know when it began but the Queen had started to view the wastelands differently. She’d begun to question the values she’d held for years. She didn’t know when, but at some point, she’d come to care about that young wastelander.

      These thoughts were a mistake. Many of the things she’d done lately were mistakes. She’d violated so many tenets of her order, but she couldn’t rebel against her own heart and will. Ever since she came to the wastelands, something had been eating at her pious heart.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen had never had friends. Even though she and Cloudhawk had staved off death together several times, there was an invisible barrier separating them. She wanted to lead Cloudhawk down the road of the demon hunters, partially because she wanted the two of them to grow closer. But now, he was growing closer to that repugnant wastelander every day – and further from her. For reasons she couldn’t understand, the thought filled her with anger and jealousy.

      Almighty gods! Your loyal follower is lost. Every passing moment, I’m filled with guilt. If you can hear me, please cleanse me of my sins and lead me down the righteous path. Help me finish this…

      The Queen sat in prayer, trying to clear her mind of confusion and doubt. She held the metallic demon mask in her hands – an inheritance from her father.

      She’d already given so much to hunt this demon, to avenge her father’s death! There was no going back. For retribution, for atonement, for shame, for glory – she was prepared to exact vengeance at any price, even her life.

      Help me finish this!

      She donned her mask once more, and at that moment, any signs of confusion or fragility were gone. Her doubt was replaced with the determination to face whatever hell stood before her!

      Greenland Outpost continued running like nothing had happened. No one seemed to pay any more mind to the skirmish between Artemis and the Queen. The outpost’s new leader seemed to accept her new post and took over the business of leading. She started by calling on all the remaining outpost troops and set patrols. They were ordered to sleep in their armor with weapons at the ready, for battle could break out at any moment.

      The outpost’s walls were reinforced with four times the normal garrison. Hydra’s personal warehouse was opened, and all weapons were distributed to equip everyone, even the common man. When the time came, every able person would fight.

      Meanwhile, the Queen mopped up the last of the resistance. Soon, it was made crystal clear that there was only one ruler in Greenland Outpost.

      Within the fort, Artemis, the Bloodsoaked Queen, Cloudhawk, and Mantis all sat with severe expressions on their faces.

      Artemis slapped her hand against the table and shouted angrily, “Not one of our scouting parties has returned!”

      The scouts they’d chosen for the mission were the best of what remained in the outpost. They knew the oasis inside and out.  It was impossible for whole teams to completely succumb to the wilds. Given the experience Artemis and Cloudhawk had with the sweepers and the unsettling silence, they could be almost certain that the outpost was surrounded by enemy forces.

      Sacrificing scouts was no longer necessary. The gates were closed, and no one was allowed to enter!

      Greenland Outpost had come upon a pivotal moment that would decide its fate. They would live, or they would die. From this moment on, they were prepared for the worst!
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      Greenland Outpost mobilized every soldier it could, including those who weren’t part of the outpost at all. A massive conscription campaign put a weapon in the hands of anyone who could fight. Stone was one of those wastelanders-turned-soldiers.

      He was in his early twenties, and like many denizens of the wastelands, he didn’t have a proper name. Stone picked something he saw often as his moniker, and it turned out to be an apt description. As he grew, Stone became as tenacious and unyielding as his namesake, eventually reaching his potential as a doughty soldier.

      During his enlistment, Stone was able to best two professional soldiers by himself, so they made him part of the wall’s defense. From that moment on, he was a true warrior.

      “You new?”

      A craggy and unpleasant voice assailed him.

      Stone saw an older man resting beneath a crenel, with two massive black broadswords for weapons. One was in his hands, and he ground its edge against a whetstone. Better than average leather armor protected his body and head. The armor seemed to have been personally customized and reinforced. Most discomforting, however, was the man’s hideous face. Half of it was caved in like he’d taken a hammer to the cheek. How was he still alive?

      Stone nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “Man as young and healthy as you… why’d you join up?” The veteran put his sword to the side and fished a rough hand-rolled cigarette from his waist. He put it in his mouth, lit it, and took a long drag. “Seems t’me life as a bandit’d be better. No one tellin’ you what t’do, go where you please... you’d probably earn more, but most importantly, you’d pick yer own targets. Come across somethin’ stronger’n you, just run.”

      Stone was taken aback by the strange man. “You don’t like being a soldier?”

      “Soldiers are always facin’ the unknown. Even if you know yer gonna die, if the cap’n says fight, you fight. Followin’ orders, that’s the life of a soldier.”

      “Doesn’t seem to me a bandit’s life is much better. They don’t even have a steady place to lay their head,” Stone objected to the grizzled warrior’s opinion, “The new leader said it. Anyone who joined up has a place in the fort. All I’m looking for is a safe place to sleep.”

      “Hrmph. The fort, eh? Gotta be breathin’ to earn that blessin’.” This time, it was another soldier who spoke, a large and burly man with not a thread of hair on his smooth head. His weapon was an iron spear resting on his shoulder. “Maybe if it was Hydra leadin’ us, we’d have a shot but this woman? She was just one of his flunkies. You even know who we’re fightin, kid? Sweepers!”

      Stone continued to challenge them. “The new leader might not be as strong as the old boss was, but she’s got that banshee helping her. They already turned the place around. They say if anyone refuses to accept the new leader, the banshee shows up and snuffs out his life. If I were you, I’d be careful about what I say.”

      The bald man clearly paid the warning no mind.

      “A’ight now, that’s enough. We’re here so no use yappin’. We’re all brothers now. We need to be smart in these dark times.” The veteran plucked the cigarette butt from his mouth and flicked over the side of the wall. His patchwork leather armor creaked as he rose and clapped a hand on Stone’s shoulder. “You an’ Baldy got night watch. I’ll bring the others ‘round for patrol. Holler if you see anything. Baldy, you look after the new blood.”

      “Will do, captain!”

      Night fell quickly. The oasis was enveloped in an unsettling silence.

      Stone and Baldy sat across from one another, illuminated by the flames of a campfire between them that dispelled the chilly night air. They took turns talking and feeding the fire.

      Baldy fished out a large biscuit and broke it in half. He handed a piece to Stone. “Night shift is long and tough. If you don’t eat, you won’t keep up your focus.”

      The biscuit was a jerky-like pulp made from smashed roots and stems, all coarse and bitter fiber that was no fun to chew. But at least it filled their bellies, and out in the wastelands, anything that eased hunger was appreciated. Who’d complain over taste?

      “Thanks.”

      Even this small piece of biscuit was worth a lot out here – more than a few people would kill for it. Your typical new recruit was not well-off and often went days without a meal.

      With longing in his face, Stone spoke to his comrade, “The new boss has started to hand out all the food that was hoarded in the fort. Folks are getting more and more for themselves, and their lives are improving. We’ve gotta beat these sweepers, not pay tribute – life will improve even more then.”

      Baldy, on the other hand, had never liked the new boss. What did that distant future have to do with anything anyway?

      Stone stuck a piece of the hard biscuit in his mouth, chewed it to soften it up with his spit before gulping it down.

      A gust of wind blew particles of sand at them.

      “Pa, sand?” Stone scowled at the wind. The oasis was protected by ruins that kept the desert at bay, so where did this grit come from? Strange though it was, he paid it little mind as he continued his discussion with the older warrior. “How long have you been doing this?”

      “Three years, maybe four. I forget.” The sound of sand whipping against the walls increased, filling their ears with rasping noise. Baldy sighed. “A guy like me with no real talent to speak of, almost forty… this is about the best I can hope for.”

      Stone chuckled. “Come on, out in the wastelands, making it to forty is an accomplishment. I hope I make it to your age. I’d be happy.”

      “You’re young. You got potential.” Baldy shook his head, full of envy. “If you make it to my age, you’ll have at least earned a name for yourself here. You’ll be somebody.”

      But Stone didn’t seem interested in such a future. “Was Panther somebody? Snaketooth? They’re dead. Even Hydra… ah, doesn’t matter how strong they were, they were still insignificant in the wastelands. Me? I just don’t want to starve to death. I just want to sleep somewhere safe and enjoy a woman from time to time. I’d be content to do that for forty years.”

      The kid’s demands were a tall order. Wasn’t that the dream of every wastelander? 

      Baldy was getting ready to ridicule him a little when he noticed the sand getting thicker. The grit was starting to affect his vision, and the sound of it blowing against the walls made it difficult to hear. The sand was startling to sprinkle like sheets of rain, covering both of them in a thin layer of it. Their campfire was sputtering, barely keeping itself lit.

      “What the fuck is all this?” Baldy had never experienced something like this. He picked up his weapon and rose to his feet. He then stuck his head out of the crenel to take a look. “Where’s all this goddamn sand coming fr- ahh!”

      A shrill scream broke the silence of the night!

      Stone was fiddling with the fire when he suddenly felt a warm spray skitter across his cheek like a spider. One moment, he was listening to Baldy talk and the next moment, his new companion was on the floor with limbs twitching. His eyes stared into the distance and his lips twitched, trying desperately to form words, but nothing but unintelligible syllables sputtered out. A hand ax jutted from between his eyes, half buried in his skull and deep enough to sink a third of the way into his brain.

      “Sneak attaaaack!”

      Stone’s scream changed the night from dead silence into chaos. He picked up his weapon and leapt to his feet with no hesitation, moments before the huge silhouette of a sweeper bore down on him. Its deadly hatchet was aimed right for his head.

      Clang!

      Stone held a sheet iron shield between him and the attack, whose impact shook and numbed his left arm. Without thinking, he shoved the knife in his right hand deep into the sweeper’s chest. It cut into the mutant’s heart and caused blood to spew everywhere like a fountain. Stone wiped his face clean and ripped his dagger from the body.

      Whoosh-whoosh!

      Two sharp and ice-cold crossbow bolts punctured his flimsy armor and jutted out from his chest. Eyes wide, Stone turned around, and the charging figure of another sweeper filled his vision. He saw the glint of its ax aimed for his throat.

      Stone’s whole world spun.

      The young man’s head thudded to the ground and rolled off the wall. His headless body followed.

      Thousands of sweepers were clambering over the parapets, slaughtering soldiers as they swept past.

      The sweepers were of all sorts: from heavily armored wasteland rangers to emaciated things that scrambled on four limbs and seemed to defy gravity as they clawed at their victims with deadly talons. Some of them even had wings, and though they couldn’t fly, they used the twisted appendages to glide on the evil wind into the outpost.

      “The sweepers are breaking through! Stop them!”

      The scarred veteran came rushing to the fore with a hundred warriors, and suddenly, the sounds of bowstrings, guns and clashing metal filled the air. No one expected the sweepers to climb over the walls in complete silence under cover of night. Most crucial to this assault was this strange sandstorm that’d given them cover. Without it, this many sweepers would definitely have been discovered long ago.

      The old veteran was certainly capable. He split several sweepers in half as they came before him, shouting orders as he charged forth, “Keep ‘em out!”

      Suddenly, a tornado appeared before them.

      The veteran captain came to a dead halt. A tornado, here? He peered at the dervish that shouldn’t have existed and suddenly saw a figure hidden within. He couldn’t make out any details, but there was definitely a human figure inside the whipping winds. The stranger seemed to float above the ground and was clad in otherworldly armor. Two red eyes crackled like hellish lightning through the darkness.

      “Die!”

      The veteran charged ahead, lifting a broadsword with both hands. The dark figure responded by flicking a finger as though he were simply shooing away an irritating pest. 

      In the midst of his headlong rush, the veteran was unceremoniously blown apart. The grizzled captain became a cloud of dust in the wind, vanishing with the breeze like he’d never even existed.
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      An intense feeling of danger woke Cloudhawk from his sleep. Something wasn’t right.

      The discomfort was more intense than ever. It felt as though even his spirit was trembling in instinctual fear of some ultimate predator. Cloudhawk felt like he could be swallowed up by the terror at any moment.

      Tonight was the night!

      He snatched up his exorcist rod and leapt out of bed. In the same instant, a thick energy hung over the whole outpost – like the seeds of a dandelion blanketing the whole world or musical strings invisible to the eye. From somewhere nearby, the pulses of a powerful psyche rippled towards him in distinct waves.

      The demon! He was here!

      Cloudhawk was certain because it wasn’t the first time he’d sensed this presence. He had felt it in the distance when the Blackflag Outpost was attacked, just before the tornado of sand toppled its walls. He was back now and close.

      Cloudhawk could even sense his precise location. This proximity meant the demon wasn’t watching from afar – had he finally lost patience? Was he taking matters into his own hands?

      Cloudhawk pulled open a window and was immediately blasted in the face by a gust of sandy wind. He winced against its intrusion, which confirmed his suspicions. The demon had to be in the camp. A dust storm like this came from the wastelands. They didn’t just spontaneously appear here. The demon had to have used some strange power to create it.

      The abilities of demons and demon hunters were very similar. Both used relics of power to create supernatural phenomena. Cloudhawk had no way of knowing what this relic was, but he could speculate about how it was used.

      Cloudhawk had traversed dimensions twice, and each time, he could sense the essence of whatever reality he visited. Everything – whether it was water, wood, metal, or stone – had a certain “vibration” frequency. Because this resonance was unique, each manifestation in the physical world was different. Each type of resonance organized atoms and molecules into specific shapes that appeared to people as water, wood, metal, and so forth.

      Thus, a power that could affect resonance could alter that thing’s fundamental properties. Earth could become iron. Gold could change to water. Anything could be realized by manipulating this power. Of course, normal humans could not observe or access this power, and only through the miraculous effects of relics were demons and demon hunters able to manipulate resonance.

      Therefore, this sand wasn’t natural. It didn’t come from the wastelands. The demon spread it through the air with his power, changing the constitution of the wind and reorganizing atoms [1] to create sand. Hence, seemingly out of nowhere, the sandstorm arose. The level of power creating it required was nothing short of fantastic, and though Cloudhawk had never encountered the demon, he could tell by his handiwork that he had to be even stronger than the Bloodsoaked Queen!

      “Has the coward finally showed its face?” After Cloudhawk tracked down the Queen and let her know, her eyes were filled with a terrifying cold light. Her hands were curled into fists, and suddenly, it felt like the air was boiling. She’s been hunting this beast for a year: a whole year of waiting, of enmity, finally culminating in this moment. “I’m going to kill him!”

      “Slow down!” Cloudhawk blocked her path and tried to calm her down. “You can’t just rush out. I can tell he’s no weakling. Just throwing yourself at him is too dangerous. We have to come up with a plan.”

      The Queen stared at him through her hideous mask. “What is there to think about? None of you can help me with this task. Don’t get in my way!”

      Artemis agreed. She felt it was time to act. “If we don’t act now, the outpost could be destroyed.”

      Blackflag Outpost’s bane and the murderer of Mad Dog and Slyfox had been difficult to flush out of hiding. Cloudhawk also wanted him to pay for his crimes, but was a handful of humans enough?

      Mantis, who had remained silent until now, added his quiet voice to the discussion, “He’s only one person, and no matter how strong he is, everyone has their limits. We can keep sending people at him until he’s exhausted.”

      Artemis reacted by stomping forward in a rage, grabbing him and lifting him off his feet. “Are you suggesting we just sacrifice the outpost’s people!?”

      The assassin hung in her grip. His expression never changed, and he delivered his words in detached and frigid tones, “That’s how we survive. Otherwise, nothing will stop him. Better them than you – is that not so?”

      Artemis fell silent. Everyone was quiet. Mantis’s method was to throw lives at the demon. Logically, it was the most effective course of action – force the demon to waste his psychic energy on lowly soldiers, and once his abilities were exhausted, the Queen could mop up. It was a reasonable strategy.

      “The sweepers didn’t have much time to prepare. Unless my guess is wrong, there shouldn’t be too many of them.” Mantis continued in his deathly cold voice, “Otherwise, they wouldn’t have hidden in the oasis for so long, trying to keep us in the dark. The outpost has the advantage in numbers. This is now a battle of attrition.”

      Artemis considered his words and found that Mantis had a point. Although she didn’t agree with throwing lives at the demon, she also didn’t want them all to be destroyed by a single encounter with the fiend. She answered, “We’re gonna throw everyone we have at them!”

      Piercing whistles arose from all over the outpost, alarms that announced sweepers were breaching the walls. Their locations meant the enemy wasn’t coming from one location but many, creeping through the sand and darkness to attack from all around. It was a tactic used to confound the defenders so that they could not discern how many there were or which direction the main force was attacking from.

      Cloudhawk called out without any further thought, “The demon is to the east.”

      Artemis nodded. “Alright, then we ignore the other alarms. Concentrate our forces to the east. I’ll lead them myself to deal with this so-called demon!”

      Greenland Outpost’s regular troops numbered in the thousands, and if they conscripted everyone who could fight, that number rose to almost ten thousand strong. Given enough time to prepare, no force in the wastelands could stop a legion like that no matter how strong this demon was.

      But no sooner had Artemis made her decision than one of the outpost soldiers stumbled into the room. “Shit’s gone off the rails, boss! The east flank’s getting crushed. We can’t stop ‘em!”

      Artemis’ face darkened. “What are you saying? Where’s the enemy?”

      The soldier stuttered through his report, “I-if they keep this p-pace up, they’ll b-be at the fort a-any minute now.”

      Her face fell. Artemis knew this mob of sweepers would be strong, but she didn’t expect them to be this overwhelming. She made a quick change to their strategy. “Shut the fort’s gates and call back the rest of the soldiers. We make our stand here!”

      The night was doomed to be chaotic. Biting winds whipped through the outpost, and sand blotted out the sky like waves crashing on the settlement. Light from the moon and stars disappeared, and all of the outpost’s braziers were extinguished. Everything was plunged into a darkness so complete that no one could see their hands in front of their faces. However, the soldiers could see the inky shadows of the sweepers, darker than the night, moving their way.

      “Fire! Fire now!”

      As the soldiers prepared a volley, the sand-saturated wind was gathered together by some inexplicable power. All of a sudden, the sand turned to spears and the wind cut as sharp as blades, racing through the darkness. The soldiers had no way to discern where they were coming from.

      Whoosh!

      One of the sand-spears tore through a defender’s chest.

      Squelch!

      An intangible cutting wind opened another’s throat.

      The soldier tried to scream but only managed to spray blood all around. One by one, the doomed fighters fell to the ground, dead. The din of hundreds of footsteps closed in, caused by returning outpost soldiers who had met the enemy and their leader head-on as they made their way to the fort.

      The quality of the air changed. The countless granules floating in the wind became like flecks of iron gathered together by an invisible magnet. They coalesced into an enormous figure that began to take on a humanoid shape. A head, eyes, arms, legs, a body…

      A giant of sand eighty feet tall appeared in less than twenty seconds. It was composed of yellow grit, covered by a cracked shell from head to toe. Sand poured out of the fissures and spread out all around like a fine mist.

      It was so large that the humans who stood before it were like insects in comparison!

      Who among the soldiers had ever seen something as terrifying and fantastical as this? Though it seemed like they were facing something out of a nightmare, the defenders instinctively fired at it, to no avail. Arrows and bullets tore chunks out of the creature, but the resulting holes were simply patched closed when the sand was swallowed back up. It didn’t matter how much firepower they leveled at the titan, it made no difference.

      The sand colossus’s eyes glowed scarlet red. Ever so slowly, it raised its right hand and then brought it down with earth-shaking force. Spikes of sand shot up from the ground and impaled dozens of the defenders, killing them instantly.

      It was horrifying to behold! It was like the power of a god! How could any normal person defeat such a creature?

      The outpost soldiers threw down their weapons and fled in all directions. The colossus paid them no mind as it trundled towards the fort’s entrance. Each footfall made the ground shake, and when it arrived, the creature threw wide its arm and wrapped the fort in a crushing embrace. A terrifying scene emerged.

      A strange power issued from within the sand titan permeated the stones of the fort. The sturdy granite dissolved into sand and fell away. Everywhere the monster touched, the stone disintegrated like it was being weathered by time and the elements, except the effect was instantaneous. Huge sections of wall crumbled apart and exploded into particles of sand once they hit the ground. 

      The humans looked on in shock and terror. The fort was Greenland Outpost’s oldest and staunchest structure. It had persisted for thousands of years, firm against the trials of time and weather. It had become a symbol of safety and the haven so many desperately dreamed of. Caught in the grip of this monster, through some power no man or woman could fathom, the fort eroded to nothing bit by bit as the onlookers were forced to watch. Bit by bit, their dream was being destroyed.

      

      1. The author originally wrote molecules, but he’s wrong. The molecular structure of sand is mainly composed of silicon dioxide. While you can get two molecules of oxygen from air, you can’t magic silicon – its own element – out of nothing. I’m no chemist, but I imagine to do that, you have to change the atomic composition of another molecule and restructure it into silicon by stealing electrons and reorganizing them. So I changed it to atoms.
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      The air of the outpost was as thick as mud, choked with sand. When the news that the sweepers were closing in on the fort got to Artemis, she called together the several hundred warriors within. They immediately made for the warehouse where everyone rushed to prepare for the fight.

      Greenland Fort was an ancient building that had been reinforced over time. Its tall, sturdy walls gave its denizens a sense of safety as well as ample living space. As a result, it had become the symbol of Greenland Outpost.

      However, not everyone lived in the fort. Housing inside the fort became a reward for the outpost’s elite, so in addition to being the safest place in the compound, it was also where the strongest individuals congregated.

      “Quickly, quickly! Gather everything that can be used!”

      Artemis opened the warehouse to anyone who could carry a weapon. The outpost’s best equipment was stored within, but in this moment of crisis, she didn’t mind offering up items she’d typically be loath to part with. Everything was available, so long as it could be used to protect them from the demon: bows, guns, rockets, anything.

      Cloudhawk spotted a ballista and started to push it out of the warehouse.

      This old style defensive artillery weapon was taken from the wilds, snapped up when an Antiquarian passed through. Seekers were the next class up from excavators – explorers who not only dug up useful tools from the past but also researched their functions and knew their secrets. Hydra had also gotten his panacea injections from the Seekers.

      When Hydra bought the ballista, it was nonfunctional. It took the better part of a year to fix it, but it was ultimately too heavy to put to use. It was a defensive tool used to ward off invasions, and Hydra’s rule had been a stable one for the most part. Thus, it sat in storage, gathering dust.

      At this moment, the sounds of combat surrounded them. Had the sweepers killed their way to the fort so quickly?

      “You all come here and push. Artemis, let’s take a look!”

      Cloudhawk waved a group of soldiers over to take his place behind the ballista  and then ran with Artemis towards the sounds of fighting. They first ran into a group of a dozen terrified fort residents fleeing in the opposite direction. Artemis easily snatched one as he passed and was pressing him for information when suddenly, the whole fort began to tremble as if it were caught in an earthquake.

      All of a sudden, Cloudhawk was struck with an unprecedented feeling of surprise and dismay. “I can feel a power – a huge power coming this way. We can’t keep going forward!”

      Artemis looked at him in confusion. “What are you talking about? What power?”

      The building continued to shake, with the tremors growing more intense with each passing moment. Sand shuddered off the walls as tremendous cracks appeared. They expanded like a spider web across the sturdy stone, combining to form even larger fissures that stretched deeper into the fort’s hallways. Once the cracks reached the walls, huge chunks began to fall away. The way forward was reduced to rubble.

      After the walls collapsed, a figure enormous beyond belief was revealed to them. 

      Cloudhawk stared in absolute shock as a monster eighty feet tall rose before his eyes.

      Son of a bitch, what the fuck is that?! Is this the demon?

      The colossal sand beast was enormous! Comparatively, it was like a grown man standing over an ant. Not only was it massive, but it was also incomparably strong. It obliterated anything in its path, be it flesh or fortress, like an eroding gale.

      Greenland Fort was hardly an obstacle to it!

      The wastelands were not lacking for massive creatures dozens of feet tall, but in contrast to this thing, humans had ways to deal with those other titans. The wastelands beasts were flesh and blood – living things that needed air and a beating heart. They could be injured. They could be killed.

      But this thing before them? He didn’t even know what it was! The monster was far outside the scope of human understanding. Like the mythical demons of old, this thing was immortal and stronger than anything ever seen before. 

      “Use the Molotovs!” 

      Guns and melee weapons weren’t the only things stored in the fort. Molotov cocktails were also among its goodies. When Hydra took over the Greenland Outpost, he had a wealth of oil and other explosive materials, which he used to create throwable incendiary weapons. The outpost was a difficult place to assault, and the fort itself was a fortress. Molotovs were concocted to make taking it even harder.

      But now wasn’t the time to dwell on these facts!

      Several soldiers that had followed them lit the Molotovs and flung them at the monster. They sizzled through the air like comets, ultimately exploding into blinding balls of fire as they struck the sand colossus. Strong though the creature was, it was also slow, and as a result, six or seven bottles of burning liquid were smashed against it.

      Its chest became a lake of fire, but that didn’t seem to concern the sand giant in the least. It had no flesh to worry about, so the fiery bottles were nothing to fear.

      “It isn’t helping.” Cloudhawk shouted to the others, “Be careful. It’s going to attack!”

      Boom--！

      A group of soldiers who were too slow to get out of the way was struck by the colossus’s massive hand as it raked by. All of the water within them was absorbed in the blink of an eye, after which their desiccated bodies were flung backwards. When the corpses struck the floors and walls, they shattered into chunks.

      Those who’d managed to evade the attack gaped at the horror. No normal person could fight this thing!

      No bullet, arrow, or blade could cause the colossus the slightest harm. Every attack from the monster, slow as it was, was catastrophic, leaving its victims dead or irrevocably harmed. Besides that, the power it released turned everything it touched into lifeless sand.

      Artemis was thoroughly dumbstruck by the scene. “What in the name of the demon’s puckered asshole is this?!”

      Fire was useless, as were guns and blades. How were they even supposed to fight this creature?

      At that moment, the sand colossus noticed their presence. It slowly stepped back and lifted its enormous right arm, whereupon sand all over its body began to ripple like chorded muscle. Hundreds of millions of grains of sand gathered together to form a fist the size of a car, compressed so tight that it was as solid as stone.

      “Run!”

      The sand colossus’s truck-like fist plowed into the fort.

      In the midst of his desperate escape, Cloudhawk felt everything behind him shake with bone-jarring force, followed by a deafening crash that hurt his eardrums. Its fury was conveyed all through the stone walls, which instantly cracked and fell apart like shattered glass.

      Artemis and Cloudhawk, covered in dust and debris, survived the attack. But they didn’t dare catch their breath.

      The sand colossus threw a second fist their way and once again, it pummeled the fort like a wrecking ball. A dozen soldiers were smashed flat before they could escape.

      The outpost’s leader saw that they couldn’t escape. Unwilling to give in, she heaved her massive hammer and swung it at the monster’s fist as it bore down on them. Steel and stone collided, the force of their impact causing the stone beneath Artemis’s feet to break apart. Every bone in her body popped as blood leaked from her nose and mouth – and yet, she’d managed to hold the blow back

      Even Artemis’ impressive strength was only barely enough to keep them from being crushed.

      Yet to their shock and terror, her mighty hammer began showing signs of erosion. Metal turned to sand and fell away, the only thing between them and the monster’s fist crumbling bit by bit. Just when Artemis began to feel it give, a nimble figure suddenly darted into view. She exploded onto the scene from within the fort, soaring through the air and slamming into the creature’s wrist.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen wielded a long sword which she buried in the monster’s appendage. Her feet stuck to it like dual magnets as she whipped around and around its arm, leaving blazing sword light in her wake that seared against the beast’s sandy exterior like the threads of a screw.

      Crack!

      The sand colossus’s entire arm broke off and instantly dissolved into a torrent of sand that spread everywhere [1].

      In reaction to the Queen severing its right arm, the sand colossus swiped at her with its left. However, to the eyes of the demon hunter, this creature was laughably slow. The Queen shuffled a few steps to the side, leapt up, and landed on its left arm as it came her way. Step by step, she sprang up the appendage as if her shoes were made of springs. She arrived in front of the colossus’s face before it could react.

      “Aaaaaooorrggghhh!”

      A spray of sandy arrows issued from the creature’s maw.

      A curtain of light from her sword separated her from the arrows. They dissolved harmlessly back into sand before causing her any harm. Left with an opening, the Queen counterattacked by thrusting her longsword into the monster’s throat. All four feet of steel were buried in the sand with only the hilt left jutting out.

      She held the grip with both hands and dragged her blade around its throat in a full circle. A cold light shimmered in its wake. As they watched, the sand colossus’s enormous head peeled off of its body, ultimately exploding into a cloud of sand when it crashed into the ground.

      Artemis stared with shocked and hopeful eyes. “Is it dead?”

      Cloudhawk’s eyes were pinned to the beast’s body. “It’s still moving!”

      This creature was not created through conventional means, so conventional logic did not apply. Its body was a creation, so losing its head was akin to losing a finger. It was perhaps irritating but not fatal.

      Just as Cloudhawk figured, the loss of its head had almost no effect. Once it crumbled into sand, the grains were immediately swallowed back into its body. The humans looked on as a head-shaped structure began to emerge anew from its neck.

      But the damage had to have weakened it!

      Cloudhawk shut his eyes and searched the sensations around him. He could feel waves of power faintly emanating from the center of the colossus’s body. Unless he was mistaken, that’s where its power came from.

      “Get that ballista over here!”
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      The Bloodsoaked Queen didn’t let up her attack. She swept through like a deadly wind, never remaining in one place for more than a moment. Sharp blades of sand continuously shot at the demon hunter, and though her reactions had slowed, she was still able to dodge out of the path of danger and keep herself safe.

      The Queen ran her left hand along the blade of her weapon. The Burning Angels sizzled as her hand moved, saturating the metal with energy and causing it to glow red hot. The air around it warped from the heat.

      Blazing light hung in the air where the blade passed. It whipped around, following the movement of her body.

      Her blade plunged into the sand colossus’s shoulder, and she whipped around in a spiral. In no more time than it took to gasp, the beast’s thick arm was severed from its body and crashed onto the ground. The heat fused the sand around the stump, leaving behind a scalding red wound.

      This attack had finally done some damage. The sand colossus couldn’t regenerate its limb as quickly from a melted gash, giving the humans a little bit of breathing room.

      By now, the Queen’s sword had cooled, and the damage to it became apparent. The metal was now coarse and blackened, having been burned by the Burning Angels. Her relic could infuse a blade with more lethal properties but clearly came at a cost.

      She couldn’t keep up the fight!

      She leapt through the air like a sparrow in elegant free fall. Falling a hundred feet or so wouldn’t kill her, but if she hit the ground without any sort of support, she could be gravely injured.

      She continued to somersault through the air.

      Moments before the hard ground came up to meet her, the Queen planted her sword into the wall of the fort to break her fall. It absorbed her momentum, and she landed safely within the fort. Meanwhile, the hundreds of soldiers who had arrived to help defend gaped at her dramatic and agile display.

      The demon hunters certainly earned their reputations! Even without a weapon, she was a whole other class above Hydra. The Queen really was a one-of-a-kind warrior!

      Grains of sand continued to gather as the colossus’s arm began to repair itself. The Bloodsoaked Queen watched with knitted brows.

      Fighting this giant thing was draining her psychic energy. She’d approached the monster only intending to use a moderate amount of her abilities so that she could face her real enemy with the bulk of her strength. But so far, it seemed her efforts had been in vain.

      Her chest rose and fell with gentle gasps – combat at this level was exhausting. If she kept exerting herself like this, she wouldn’t have enough energy to spare for the demon. Her powers were running out.

      Behind her, a dozen soldiers were pushing the fort’s ballista into place. Under Artemis’s direction, it was placed behind a gap in the fort’s walls.

      Cloudhawk was among the soldiers. He called out to the Queen when he spotted her, “The monster’s being powered by a relic. Your attacks aren’t doing anything. We have to find its weak point!”

      Meanwhile, Artemis loaded the ballista with a seven-foot-long spear made entirely out of iron. “Wind it up!” She ordered.

      A soldier answered her in a desperate voice, “Boss, the winch is broken!”

      The ballista’s spring was reinforced wasteland wyrm tendon so no ordinary man could stretch it by himself. The winch was designed to do the work for them, but whether from disuse or mishandling, they discovered this integral piece wasn’t functional.

      “This fuckin’ piece of junk. Move!” Artemis shoved the two people in front of her to the side and gripped the tendon with her own two hands. The wyrm tendons, being coarse materials, tore the skin on her hands, but with the veins on her forehead bulging, she kept struggling. Inch by inch, she pulled the string into place.

      The Queen failed to see how the ballista could do anything. “How is this shoddy thing going to help?”

      Cloudhawk aimed the cross-shaped ballista, staring down the shaft of the black bolt at the sand colossus. “I can feel the relic. It’s hidden in the monster’s chest – that’s how we kill it. Help me!”

      The consolidated granules that made up the colossus’s body made for an effective defense. If he wanted to strike true, he needed the Queen’s help.

      She thought for a moment and then shouted back, “Alright!”

      By now, the sand colossus’s arm and head had reformed. Silently, it lifted its giant fist, gathering even more of its strength in preparation for a fatal blow. Nearby soldiers quailed at the knowledge that this beast was planning to tear down the fort with its bare hands!

      Just as the colossus was winding back for the blow, a column of fire belched from a fissure in the fort’s walls. The flames danced through the air like it had a life of its own until eventually, it coalesced into the form of a ten-foot-long phoenix.

      The sand colossus had some measure of intelligence, or at least, was being controlled by someone who did. When the phoenix appeared, it held back its assault.

      The phoenix screeched a loud and resounding cry of challenge at it! Its mighty and grandiose appearance awed and frightened every onlooker.

      The bird spread its fiery wings wide and streaked through the air like an asteroid. In preparation for the impact, the sand colossus began to gather sand to its chest, thickening it and sharply improving its defense.

      Under the Queen’s control, the phoenix began to corkscrew through the air as it charged at the colossus, ultimately ramming into the beast like a flaming drill. Despite its enormous size, the torrent of fire forced the beast back, overwhelmed by the energy brought to bear against it by the phoenix. A pit was carved out in its thick chest.

      Cloudhawk grit his teeth, narrowed his eyes, and made some last-minute adjustments to his aim. He strained against the heavy war machine until the black barbed head of the arrow was right where he wanted it. Hitting the creature anywhere but this one small target was useless – more difficult than finding a needle in a haystack, he had to hit a relic in a sandstorm.

      He needed perfect control, precision, and calculation! And this was his first time using a ballista!

      The phoenix was releasing more and more of its energy as it drilled deeper into the monster’s chest. It was now almost completely buried in the sand from head to tail. Instead of detonating as it had in its previous uses, it just kept trying to push itself deeper through the creature, fighting for every inch. Unfortunately, it simply wasn’t strong enough, and although the scorched cavity it made was deep, the damage didn’t reach the monster’s core.

      Sand from all around rasped as it began to fill in the hole. Cloudhawk knew this moment was his only chance – if he missed his target, all of the Queen’s efforts were wasted.

      But he couldn’t figure out how to aim!

      Cloudhawk had impressive control, but manipulating a ballista with such precision was no easy task. He didn’t know the weapon’s speed, range, damage, or his enemy’s reaction speed. What hope did he have of confidently hitting his mark from hundreds of feet away?

      “Do it!”

      His eyes weren’t helping, so Cloudhawk shut them to lock out distractions. Without the chaos of vision, he could feel every hissing grain of sand within the colossus. They danced to the flows of energy that pulsed around them. It formed a sort of tide, a force field that created the monster’s figure.

      The sand was simply molded into the shape desired, so attacking the shell of the monster was useless – like swiping at fragments of metal gathered by a magnet. Although you might temporarily clear away the shards, the magnetic field remained. It would only gather them up again.

      So the goal had to be destroying the magnet!

      Once he shut his eyes, Cloudhawk could feel the fount of the colossus’s energy more clearly. It fed energy to the monster like a torch exuded light, spreading it all throughout the colossus’s body. Just like a torch, the light was brightest at the source.

      This is it. This is the place!

      Cloudhawk screwed all of his concentration together and focused on that single point. That single flickering point of torchlight got brighter and brighter. And then, he fired.

      The bowstring was let loose!

      The seven-foot-long spear cut through the air with a harsh whistle. Straight and true, the bolt buried itself into the hole carved out by the phoenix with a thud.

      The sand colossus stopped, frozen still. 

      The humans stared at it with bated breath.

      Eventually, cracks began to appear along its sandy surface, and like a nightmare lost to the sands of time, it began to crumble apart. Grains of sand were swept away on the wind and vanished altogether.

      They did it! The monster was defeated!

      A raucous cheer went up among the outpost defenders. The monster was completely destroyed!

      “Cloudhawk, we got the motherfucker!” Artemis shouted at him, full of joy and relief, “One hell of a shot! How the hell did you do it?”

      Cloudhawk could no longer feel the suffocating energy of the monster. The beast was no more and crumbled away before them. But when he listened closely, the young wastelander could still hear something in the piles of sand.

      His eyes grew hard. “Don’t celebrate yet!”

      Artemis and the other soldiers stopped their jubilations and followed Cloudhawk’s eyes to the piles of sand. At first, all they could see was the sand shuffle and slowly dissolve…

      …and then, a dark figure appeared before their eyes.

      The figure held the ballista bolt between two fingers. They pinched, and like a bolt cutter, his fingers sliced through the several-inch-thick metal like butter. The bolt clattered to the ground in two pieces.

      The shadowy figure slowly raised its head, completely unscathed. He paid no mind to Artemis, Cloudhawk, or the others, and immediately focused his attention on the Bloodsoaked Queen. When he spoke, his voice was strange and unsettling.

      “You’re weak, even compared to your father.”
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      When did he come to the wastelands?

      Why did he come to this rotten place?

      What was his real name?

      How old was he?

      These were all mysteries no one knew the answers to.

      All they knew was that he held sway over an army of sweepers and that he was one of the most powerful beings in all the wastelands. Everywhere he went, sandstorms followed, so the people had come to call him Caliph of the Sands.

      Since ancient times, demons had been synonymous with chaos, war, turmoil, and death. A thousand years ago, they were locked in conflict with the gods and were defeated. However, although they were never able to recover, the forces of evil were never completely eradicated. They waited in the darkest corners of the earth, and wherever they emerged, strife and disaster followed.

      One of those legendary creatures stood before them now. It seemed so surreal. The demon’s voice was strange, and though they saw where he stood, it was difficult to tell precisely where his voice was coming from. It echoed over itself like it was being folded over and over, as though calling at them from the depths of a quiet valley. It sounded as though it were coming from every direction at once.

      He was a little over six feet tall with a typical humanoid silhouette: a body, head, and four limbs. Only, the surface of his body was savage, hideous, and pitch black. Coarse threads of crimson were etched along his skin that seemed to glow and pulse like blood vessels. It was a grotesque and uncomfortable sight to behold.

      The beast’s face was covered in a red mask – or, could it be called a mask? It wasn’t placed on his face but rather seemed to have grown naturally over it. Except for the eyes, there were no holes or cracks in its smooth surface and the beast’s silvery hair framed it, creating a strange contrast. A cloak covered most of his body. Probably his most striking feature was a pair of scarlet eyes, for when they fixed upon you, it felt like they pierced through your soul.

      When Cloudhawk looked at him, he didn’t feel like he was looking at a demon. It didn’t feel like this was a living thing at all, but a doorway to the old times from whence issued a frigid breeze – like a portal to the depths of hell. That sinister and desolate sensation made all the humans shiver.

      No wonder the living feared these creatures so completely. Looking at it was like peering into one’s own nightmares.

      The demon didn’t carry any visible relics, but Cloudhawk could feel the resonance of them radiating from him. They appeared to be coming from his body, something that was starkly different from demon hunters. Perhaps demons were capable of empowering themselves in such a way that they didn’t need relics to wield supernatural power?

      Anyway, that didn’t matter right now.

      Now that the demon had appeared before them, it didn’t take someone with keen senses like Cloudhawk to know what they faced. Even Artemis, dull as her special senses were, could see how massive the monster’s strength was.

      Hostility poured from the Bloodsoaked Queen. Countless days and nights had passed since she began searching for him, and in the process, she’d suffered many tribulations and hardships. Yet despite setbacks, her determination had never wavered and had instead grown day by day. 

      She couldn’t remember how many times she fantasized about the moment she found him. She’d imagined cutting him down with her holy sword again and again, and now, here he was in front of her. He was stronger than she’d expected, but that was no excuse to back down.

      She was a demon hunter! To her kind, there was no greater glory than to sacrifice oneself to destroy evil!

      When she left the Elysian lands, she never expected to return alive. Victory or defeat, battling this tyrant of the wastelands was her fate.

      Hummmmmm! The Queen’s hands shook, and a sword of holy splendor emerged!

      “Ah, a sacred crossblade of light. That brings back memories.” An expression of nostalgia crossed the demon’s eyes. He gazed at the wrathful Queen, himself perfectly calm. “I can feel your hatred. But you are too weak, young demon hunter. Your father couldn’t defeat me. What do you expect to accomplish?”

      Cloudhawk couldn’t see her expression behind the mask, but he could sense the surge of murderous intent emanating from the Bloodsoaked Queen. It was stronger than he’d ever felt before, vast and boundless like a storm, as potent as a thunderbolt.

      The Queen made her move. A resplendent light burst forth from her hands, and her holy sword audibly tore through the air. As she chopped her weapon in a vicious attack towards the demon, its roaring passage left a trench in the ground as it passed.

      Everything within thirty feet was swallowed up in blinding light. The force ejected by the sword was like a furious rolling wave that threatened to obliterate anything in its path.

      Young as she was, the Queen was a high-class demon hunter. There were few creatures alive that could withstand this attack. However, the demon was calm in the face of her lightning-fast onslaught. He raised his right hand, where hundreds of thousands of sand granules had begun to gather into the shape of a dull, golden sword. The weapon’s metal-like surface was covered in strange archaic symbols, and a cutting wind surrounded it.

      Clang! The two swords met. At that moment, there was an intense release of energy that burst out all around them. Their clash persisted for three seconds before the Queen’s sword was knocked into the sky and detonated. It fractured into countless twinkling lights like a sea of stars, or fireflies floating in the breeze.

      Cloudhawk’s face darkened. Although he’d always known there was a significant power difference between the Queen and the Demon, it was worse than he’d thought.

      The Demon knocked her attack away like it was some insignificant task. His red eyes swept over the remaining human forces as fast as lightning and spoke to them in a calm and even cadence, “You have a choice. Submit or be destroyed.”

      Before his words could fade into the wind, the Queen soared through the air, wielding her dazzling sword anew. She swung it at her foe with unbelievable speed and power.

      He stepped nimbly to the side like a specter, and her dazzling sword of holy light struck nothing but air. The Queen swung her blade around and pummeled him with four or five more strikes that were almost too quick to follow, but the demon saw her every movement perfectly clearly. Dual swords of sand and light met again and again, and each time, they erupted in flares of pure energy and deafening blasts.

      The spectators looked on in slack-jawed shock. Was this what it was like when the world's supreme powers battled each other? The wars of the wastelands were child’s play in comparison!

      Swinging her holy sword with unbridled rage, the Bloodsoaked Queen poured every ounce of strength she had into the attacks. Once again, her sword was blocked, and as the blasts of energy cast the monster’s sand about, they bit into the soldiers’ faces like windswept daggers.

      The Queen was already fighting with everything she had, but the demon deflected her blitz with just his hand, easily and proficiently. “If you’d trained for another five years, perhaps humanity would have a great young demon hunter. Alas, you are left wanting!”

      No matter how hard she swung at him, the Queen’s sword couldn’t break his defense. This creature’s grainy sword was as impenetrable as an iron curtain. It easily blocked and parried the Queen’s rage-filled assault.

      When the monster spoke, his voice did not contain any enmity or anger. Instead, it almost sounded like pity. His tone did more than make the onlookers uneasy. The Bloodsoaked Queen was a demon hunter! What was a demon hunter? As the name implied, they were masters at eradicating these evil creatures. Could this unholy monster feel pity for one determined to kill him?

      Not only had the Queen been hunting him for a year all across the wastelands, but she’d also killed all seven of his disciples! To her ears, his disparaging temperament was an affront! A latent power burst out from within her, and her sword gleamed ever brighter. It was a blaze of daylight that threatened to cleave the night in twain. Cracks began to appear in the demon’s weapon. The Queen’s sword might cut through his at any moment!

      Just then, the vein-like channels along the demon’s left arm flared with ominous light. Sand began to gather. As his sword threatened to give way, he thrust his palm towards the Queen, and a dozen dagger-like shards were whipped together into a deadly tornado heading her way. It struck with enough force to blow her backwards, while the cutting sands dug into her flesh, leaving a bloody fog in its path.

      Thud!

      By the time she hit the floor, the Queen was a bloody mess. She didn’t even have the strength to stand. The pure white cross necklace lay three feet away from her, but all its energy had dissipated. Inch by inch, she groped for it, crawling piteously along the ground. 

      The demon heaved a sigh. He’d spent more energy today than he’d anticipated. However, the Queen was now spent. She could no longer fight. She was so young and full of potential, but coming out here on her own was foolish. How was this any different from suicide?

      The others watched in horror and alarm. Cloudhawk, in particular, couldn’t imagine seeing the Queen so thoroughly beaten. In all the time they spent together, no one had been able to stand in her way!

      The demon brought his eyes around to the others once again. “What is your decision?”

      “We surrender!”

      “Don’t kill me!”

      One by one, the doughty outpost warriors dropped their weapons. Seeing the strength of their foe, Artemis had also lost any taste for conflict. She spoke almost before she could think, “I surrender. This wasn’t my decision – it was all the demon hunter’s plan! Isn’t that right, Cloudhawk…?”

      There was no way the Bloodsoaked Queen could win. Other than surrender, what other option did they have?

      Artemis turned to hear Cloudhawk’s answer but was surprised to find that he wasn’t there.

      What was going on? He was just next to her. How could he just disappear?

      Suddenly, something snatched up the bloodied Bloodsoaked Queen from the ground and ran off with her. She was spirited away as fast as the wind, and in a blink, she’d been carried dozens of feet away.

      “Another demon hunter? No… no, that’s not right. This one is too weak,” the demon muttered to himself in bewilderment. What wastelander had the capability to use relics? As Cloudhawk fled, the demon paid him little mind. There was no rush to follow, since, with the monster’s capabilities, he could catch up effortlessly.
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      The demon was too strong for the Bloodsoaked Queen. Cloudhawk’s best option was to create as much distance between them as he could. He considered submitting before making his decision, though. He thought maybe he could beg for his life – he was no hero, no powerful warrior. He was just a scavenger who wanted to live.

      But then, a series of faces emerged in his mind from his memory: Slyfox, Mad Dog, Woola, Cooke, and all the rest of the Tartarus mercenaries.

      Mad Dog had given his life so that they would have a chance.

      Slyfox made Cloudhawk promise to avenge them moments before his death.

      But now, the one who was responsible stood before him – could Cloudhawk get that vengeance? The answer was clear: No, he could not!

      Ten Cloudhawks, a hundred Cloudhawks together wouldn’t be enough to defeat this demon. But he couldn’t bring himself to bend his knees and ask for mercy. He couldn’t watch the demon murder the Bloodsoaked Queen before his eyes.

      Artemis wouldn’t understand his thinking. It was what made him different from every other wastelander – he couldn’t ignore what was in his heart. He’d rather risk his life to save the Queen than to sell his soul. He would have his revenge. The Queen couldn’t die! 

      Cloudhawk poured all of his psychic energy into the invisibility cloak, which in turn boosted his speed so that he could attempt to escape the demon’s grasp. Only, as Cloudhawk ran, he could feel a sinister gale whip around him. Suddenly, a dark figure blocked his path. The young man paled as he rushed headlong towards the monster’s groping hand.

      The demon was too fast. Cloudhawk couldn’t get out of the way.

      Cloudhawk could feel the power pulsing from the creature before him. It washed over the boy and permeated every corner of his body, threatening to change every fiber of his being into grains of sand.

      This power was several orders of magnitude stronger than the Queen’s so it was impossible for Cloudhawk to resist. Yet, just as he was about to succumb, something the demon did not expect occurred – a strange vacuum force emerged from within the wastelander’s body.

      “Hm?” Confusion flit across the demon’s eyes as he examined what appeared to be a black hole drawing in his power from within the child. It began rotating just as he was about to transform the child into a pillar of silt and drank deeply of the demon’s power, even drawing energy from the demon’s own body.

      A demon’s eyes could see through clothing, so those hideous red orbs picked out the stone against Cloudhawk’s chest through his armor. The previously ordinary stone was now bursting with blinding light as it neutralized enough power to kill Cloudhawk ten times over.

      Cloudhawk himself was drenched in a cold sweat. It wasn’t the first time something like this had happened, though. He’d felt the specter of death when he saved the Bloodsoaked Queen. In the darkness of his shack, she’d nearly burnt him to a cinder with her Burning Angels. The stone had saved his life that night too.

      Cloudhawk didn’t have time to sit there like an idiot and reminisce about the past. Holding the Queen over his back with one hand, he thrust his staff at the demon’s chest with the other. The demon was, of course, more than capable of deflecting the boy’s feeble attack… and yet, he seemed frozen in place, dumbfounded.

      Bang! Cloudhawk put all his strength into the thrust, driving it into the demon’s chest. In that instant, his exorcist rod belched its power and sent the monster flying back dozens of feet. However, despite the ragged appearance of the cloak that protected the demon, Cloudhawk’s attack didn’t seem to displace even a single thread.

      That hit would have knocked any normal wastelander out of commission, but it didn’t even wrinkle the demon’s clothes. Unbelievable. Yet more surprising was that this child, with only minimal ability, was able to knock the demon back even when the mighty Bloodsoaked Queen couldn’t land a single blow. The scene was nothing short of bewildering.

      While the onlookers were shocked, Cloudhawk himself knew he had no hope of defeating the demon. After creating some space between him and the monster, he fled without hesitation.

      “How interesting…”

      The demon slowly got back to his feet. There was a sinister glimmer in his scarlet eyes, but no one could fathom what was going through his mind. Ever so slightly, he turned up his right hand to which the nearby piles of sand began to react. They coalesced to form a long half-moon shaped khopesh sword. Though made of sand, it was sturdy enough to cut a slab of metal the size of a man in two.

      The hellspawn brought his arm back, ready to throw the weapon when suddenly, a bullet the length of a finger came tearing his way.

      Crack!

      The bullet struck the demon in the center of his chest. It didn’t hit him with the same force as Cloudhawk’s staff, so he only staggered back a couple of paces. However, it was fast, sharp, and compact, made deadlier by the fact that it was fired from an upgraded sniper rifle.

      Cloudhawk’s exorcist rod hadn’t done any damage, but this sniper bullet managed to lodge two-thirds of itself into the monster – or, more accurately, into the shell-like armor that covered him. A cold and lethal light crept into the demon’s eyes, but before he could react, a second bullet was already on its way. 

      “Do you think these piddling human trinkets can harm me?” The demon reached out and, with his dark red nails, plucked the bullet from the air. He stared in the direction where the attack had come from. His supernatural vision cut through the ruins to fix on a tall and slim figure carrying a lengthy rifle. After the second shot, he was already up and running.

      With as much concern as one might show a mosquito, the demon pinched the bullet buried in his chest and pulled it free. It left behind a small indentation, but otherwise, there was no indication it’d done any damage.

      The wind began to violently blow. The demon rose into the air amidst the gusting winds, preparing to chase after the sniper. However, he paused as he floated by Artemis. Without looking at her, he spoke, “You are the outpost’s new leader?”

      Artemis was overwhelmed by the menacing, ice-cold demeanor of the monster as he drew near. She could feel droplets of nervous sweat trace lines down her cheeks. Any thought she had of confronting the demon had long been extinguished, and in fact, all she could manage was a meek response, “I… I am.”

      “You shall have a chance to live.” His words were as cold as the grave, “The other two have not yet escaped. Find them and bring them to me. Whether you live or die depends on the success of this mission.”

      Artemis’s eyebrows knit tightly as she scowled. She was more than happy to kill the demon hunter, but as for Cloudhawk… her hesitation was evident.

      At last, the demon turned his head and looked at her. As its evil gaze fixed upon her, the hesitation vanished from her heart like smoke in a tempest. She had transformed from a fierce leopardess to a frightened kitten. All uncertainty and resistance vanished. “I will!” She waved her hands at the soldiers gathered nearby. “Let’s go find them!”

      The demon said nothing more, rising into the air to pursue the figure that had fled into the darkness.

      After taking two shots at the demon, Mantis made for the relative safety of the night. As he fled, he felt a strong breeze rise up from behind. He couldn’t see what was coming from behind him, but he knew the speed and power of his foe. He’d gained the attention of this monster. There was little chance of escape.

      Mantis stopped and slowly turned around. His expression never changed, even when he saw the savage figure and his murderous red eyes approach. He looked back, perfectly calm.

      The demon stopped a few feet away. For several seconds, he looked the assassin up and down searchingly. They simply stared at each other this way for a time while a strange sense hung in the air.

      At last, the demon spoke, breaking the silence, “It really is you.”

      Mantis pushed his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose. “It’s been a long time.”

      The demon’s voice was thick with discontent, “You’ve known for quite some time, I imagine?”

      He was silent for a moment. “So then... what are you planning to do?”
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        * * *

      

      Cloudhawk ran with wild abandon towards the outpost’s exit. When he got there, he saw that it was crowded with figures barring the path. He skidded to a halt, and it was then that he heard the footsteps catching up from behind. Artemis, hammer raised, was almost upon them.

      Cloudhawk stared at the predatory wastelander woman, glaring at her with a dark expression. “Artemis, do you have to kill us?”

      She looked fiercely back at him. “You fuckin' liar! You said you wanted to stay, that you’d help me lead this place! You broke that promise when you decided to save the demon hunter’s life.”

      Cloudhawk was speechless.

      He didn’t remember agreeing to anything. He said he’d think about it!

      “This is different. What’s between me and the demon is personal. I can’t just surrender.” Cloudhawk shook his head. “It has nothing to do with you. Let me go!”

      He ventured a step towards the exit, but the warriors that had surrounded them raised their weapons.

      Artemis heaved her hammer high and rushed towards him. “The demon told me to bring you back. If you escape, he’s gonna kill me! I can’t hold back this time so watch out!”

      Cloudhawk leapt back and Artemis’s hammer slammed into a nearby wall. The stone collapsed under the force. Half a second later, she was back on the attack and swept her massive hammer towards him. He staggered to the side to avoid her.

      “Then come with us!” Cloudhawk’s face was grim. She wasn’t playing. “The demon has this place now. You’d be nothing but a puppet. Don’t you understand? Is it better to live here under his rule than to come with us? We can find somewhere safe and start again!”
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      Artemis was strong. There was no denying that. Cloudhawk had no interest in fighting her. What’s more, the danger grew with every second they delayed. Once the demon caught up with them, there would be no chance of escape.

      He hadn’t spent a lot of time with this woman but compared to the Bloodsoaked Queen, they shared similar outlooks and values. They’d spoken about many things he could never discuss with the Queen, shared ideas she wouldn’t understand. Their chats had brought them closer, and Cloudhawk at least had no desire for it to come to this. In all the world, Cloudhawk didn’t have many friends, and he considered Artemis one of them.

      He continued to try and talk her down, “This world is big. I refuse to believe Greenland Outpost is the only place for us. I know that together, we have the ability to find somewhere better. Why would you agree to be on that fucker’s leash? Artemis, we can’t waste time – come with us, quickly!”

      The outpost soldiers that’d come with her brandished their weapons, ready to join the fight.

      “Hold your ground! This kid is mine!” She wasn’t going to take this from him. She allowed her hammer to slip from her shoulder and thud onto the ground as she glared his way. “You’ve been here so long, and yet, you and I haven’t wrangled yet. You and me. One on one!”

      “Does it have to be this way?”

      “Cut the shit! Today, one of us is dying!”

      Artemis face was a mask of rage as she heaved up her hammer and charged at Cloudhawk. She bore down on him with deadly ferocity, with every attack intended to kill. If he was half a step late, his bones would be crushed to powder. He didn’t want it to be a fight to the death, but Artemis’s attacks held nothing back. He couldn’t just sit by and wait for death.

      “Why don’t you ever fuckin’ listen?!” 

      Anger swelled up in Cloudhawk as well. He thought Artemis might be different, but in the end, she was willing to kill him to save her own life and keep leadership of the outpost. “Fine. If you wanna fight, then I’ll give you a fuckin’ fight!”

      Artemis’s hammer came crashing down like a meteorite from the heavens. If it hit Cloudhawk, there would be nothing recognizable left. As power surged through his exorcist rod, he brought it up to meet her hammer, and at the moment they collided, that power was released to buffer her blow.

      Clang!

      He was knocked back fifteen feet, and a nasty pain radiated from his wrist. He thought using the staff was more than sufficient, but he was wrong. However, there were only a few in the outpost – maybe even the wastelands – who could face down one of Artemis’s attacks and survive.

      This wasn’t how he was going to die!

      Cloudhawk’s improvements were evident, but he wasn’t going to survive this situation against Artemis on his own. Beyond her, there were also scores of outpost soldiers closing in, and sooner rather than later, that demon would return. If he didn’t find a way to get out now, his chance of escaping would drop to zero.

      Thus, with a plan to escape in mind, Cloudhawk channeled his psyche through his cloak. Like a leaf floating on the breeze, he dashed through the throng of outpost soldiers. Under orders from Artemis to hold their attacks, they weren’t sure what to do.

      “Fuck!”

      Cloudhawk swung his staff, and it whistled through the air so quickly that it left ripples in its wake. A handful of warriors were caught off guard and were knocked to the ground. With the Queen on his shoulder, Cloudhawk leapt over them towards freedom.

      “He’s getting away!” The soldiers were ready to give chase. “Get him!”

      “Hold your fucking ground!” She stalked towards the crowd of soldiers like a lioness. “I said he’s mine, and if any of you pieces of shit try to join in, I’ll crush your fuckin’ brainpan!”

      Artemis was a well-known name in the outpost. Her temper was famous, and they knew that once she got angry, it didn’t matter if you were friend or kin. You stayed out of her way. The soldiers all exchanged quiet, nervous glances, but none of them dared disobey. If she wanted to smash every one of them into pulp, she would, and she’d do it easily.

      Cloudhawk’s strength was surprising, but he wasn’t a match for Artemis. She could easily deal with him herself!

      The outpost warriors were left alone, dumbfounded, and unsure of what to do as Artemis and Cloudhawk disappeared. 

      With the help of his cloak, Cloudhawk was fast, but he was also carrying someone, which affected his speed. Artemis wasn’t a speed-focused metahuman, but her powerful legs helped her bound over terrain with impressive momentum. She soon caught up.

      Goddamnit! Is this woman really dead-set on fighting?

      Cloudhawk stopped and spun around again, furious. Artemis was bearing down on him with her hammer raised when she threw something at him with her left hand. He thought it was some sort of weapon and made to dodge, but she’d thrown it so slowly. As it came his way, he saw that it wasn’t a weapon but a syringe.

      “Panacea?” Cloudhawk caught it instinctively. It was the last injection from Hydra’s stash. “Artemis, this –“

      She stared at him with hard eyes. “What the fuck is your dopey ass standing around for? Run!”

      He immediately understood her intention. She’d been acting since there were too many soldiers around for her to simply let him go. If she’d tried, the soldiers definitely wouldn’t have let it happen. Artemis was helping him escape.

      Except she was a shit actress!

      Yes, she couldn’t fake it, so her attacks had to be real. Each attack would have turned his guts to soup, but she had to throw them in order to keep her heart’s desire secret. No one suspected anything, so when she went racing after him, no one thought twice.

      Cloudhawk heaved a sigh of relief and promptly injected the Queen with the panacea. “Next time give me some sorta hint, would ya? I coulda been hurt!”

      “You dipshit,” she spat. “You belong to me. You think I’m gonna kill what’s mine?”

      Who would have expected her answer!?

      If Cloudhawk had been even a little bit slower, a little bit weaker, she would have straight up murdered him. She hadn’t held back one bit!

      The Bloodsoaked Queen started to recover immediately after the injection, but their foe had done a number on her. He didn’t think she’d be up for a fight any time soon. But even if she could, what would that accomplish? After such a brutal beating, would she be ready for a second round?

      Cloudhawk blurted out, “Artemis, why are you helping me?”

      “I told you – you belong to me. If I don’t help you, then who will?” As they ran for safety, she rolled her eyes at his silly questions. “Of course, there’s another reason. The demon doesn’t know how that freak in black died, but once he figures it out, you think he’ll go easy on me? I’m no idiot! I have to get the fuck outta here too!”

      Truth be told, that was probably the main reason!

      Cloudhawk thought back to their fight with the black-clad mutant. Artemis’s surprise attack was what slowed the freak down, and without her intervention, Cloudhawk absolutely would have been killed. The mutant was first among the demon’s seven henchmen. His status wasn’t completely due to ability, but rather due to the likely possibility that he was the first one the demon recruited. He had probably been the demon’s longest-serving subordinate.

      Once the demon discovered that his most important disciple had been killed by Artemis, she could forget about staying alive.

      Right now, even the demon hunter was up shit creek without a paddle, canoe, or nose plugs. Greenland Outpost had no hope of freedom. Unlike Salamander, Artemis hadn’t spent most of her life in the outpost, but it was where she’d spent her most formative years. She was unwilling to leave, but there was no other choice.

      At least, she still had Cloudhawk, that cute little morsel.

      When she imagined adventures with Cloudhawk, she thought it wouldn’t be such a bad life. As for the demon hunter that couldn’t seem to do anything right, now that they had saved her life, they could tell her to fuck off!

      Of course, Cloudhawk didn’t know Artemis’s plans. The injection continued to work its way through the Queen’s battered body, helping her heal. He knew she’d recovered consciousness already, but she had remained mute as a log the entire time.

      He didn’t even need to think about it to know what was up. This time, she’d suffered quite the blow.

      Ever since coming to the wastelands, the Bloodsoaked Queen had been practically invincible. The only people to get the drop on her had to use dirty tricks, traps, or full-on sieges. Even back in the Elysian lands, she’d been the most talented among her peers! A demon hunter at eleven. An elite demon hunter at fourteen. 

      She was a singular talent the likes of which had never been seen, truly amazing. One after another, she broke every demon hunter record in the Elysian lands. She was the only hunter with a chance to become a Master before the age of thirty.

      This was her history, and today, she was pummeled into the dirt. A failure.

      Her failure was so straightforward, so brutal. So absolute!

      She’d given up her honor and future to waste a year scouring the wastelands. In the end, it was all a cruel joke. She couldn’t even manage to die with the demon.

      The Queen was too young, so she’d never even participated in a proper demon hunt. Without that experience, she didn’t know what to expect or how strong a demon was. If she were a little more sensible, she’d realize that these monsters used to war with the gods themselves. They’d lost, but they were a race that could stand toe to toe against the most powerful beings in the universe. Was that not enough to explain her problems?

      Cloudhawk tried to comfort her. “Don’t feel bad. It wasn’t a complete loss. At least, now we know how strong that fucker is. We’ll find somewhere to hide, train for a few years, and try again!”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen shut her eyes, drained of all strength. 

      Before them stretched the oasis, barring the way to freedom.

      Cloudhawk sighed at the sight, but no sooner did he allow himself to relax than all of his nerves go taut. His whole body shook, for he felt the waves of a relic’s power permeating the air.

      “Watch out above!”

      He barely had time to shout before the sky darkened, blackened by a hail of countless sandy arrows. They fell from the heavens like a plague of locusts, a deadly rain. And they were caught in the middle.

      How strong was this monster? The scale of this attack was staggering!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          91 A Bitter Victory

        

      

    

    
      Under the hail of arrows raining on them from above, Cloudhawk and Artemis scattered. Cloudhawk carried the Bloodsoaked Queen into a nearby copse of trees, but not before a few of the arrows found him. They were as effective as any real arrows, but luckily, he had his cloak to protect him from the bulk of the damage. By the time they were safe, he was bruised from head to toe.

      Son of a bitch! He’s right on our asses!

      Brandishing his staff, the young wastelander glared into the forest. There, a dark figure emerged, surrounded by a mist-like haze of sand. A strange, echoing voice hissed at Cloudhawk.

      “Did you think you could run?”

      The demon! The motherfucker was back.

      The Queen’s body was still recovering, but she gripped her cross tightly in her hand. Holy light radiated from it anew. Although she was already beaten bloody and simultaneously wracked with pain from the panacea, she was still determined to die in combat.

      After their first encounter, she saw how inadequate she was before him. She was no fool. She didn’t expect to win – but perhaps, she could help Cloudhawk escape!

      Everything, all of this had come about because of her. Getting him involved was an accident. 

      He’s a good man with a lot of potential, maybe even more than me. Perhaps, he can do what I’ve failed to accomplish. He has to get to safety, even if it kills me!

      The demon’s eyes were unblinking, seeming like deep and ancient wells. He seemed capable of peering into one’s heart. He issued a strange chuckle, which sounded like the quiet call of an owl. As he extended his right hand, the sand surrounding him gathered and formed an awl-pike suspended in midair.

      The beast slowly extended his hand, and the pike shot out like an arrow. The air warped under the pressure caused by its rapid passage.

      The demon’s target was neither the demon hunter nor the new outpost leader who had betrayed him. It was the one between them: Cloudhawk. While they were fixated on the pike, none of them noticed the sandy tentacles that were creeping along the ground towards Cloudhawk. His legs and half of his body were quickly wrapped up, preventing him from dodging. He could do nothing but watch his doom approach.

      Shit!

      The Queen watched with wide-eyed dismay because she knew it was already too late for her to save him. The danger that pike posed would be fatal to her, much more so for the untrained Cloudhawk.

      At this critical moment, a lithe figure swept in front of the young man. Artemis swung her mighty hammer and knocked the sand pike out of the air. However, the indomitable power of the attack also broke her weapon into metal splinters and sent her flying like a kite with broken strings. Flesh and blood splattered over the peaceful green of the oasis.

      Suddenly, Cloudhawk’s eyes turned a bloody red!

      He broke free of the sandy tentacles like an enraged fiend. With a speed and strength he’d never displayed before, the young wastelander charged forward.

      The exorcist rod awakened! Its three-edged point spun like a tornado and began emitting a fiery light that swallowed the whole area.

      The exorcist rod was not a fire-element relic, but the intense friction caused by its rotation released heat. It was so extreme that the oxygen in the air caught fire. Cloudhawk had channeled all of his psychic power, all of his strength, and all of his anger into his staff for this attack.

      B-o-o-m!

      Trees shook as concussive force ripped through the area, with buffeting winds tearing off chunks of bark and countless leaves. The demon did not dodge, did not flinch. He just stood with his open palm raised, the tip of Cloudhawk’s smoking stave resting inertly against its center.

      “Respectable.”

      The demon’s understated praise was punctuated with a gentle push of his hand.

      Cloudhawk was launched away as though shot out of a cannon and crashed into a tree.

      The exorcist rod was flung to the side like so much detritus. When the demon looked down into his palm, he noted cracks had formed around the point of impact and purple blood had begun to leak free. Less than two seconds later, the bleeding stopped.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen raced into the bushes where she found Cloudhawk convulsing on the ground. He was covered in wounds, but his glaring red eyes burned with murderous intent. The will remained, but he hadn’t the power to lift himself up off the ground.

      Several of his ribs were broken.

      The damage wasn’t inflicted by the demon – the creature throwing him away could not be considered an assault. Cloudhawk had done it to himself through overexertion. Berserker rage like this was rarely seen. He was like a wild dying animal. “Let go of me! I’m gonna kill him!”

      This isn’t your fight, the Queen said to herself. It isn’t your war! This battle is for demon hunters!

      She held him tight, tears mixed with blood streaming from beneath her mask. This is my fault. It’s all my fault. My fault!

      The demon’s unblinking, unfeeling eyes watched everything. His hands began to accumulate power once again, but this time, it was the Bloodsoaked Queen – blazing cross in hand – who stood to meet him. She fixed her enemy with an unyielding gaze. That pious holy warrior had returned.

      Her sights never left the visage of her arch-enemy. “You can have my life, but you must let him go!”

      He answered her with a curious expression writ on his face, “A demon hunter giving her life for a lowly wastelander? If your gods knew about this, they would be disappointed!”

      She made no attempt to argue. She growled each word through gritted teeth. “Let. Him. Go.”

      The demon’s voice was cold as the depths of the grave. “In reality, our world is a fair one. Bad decisions come with consequences. His death is not on my hands. Your stupidity, arrogance, and pride are what killed him.”

      The Queen held no hope that her request would be granted. The brutality of demons was well known. What mercy would they show for those they deemed a threat? No, if she wanted to protect Cloudhawk, the only way to do it was to fight with all she was worth. Perhaps, she might harm him enough to dissuade the monster. She had to try, no matter the cost.

      The Queen’s holy sword blazed ever brighter. With her left hand resting on its pommel, she channeled the power of her Burning Angels through it, turning its pure white light into a fiery orange. The heat was so intense that the grass around her withered and shriveled up.

      “Very good. This is the proper posture for battle. Asking for mercy is a display of the weak.” The demon reconstructed his sandy blade and held it tightly in his grip. “As a reward, I shall tell you something. Whether you believe me or not – I was not the one who killed your father.”

      “Do you think I would trust anything a demon says?”

      “It doesn’t matter. You are young, and the world is not as simple as you think. Unfortunately, you won’t have an opportunity to learn this for yourself.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen drew on all of her power, all of her potential, and swung her burning blade towards the demon in a vicious chop. A roiling plume of fire and smoke followed in its wake that lit the dark forest.

      He lifted his sand-sword before him to block the attack. Strong as he was, confronted with the brunt of the Queen’s potent faith, he was forced back. The lapping flames started to burn and crack his sword of sand – but he could see cracks forming in hers as well.

      The sound of something snapping filled the air! Both the demon’s sandy blade and the Queen’s burning holy sword shattered!

      The demon reeled, his body peppered with wounds. They leaked a viscous purple fluid that did not stop. This time, the Queen’s attack had wounded him.

      But it was not enough! Still not enough! A few superficial cuts meant nothing to this nightmare.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen fought for breath as the cross slipped from her fingers and fell gently into the grass. Despite being covered in her blood, it still gleamed with blinding light.

      The demon slowly lifted his arms whereupon wicked spikes emerged as protrusions all over his body. “Are you prepared?”

      She forced herself to quit panting and stood tall like the image of the goddesses of old. Even though she was covered in blood and faced an impossible situation, she stared at her conqueror with adamant courage.

      Cloudhawk fought back onto his feet. “Stop!”

      The demon paid him no mind. He pressed forward with a hand, and the spikes were cast forth. Sharp as daggers, they pierced the Queen, some even running her through and bursting out the other side.

      Cloudhawk watched with wide, stupefied eyes as the strongest warrior he’d ever known collapsed to the floor. It was like watching his whole world crumble. From Mad Dog and Slyfox to Artemis and the Queen, everyone he’d ever known was gone.

      As the demon recovered, he looked at Cloudhawk, peculiar fluctuations rippling through its pupils. “Are you… angry? Do you feel hate? Indignation? Humiliation? Let those emotions free. Let me see the depths of your potential!” [1]

      Cloudhawk didn’t have his staff. It was lost somewhere in the grass. Instead, he rushed over to the glimmering cross and snatched it from the ground. A relic this powerful was outside of Cloudhawk’s abilities to command, but he didn’t think about it. His mind was caught in a white-hot rage where nothing existed except charging forward even in the face of death.

      It didn’t matter how strong or how fierce he was, this demon had to die!

      In the midst of his blinding rage, the stone resting against his chest once more began to vibrate. A psychic pulse a hundred times stronger than Cloudhawk’s poured into the cross and resonated with it. When the holy sword reappeared, it was so bright that it was like the sun appearing in the middle of the dark forest. Everything was bathed in light.

      The light was a column of dazzling power that pierced the heavens. Even the soldiers far away in the outpost could see it splitting the night sky.

      A fervent light sparked in the demon’s dead eyes. “Good… very good!”

      Cloudhawk swung the sword.

      The demon reacted by lifting his hand, and the sand around him reformed into four or five walls. When the light came crashing down, it split them like paper before finally devouring the demon himself. The power struck the beast head-on, pushing him back thirty feet until – with a shrill and terrible scream – the beam drilled through him.

      “Die!”

      Cloudhawk heaved the sword high and brought it crashing down again. The demon was cut into two halves, with the light of the holy sword disappearing the moment it split him. Cloudhawk slumped to the ground, supporting himself with his hands and knees as he gasped for breath. 

      He was dead. Finally, dead! At last, that fucking demon was gone!

      Only, Cloudhawk didn’t want to accept what it had cost.

      

      1. This is similar to the exchange between Cloudhawk and Stranger Black, perhaps indicating how much the demon builds a cult of personality. Or it could just be the author likes this method of taunting.
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      The column of light split the night and then disappeared, all in less than three seconds. The severed halves of the demon lay in a pool of blood. All of it happened so fast… it was inconceivable that this invulnerable enemy could be laid low by the weak and insignificant Cloudhawk.

      Despite her terrible injuries and the blinding pain, the Bloodsoaked Queen was still conscious. She couldn’t believe what had occurred before her very eyes. The beast was so powerful, and yet Cloudhawk had killed him. How had the young wastelander done it?

      Yet, that wasn’t what confused her most. How was she even still alive, much less alert? It made no sense that she would survive after being impaled by the demon’s spikes!

      As she examined the damage, the Queen discovered something odd. While the demon’s attacks had run her through, they had also completely avoided all the major organs. Stranger still, they didn’t sever any important arteries or even shatter bone. They had slipped through her body with perfect precision.

      What was going on? Did the demon spare her life? Had he done it just to infuriate Cloudhawk?

      She found it difficult to accept, but what other alternative was there? It couldn’t have been a coincidence, could it? Why would the demon do this? Why didn’t he kill her? She was a demon hunter – they were mortal enemies!

      Was his aim to humiliate her? That didn’t make any sense! Demons didn’t trouble themselves with such nonsense.

      What’s more, the demon had recognized her potential. Why would he risk letting a future master demon hunter live? If she survived to become a full-fledged hunter, even if she didn’t come for him, she would put down other fiends like him. His actions just didn’t fit the essence of who he was!

      The Bloodsoaked Queen painfully pulled herself back onto her feet. Though these wounds would have been fatal to a normal person, she would recover. Moreover, the effect of the panacea was still actively working through her body, so she didn’t need to take any special measures except to pull the spikes out.

      Dozens of finger-sized wounds oozed blood, but after a minute, they stopped. Her flesh was slowly knitting itself back together before her eyes thanks to the panacea. Despite the number and severity of the injuries, with the help of the injection, they would be gone in ten days to half a month. She’d be back in fighting condition.

      Panacea was a medicine that drew on a person’s potential, essentially overclocking the body’s own functions. The Queen had used three of them over a very short period, which could make the rebound effects worse. There was a risk the side effects could cause long term damage that would be difficult to recover from. Now that her mission was accomplished, she would need to rest for at least a couple of months.

      She stood on unsteady feet and looked at Cloudhawk. “How were you able to summon that kind of power?”

      The Queen’s cross sword was an heirloom relic. To use it, one needed more than just a particular level of talent. Even her father would have found it difficult to command the holy sword like Cloudhawk just did. How many secrets did this kid have hiding up his sleeves?

      When he saw the Queen standing, Cloudhawk’s face lit up. “You’re alive?”

      She looked back at him, speechless.

      “Artemis... where’s Artemis?!”

      He remembered how she threw herself in front of him, but when he found her, Cloudhawk discovered that she hadn’t been as lucky as the Queen. In deflecting the blow, her hammer had detonated, spewing hot metal in all directions. Many of them tore through her body.

      He kneeled beside her and saw that her chest was a bloody ruin. Several of her organs had been critically damaged.

      Artemis didn’t have any healing capabilities, and she’d given the last panacea injection to the Queen. They didn’t have anything to help her, no method to bring her back. She saw the concern and anxiety on his face and smiled through the mask of blood. “You idiot. You should see the look on your face.”

      “Don’t worry, this is nothin’.” Cloudhawk wrapped Artemis in his arms and pulled her close. “We’ll go back to the outpost and find Mantis. He’ll fix you right up. You just hold on!”

      Artemis’s pretty face was devastated and covered in blood. She coughed and tried to speak to him through a rigid windpipe. “N-…. No. Don’t waste your effort. I’m not gonna make it.”

      “We killed the demon!” Cloudhawk’s eyes were red and puffy. “Didn’t you say you were gonna lead the outpost with me? I agree. You live, and we’ll be here together to make it our own. We’ll turn it into a real paradise, okay?”

      “You know, I thought about it. The outpost isn’t what you’re lookin’ for. I can’t be selfish and force you to stay here.” Artemis scowled as she forced out the bitter words. “Motherfucker, I think… I think I really fell for you. Such a… such a shame…”

      She lifted a shaking hand and placed it on his cheek. As her strength failed her, her hand dropped, leaving five stark red streaks against his skin. It fell limp to the ground as Artemis serenely shut her eyes, a small smile on her face.

      Cloudhawk stared dumbly at the body cooling in his embrace. His mind was blank, but it felt like something had been taken from deep inside his soul. It was a pain unlike anything he’d ever felt before.

      Artemis was dead, another in the list of people who had given their lives for him.

      From Slyfox to Mad Dog to Artemis, the weight of their sacrifices left him a crushing burden. As he grew and matured during his journey, every step was wrought with pain and helplessness, with nowhere for him to escape to. All he could do was shoulder this suffocating burden and honor them by spending his days striving to get stronger.

      Was this the price of growing up? The price of seeking something better?

      With her hands pressed against the wounds in her stomach, the Queen walked on shaking legs to Cloudhawk and the corpse he held. The look in her eyes was equal parts guilty and discomfited. “Are you… are you alright?”

      Cloudhawk didn’t respond. He lifted Artemis’s body and walked into the trees.

      “Cloudhawk…,” she called after him.

      He acted like he hadn’t heard and instead focused on putting one foot in front of the other as he trudged back towards Greenland Outpost. The Queen tried to follow, but her wounds slowed her down. In the end, she just watched him disappear into the darkness.

      He hates me!

      She felt a pressure in her chest that made it difficult to breathe. She was filled with a harsh and bitter sensation, for she knew that while the demon was the culprit, she was the one who provoked him. Her ignorance and arrogance led to the destruction of Blackflag Outpost. Her folly and obsession was the doom of the Tartarus mercenaries. Her actions in the Greenland Outpost forced Cloudhawk to watch Artemis die before his eyes.

      In the end, the demon was slain. 

      Ironically, it was the worthless wastelander, the boy she’d looked down on this whole time, who had killed her enemy. What did she do? She hadn’t harmed a hair on him – she hadn’t done a single thing right since coming to the wastelands!

      The Bloodsoaked Queen sadly learned that every decision she’d made had been the wrong one.

      Ever since fleeing Blackflag Outpost, after suffering the slings and arrows of fate, her pride and self-esteem had been eaten away. All that was left was introspection and regret.

      She stumbled over to where the demon’s body lay, and her eyes swept over the blackened pieces. She found several things, namely a book with a pale yellow metal cover and a roll of parchment made from some animal skin.

      The book had to be the demon’s relic.

      She picked up the book and unrolled the parchment to see its contents. Scrawled handwriting covered its surface, and when she read the words, the Queen’s face changed. Her hands curled into fists, and for ten minutes, she stood in contemplative silence. Then, using the tree trunks for support, she limped off.

      What she did not witness was that after she left, what remained of the demon began to transform. The bloody sheen dried up until the pieces were like rock. They dissolved into fragments of sand and blew away on the breeze, leaving nothing behind.

      Just then, standing atop the partly ruined Greenland Fort…

      Two figures stood side by side. One was a tall thin man with a pallid face, messy hair, and glasses. Physically, he seemed very ordinary, but his personality was that of a learned figure – cold and distant – very atypical in the wastelands. Beside him was a strange and savage figure, easily over six feet tall with burning red eyes. Their vision, far better than that of any normal human, tracked Cloudhawk as he slowly approached from the Oasis.

      Mantis spoke in his typical drab tone, “What do you think?”

      “My sand doppelganger has less than half the strength I possess, but I didn’t expect him to defeat it. Extraordinary, really.” The demon’s deep, echoing voice was filled with curiosity. “The boy has potential. It is no wonder he is the chosen one.”

      “You did not kill the demon hunter,” Mantis remarked. “Why?”

      “I find her interesting. There is much about her that is special – different from the others from the Elysian lands. She might serve as a malleable pawn, and if played properly, she could be quite useful.” He didn’t appear to mind the question. “In saving her life, we may eventually be pleasantly surprised. It will certainly make things more amusing. Of course, in your eyes, ancient one, this flourish is hardly noteworthy. You know, you are easily both the maddest and wisest man I’ve ever met. We should play this game together.”

      “Please don’t confuse me with your kind. We aren’t the same and neither is our purpose. If necessary, we would become enemies.”

      Mantis’s cold voice held nothing back, “He was able to sense your energy. If you don’t leave, you’ll be discovered.”

      A glint flashed in the demon’s eyes. “Just think about my offer.”
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      The sun’s gleaming light faded as the day waned, becoming a golden disc peeking over the horizon. Its luminescence dimmed as it fought through the haze of sand and grit in the air. As sunset kissed the outpost, its dying rays played over the remains of Greenland Fort. Bathed in the golden red hue, it looked especially noble.

      On one side of the ruins…

      The late hour stretched the shadows of tombstones long against the ground. A young man in tattered clothing bent over an unmarked grave and placed a flower at its base.

      Cloudhawk’s face and body were scabbed over. His ribs that were broken in the fight against the demon had been set. Although his condition was not a pleasant one, he would be fully recovered in three to five days or, at least recovered enough that it wouldn’t affect his moving around.

      But Artemis was dead. There was no changing that fact.

      Cloudhawk stood in silence before the grave for a long time, unsure of what to do next. Greenland Fort was finally free – there was no one to enslave them, no puppet at its helm. At last, Greenland Outpost belonged to its people. Only, Cloudhawk didn’t intend to stay.

      With Artemis’s death, Cloudhawk had no friends left here. More importantly, he found that Greenland Outpost wasn’t where he wanted to be. It was a flower blooming in a desert of evil, but the hearts of its people were twisted. Killing was their way of life, and even though Hydra was dead, another like him will surely take his place. The sweeper leader was dead, but they would inevitably install someone else to guide their massacres. The wastelands weren’t going to change in a day. It probably wasn’t going to change at all. Peace and safety wasn’t part of the fate of this cursed land.

      Cloudhawk made up his mind. He had to leave the wastelands, to follow the dream that had been carved in his spirit when he was a child.

      The sound of footsteps approached from behind. Cloudhawk didn’t need to turn his head to know who it was.

      She walked with both hands gripping a walking stick to support her weight. Her mask was missing, leaving her beautiful features exposed to the world: clear eyes, high nose bridge, small mouth, and elegant black hair that fell to her shoulders in a silken waterfall. Her shimmering tresses flitted with the breeze, lending her a luxurious air.

      Who could imagine that this seventeen-year-old girl, who looked barely able to withstand a stiff breeze, turned into the infamous Bloodsoaked Queen when she put that demon mask on?

      Her skin was as smooth and pristine as jade [1]. Maybe it was because she was weak, or maybe it was because of blood loss [2], but she was certainly paler than normal. The wrinkle in her brow spoke of nagging pain and melancholy.

      The effects of the panacea injection were still working throughout her body, but her wounds were serious and thus, the pains of recovery were even more difficult to endure. Even so, she hardly showed it on her face. Step by unstable step, she slowly approached where Cloudhawk was standing.

      When she drew near, Cloudhawk finally turned his head. She looked back at him, tranquil and bathed in dying light like she’d just stepped out of a painting. She seemed completely out of place among the gritty, crumbling ruins.

      She’d replaced her clothing with the crude and simple garb of the wastelands. Bandages covered her in a dozen places and outlined her curves. Cloudhawk wasn’t sure whether or not it was because the mask was missing, but that arrogant and domineering air didn’t seem to follow her around anymore.

      Cloudhawk turned back towards the unmarked grave. “What are you doing here?”

      Without the mask, her voice was clear and melodious. “Can’t I come pay my respects?”

      “You should be recovering.” Cloudhawk didn’t know what to say to her. She seemed different now as if the battle with the demon had affected her deeply. Or maybe, something else changed. She seemed more restrained and introverted now after surviving that catastrophic battle. The young demon hunter had experienced much. Perhaps, she’d grown up.

      The young woman looked at the mound, at Cloudhawk quietly standing over it. They stood close, but it felt like they were a thousand miles away from each other. “I’m sorry,” she said in a quiet voice.

      Cloudhawk didn’t think those words would ever come out of the Queen’s mouth. She really had changed – but was her apology a good thing or a bad thing?

      “Ah, there’s nothing to apologize for.” He sighed and stared off into the dimming horizon. “A lot of what happened came down to fate. The demon’s dead. You’ve avenged your father, and I’ve avenged Artemis, Slyfox, and the others. Yes, everything that’s happened was because of you… but it’s done.”

      The Bloodsoaked Queen was quiet for a few moments before she spoke again, “Are you preparing to leave the outpost?”

      “Yeah. Once I’m healed.” Cloudhawk nodded. “It’s not bad here, but in the end, it’s not where I should be. I’ve put it off too long because of all this. It’s time to hit the road.”

      “I have some things I want to give you.” It was then that he noticed the mask and several other items resting in her hands. She gave them all to him. “Please take them. They’ll help you.”

      She’s giving me gifts? Isn’t this her mask?

      He didn’t know what use the mask served, but he knew it was something the Queen kept on her at all times, so it had to be important. It seemed to be made out of some special material as well, for, despite all the many battles she faced in the wastelands, there wasn’t a scratch on it.

      Besides the mask, she also gave him a book with a pale yellow metal cover and a strange token.

      Cloudhawk looked at the book first. Its style seemed ancient, and its cover was engraved with the scene of a vast desert. The closer he looked, the more it seemed like the scene was actually moving, like it was alive.

      It pulsed with powerful resonance. A relic, and judging by the energy it released, it was no less powerful than the Queen’s cross – it was maybe even stronger.

      The token had indecipherable script and symbols etched on the sides. He figured it was one of her personal items.

      “I’m sure you feel it. That book is called the Gospel of Sand. I took it from the demon’s corpse.”

      “Demons use relics?”

      “Demons were once the greatest enemies of the gods. Their powers used to be very similar. The relics that demon hunters employ were gifts from the gods, and in the same vein, demons created relics of their own. However, the way they use them is unique, employing different methods to seal them in their bodies. When we slew the demon, one of its relics was all that remained.”

      Cloudhawk furrowed his brow. “Only one? Where are the rest?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered. “Although it’s just a piece, it is a very famous and important relic. Ownership of it proves you’ve bested a demon.” She then pointed to the token. “As for that, it’s the token that identifies me as a demon hunter. It will allow you to travel through the territory of Skycloud without trouble, and it’s also my recommendation for you to meet the Governor.”

      Cloudhawk was at a loss. “Why would I want to meet him?”

      “The Governor of Skycloud is my uncle,” she said. “If you bring my token and that relic to him, it’ll prove you’ve killed a demon. I’m sure that with my uncle’s prestige and influence, and the fact that you’ve killed a demon, you could live the rest of your life in the Elysian lands and want for nothing. You said you were looking for a pure land without pain or conflict, right? That’s where you’ll find it.”

      Cloudhawk looked at the three items he held in his hands. He felt moved and grateful for her treasures.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen had made many mistakes, but to swallow her pride and say these things to Cloudhawk couldn’t have been easy.

      “What about this?”

      “That mask was made for me by my father. Don’t mistake it for a normal item. It’s also a relic.” She gently ran her hand along the hideous scowling demon mask, and in an instant, it became a white smiling face. In the space of the blink of an eye, it had transformed into an entirely different item. “This is my personal gift to you. For a friend. Sometimes, you rush things, and whether in battle or in social situations, this mask will help you avoid trouble. Take it.”

      It certainly was a special relic. 

      Cloudhawk sensed that the Queen carried another relic, but it was unique somehow. The resonance from it was weak, too faint for Cloudhawk to pick it out before. This must have been what he was feeling!

      Most surprising of all was how different the Queen was now. The prideful woman he’d known was gone, and overnight, she had become someone else. He was speechless.

      He just stared at her. She looked away.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      He reached his hand out, as though to touch her to make sure she was real. “Are you really the Bloodsoaked Queen? Are you a copy or something?”

      Slap! 

      Cloudhawk felt the sting on his hand, and he yanked it back. She hadn’t struck him lightly, and the back of his hand was already getting red and swollen. The embarrassment gave rise to irritation. “Why the hell did you hit me?!”

      She brandished her walking stick, suddenly very much like the old Queen. “We may be friends, but don’t think for a minute about getting physical with me! This time, it was a warning. Next time, I’ll snap your arm.”

      “Friend?!” Cloudhawk snapped back, “Is this how you treat your friends?!”

      She sniffed at him, spun on her heels, and left. However, she wasn’t nearly as rigid or stuffy as before, and the faintest trace of a smile tugged at the corners of her lips. Cloudhawk didn’t bear her any grudges. In the year that she’d spent in the wastelands, meeting this kid was the one good thing that happened to her.

      Fraternizing with wastelanders was a serious violation of the demon hunter code, but she’d broken so many of their rules already. What was one more? In the past, such thoughts would have terrified her. However, after a year in the wastes, had her time here corrupted her will and soul?

      The Bloodsoaked Queen remained true to her faith. That went without question. Only, she wasn’t sure how to deal with her own heart. 

      Cloudhawk sighed and rubbed his hand. He was at least sure of one thing – she was still the Bloodsoaked Queen. He turned back and looked down at the unmarked grave. “Artemis, rest easy. I’ll see you again someday.”

      

      1. Jade can come in a milky white color, another Chinese standard of beauty every woman desperately seeks to attain. My personal theory is that cases of anemia are high in China in part because anemic women are very pale and thus more highly sought after. In comparison, the rate of anemia in the US is ~10% and ~20% in China.

      2. See, he knows what I’m talking about
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      Concealed in the silent night, several large men gathered in a bar were conspiring. One of them was relatively smaller than the others but made up for it with a particularly cruel face. There was a flash of metal, a thud, and suddenly, a nasty-looking dagger was lodged in the table between them.

      “Brothers! It’s a fine opportunity!” His malicious, wolf-like eyes swept over the others. “Hydra is dead and so is that woman. There isn’t anyone left to lead, so chaos will soon follow. It’s finally our time!”

      Excitement gleamed in the other men’s faces. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity, for with Hydra and his henchmen dead, who was left to oppose them?

      One of the men seemed less than convinced. “Ratscratch, boss, aren’t you forgetting the demon hunters? They killed a damn demon!”

      “Demon hunters? Pah!” Ratscratch’s response dripped with disdain. “The demon hunters won’t be here much longer. Now that the Caliph of the Sands is gone, I suspect they’ll be leaving the outpost sooner rather than later.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The demon hunters wouldn’t choose to live here, after all.

      Ratscratch’s beady eyes glinted with an ominous light. “But there’s no time to waste. We gotta take control of the fort as quickly as possible. I got eyes in the fort that tell me the demon hunters are wounded, so now’s our best chance to sneak in and put ‘em down.”

      The others stared at him, shocked. Attack the demon hunters? He was crazy! Demon hunters were immeasurably stronger than Hydra had been. It was suicide!

      Another one of Ratscratch’s subordinates chimed in, “We’ve all seen what the demon hunter can do. If she’s still got even a tenth of that power left, she can easily handle all of us. It’s too dangerous.”

      “Fuckwit! Why would we attack head-on? Poison, ambush, traps… we already gathered some toxic spores and made a powder. All we gotta do is to find a way to sneak into where they live and slip it in their water. Poison doesn’t give a shit how strong you are.” Ratscratch’s face twisted into a nasty expression. “We got hundreds of brothers and the fort’s in ruins. They don’t got enough people to keep it locked down. All we gotta do is kill two people, and the whole outpost is ours! Relax, it’s under control. Once our people do their jobs, we’re on the move.”

      The others were uncertain, even fearful, but it was hard for them to conceal their greed. When Ratscratch’s eyes swept over them, they were filled with awe.

      Ratscratch was a well-known figure in the outpost. Now that Hydra, Artemis, and Salamander were gone, there was almost no one to stand in his way. As for the demon hunter and – what, her apprentice? They were outsiders. They didn’t have any clout here. What did it matter if they were strong? Sometimes, in the wastelands, it was better to know how to fight dirty than to be strong.

      “Alright!”

      “We’re gonna beat the shit out of ‘em!”

       “I’m with you, boss!”

      Like gamblers, they were all in.

      If they could take the fort, it didn’t even matter if they couldn’t hold the whole outpost. If the territory split, they would, at the very least, be the major influence. Women, food, drinkable water – who would be there to stop them from carving the resources up for themselves?

      Ratscratch nodded his head in satisfaction and picked up his glass. “Relax, brothers. Win or lose, we do this together!”

      The simple cups clinched together in a toast, sending alcohol splashing.

      Now that the decision was made, Ratscratch began his preparations. None of his ambitious men were going to back away from an opportunity like this. Besides, Ratscratch was getting on in the years, and he didn’t want to throw away this precious chance. It was probably his last chance to turn things in his favor.

      If there was one thing the wastelands didn’t lack, it was scoundrels. Ratscratch wasn’t the only one with spies keeping an eye on the Greenland Outpost leadership. If he wanted to take it for himself, he had to be faster than them. The earlier he moved, the better.

      “Number two, get fifty men together and set ‘em up to ambush the fort. Number Three, get fifty men with crossbows to give ‘em cover. The rest of you are under my command. Once we get the signal, we’re on the move.”

      “You got it!”

      Everything rested on this operation!

      After deploying his lieutenants, Ratscratch started making arrangements. He was practically buzzing with fervor and excitement like he was in his twenties again. He was already fantasizing about life as leader of the outpost!

      But then, an intense sense of disquiet filled him.

      Ratscratch was near the bottom of the barrel when it came to the outpost’s elite, but he was a veteran of the wilderness. Due to his experience there, he had developed the instinct of a wild animal and had a nose for danger!

      He didn’t know where the danger was coming from, but a sound from somewhere tipped him off. He flung himself to the side.

      But it was too late!

      A bullet shattered a nearby window and half a moment later, a hole appeared in the back of Ratscratch’s head. It drilled through his right eye, leaving a ragged tunnel as it exploded out and buried itself in the wall behind him.

      Ratscratch hit the ground as rigid as a board. Just a moment ago, he had been filled with spirit and gusto. One second later, he was dead, the victim of a shooting.

      “Sniper!”

      Ratscratch’s men were all old hats around the outpost, so when their leader was shot down, they didn’t panic, get enraged, or shrink back in fear. The first thing they did was hit the deck to avoid becoming the next victim.

      Six hundred feet away from the bar, nestled in a pile of inconspicuous rubble, the sniper pulled back the rifle’s bolt which ejected the spent casing. The shooter slowly readjusted his aim. The rifle was a special wastelands rifle, with every component of it handmade and crude. Its bullets were high caliber. It lacked a scope, so the shooter was guided only by the iron sights fixed to the end of the barrel. A gun like this definitely required a skilled marksman to use properly, for it lacked anything to facilitate aim or control, much less hitting a target hundreds of feet away.

      One bullet, one target down.

      The shooter didn’t rush to leave. He shifted the sights towards the front door.

      One of Ratscratch’s men slowly rose to his feet and cautiously opened the door, preparing to make a run for it. However, the sniper reacted as quickly as a bolt of lightning. The moment the door opened just a crack, he pulled the trigger.

      The sharp report of the rifle rang out once more.

      This bullet ripped through the wall and into the common room where it buried itself in the man standing by the door. As it ripped through his waist, the man toppled to the ground and began to scream. He clearly wasn’t going to make it.

      The rat pack only had three rodents left.

      Now they knew where the sniper was. When the second shot fired, they leapt out of the window, abandoning cover and racing towards where the sniper was hiding.

      It didn’t take them long to reach that spot, and they found a blanket he must have been using to camouflage himself. A shadow caught their eye from the ruins.

      “Get him!”

      The three men lifted their weapons and gave chase. They spread out, looking for any trace of the sniper. One of them suddenly felt a hand clamp down on his mouth and then the cold kiss of steel as a dagger opened his throat.

      The other two sensed something was wrong and whipped around to face their dead comrade.

      Their compatriot had collapsed, eyes wide and mouth gasping for breath like a fish out of water. Only, his attacker had vanished back into the shadows. The last two men standing immediately stood back to back and stared with wide-eyed fear and surprise into the darkness.

      Whoosh!

      A black figure swept by.

      In his passage, a dagger whipped out and planted itself in the throat of one of the remaining two. The unfortunate soul clutched his neck and collapsed. When the shadowy assassin’s feet hit the ground, he swung around and lunged at the final thug with a staff that had a three-edged spike at the end.

      “Die!”

      Ratscratch’s last henchman was as shocked as he was infuriated. He heaved his weapon and flung himself forward. Their weapons met in the darkness three or four times with neither taking the upper hand. Then, just as the warrior was preparing to go on the offensive, he heard the assassin’s weapon whir.

      His weapon was ripped apart like it was made of paper! The last thing he felt was a vicious energy tear through his chest.

      That was how Ratscratch’s fledgling rebellion ended.

      Cloudhawk wiped the blood clean from the tip of his exorcist spear before turning to look at the person behind him. “What do you think?”

      A tall, thin figure was half hidden in the shadows. He seemed almost like a part of the darkness, and if he remained still, it would be almost impossible to know he was there. Mantis slowly emerged, surveyed the corpses, and offered his evaluation.

      “Very average.”

      Cloudhawk shrugged.

      Over the last several days, Cloudhawk’s injuries had recovered well. He’d wanted to learn a few new skills before setting out again, so he took the Queen and Mantis as his teachers. From one, he learned the basics of close-quarters combat, and from the other, he learned the skills of assassins and surgeons.

      The situation in Greenland Outpost was growing more unstable by the day. Several groups had started to instigate turmoil for their own gain.

      Mantis used his skills to locate these troublemakers and then arranged for Cloudhawk to deal with them as a form of training. Although the boy wasn’t even half the assassin Mantis was, his skills at murder had improved impressively over the last few days.

      Cloudhawk swung his arms to loosen his muscles. “Seems like the outpost has been mostly cleared of thugs, and my wounds are about healed. I think it’s about time I got out of here.”

      Mantis looked at Cloudhawk, who was wearing the Queen’s mask. “Are you sure you want to go to the Elysian lands?”

      He nodded. “Definitely.”

      “It isn’t the flawless place you think it is.” Mantis’s voice was flat as ever. “I suggest you remain in the wastelands, but some lessons require that we experience them first hand in order to learn them more deeply.”

      “This fuckin’ guy, always so cryptic. Can you talk straight for once?”

      Cloudhawk didn’t get where Mantis was coming from. Now that he’d made up his mind to go, no one was gonna stand in his way. Greenland Outpost was left to Mantis because as weird as he was, the assassin was at least reliable. So long as he was in charge, things wouldn’t fall apart.
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      Cloudhawk slowly practiced the postures he learned from the Bloodsoaked Queen in Greenland Fort’s training room. He was now able to reach the fifteenth stance of this exercise used to condition a demon hunter’s body – an improvement over his performance prior to his injuries. It showed that Cloudhawk was getting stronger. The better he got, the slower and more purposeful the stances became, taking several hours for only three repetitions.

      He was absolutely exhausted by the end. He stopped, covered in sweat and breathing heavily.

      Seven days had passed since the battle with the demon, and his wounds were no longer a concern. In fact, there was hardly any indication that he’d been wounded at all. The time for him to leave Greenland Outpost and leave for the Elysian lands was near.

      The young wastelander hefted a metal-bound yellow tome in his hands. He looked at the cover on which the scene of a vast desert seemed to undulate beneath his gaze.

      The demon’s relic: the Gospel of Sand.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen had given him this relic as a trophy to symbolize his victory over a demon. With it and the identifying token given to him by the Queen, he would be granted passage through the territory of Skycloud and favor from her family. At the very least, he would be accepted into the Elysian lands and maybe even be given the honor of becoming a demon hunter. Then, at last, he could leave the wastelands behind.

      Only, Cloudhawk didn’t see the Gospel of Sand as a mere trophy!

      If this was one of the demon’s greatest relics, it must mean a fair amount of his power came from it. To Cloudhawk, it meant the thing had to be very useful.

      The restrictions and classifications demon hunters put on relics meant nothing to him. He could use whatever relic he wished, from the Queen’s holy cross of light to the invisibility cloak to the exorcist rod. The book he held in his hands should be no different.

      Ripples of power wafted from the book as it resonated with his psychic energy. A faint and inexplicable power suddenly permeated the air.

      Cloudhawk was still weak, so using the Gospel of Sand was a difficult task. However, he persisted, and eventually, the tome began to respond. It started to shake – so imperceptibly that no human sense or scientific method could detect it, but with such resonance that it reacted to the fundamental threads that constituted matter.

      It was too difficult! It felt like it weighed a thousand pounds!

      Dripping with sweat, Cloudhawk fought on, pouring ever more psychic energy into the book until at last, the Gospel awoke. The frequency of those threads changed. They thrummed in a different pattern, and thus, matter began to change. At last, the Gospel of Sand revealed its power.

      A gust of wind rustled through the training room. Fine granules of dust danced in the breeze.

      Eventually, sand covered most of the spacious training room in a self-contained sandstorm, dancing in time with Cloudhawk’s will. However, his stamina was quickly drained, and the weightlessness was stripped from the room. The dust and grit fell back to earth to cover the training hall’s floor with a thin film of sand.

      Is this how the demon controlled the sandstorms? Cloudhawk could barely summon a breeze!

      The demon’s storms had swallowed up the outpost, while Cloudhawk’s hardly filled a room. Still, it answered his question; the book was definitely useful. Only, he was still too weak to call forth its full potential.

      Cloudhawk suspected that if he managed to become as strong as the demon, he could also summon a titan of sand. He’d be able to capably defend himself against anyone, probably even against a whole army!

      It certainly earned its reputation as a famed relic! It was one hell of a tool!

      Cloudhawk was putting the book away when the sound of footsteps caught his attention. He looked up to find the Bloodsoaked Queen in the doorway. Her wounds were not entirely healed, but she no longer needed the cane to help her walk. She still looked weak and haggard but had already recovered a third of her fighting ability. She could go one on one with anyone in the outpost in a fair fight and win.

      When she saw the sand-covered floor and the book in Cloudhawk’s hands, she gazed at him in surprise. “You used the Gospel of Sand?”

      “Isn’t the answer kind of obvious?”

      She found it hard to believe. “The Gospel of Sand is very powerful but is also a very unique type of relic. There are only a few people with the ability to use it, and if you managed to, that means you have a special talent. How is it that you seem to have so many gifts?”

      Cloudhawk was largely ignorant of the science and history of relics. He knew nothing about special talents or whether he had any. To him, every relic he encountered was the same. He hadn’t thought that they came in classes or categories.

      “Well, anyway, you showed up right on time,” Cloudhawk said as he made his way over to her. “I was just gonna go find you to say goodbye. It’s time for me to leave the outpost.”

      “So soon?” She was actually pleased that he was heading out. The more anxious he was to go, the more it showed how eager he was to reach the Elysian lands.

      She’d long suspected that Cloudhawk had a talent that surpassed even her own. If he could make it to Skycloud and undergo training from her family, the title of youngest demon hunter would surely pass to him. Her home would grow stronger and thus, be better able to fight back any attempts by the hellspawn to invade.

      A fervent light clearly danced in Cloudhawk’s eyes. “I wanna see if the Elysian lands and Skycloud are as nice as you say.”

      She answered without hesitation, filled with certainty, “The wastelands and the realm blessed by the light are like two different worlds. I know you’ll love it there.”

      Cloudhawk certainly hoped so. And speaking of hope, he grew curious. “The demon’s dead. Are you still sticking around?”

      “A year ago, I went against the wishes of my family and violated the laws of the demon hunters to come here in secret. If I go back, it’ll be a while before I can leave again.” Her expression grew stern as she dropped her eyes. “I learned something new about my father’s death. I need to try and learn more so I may stay for a while longer.”

      Her quest still wasn’t finished?

      Curiosity continued to dig at him. “Do you need help?”

      She politely turned down his offer. “No, I can handle it.”

      The Queen didn’t want to drag Cloudhawk into any more danger than she already had. Besides, his abilities were unstable and only manifested themselves in extreme circumstances. It was a dangerous gamble to rely on. Without his sudden bursts of power, he was more of a liability, so it was a wiser choice to get him to the Elysian lands as quickly as possible.

      She fixed him with a serious look. “I hope when next we meet in the Elysian lands, you’ve become a strong and honorable demon hunter!”

      Demon hunter? Pfft!

      Cloudhawk inwardly rolled his eyes. Were demon hunters honorable? Not based on what he’s seen. Furthermore, he didn’t have any beef with demons until the Queen came around. Why would he want to go traipsing around looking for trouble?

      He had seen what a demon could do, and as far as he was concerned, that was about all he was interested in learning. Although demons certainly gave him a rotten impression, so long as they didn’t screw with him, he wasn’t going to screw with them. And if they did, he’d get as far away as possible. The only way he’d want to tangle with something so dangerous ever again was if he had no other choice.

      “No matter where we turn up in the future,” Cloudhawk said, looking back at her, “we’re always going to be friends. Right?”

      A faint smile suddenly spread across the Queen’s pallid face, filling it with a poignant yet stunning beauty. They each had their own road to walk, and neither of them could stop until they reached the end. They were the same in that aspect. As for what was to come, who could say what the future held?

      Mantis had prepared a care package for Cloudhawk: a map of the wastelands, a custom 13mm sniper rifle [1], a nine-millimeter handgun, around twenty throwing daggers, a knife from the Elysian lands, two canteens, and another set of leather boots, gloves, and a vest, all made from dire bear skin that would be difficult for a bullet to pierce.

      Then, of course, there was the exorcist rod, the Gospel of Sand, the invisibility cloak, and the demon mask – Cloudhawk’s collection of relics.

      As for tools? The outpost didn’t have any vehicles to speak of since it was surrounded by forests and ruins. Building and maintaining them simply didn’t make sense in this environment. However, the Queen hand-picked a wastelands lizard he could use as a mount and fitted it with travel bags containing water, field rations, medicine, and other supplies.

      Ten experienced and reliable elite soldiers were selected to escort him, to help him avoid the dangers that surrounded the outpost for a few hundred miles. Beyond that, the outpost maps were ambiguous and of little help. From there on, he was on his own.

      Everything was in order.

      Cloudhawk climbed atop his mount and as he set off for the wastes, he never once looked back. He resolutely headed out from the comfort zone he’d built and into the unknown.

      Mantis stood atop one of the ruins and watched the young man disappear into the horizon. There was a fierce gust of wind and suddenly, another figure appeared by his side – a ferocious and familiar figure.

      “It seems you were right.” The Caliph’s voice sounded like a rasping echo through the desolate ruins. His red eyes were fixed on the shrinking black dot that was Cloudhawk. “He certainly is an interesting kid.”

      “We can’t let the path he’s chosen be too easy,” Mantis replied emotionlessly.

      The Caliph of the Sands answered with a deep, haggard laugh, “I’m ready. But if he can’t prevail and should meet with misfortune, ancient one, then your plans…”

      “He won’t die that easily.” Mantis quietly turned away. “It’s time to prepare the next step.”

      The Caliph watched the human walk away, staring at him with a strange expression in his burning red eyes. Had the man finally decided to join his cause? Their goals were different – even opposed – but it appeared the beginning of their journey followed the same road. So why not cooperate?

      

      1. I’m the opposite of a gun guy, but I think that’s a .50 caliber rifle, so huge.
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      The wastelands’ sands swirled on hot winds. Heat caused the air to warp, twisting the line of wasteland riders that appeared on the horizon. A young boy of about fifteen years led them, looking especially small and frail atop his lizard mount. A black and grey cloak shielded him from the sun, and a large rifle was slung over one shoulder. A gun of that caliber was a symbol of status out here in the wastelands.

      The unobtrusive youth was followed by ten burly men, each one of them clearly a practiced warrior. Their leader was a strange looking man with an apish jutting lower jaw and a pair of arms twice the size of those of any normal man. His hands were thicker than kneecaps. For a weapon, he had a metal bow slung over his shoulder strung with a wastelands wyrm bowstring. It was clearly a powerful tool.

      The group garnered attention everywhere they went.

      Cloudhawk could hardly believe that only three months ago, he was a worm, crawling over the ruins of the wastelands looking for scraps. Now, he rode at the head of a small band of capable fighters and went where he pleased. All he had to worry about was the occasional beast. Your typical bandits or sweeper party were nothing for him to fear anymore.

      There hadn’t been many setbacks to bar their path over the last couple hundred miles.

      Cloudhawk’s confidence soared. If they kept up this pace, he’d reach the Elysian lands in about ten days. The others who rode the lizards beside him were elites from the outposts. The strange-looking one was named Depp, a brawny man in his thirties. Though his mutation made him appear ferocious, he was actually pragmatic and composed – a fighter no less capable than the likes of Panther or Salamander.

      One of the outpost warriors spoke up, “Up ahead is rotwolf territory.”

      A small cluster of ruins appeared on the horizon, partially buried by the desert and peppered with weeds. It was home to a pack of twenty to thirty rotwolves. Their alpha leapt onto a crumbling wall and challenged them by flashing its saliva-dripping fangs. The coarse hair on its body was raised in warning – typical posture for defending one’s territory. If the riders wanted to keep going, they would have to fight their way through.

      Cloudhawk unraveled his map and looked it over. “The map says there’s an outpost nearby. If we deal with the wolves, we’ll be doing them a favor. We can skin ‘em and sell their hides for food while we’re at it.”

      The soldiers were here to follow his lead, so they did what he commanded. They obeyed because of their friends and relatives back home. Even if that weren’t the case, they were promised a rich reward for getting the kid to a specific spot. After delivering him and returning, they were even told they’d have a place in the Fort. It was a tempting offer they couldn’t refuse.

      Whoosh!

      Depp’s meaty arm pulled back his massive bowstring, nocking an arrow the size of a man without much effort, and let fly. The arrow whizzed through the air and buried itself in the alpha wolf’s brain. The beast hit the ground with a thud and twitched for a little while, struggling against the inevitable. The rest of the pack let loose a series of howls before twenty to thirty of them came charging their way.

      Whoosh! Whoosh!

      Depp fired two more arrows in quick succession. Two more rotwolves died.

      The guy was able to hit a target from over three hundred feet away as well as any sniper, all thanks to his wastelands wyrm tendon longbow. The materials it used were similar to the ones used to construct the outpost’s ballista, which gave it incredible stopping power. Between the impressive weapon and Depp’s incredible strength, the rotwolves didn’t even have a chance to dodge before getting pinned to the ground.

      Cloudhawk hefted his rifle and aimed down the old-style sights at one of the beasts. As he pulled the trigger, he could feel every component of the gun move until at last, the bullet was spat out in a crack of gas and fire. He hit his target flawlessly from several hundred feet away.

      The rest of the pack came running their way.

      The outpost warriors fished out their weapons and began to fight back. The wolf pack wasn’t a particularly large one, and they were all experienced wastelanders, so the creatures were killed before they could even reach melee range.

      Cloudhawk urged his lizard mount forward and entered the ruins, followed by Depp and a few others. They drew their daggers and set about relieving the corpses of their valuable hides. Humans had no use for the poison glands on the rotwolf corpses, but wastelands lizards found them appetizing, so the eleven mounts they’d brought with them happily ate their fill.

      “We got two rotwolf cubs!”

      One of the soldiers lifted his arms with a rotwolf in each hand. They curled like kittens as they hung by the scruff of their necks. Their fur was pitch black, and they were still too young to even open their eyes – young enough that there was a chance they could be domesticated. They could fetch a good price at the outpost.

      Once the lizards were sated, Cloudhawk led Depp and the others to the nearest outpost. Outpost was hardly the right word for it since it couldn’t even begin to compare to Greenland Outpost. It didn’t even match up to Blackflag, no more than a third of the size of the first encampment Cloudhawk ever lived in. It was obviously weaker as a result.

      It was the first settlement Cloudhawk approached since leaving the oasis, and he sought to replenish some of their dwindling water supplies. However, as they approached the entrance of the outpost, the young man was unpleasantly surprised by the scene.

      Bleakfire Outpost looked like it’d barely survived some recent disaster. Its walls served their function in little more than name only, and the defenders who peered from their craggy tops were armed with only bows and arrows. A few residents were busy trying to scrub bloodstains off the stones. Though it was clear the battle had ended some time ago, the smell of carnage still hung in the air.

      Things only got worse when Cloudhawk and the rest of his group rode into Bleakfire Outpost. There were at least a thousand corpses that had yet to be disposed of piled up in a mountain of broken bones and rotten flesh. The unfortunate souls had become a feast for countless insects that buzzed around. The whole display was sickening.

      Most of them were human. A few were mutants.

      So many corpses rotting in the wasteland sun would quickly produce an ungodly stench. There was the danger of them spreading disease, and if they weren’t dealt with, the threat could destroy the whole outpost population.

      “I’m the leader of Bleakfire Outpost.” An old man with a leathery face and a staff looked at Cloudhawk warily. “You are…”

      Cloudhawk answered, “I come from Greenland Outpost. We came hoping to spend the night, but… strange, were you attacked by sweepers?”

      “Greenland Outpost?” Something that might have been recognition flashed through the old man’s eyes. The soldiers around them also reacted and fixed the newcomers with wide-eyed stares. Bleakfire Outpost’s leader passed his staff from one hand to the other and resumed speaking to them with a low, strange voice. “We hear the Caliph of the Sands was killed in Greenland Outpost.”

      Caliph of the Sands? Ah, he’d almost forgotten – that had been the demon’s name.

      After being attacked by sweepers, the denizens of this outpost had to hate them with every fiber of their beings. The demon was the sweeper’s greatest leader, so word of his death likely came as great news to them!

      Cloudhawk replied without giving it much thought, “That’s right. The demon was dealt with just outside Greenland Outpost.”

      “Fuckin’ bastards!” One of Bleakfire Outpost’s soldiers shouted at them, his eyes red with anger. “Why the hell did they kill the Caliph? Did they have any idea how important he was to the wastelands? Now that he’s dead, everything’s gone to shit!”

      “That’s right!”

      “I hope Greenland Outpost fuckin’ burns!”

      “Nah, they all deserve to be hacked to pieces!”

      The destitute people of the outpost began to gather around. Cloudhawk and his companions watched the crowd gather with concern on their faces. The hostility of these strangers definitely took them by surprise – it was completely the opposite of what they expected!

      The Bleakfire Outpost leader heaved a defeated sigh. “If the Caliph was murdered, it could only have been at the hands of a demon hunter. Everyone put your weapons away!” 

      Cloudhawk didn’t let their unwelcoming attitude trouble him. “The demon was brutal and wicked. He was the leader of tens of thousands of sweepers – how is his death a bad thing?”

      “Young man, you see things too simply.” The old man gave another lengthy sigh. “Whether or not the Caliph is alive or dead, the sweepers remain. If he were still alive, the sweepers would get what they needed from places like Greenland. They would have no need to turn on smaller outposts like ours. With the Caliph dead, these fiends have no leader, and the tributes once offered to appease the sweepers go unpaid. They are an army without a territory, and there are tens of thousands of them that are out of control. In the end, the ones who suffer are smaller tribes like ours!”

      His words made Cloudhawk think. Could it be that the demon’s existence was beneficial to the wastelands instead of harmful? Did that creature somehow keep things stable?

      Sweepers were a reality of the wastelands, one that could never be completely erased. Under the demon’s influence, they were organized, restrained. They used the threat of their ferocity to coerce places like Greenland into paying tribute, ultimately removing the need to attack softer targets like Bleakfire.

      With the sudden removal of their leader, the sweepers were dealt a serious blow, and the once mighty army splintered and spread out into the wastelands again. Over the last few days, many outposts had suffered just like this one.

      “My son died at the hands of the sweepers! If the Caliph were alive, he’d have kept these damn monsters in check, and my son would still be alive!” The larger man with puffy red eyes shouted at them, full of enmity. “If I ever see that goddamn demon hunter, I’ll fuckin’ kill him, even if he tears my body into pieces!”

      “No doubt!”

      “They killed my brother too!”

      “And my friend!”

      “Fuckin’ demon hunters. They’re all goddamn lowlifes!”

      Cloudhawk looked over the angry, twisted faces, and a shudder went through him. It all seemed so absurd!

      Demons were a curse, the root of all conflict in this world. But there was also order in chaos! The demon had been an important element in the wastelands that kept the outposts safe. Without him, the might of the sweepers was unchecked, and for places like Bleakfire, that new reality was a catastrophe. Thousands, even tens of thousands of wastelanders would suffer!

      And the one who created all of this suffering was none other than Cloudhawk. He didn’t know it would happen, of course, and he hadn’t hoped for it. As he gazed over that mountain of corpses, their faces twisted in pain and despair, he imagined them looking at him in hatred. A cold sweat trickled down his back.

      They couldn’t stay here. Cloudhawk had to leave as quickly as possible!
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      Cloudhawk couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe that he’d somehow become an enemy of the wastelands – a sinner in the eyes of the innocent. His actions had brought untold unrest and suffering to a people who were already awash in trauma.

      This mountain of corpses… created by my hand?

      Cloudhawk stared at the carnage at the center of Bleakfire Outpost with wide eyes. The scene dug its accusing fangs deep into his soul.

      He had never pretended to be a good man – there was no such thing as a good man in the wastelands. However, he also had never hoped to see the scene that unfolded before him now. These rivers of blood, these twisted faces, these broken and entangled bodies, these stinking corpses would all become a nightmare of pestilence seared into the depths of his heart. Cloudhawk knew these images would haunt him in the darkness of the night when things were quietest.

      But even if he had to do it again, it would be difficult to change the result.

      Cloudhawk didn’t know if his actions were right or wrong, good or bad. He was just a normal kid. He couldn’t see the big picture. Nor was he one to give up his life for this poisoned world. All he pursued was his own dream.

      Maybe it was just like what the old man said. We could rail against the fact, but in the end, everyone under the stars was nothing more than a speck of dust. It didn’t matter how hard you tried. The only thing you had control over was yourself.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Bleakfire Outpost’s leader saw the discomfort in Cloudhawk’s face. “Night’s falling. Now that you’re here, you might as well stay the night. I’m afraid we’re in poor shape as you can see. We have nothing in the way of entertainment.”

      “No need!” Cloudhawk didn’t want to stay here a moment longer. “Depp, let’s go.”

      Depp figured Cloudhawk might be a demon hunter, but he was also familiar with the kid’s abilities. He wasn’t strong enough to defeat the Caliph of the Sands. He figured it was the Bloodsoaked Queen who’d defeated the demon.

      “It’ll be dark soon. If we leave now, we’re spending the night in the wastelands.”

      “So let’s not waste time talkin’ shit. Move it!”

      Cloudhawk paid Depp’s helpful suggestion no mind. He would rather spend the night out there than sleep under the accusing eyes of these corpses. Every second he spent here felt like torture, a sensation no one else would understand.

      Just then, a piercing sound rang out through the dusk! It was the outpost’s alarm!

      “The sweepers are back!”

      Bleakfire’s leader was preparing to press Cloudhawk about his strange behavior when the alarms rose. Shocked by its suddenness and what it meant, he and his soldiers blanched. They ran towards the alarm with Cloudhawk in tow, and when they got to the site, they saw a host of several hundred figures dotting the horizon.

      Sweepers. They were back, and their numbers seemed endless.

      The Bleakfire Outpost’s soldiers, numbering near a thousand, nervously fingered their weapons. They couldn’t understand why the sweepers would be back so soon after their last raid.

      How could they benefit from hitting them again?

      Bleakfire’s infrastructure was in tatters, and any supplies they had were pillaged two days ago. Attacking the outpost again didn’t seem to be worth the cost. Were they just here to murder the hapless people?

      All of a sudden, the atmosphere within the outpost turned grave. In its fragile state, the outpost would be totally wiped out if they were attacked again. Thousands would be displaced. Most would lose their lives.

      From the looks of them, the sweepers number around four hundred, not a lot, but they were all vicious fighters. There were various kinds among them, but all were at least six feet tall, covered in muscle, and thirsty for blood. There were also a dozen or so monsters ten feet tall – maneaters. They were among the strongest of the sweeper forces, more than a match for any outpost guard.

      This mixture of crack sweeper soldiers had to be a remnant of the Caliph’s army!

      The demon and his lieutenants were dead, leaving the sweepers with no one strong enough to unite them. The mutant killers fractured into smaller groups, unable to threaten the bigger outposts like Greenland but more than menacing enough to raid the smaller settlements. 

      This was why the poor souls of Bleakfire Outpost hated the demon hunters so much!

      Greenland Outpost was rich in supplies and could single-handedly supply the sweepers with most of their needs. Now that they could no longer rely on Greenland as a source of sustenance, the thousands of sweepers were forced to split up and spread across the wastelands to take what they needed.

      “Must you force us to perish with you?!” Bleakfire’s leader stood before his people, shouting bitterly at the host of sweepers. “Very well! If we’re to die, then we’ll take as many of you fiends as we can with us!”

      Most sweepers had lost all ability to reason. They were little more than beasts who relied on instinct. However, in each group, there was a handful that had some measure of intelligence left and served as leaders. This group was no different.

      Several individuals stepped out from the crowd, men who could almost pass for normal humans. The one in the center stood out furthest, likely their chieftain. His face was covered, hiding any detail, but his skin was covered in mutated tissue that made him look like a man in the throes of late-stage skin disease. “We’re not here for you today. We want the demon hunter.”

      The faces of the outpost’s people sank. Demon hunter? How could a demon hunter be in their ruined home?

      “There’s no use pretending. We already know.” The sweeper leader glared at them, his growling voice angry and threatening. “The demon hunter who killed our master left Greenland Outpost two days ago with ten men. He’s there among you. If you continue to hide him, we’ll be forced to slaughter every last one of you!”

      Greenland Outpost? Demon hunter? Ten outpost soldiers…!

      The outpost leader’s face first betrayed confusion, then surprise, and at last, anger. His face darkened as suddenly, he turned to his people. “Grab the travelers from Greenland Outpost!”

      Cloudhawk had mounted his lizard the moment he felt things were going south and was leading his men from the outpost. But he was a few seconds too late as the outpost soldiers were already closing in.

      “That’s them!”

      “These are the fucking Greenland bastards!”

      “There’s a demon hunter with them. Don’t let them go!”

      All of Bleakfire’s people glared at them with eyes that burned with hatred!

      As much as they despised the sweepers, these unfortunates hated the demon hunters even more! Those bastards looked down on the wastelands from their holy palaces, viewing the people as little more than weeds. They’d destroyed the balance in the name of their precious honor. They deserved to be forever cursed by the wastelands and its people!

      If looks could kill, Cloudhawk would have been murdered a thousand times over.

      Incensed with rage, a handful of Bleakfire soldiers charged at them with wild abandon. The sound of twanging bowstrings thrummed all around them, following the soldiers who were flailing their weapons.

      “Ah!”

      One of Greenland’s soldiers hit the ground with an arrow embedded in him, screaming. He was swarmed by the soldiers in an instant and disappeared beneath their blows. The unfortunate soldier was literally torn apart.

      The Bleakfire leader snatched a gun from one of his subordinates and leveled it at Cloudhawk. He pulled the trigger and a powerful flat-headed slug tore through the air. Even Cloudhawk couldn’t dodge it, and he felt the bullet strike him.

      A bullet this size would blow a fist-sized hole in a normal man, but it had to first penetrate Cloudhawk’s cloak and then the bear-hide armor beneath. It left a dent but little more, for the dire bear armor was incredibly sturdy. It was sturdy enough to stop bullets, but even so, this shot was a mean one.

      Cloudhawk felt like someone had struck him with a sledgehammer. The force was almost enough to knock him off his mount.

      Meanwhile, another Greenland soldier fell. He was quickly surrounded by the mob and viciously murdered! By now, more of Bleakfire’s soldiers had blocked their escape and there was nowhere for Cloudhawk and his people to go. With anger fueling him, the young warrior channeled his psychic energy through the Gospel of Sand tucked away in his coat. Immediately, the sandy ground rose up to create a wall.

      Out here in the desert, the demon’s Gospel had many uses.

      Cloudhawk thrust out his palm, and the towering wall reacted by rushing forward. Although he wasn’t strong enough to kill his foes with the relic, he could at least block off his attackers and prevent them from shooting his people.

      “Cut your way through!”

      Depp pulled back his bow and impaled two people with a single shot.

      “Kill ‘em!”

      The eight remaining Greenland Outpost fighters brandished their weapons while their lizard mounts heaved powerful legs. Several among the mob blocking their path were knocked aside, and a lizard tore into one with its bloody maw. The riders swung their weapons as they moved to cut down anyone who got too close, and before long, there were a dozen corpses in their wake.

      Bleakfire’s leader was mad with rage. “Kill them! Kill them!!”

      Depp reached back and pulled out a special-purpose iron arrow. He drew back on the string and let loose. His shot tore through the sandy cover toward its target. Bleakfire’s leader was exhausted and slow due to the battle the day before yesterday. By the time he saw his death coming, it was too late to get out of the way.

      Depp’s special arrow was incredibly powerful.

      First, it struck the leader’s gun and smashed it into shards of metal. He stumbled backwards once it buried itself in his chest. He stared at the iron shaft jutting out from his body in shock as blood trickled from his mouth. Finally, with his face twisted in an expression of defiance, he collapsed to the ground.

      Bleakfire’s leader was ended by the arrow. The outpost was flung into turmoil, which gave the Greenland party the opportunity it needed to escape.

      Cloudhawk was free, but his heart was conflicted. He hadn’t killed any of Bleakfire’s people personally, but to them, he was worse than the demon. He was especially saddened by the fate of their leader. He could tell that the man was a rare specimen, intelligent and kind. Under different circumstances, Cloudhawk would have been pleased to meet him.

      Now, he was dead. Cloudhawk hadn’t been the one to kill him, but he was the reason the old man was dead. How was this any different than if Cloudhawk had done the deed himself?

      It wasn’t that Cloudhawk cared what others thought. No, he felt like a pawn, like fate was playing with him. The feeling stuck with him as he and the eight remaining Greenland warriors raced off into the wastelands.

      They had to get away from this place as quickly as possible!

      But would getting to safety be so easy?
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      There was nothing in the hundred miles north of Bleakfire Outpost that could hide them, nowhere for Cloudhawk and the others to hunker down while their pursuers swept by. As the party from Greenland fled, they were set upon quickly by a hail of arrows.

      One of the Greenland soldiers shouted, “The sweepers are catching up!”

      Aside from lizard mounts, sweepers also had a host of vehicles that they also used to hunt down prey. Each one was strange and unique, patched together from various parts dug up from the wastelands. There were a couple of dune buggies that were a hodgepodge of mismatched metal, motorcycles with two or more wheels, and a few other kinds Cloudhawk had never seen before. All together, there were about fifty people on their tail, and though that wasn’t many, they were all top fighters – especially the three ringleaders.

      One was tall and thin and raced after them atop a fabricated motorcycle with six wheels. Affixed to the front was a bull skull with its two vicious horns pointed forward. Judging by his equipment this one was a marksman.

      The second was a strong, fat man, who swung a flail overhead while he sat astride a wastelands lizard. His whole body was encased in steel armor, as was his mount, and the wind whistled around them as he swung his weapon. It was a stick with a six-foot chain attached, which linked to a nasty looking spiked ball. He wielded it with such ease that Cloudhawk shuddered to think of the damage it would do to flesh and bone if it hit him.

      The main leader of the group was covered in weeping sores and dead skin. The creature was certainly an odd sight, both for his weapon and for his mode of transportation. He held a scythe the size of a man. The weapon had a serrated blade stretching out from its staff handle that curved into a vicious point. Instead of riding his transport, he had it strapped to his back.

      It was a heavy and cumbersome device that whined like a jet engine. Four wheels were strapped to his feet like shoes, and thus, the thrust from his rocket pack sent him shooting forward. Black smoke belched from exhaust pipes, leaving a clear trail in his wake. All the sweeper needed to do was keep his balance, and he was able to ski atop the sands like water.

      This oddly equipped handful of sweepers was a perfect representation of a typical wasteland-style elite squad. Cloudhawk looked back and watched them gain on him.

      “Deal with ‘em!”

      Depp reacted quickly, nocking an arrow and drawing back his wasteland wyrm bow. In less than a second, he picked out a target, aimed, and with a twang, his bowstring went slack. The scythe-wielder saw it coming and wrenched his hips to the side, which spun his wheeled feet off course and carved an erratic trench in the sand. The arrow swept by and missed him but shot through the tire of a buggy just behind.

      The raggedy vehicle immediately lost control, pitched to its side, and hit the ground. Like a boulder splashing into a lake, huge plumes of sand were flung into the air while parts of the vehicle shot off in all directions. The sweepers nearby darted out of the way to avoid being crushed but didn’t slow in their pursuit.

      In response, the sweeper on the motorcycle leveled his crossbow and fired off a few bolts.

      His weapon was a type rarely seen in the wastelands, a crossbow that was relatively weaker than other models but capable of firing off several shots in close succession. It was especially suited to situations just like this. A couple of the Greenland fighters’ mounts were hit with arrows the sweeper had smeared with numbing poison. They were already slowing down.

      “Catch up! Kill them! Vengeance for the master!”

      The scythe-bearer snarled hideously, and his companions whooped and roared like a pack of wild wolves. The sound of their cries made the humans shudder.

      Cloudhawk pulled the rifle from his shoulder in preparation. The .50 caliber gun was a handmade product of Greenland Outpost, outwardly crude but packing an incredible punch. He tightened his legs against the lizard’s flanks, released the reigns, and aimed his gun. “You die first.”

      Crack!

      The sound of the rifle was just as striking as its power. It took him a second and a half to find his target, but the bullet his gun spat out was faster than any arrow. Still, the sweeper chief was an enemy of uncommon skill, and just as Cloudhawk was pulling the trigger, he moved. His wheels carved an arc through the sand but didn’t shift him far enough to dodge the bullet. 

      Cloudhawk’s shot struck him in the back and ripped open a ravine through his skin.

      The young wastelander yanked back the bolt to clear the bullet cartridge and the gun’s chamber just as his mount was racing towards a boulder. With no concern for what Cloudhawk was doing, the lizard leapt up to avoid the obstacle, almost pitching his rider off. Luckily, he was able to catch himself and retake the reigns.

      The chief pressed ahead until he was side-by-side with Cloudhawk. He raised his scythe high and then brought it down with a deadly whistle – with enough strength to disembowel the human if not slice him in half!

      Cloudhawk threw himself forward and the scythe swept by overhead, shaving off a fair bit of hair. His foe swiftly and deftly brought the scythe around and prepared another swing. He was at least as capable as Mad Dog had been.

      Releasing his gun, Cloudhawk reached for his exorcist rod instead to block the attack. The impact not only knocked the scythe away but also took a chunk out of the weapon’s shaft. Seeing this, the chief changed tack and buried the head of his scythe in the back of Cloudhawk’s mount.

      The wasteland lizard screamed in pain and bolted forward faster, pulling the sweeper along. He yanked the weapon back and tore open the beast’s back, driving it into a pained frenzy and making it impossible to control. 

      The chief came in for a second attack but did not bother with Cloudhawk or his exorcist rod. Instead, his scythe was aimed at the lizard’s rear left leg. The beast suddenly lost balance as its limb was cut from beneath it and hit the ground, sending up a cloud of sand. Cloudhawk was thrown from its back and into the air. If he hit the ground going this fast, he would break his neck or at least, a few ribs.

      The other sweeper leader fired off a few more bolts.

      None of them expected the young demon hunter to vanish in midair, but that’s what he did. As he tumbled haphazardly through the sky Cloudhawk focused his psychic energy into his cloak, and through its power, he floated along like a feather. Nimble as a bird, he shot forward thirty or so feet, enough time to get his body under control before hitting the ground. Sand was kicked up, and he hit hard enough to roll two complete somersaults. His rifle was flung to the side, but Cloudhawk luckily hadn’t been hurt.

      The scythe-wielding sweeper’s ugly face was twisted into a hateful snarl as he lashed out with incredible speed. Cloudhawk brought his staff up between him and the deadly blade. However, the chief cleverly heaved himself forward and brought his arms up, so that while the exorcist rod didn’t budge, the scythe’s blade was brought down behind it. It swept down with such force that not even Cloudhawk’s dire bear armor could stop it from digging into his skin. The pain cut him to the core.

      As the crude metal bit into him, Cloudhawk’s face turned ferocious. Rage awakened the power within him and focused it into his staff, which he used to knock the sweeper leader back a few feet.

      The wound in his shoulder was not a shallow one. Fresh blood stained his cloak.

      At this moment, the sweeper with the flail charged into the group. He whipped the spiked ball around on its long chain towards one of the Greenland soldiers. Luckily, the fighter saw it coming and dodged with just enough space to avoid it, but his lizard mount was not as lucky. The iron ball crunched the side of the lizard’s skull. Immediately, the beast’s brains were splattered, and the warrior was thrown to the ground. He was slow to get up.

      Thud!

      The flail swung around and connected with skull again, this time sending pieces of the Greenland warrior all around. His body collapsed with blood spewing like a fountain from his ruined head, right in front of Cloudhawk.

      The rattling chain didn’t stop. This time, it was headed towards Cloudhawk while the chief’s scythe sliced at him horizontally.

      The wastelander found himself in a precarious position, forced to contend with two moderately strong sweepers. There didn’t seem to be any hope for survival. Although he was still invisible beneath the cloak, his enemies knew precisely where he’d fallen.

      “Depp!”

      Cloudhawk yelped the name and then jumped up onto Depp’s lizard as it passed. With his right hand, he slipped the exorcist rod back into the loop on his waist while, with his left hand, he whipped out his revolver. However, the crossbow sweeper didn’t give him time to shoot and shot a bolt first. Depp answered by drawing an arrow as fast as lightning and shooting back.

      Both arrows met in midair.

      Cloudhawk glared through the sights of his revolver, focusing everything on the crossbow sweeper in the middle of the crosshairs. He pulled the trigger, and the full-metal jacket conveyed the bullet through the front of the motorcycle and into the sweeper’s chest where it left a massive hole.

      “No!”

      The cries came from the other two leaders as they watched their brother die. The scythe wielder hacked his weapon and unceremoniously split one of the Greenland soldiers at the waist. The other leader’s flail caught a soldier in the back. Two more of Cloudhawk’s crew were dead.

      Cloudhawks allies were growing fewer by the second. It was all going wrong. He looked desperately around until he spotted a spot of rugged terrain and told Depp to head for it. It was clever – he and his people were mounted on beasts while the sweepers were using vehicles. They would have a hard time traversing the uneven land with their machines.

      Cloudhawk reached out with his gun and fired again, this time at the lizard mount beneath the burly flail sweeper.

      Crack! The lizard crashed into the sand, flinging his rider off.

      “Don’t fight ‘em,” Cloudhawk ordered. “Let’s get outta here!”

      The sweepers could only watch as that hateful demon hunter and his friends fled out of reach. The chief’s hideous face grew ever more outraged and repulsive. “You can’t run! You’re an enemy of the wastelands. Everyone from sweepers to scavengers has their eyes out for you. Every mercenary, bandit, and hunter knows who you are! Wherever you go, we’ll be right behind you! You’re dead!”

      The sweeper’s words were like an icy grip on Cloudhawk’s heart. Had the whole wastelands been turned against him? He was a pariah, a criminal who would be hunted down and slaughtered at the first opportunity.

      It all seemed so bizarre. Even if killing the demon had caused so much trouble, how could word have spread so far so quickly? If what the sweeper said was true, Cloudhawk’s journey had suddenly become a lot more difficult.
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      Cloudhawk and his companions slipped away from a gang of mercenaries. It was the fifth time since leaving Greenland Outpost that they were engaged in a skirmish. The ten soldiers he’d brought with him were now down to three – seven had died, and the supplies they carried with them were gone as well. By now, Cloudhawk completely believed the sweeper chief’s parting words. Dark days were ahead as he was now the most wanted man throughout the wastelands.

      The Caliph of the Sands was dead, but his influence still made Cloudhawk’s life hell.

      The demon’s carefully organized army fell apart because the sweepers were incapable of choosing a new leader for themselves. Lesser chieftains refused to obey just anyone, and none were strong enough to lead the sweepers as a whole. The collapse of the organization was inevitable. However, their loyalty to their demon master did not fade, and once word spread that Cloudhawk had been responsible for his death, he was immediately labeled enemy number one.

      And that wasn’t the worst of it.

      The most terrible result of his actions was the catastrophes they caused throughout the wastelands, the chaos. Harrowed denizens of every small and medium-sized outpost hated Cloudhawk down to their bones. All manner of rewards were offered to the person who could kill the young demon hunter.

      It didn’t matter whether he was crossing the wilds or passing a settlement. Bounty hunters, mercenaries, sweepers, bandit crews – everyone was looking for him. They also knew his location. Everywhere within a hundred miles was crawling with enemies. Cloudhawk’s troubles were many.

      He just didn’t get it. What the hell was wrong with this world!?

      Hadn’t the Bloodsoaked Queen taught him that demons were the vilest, cruelest, and most sinister creatures in the wastelands? Weren’t they the root of all the wars and disasters humanity had faced? Didn’t she tell him it was the demons that had brought about the end of days?

      How could killing one suddenly turn him into the villain?!

      Dusk settled over the area as the beating wasteland sun descended. Cloudhawk, Depp, and the other two remaining Greenland warriors found a place to hide out in the wilds. All four of them were as filthy and beaten as vagabonds. It’d already been days since they had an opportunity to rest. Death awaited them around every corner.

      “We’re out of water.” One of the soldiers tipped over a canteen and shook it. Not a single drop came out. “At this rate, even if the hunters don’t get us, dehydration will. We need to find a settlement and get supplies.”

      “Where, though?” One of the other soldiers shot back, “Fuckin moron. Every outpost, mercenary company, and outlaw group for miles knows who we are. They know what we look like and what we’re carrying. Anywhere we go, we’ll be walking into their net.”

      His companion shot back in irritation, “It’s better than dying from thirst!”

      Meanwhile, Depp was quietly maintaining his bow.

      “We’re surrounded on all sides by the hostile wastelands. The pressure’s only gonna get worse.” Cloudhawk saw how their situation had destroyed the morale of his compatriots and felt sorry for them. “Staying with me is too dangerous. You should leave. It’s the only way to keep you from getting wrapped up in this.”

      The two soldiers were moved and surprised by his words.

      They had been tasked with escorting Cloudhawk five hundred miles or so. By now, they were about that far, so they could technically end their mission and head home. If they dumped the kid now, their chances of survival would go way up.

      “No.” Depp, who had been silent until now, spoke up. The way he said it left no room for questions. “We aren’t done with our mission.”

      Not done? Was this guy a moron?! Who would even know? They were within a few dozen miles of where they were supposed to go anyway. What difference did it make?

      Depp held his bow in his hands and fixed the others with a steely gaze. “Our mission is not over. And if anyone decides they want to disagree with that, my bow will have something to say.”

      Depp was the best bowman in Greenland Outpost. Not a man among them would survive if he turned his bow on them.

      The two standing soldiers slowly sat back down.

      Cloudhawk looked over the odd mutant. He couldn’t help but feel appreciation. Depp was no weakling and given a few years, he would become a force to be reckoned with. Now, after all they suffered, to stick with such an arduous task was not an easy thing to do.

      Cloudhawk couldn’t stop himself from asking, “It’s just a mission. Is it really that important to you?”

      Depp placed the arrows he’d been sharpening back in his quiver. When he answered, he did so in a soft voice, “Don’t worry about it.”

      Cloudhawk was going to push him further, but it was then that he noticed a sizeable group on the horizon. They were combing the wastelands and heading their way in a group of five or six vehicles. A host of ugly sweepers were among them.

      It was that bastard’s crew again!

      It was the same group they’d faced at Bleakfire Outpost, only now, it was larger. Their chief must have taken or recruited more sweepers and vehicles from the surrounding areas. They even had a pack of tamed wolves – eight or nine of them. That’s how Cloudhawk was being tracked.

      “This motherfucker doesn’t know when to quit!” Cloudhawk was sick and fuckin’ tired of these sweeper assholes!

      One of the Greenland soldiers had to make himself heard. “They must have already caught our scent. It’s not safe here. We need to go!”

      “We can’t get away, not on two legs.” Cloudhawk’s eyes were fixed on the cars among the group of sweepers. There was a glint in his eye, and then, he said something that surprised the others. “Wait here. I’m gonna go steal a car.”

      Steal a car? Was he fuckin’ joking?

      He planned to abscond with one of their vehicles, right under the noses of a few hundred sweepers. How was his plan any different from suicide? But in reality, they were in a nasty spot, and a sufficiently fast car was the only thing that could help them escape these sweepers and everyone else out for blood. 

      “Relax, I got it under control.” Cloudhawk affixed the Bloodsoaked Queen’s mask to his face and pulled up his hood. He croaked at them through the mask as he slid down from the high ground, “Please wait for me here.”

      This stretch of wasteland was peppered with boulders. Cloudhawk used them as cover, slowly inching closer to the sweeper group. He didn’t have his staff or his gun, forsaking both of them for a simple dagger this time. It was the knife the Queen had given him, the one she said was made back where she’d come from. It was fine craftsmanship, better than any of the crude weapons found in the wastelands.

      Cloudhawk first determined the direction of the wind so he could find which side was leeward. Pressing himself against the northern side of a boulder, he tried to get a better look at his target.

      He could tell right away that the several-hundred-strong sweeper contingent was overconfident. They certainly weren’t expecting a sneak attack, and due to the speed at which they moved forward, their formation was weak and haphazard. What caught Cloudhawk’s attention was the large vehicle situated in the rear of the group, a wastelands cargo truck covered in reinforced steel. Despite the fact that it was somewhat separated from the rest of their crew, there were still four or five sweepers hanging around.

      They were getting closer.

      Cloudhawk was hidden from their wolves’ keen noses so long as the wind kept steady in the opposite direction. Once they got close enough, he lifted his hand, and a small sandstorm arose.

      Between the darkening sky and Cloudhawk’s sandstorm, the sweepers were finding it difficult to see. They were none the wiser as the wastelander slipped from cover, turned invisible, and began to creep through their ranks. Like an angel of death, he slowly snuck up on the very last sweeper in the crew. His target had no time to react. In a flash, his neck was opened, and Cloudhawk dragged his writhing body behind a nearby rock to die.

      The Cloudhawk who stalked the sands now was completely different from the scavenger that crawled over it before. His time under Mantis’s tutelage was short, but he put the foundational skills he’d learned to good use. Taking advantage of the choking sands, Cloudhawk quickly dispatched five of his enemies – foes that would have taken a few chunks out of him had this been a fair fight.

      There was no time to disguise himself as one of them, so instead, he pulled open the truck door and jumped in directly. Before the driver knew what was happening, Cloudhawk silenced him with a thrown dagger that lodged right in his voice box.

      “All good!”

      As he took up position in the driver’s seat, Cloudhawk was surprised at how smoothly it’d gone. His foot hit the pedal, and suddenly, the trundling vehicle shot off like a bat out of hell. Several sweepers were caught under its wheels and crushed to death.

      “What’s going on?!”

      “Where’s this car going?”

      The sweeper chief was hollering abuses when suddenly, the truck turned. He saw the driver, a young boy – it was him!

      “Grab him!”

      The scythe-bearer and his men were stunned by the sight, for none of them could believe someone could sneak in right under their noses and steal a car. As Cloudhawk whipped through the host of sweepers, he swung the wheel back and forth, slithering through them like a serpent. Sweepers and boulders alike were crushed by the truck’s reinforced body. Nothing could stop it from tearing off into the distance.

      “With me, follow him!”

      When the sweepers snapped back to their senses, they gave chase almost instinctively. By then, the truck was already several hundred feet away whereas most of the sweepers were still on foot. By the time the chief’s orders were relayed and people started to react, Cloudhawk was already too far.

      The cheeky wastelander pushed the gas pedal all the way to the floor, kicking up a plume of sand as he broke free from the sweepers. The distance between them was already stretching by the time they started to chase him. He picked up the remaining three Greenland warriors and headed west towards the setting sun as if the rippling orange orb of fire were their destination.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          100 The Brutal Wastelands

        

      

    

    
      The blood-red light of the setting sun painted the roiling sea of sand. Out in the wastelands, even dusk was swelteringly hot.

      The sound of old engines rumbling was an analog of the anxiety and restlessness within the hearts of modern man. It was a world of blood and fire with cruelty and madness around every corner. At this moment, that madness was a group of more than ten vehicles tearing across the sands in a deadly game of chase.

      Wasteland vehicles were cobbled together from whatever excavators could find. It didn’t matter whether it was the right part, whether it was aesthetically pleasing, or whether it was convenient. All that mattered was that the machine worked.

      The truck Cloudhawk pilfered had a chassis of crude metal, and its body was composed of light but sturdy bones from unidentified wasteland behemoths welded together with slabs of steel. It looked like some nightmarish creature made of bones slithering over the dunes. Its cab was a mess of circuitry and pipes with no windshield to speak of. Stinging sand constantly pelted Cloudhawk’s face.

      He didn’t know what any of the instruments on the dashboard in front of him meant. All he knew – all he needed to know – was how to turn the damn thing on and keep it moving!

      One of the soldiers with him shouted over the din of the engine, “They’re catching up!”

      The truck didn’t have a rear view mirror so Cloudhawk didn’t know what was going on behind them. But he did have ears, and the sound of screaming engines was getting closer. Frantically, he began to pull on levers and twist knobs interspersed through the mess of wires, hoping something would help.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      The truck shook violently and smoke began to belch out of the exhaust pipes. The wheels kicked into high gear, kicking up a winding cloud of yellow sand behind them.

      The whooping yells of the sweepers chased them from behind.

      Regardless of their boost in speed, the other cars were still closing the distance. Figures popped out of the cars bearing spears and hooks, every one of them glaring at the truck with demented and twisted features. They looked like madmen, ready to give their lives for glory.

      But they weren’t insane. It was the wastelands that were insane. It was a whole crazy world they lived in!

      One of the buggies, retrofitted with spikes like that of a hedgehog, pulled up behind them. The driver flipped a lever and bolts fired out of his car that lodged themselves in Cloudhawk’s bone truck like nails. Chains attached to the bolts tightened and the metal of both vehicles groaned in protest.

      As a result, the truck suddenly jerked as its speed was cut. The inertia almost sent Cloudhawk hurdling through the missing windshield, but he grabbed whatever he could and managed to steady himself before being flung from the vehicle. The barbed bolts from the spiked buggy were deeply embedded in Cloudhawk’s truck and were slowing it down.

      “Kill! KILL!”

      A sweeper popped out from within the hedgehog’s cab with a large javelin in hand. He heaved it at the bone truck. Instead of a metal head, the javelin had a wrapped bottle affixed to its end, filled with rat’s blood, oil, and other combustible materials.

      Boom!

      A ball of fire swallowed the rear of the truck. Cloudhawk could feel it shake and start to break apart. At least one of their tires was blown!

      The sweeper pulled out a second javelin and drew back for another toss. Cloudhawk grit his teeth and yanked the wheel, sending them peeling off in another direction. The sudden force flipped the hedgehog off balance and flung it to the side, still connected by chains. It shattered like a house of building blocks, sending debris in all directions. The sweeper who had a javelin leveled at them had half of his body demolished, crushed by the impact. A series of beautiful, eye-stabbing explosions followed as all of the remaining javelins detonated.

      Cloudhawk fought to get the truck back under control. The remains of the hedgehog buggy rolled along behind him, on fire and flinging burning slag every which way. Cloudhawk didn’t have time to catch his breath, for just then, two agile lizards and their riders pulled up on either side.

      One of them chucked a bottle into the cab.

      Roooar! Everything was engulfed in fire!

      Luckily, the invisibility cloak Cloudhawk wore wasn’t flammable. Otherwise, the fire would have cooked him medium-rare. Unfortunately, the Greenland survivors weren’t as lucky. One of them found himself in the middle of a lake of fire and, screaming, flung himself out of the truck to escape the flames. He tumbled through the air like a burning moth, hit the sand, and began to roll. The sweeper vehicles coming up from behind ruthlessly ran him over half a dozen times.

      The lizards themselves were equipped with small flamethrowers that constantly emitted fire, which their rider used to light the bombs. Their riders pulled out a second set of fire grenades from their pockets and prepared to light them.

      Roaring in anger, Cloudhawk gripped the steering wheel with his burned hands and pull it to the side. His hefty truck slammed into the lizard on his left, knocking both beast and rider over and crushing them beneath the truck’s wheels. It was difficult to tell from the smear of red behind them which parts were human and which were beast.

      Boom!

      The sweeper’s bomb ignited all the explosive material he’d kept in his pockets, turning his corpse into a pillar of flame. Sand kicked up by the explosion rattled against the left side of the bone truck, and the blast set almost half of it on fire. Another firebomb struck them from the right side, causing even more damage.

      Depp drew back his bow and fired an arrow that pierced the fire-thrower through the chest. Like a puppet with its strings cut, the sweeper’s lifeless body was knocked off the lizard. It hit the ground some distance away with a sickening crunch.

      “Kill them! For the master!”

      The sweepers were incensed, caught in an insane bloodthirst that was hard to imagine. They continued to chase after the flaming bone truck, getting close enough to fire off more chain bolts. Like a brutal version of tug-of-war, the two sides heaved against one another.

      Depp kicked open the truck’s ruined door and leaned out, firing his bow at the cars behind. His arrow hit a tire and the car careened out of control. It flipped on its side and rolled into another car. The chains that affixed them to the truck dragged the cars along behind, but while it destroyed those vehicles, the increased drag allowed the rest to get closer.

      The flail-wielding sweeper chief came bounding up beside them on his lizard. When Depp spotted him, he let loose with another arrow, but it was not aimed at the portly killer. Instead, the arrow ripped through his lizard mount’s head.

       The chief was skilled, and as his steed was struck down from beneath him, he lunged forward. He grabbed the truck and scrambled to the top in one fluid motion. In less than a second, flail waving, he charged at the driver’s seat with a deafening roar.

      Thud!

      The chief’s spiked ball and chain whistled over Cloudhawk’s head, barely scraping his scalp before embedding itself in the mismatched instrument panel in front of him. Immediately, sparks filled the cab.

      “You drive!”

      Cloudhawk dragged the remaining Greenland warrior into the driver’s seat. He grabbed the flail’s chain, so when the chief yanked it back, he pulled Cloudhawk onto the truck’s top with it. The young warrior released the chain midflight, pulled his revolver from his waist, and fired.

      The sweeper wasn’t slow, but at close range, the shots still struck his chest. However, his armor was hefty, and the small caliber bullets didn’t pack enough punch to cause damage.

      Grinning hideously, the sweeper brought his flail back around. Cloudhawk met it with his exorcist rod.

      The two of them fought as the truck rumbled along below them. Though the sweeper chief’s flail was a nasty weapon, he couldn’t build good momentum with the ground below him in constant motion. Cloudhawk juked and dodged and finally got a clear shot off at the sweeper’s helmet. The impact forced the chief back, and that’s when Cloudhawk’s exorcist rod jabbed forward.

      Armor and flesh split as the staff’s sharp end found its target!

      A power comparable to a sledgehammer strike flung the chief from the top of the truck. Not a moment later, bullets and arrows started whizzing by Cloudhawk’s head. He couldn’t linger out here in the open, but just as he was preparing to swing back into the car, two explosive javelins struck. One of them hit the fuel tank.

      B-O-O-M!

      Cloudhawk felt weightless. The javelin had pierced the truck’s fuel tank and ignited the gas inside. A massive blast rose from below him, and the back half of the truck was pitched up several feet, sending debris everywhere.

      The sudden force of the explosion kicked the truck up as well as all the cars connected to it, flipping them all. They tumbled over the dunes like so many discarded toys, leaving explosions and twisted metal in their wake. Sand and smoke filled the air like a rain from hell.

      Peace settled after this chaotic sequence.

      Survivors were rare in catastrophic suicide attacks like this, but Cloudhawk had been thrown from the wreckage. He immediately poured his energy into his cloak to try and break his fall, but even landing in soft sand at this speed would be deadly.

      It all happened as fast as a thunderclap.

      Cloudhawk felt like he was struck in the head. The whole world spun out of control as he was flung through the air. He was rotating so fast that it felt like the centrifugal force was scrambling his innards.

      Then, just as he was about to hit the ground – 

      - Everything went black. It was like he cut through reality to enter a dream.

      Cloudhawk felt himself floating in the air, flying though he had no wings. Space around him felt thick like mud and lifted him up. As he floated along, he could feel himself striking countless small things, things he could neither see nor touch.

      Eventually, a burning sensation emerged all throughout his body. It was painful enough that it brought Cloudhawk back from the brief coma he’d been in. With great effort, he struggled to his feet and surveyed the scene. Wreckage stretched every which way: bits of lizard, car, human… sand and blood, fire and iron. It was a scene of complete devastation!

      To Cloudhawk, it felt like every bone in his body had shattered. However, what was fortunate was the reality that he hadn’t actually been badly wounded. That certainly wasn’t the case for the bone and metal truck he’d tried to steal, which could hardly be called slag at this point. He didn’t know whether Depp or the other Greenland soldier was still alive.

      But the fight wasn’t over! Sweepers were still approaching.

      The one leading cast a blurry silhouette through the sand and smoke, but his weapon was unmistakable. The scythe’s blade glimmered from the fires of the wreckage, like the eyes of death peering through the darkness. It marched his way, promising a bloody end.
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      Cloudhawk tried to shake the fuzziness from his head and eyes.

      The only way he was going to escape was if he dealt with this scythe-wielding fucker. The other sweepers would arrive soon, and once he was surrounded, it would be difficult to break free. He had to put an end to his enemy quickly!

      The sweeper chieftain fixed him with a burning, hateful gaze.

      This child was more troublesome than he looked, fighting tenaciously even under these conditions. In addition to his supernatural strength and skill, he also seemed to possess supernatural luck. Even without the abilities of a demon hunter, the kid was a threat. If he honed his skills for twenty or so years, he could probably become one of the strongest humans in the wastelands. It made the sweeper hate him even more.

      He was a child of the wastes, with tremendous potential, who decided to throw his lot in with those damn demon hunters. Because of him, the Caliph’s dream of unifying this barren landscape was crushed. Now, they were forsaken to an eternity of chaos and strife.

      Thinking about future prospects deepened the chieftain’s seething anger. Without the Caliph to lead them, the sweepers were nothing, synonymous with hideousness and evil – relegated to the lowest caste in society.

      Ruined. Everything was ruined. All because of the demon hunters!

      The sweeper leader harnessed all of that resentment and turned it into power. Like a howling banshee, he raced through the sandstorm with his scythe at the ready, prepared to cut all the wastelands in two.

      Cloudhawk lifted his exorcist rod to defend himself. He was met with a harsh blow.

      The charge was so intense that it knocked him back several feet and left tranches in his wake. A sharp pain ran along his arms before they went numb from the impact. His fingers felt like they were nearly broken off. 

      He wasn’t given an opportunity to catch his breath. The silver light of the scythe blade carved an arc through the air!

      In both speed and strength, Cloudhawk’s foe was his superior!

      With his normal abilities, Cloudhawk wouldn’t last three rounds, so his chances for victory were slim. He had to focus his power into the exorcist rod and use it to protect himself from the deadly scythe as it sought to separate his head from his body. At the moment their two weapons connected, he released the gathered psychic energy in a forceful blast that not only neutralized his enemy’s powerful strike but also cracked his scythe staff and knocked him back several steps.

      Cloudhawk was prepared to follow through, but the chieftain was too quick. He followed the momentum of the riposte to bring his scythe around the side, switching hands behind his back and bringing the weapon back around crosswise in a vicious swipe. Cloudhawk was forced to switch from attack to defense.

      The scythe’s blade hooked onto Cloudhawk’s staff. Suddenly, the young man’s hands were empty.

      He watched as the exorcist rod was flung away. Cloudhawk scowled as he was left with no way to protect himself. The sweeper leader didn’t let up, giving Cloudhawk no opportunity to find a way out. His knuckles were white as they gripped the scythe tightly, bringing it down on the boy in a definitive slice.

      Cloudhawk had nowhere to go!

      They were too close for Cloudhawk’s invisibility cloak to help him. He threw up his hands with throwing daggers held crosswise to catch the scythe and managed to deflect the blow. He staggered backwards again, but this time, he let the throwing daggers fly.

      Clang-clang! Two crisp ringing sounds hung in the air. The sweeper deftly whipped his scythe around to knock the hidden weapons away before coming in for another attack.

      The only weapon Cloudhawk had left was the dagger from the Elysian lands, the one the Bloodsoaked Queen had given him. Holding it tightly in both hands, he raised it overhead where it met the scythe. It hit him like a thunderbolt, so strong that he was brought down on one knee. His legs were half buried in the sand, and every joint in his body started to pop.

      Rage poured from the sweeper as he screamed into Cloudhawk’s face, “Die!”

      Cloudhawk was clearly no match for his foe. The pressure exerted by the scythe kept growing, and its blade drew closer with every passing second. He growled back at him through gritted teeth, “Was that demon really so important to you? Do you really think he gave a shit about the wastelands? He was a demon. A demon!”

      “What does a moron like you know?” The loathing in the sweeper’s face made his hideous appearance even more terrifying. The Caliph’s death was a disaster. He would gladly exchange his life for the master’s, as would  any number of the master’s followers. “You’re going to pay with your life, young demon hunter. You’ll pay for what you did to the master!”

      “Sorry, I'm not in the mood to die!” Red was creeping into Cloudhawk’s eyes, and with it came a strength that steadily increased to counter the sweeper’s. As his scythe was slowly pushed back, the chieftain stared in shock, unable to comprehend how this small human had so much strength within him. But he pushed his surprise out his mind and heaved back. The razor-sharp edge of the scythe inched closer to Cloudhawk’s scalp.

      Then, at this critical moment, the sweeper’s body shook and went rigid.

      An arrow made of sand shot out from Cloudhawk. The sweeper chieftain was too close to dodge and could only watch the sneak attack tear through his weeping flesh and rip out through his back.

      “This… is… the master’s power…”

      He stumbled backwards, staring wide-eyed at the hole in his chest. Spurts of fresh blood gushed out and splattered on the sands below. Even as strong as he was, the sweeper couldn’t continue fighting after such a serious wound. Cloudhawk lunged forward and grabbed his enemy’s weapon, fighting for control. He planted a foot in his foe’s wound and flung him away.

      Blood erupted from the mutant’s mouth as he struck the ground. He stared up at the sky, staring into the space in shock. This human, a mere child, had taken his life – and with the master’s own power?

      “Why…? Why must it be like this?”

      He coughed, thick blood bubbling up from his lungs. Before he closed his eyes, the last image he saw was Cloudhawk standing over him, scythe in hand. He’d lost, but it didn’t matter. They’d lost their leader, their pillar. Death was nothing to fear.

      Thud!

      The wicked blade of the scythe did not separate the sweeper’s head from his body as he’d anticipated. When the chieftain opened his eyes, he saw his weapon buried in the sand half a foot away. He watched the flapping cloak of that masked youth retreating into the sandstorm. 

      Disbelief was writ plain on the sweeper’s face. Why didn’t he kill me?

      He managed to grab his weapon and used it to help him stand. His wound might not be fatal, but it certainly left him unable to fight. Cloudhawk could have beheaded him and ended his troubles – but he didn’t. The sweeper simply couldn’t understand why the boy hadn’t.

      Cloudhawk retrieved his exorcist rod and returned to the site of the crash. There, he found the two remaining Greenland soldiers. One had been crushed by the wreckage, and the other – Depp, the mutant – was unconscious. His wounds were bad, but there were still signs of life.

      He managed to find one of the wasteland lizards roaming the area and brought it under control. Cloudhawk draped Depp over the back and then climbed up himself. He urged the beast away from the carnage.

      About ten minutes later, the rest of the sweeper contingent caught up to their leader. Several of the more intelligent warriors helped their wounded chieftain stand. 

      “Boss! Are you alright? Where’s the demon hunter?”

      “I’m not gonna die. Don’t bother with me. He didn’t get far. Go after him!” He waved them off and shoved off the one helping him stand. The hatred in him hadn’t eased at all despite Cloudhawk sparing his life. “We have to kill him!”

      “Yes!”

      Hundreds of sweepers picked up the trail.

      However, it wasn’t easy. Most of the sweepers were on foot because their vehicles were destroyed. In less than an hour, the sands and wind had wiped away his trail. He’d escaped.

      By then, night had fallen.

      Cloudhawk found a relatively safe place to rest. He hadn’t had a drop of water for what felt like ages, and after that fight, he was both parched and starved.

      “Why didn’t you kill him?”

      A deep, weak voice caught his attention from behind. Depp had woken up, or perhaps, he hadn’t been fully unconscious to being with.

      “Why should I? He couldn’t fight back.”

      “You know they aren’t going to let up.” Depp slowly managed to sit up. His dull expression and sharp eyes formed an odd contrast. “Mercy doesn’t mean shit to them. They’ll just keep coming.”

      It wasn’t mercy, nor was it pity.

      Cloudhawk wasn’t entirely sure why he spared the sweeper. He just felt like it was the right thing to do. He was just following what he thought was right. Thinking back on it, he figured his moment of compassion had something to do with respect.

      Where did that respect come from? He couldn’t say!

      “They can’t catch up to us for now.” He was exhausted, and it was showing. He’d summoned the Gospel of Sand’s power at that final moment, but it had drained what little energy he had. “You stay here. I’m gonna see if I can find us some food and water.”

      A strange look crossed Depp’s face.

      With one weak hand, he gripped his bow, and with the other, he drew the last iron arrow from his quiver. Slowly, he nocked the arrow, drew back the string, and aimed at Cloudhawk’s back.

      The young wastelander was unsuspecting. He hadn’t felt the need to guard himself against the dim-looking bowman. After all, Depp had been nothing but helpful and obedient. When the other Greenland soldiers were talking about leaving, he forced them to stay, displaying a tenacity the others couldn’t muster.

      So never in Cloudhawk’s wildest dreams did he think Depp would aim an arrow at him.

      However, even though he didn’t suspect Depp, he had not lost his keen sense for danger. As the wasteland-wyrm-tendon bow was pulled taut, that unsettling itch made Cloudhawk turn his head.

      Too late!

      The iron arrow shot out like a devilish serpent, faster than he could believe. In his weakened and sluggish state, he couldn’t dodge the unforeseen attack. When the arrow hit his chest, he flew back like he’d been yanked by a dragline. All Cloudhawk heard was a sharp whistle and a thud before he was knocked through the air a dozen feet. He hit the ground hard.

      There was no leather armor that could stop this arrow. Not even his cloak, which could stop bullets, could protect him.

      “Your view of the wastelands is naïve, just like your view of people.” Depp slowly rose. His dim and honest expression was gone, replaced with the cunning hunger of a feral wolf. “Out here, mercy gets you killed.”
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      How could a place like the wastelands – a poisoned cesspool of villainy – produce a sincerely honest man? 

      The answer was that it couldn’t.

      Growing up among the scavengers Cloudhawk had seen the savagery and violence of humanity. He knew that humans were no different from beasts when the conditions were right. Humans were capable of anything if it meant saving their own lives. But truth be told, he was inexperienced when it came to how cunning and malevolent a man’s heart could be.

      After the Queen’s painstakingly thorough selection process, he thought he could trust Depp – that the taciturn, somewhat slow man wouldn’t scheme against him.

      He thought that Depp would keep his promises until his mission was done.

      Cloudhawk really didn’t understand the world yet. The wastelands were still a mystery, as were the people he surrounded himself with. Depp was right. That’s how he got the drop on him.

      The Greenland traitor slung his bow back over his shoulder and pulled out a short hunting knife. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk lay upon the ground, writhing in pain.

      Depp’s iron arrow was powerful enough to shoot right through a boulder, but it didn’t manage that with Cloudhawk due to his spectacular cloak. The typical blades and bullets of the wasteland couldn’t penetrate it, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t cause damage. The arrow, however, did manage to bury itself in his chest, likely having pushed the cloak into his skin, through flesh to shatter bones and ultimately implanting itself and the cloak in his organs.

      Depp moved in towards Cloudhawk, confident that his prey was finished. He paused to pick up the exorcist rod, which had been discarded to one side.

      It was Cloudhawk’s main weapon, now out of reach. He had no way to fight back.

      “I’m sure you’re wondering why?” Though Depp felt Cloudhawk was finished, he still circled warily around the young man. He would wait until the kid died or lost consciousness, talking as the seconds ticked by. “Actually, at first, I did plan to complete the mission, to bring you safely to the destination. The commission was sizeable. The task was attractive. But the further we got, the more I came to realize that your head was more valuable detached from your body than on it. Tens… hundreds of times more valuable. If that’s the case, I asked myself, why should I give my life for Greenland Outpost? Really, it’s all thanks to your skill and your luck that we escaped the sweepers. But now, we don’t need to worry about that.”

      It’s always been this way! Always about self-interest!

      With the mask concealing the boy’s face, Depp couldn’t see Cloudhawk’s expression, but he could see the weakness creeping into his eyes. Eventually, he continued with a bitter laugh, “All of your flashy toys belong to me now. I’ll cut off your head and trade it for a fortune. Then, I’ll be sittin’ pretty. Enough to set me up for a good long time. What would be the use of going back to Greenland then?”

      Inconceivable. After the sweepers, after that bloody battle, in the end, Cloudhawk was felled by his own people. He couldn’t move, curled like a steamed shrimp as blood leaked from the bottom of his mask. Slowly, his chest stopped moving altogether.

      Depp’s face twisted into a cold, callous grin. It was time. Even if the kid wasn’t dead, he couldn’t fight back.

      He flipped the hunting dagger around in his grip and held it in a reverse grip. Step by step, he closed in on Cloudhawk’s inert body, but the boy didn’t react at all. Still, despite the arrow and despite the body’s stillness, Depp remained cautious. He’d been with Cloudhawk long enough that he understood the boy’s strength.

      That strength came from his tools. Alone, the kid wasn’t much. Only once he awakened his relics did he become a threat. At best, he was comparable to some of Greenland Outpost’s elite soldiers. With his relics, though, he was on the same level as someone like Snaketooth or Artemis.

      In his fight with the sweepers, Cloudhawk had used up everything in him. He hadn’t the strength to activate his relics anymore. Without them, what did Depp have to fear from the runt? Besides, he was injured. Even if he suddenly sprang back to his feet and tried to fight, he couldn’t stand up to the hunter.

      “Time to die…”

      Depp leaned over and pulled Cloudhawk around, bringing his knife down towards the kid’s throat.

      But at that moment, something felt off. He couldn’t see clearly through the dark holes of the mask’s eyes, but he could feel the sharp gaze like the glare of a hawk. Suddenly, his whole body shook and a single thought gripped him.

      This isn’t right! He’s pretending… he isn’t dead!

      He reacted quickly, jerking his hand back and stumbling away. Cloudhawk sprang up as quickly as the snapping of a bowstring and pulled Depp’s iron arrow from his chest. With the last of his strength, he tried to plant it in the man’s eye socket.

      Depp wasn’t some extraordinary creature. He was not a special man. He reacted instinctively when Cloudhawk lunged at him and swiped his dagger toward the boy’s chest. He wasn’t a skilled hand-to-hand fighter, but being strong enough to draw back an earth wyrm tendon, he could still do some significant damage. His dagger reached its target before Cloudhawk’s arrow did.

      Chink!

      Depp felt it clearly, the dagger tearing through the bear hide armor and catching on the cloak. But, instead of being buried in flesh, it struck something hard – it wasn’t armor but rather something much harder than any iron protection.

      What the hell was it?

      Cloudhawk pressed the arrow through the soft flesh of Depp’s eye and deep into his ocular cavity. As the arrowhead carved a path through bone, blood spurt out in a gruesome fountain. He followed up with a kick to the center of Depp’s chest that sent the mutant flying back a dozen feet. Five or six rolls later, Depp was prone on the ground.

      Cloudhawk finally paused for a moment, clutching his chest and wheezing. When he pulled his hand away, a metal-bound book was in his hands. It was the Gospel of Sand that had saved him from Depp’s arrow and the swipe from his dagger. Cloudhawk kept the demon’s relic hidden inside his armor, and luckily for him, that was the precise spot where Depp’s traitorous arrow had landed.

      It was a mighty treasure, taken from the corpse of a demon! There was no way a shit like Depp could pierce it!

      The book spread the impact of Depp’s arrow over a wider area, diffusing its power and rendering it harmless. Indeed, Cloudhawk’s armor had been split like butter, but there wasn’t a mark on his skin. The kid’s body might have been exhausted, but his mind was still sharp, so he grabbed the shaft of the arrow once it hit him and held it fast. He stumbled around like the shot had done him in, but it was all a ruse. It’d been necessary since even unarmed, Depp was still a threat.

      Depp pitched and writhed in pain, but he wasn’t in danger of dying yet.

      However, under present circumstances, he was in no condition to complete his gambit. His body twitched and jerked as his powerful arms groped blindly out around him. Gibberish poured from his mouth as he tried to form words, but nothing intelligible would come out. The arrow had damaged his brain [1]. His flailing was just a reflex response.

      Cloudhawk looked at the man who’d ridden with him for so many days, at the one who’d protected him on the road. He couldn’t help but sigh in regret. He picked up Depp’s knife and slipped it into the man’s heart, putting him out of his misery.

      Exhausted, Cloudhawk’s chest heaved as he fought for breath. When he pulled off his mask, his face was covered in sweat and blood flowed from his nose.

      The arrow hadn’t ended his life, but it sure as fuck had come close.

      He figured his ribs were broken, judging by the sting. He could move, but the pain brought tears to his eyes. He was spent, both mentally and physically, so much so that he couldn’t even keep walking… but he had no choice!

      He was surrounded by enemies.

      Even Depp eventually gave in to temptation, so there was no question that the bandits and mercenaries would continue to pursue him with even more fervor. If he stayed here, Cloudhawk didn’t dare imagine what evils would catch up.

      Struggling against the pain, he managed to pull himself back up on the wastelands lizard. Every step the beast took sent an electric pain through his torso, but he managed to stay on as they rode away. He continued for most of the night, eventually coming upon a valley by the time the sun started peeking over the horizon. So far, none of his hunters had closed the distance.

      The valley was complex, with peaks and dips that stretched out before him at random. The ground was muddy, especially near the center. It was a marsh that was covered in a low-lying fog that smelled of rot. Murky water sat in stagnant puddles as far as he could see, some of which merging to form sizeable lakes.

      Cloudhawk pulled out his map but was only able to discover that this place was unknown to the people of Greenland Outpost. He seemed to have stumbled on an altogether unfamiliar place, one undoubtedly filled with hidden dangers. But it was also a place where he could hide.

      It quickly became apparent that his lizard mount was only going to slow him down here. It was accustomed to dry places with a lot of sand, and the muck that rose halfway up its feet made the beast cumbersome and uncomfortable. It anxiously and awkwardly picked its way along, getting slower the deeper into the marshes they traveled.

      “Graaawwgh!”

      The lizard belched a growl in protest and stopped moving.

      There was nothing for it. Cloudhawk was forced to abandon his mount and proceed on foot. He trundled off into the bogs, towards a foggy horizon that stretched beyond where he could see. It was a curse, for he was thirsty and surrounded by water that he couldn’t drink. Even his lizard didn’t dare drink the water, and it was as thirsty as he was. 

      It had to be toxic. He didn’t dare risk it!

      He had to find a settlement or at least a place with drinkable water. If he didn’t, he wasn’t going to last the night. The fact that he was persona non grata everywhere he went made things a lot more difficult.

      As though summoned by his hopes, he heard a sound coming up from behind him. It was a large group bearing torches, not normal sweepers by the looks of them but mercenaries judging by their formation. Sweepers weren’t the only ones out to kill him.

      He couldn’t catch a fuckin’ break!

      They had to have caught his trail already. Running wasn’t an option. He had to think of something else.

      

      1. Speech is located in the frontal lobe of the brain, and that sits slightly above the eye socket. If he jabbed the arrow straight back, he’d hit the midbrain and medulla, which would have instantly stopped all vital functions. He’d have to angle the arrow slightly upwards and wait a minute. You crazy assholes better not use this information to murder anyone!
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      The sun rose over the wastelands, its harsh light dispelling the shadows that clung to the marsh’s valleys. Yet, the grey haze didn’t burn away.

      The marshlands were deathly still and as silent as the grave. From time to time, bubbles broke through the stagnant surface and belched fetid gas into the air. The colorless landscape was like a black and white photo, a sketch of some dead expanse filled with secrets.

      A hundred or so men dressed as soldiers were lit by the pale sun, each equipped with protective masks to protect them from the toxic fumes. They stood around a pit, cautiously looking in. A large beast called the trench its final resting place. 

      The wastelands lizard’s corpse had been attacked by something. Its belly was torn open and what innards had not been eaten were strewn around. The acidic waters had already begun to dissolve the beast’s corpse, and in twenty-four hours, it would be no more than a skeleton.

      The formation of this caustic landscape was simple. First, the valley’s natural shape prevented the wastelands’ sandy winds from encroaching. The low-lying terrain made it easier for water to collect. Second, it was being fed by some abundant underground water source, but one that had been contaminated by some ancient pollutant. Whatever it was, it made the water acidic enough to dissolve flesh. Third, that fetid water was continuously being pumped to the surface where it transformed the dead earth into an uninhabitable marsh. The excess fluid was quickly evaporated by the beating sun, but the pollutants remained until, after many years, this noxious expanse was created.

      It was dangerous, a land of poison and decay.

      Although the mercenaries were experienced, that experience was limited to the sandy deserts. None of them had ever experienced a place such as this and didn’t know what to expect. They were taking a risk, venturing into the unknown.

      “Judging by the tracks, the kid couldn’t have gotten far.”

      The mercenaries knew little, but they did know that this was not the typical habitat for a wastelands lizard. Someone had to have compelled the creature to enter, and a skilled bounty hunter could read the signs well enough to know that Cloudhawk had passed by not long ago.

      “Seen enough or what?” One of the mercenaries, a man with a shotgun, muttered in irritation, “This kid’s life is worth a fortune, but there’s a buncha critters out here who’d like to take a bite out of him too. If his corpse falls in this water and we’re left with nothin’ but bone, we lose out on our payday.”

      Everyone shared his worry. 

      There was no time to lose. They had to follow Cloudhawk’s trail. As experienced hunters, they could tell where the boy was headed by his trail of footprints and could even tell that he was injured. He was thirsty, hungry, and wounded. Easy pickings once they found him.

      Yet, the revelations did not please the bounty hunters.

      In his weakened state, wandering these dangerous marches put the kid in dire straits. He could be snatched up and eaten by some monster, fall into an acid pit, or slip into the bottomless marshes. They could lose his corpse and thus, the bounty any number of ways.

      As the mercenaries continued on, growing ever more anxious, they were suddenly surprised by a thin figure in their path. He was clad in a tattered grey cloak that fluttered against his frail frame. A black staff was strapped to his waist, and in his hands, he clutched a crude rifle. The kid stood in the middle of the marsh. Who knew where he was heading?

      “We found him!”

      Who thought it’d be so easy? The mercenaries beamed with joy.

      Cloudhawk’s face was covered by that white mask, a false face with a strange and ferocious smile. It was especially unsettling in this morbid backdrop. 

      The kid was quick. He saw them at the same time they spotted him, and he pointed his rifle their way. The mercenary veterans scattered – seasoned killers like them would not be so easily defeated.

      Cloudhawk’s shot hit nothing but air. He gave up the fight and struggled deeper into the bog.

      The area was covered in murky green water that bubbled suspiciously, making it look as though it were alive. Any unfortunate creature that wandered into the bog was quickly swallowed up and dragged into the depths. Cloudhawk managed to stay above it by picking his way along driftwood and other detritus, dancing along the surface to increase the distance between him and the mercenaries.

      Their meal ticket was escaping!

      The mercenaries didn’t have time to examine their surroundings, not with their target fleeing. They ran after him as fast as they could.

      Cloudhawk looked like he was deftly bounding over the bog, but in truth, it was not so easy. One of the mercenaries stomped onto a plank of wood that quickly disintegrated beneath his feet. It’d probably been there too long and was made fragile by the caustic waters. Thus, the mercenary slipped into the muck.

      “Ah-ah-ah-ahhhh!”

      His shrill cries were dulled by the heavy air. In a matter of moments, his face had started to melt and he no longer looked human. He lifted a hand above the bog and the flesh bubbled sickeningly, sloughing off in sizzling chunks. 

      The other mercenaries could only put a bullet in their comrade to end his suffering.

      Cloudhawk had already bound across the bog, headed for a cluster of grey reeds to hide in. When he slipped from view, the company’s marksmen began to fire wildly at his position.

      Cloudhawk could hear the bullets coming. The telltale danger sense flooded him with adrenaline. But even if he was aware of the danger, the shooters were too skilled. The time it took for them to draw their guns and fire was less than two seconds. The hail of bullets cut off all of Cloudhawk’s possible escape paths.

      All he could do was try to keep the bullets from hitting key areas. In the end, he was struck twice. One slipped past his cloak, through his bearskin armor and left a bloody hole in his back. Thankfully, the sturdy leather armor took most of the punch out of it, so the wound wasn’t too serious.

      The second one hit him in the thigh and threw Cloudhawk off balance. He immediately crawled into the relative safety of the reeds.

      The kid’s got nowhere to run!

      The mercenaries closed in, but an ominous sense of foreboding filled them.

      Moments later, the marsh erupted. Countless bubbles frothed up to the bog’s surface and popped, releasing a cloud of toxic gas into the air. Whether it was due to the sound of gunfire or something else, the mercenaries had captured the attention of the marsh’s denizens.

      Bang!

      The marsh began to pitch and roil.

      An enormous tentacle slithered out of the waters, covered in slimy purplish-black flesh. It was over thirty feet long, covered in barbs, and interspersed with something that looked like mouths. The flat area split open to reveal rows of hideous teeth that gnashed hungrily.

      “What the fuck is THAT?!”

      Nightmare beasts were not something they were prepared for!

      Taking advantage of their sudden misfortune, Cloudhawk managed to completely hide himself in the reeds. He pulled out a piece of cloth and bound his leg to stop the bleeding. He then lifted his rifle. Ever so slowly, he aimed through the reeds, getting a bead on his target.

      Crack!

      One shot tore through two of the mercenaries. It finished its trek in the chest of a third. The bog monster dragged them into the murky depths moments after they hit the ground.

      Now, the mercenaries knew what Cloudhawk was up to. The kid wasn’t running. He’d been waiting here for them. It was an ambush. He knew he couldn’t run, so he picked a place to make a stand – a place where he could use the bog monsters and terrain to fight back!

      Those tentacle creatures were exceedingly dangerous – the whole marsh was deadly!

      However, although this place was a threat, how could Cloudhawk hope to take on a hundred mercenaries with only his gun? These bounty hunters earned their living wandering the wastelands and have encountered all manner of beasts. The monstrous tentacles were fierce, but not so much that they deterred these veterans.

      They lifted their guns and fired, reducing one of the tentacles to ground meat. Chunks flew off in all directions. Another one of the mercenaries rushed forward with a machete and hacked at another tentacle that was about as thick as a man’s waist, chopping it in half.

      “Move up! Don’t bother with these damn things!”

      The mercenary leaders kept their eyes on the prize. The tentacles killed several of their men, but fighting back didn’t earn them anything. Cloudhawk, who was more dangerous, was still sniping at them from the reeds.

      A handful of more capable mercenaries were the first to act. They dashed in erratic patterns to confound Cloudhawk’s aim, hopping along planks and stones to get closer. Before long, they reached the other side.

      “Die!”

      The one with the shotgun blasted a round of pellets into the bush Cloudhawk had slipped into. Bits of plant matter was blasted in all directions. Another one swiped at the reeds like he was harvesting them, cutting the foliage away.

      Cloudhawk was gone. The hunters’ eyes went first to the pool of blood where Cloudhawk had bound his wounds. They knew right away that he’d fled, and the bleeding from his leg hadn’t completely stopped. He’d have a hard time moving. There was no way he was going to give them the slip.

      Mercenaries continued to pick their way across the acidic bog. They’d suffered significant losses, but most of their crew was still breathing. Besides, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t like Cloudhawk had the strength to fight back. Even if he were at full strength, they were more than he could handle.

      “Get after him!”

      The hunters continued to follow the trail.

      Things were not going well for Cloudhawk, but he kept moving forward. His superhuman will and tenacious desire to live was astonishing to his pursuers. Not shocked enough to give up the chase, though. 

      How long would his perseverance sustain him when he was losing so much blood? How long would his desire to live stave off the inevitable? This kid was only marching towards a dead end!
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      Shouts and cries echoed through the mist-covered marshland. There were countless terrors hidden in this deadly place. What concerned Cloudhawk the most, though, were the sounds of footsteps getting closer. He had to move faster, but his wounded leg made that difficult.

      If it’d been Mantis in this situation, things would be different.

      He was out of his depth. Still, in the three months since he left the ruins as a scavenger, he’d become a hardened wastelander. A warrior. His quick transformation was something to be proud of, but his overall capabilities were still limited. He was neither an expert like Mantis nor a mighty fighter like Hydra.

      What could he do now?

      Cloudhawk had bandaged his wounded leg, but while that stopped most of the bleeding, his wound still continued to leak fresh blood. Droplets of bright crimson were left behind, leading right to him. To skilled hunters, they were as clear as signposts, but he had no time to try and hide them.

      To summarize his failure, Cloudhawk had underestimated his foes.

      He had refused to give in when his lizard proved useless, but his condition had been quickly deteriorating. When he found the spot where the tentacles haunted, he had formed a good plan. His point of failure was his understanding of just how tenacious his enemies were. The tentacles hadn’t stopped them. Instead, it was Cloudhawk who had been hurt.

      There were still several dozen mercenaries left.

      What could he do?

      Getting out of the marsh didn’t seem possible. So what was he supposed to do? Die while nursing his grudges? No! That was unacceptable!

      Reeds lining the path in front of him sudden parted, and a dark figure darted out from within. The stranger had a machete aimed for his heart, and Cloudhawk reacted by lifting his staff in defense. The force of the impact knocked his staff away.

      “You think you can make a clean escape after killing so many of our brothers?”

      The mercenary idly slapped the flat of his machete against the palm of his hand. He looked at Cloudhawk with cruel eyes, like a hunter watching his prey struggle. But he never dropped his guard, for he could smell the danger posed by his target.

      The boy was like a wild animal, and an animal was most dangerous when wounded and cornered.

      Cloudhawk threw himself towards the reeds and rolled into cover. He disappeared.

      A disdainful grin split the mercenary’s face. A flash of his blade and a large swath of foliage was cut away. However, even though his chop cut away the kid’s hiding place, the hunter was surprised to find that he was gone. He leaned over, looking for any trace.

      Whoosh! Whoosh!

      Two streaks of cold light flit by. Two throwing daggers hit the mercenary: one in the chest and the other in his neck.

      He stared in shock and horror as Cloudhawk reappeared, unable to understand what had happened. Indeed, the young man had managed to recover a little of his mental energy but used it up again by employing the invisibility cloak. He snatched the dead mercenary’s canteen of water and poured its contents down his dry throat. It was clean and refreshing, and he drank down half of it before he stopped.

      He continued to fish around in the corpse’s pockets, look for anything he could use like bandages or astringents. 

      Before he could, though, things got noisy. Guns started to peek out of the reeds, all aimed his way.

      The mercenaries stepped into the open, their faces twisted and angry. The kid had killed many of their companions, good men, but now he was surrounded. He’d run out of chances. One of the mercenaries called out to him, “He’s got special powers. We should start by cutting off his arms and legs!”

      “Yeah!”

      None of them had ever met a demon hunter. None of them knew what unique abilities one possessed! If they cut off his limbs, though, it wouldn’t matter what skills he had. He wouldn’t be able to do shit.

      Cloudhawk’s hands curled into fists, a murderous glint sweeping across his eyes. If this was it, he was gonna take a few of them with him. The mercenaries could feel it too. They sensed how dangerous he was. The kid looked scrawny, but the threatening sense that wafted from him was akin to that of a feral wastelands beast.

      But so what? If they shot his limbs full of bullets, they’d be useless, and it wouldn’t matter how much willpower he had. They aimed their guns at his arms and legs while Cloudhawk’s tightly gripped hands shook. Death was staring him in the face.

      “Hold your fire!”

      A voice shouted at them from the mist.

      The voice was gruff and unpleasant, like the growl of some beast whose vocal cords had been wounded. A group of shadows split from the mist, armed to the teeth – something rarely seen in the sparse wastelands. Most items, defensive or offensive, were cobbled together on one’s own from components picked up through one’s adventures. As such, equipment differed in a thousand ways from person to person.

      But for these men, their equipment all looked of the same type. Each of them wore waterproof clothing and breathing masks that covered their faces. As opposed to many in the wastelands, they looked slick. Each of them had the same weapon too – a strange gun without a magazine. Tubes connected the guns to apparatuses on their backs.

      The one in front wore a large grey cloak. Under the shadows of his hood, one could see half a man’s face. It looked as though he’d been burned with something that had left him covered in heinous scars. His slightly raised lips made him look feral.

      The leader of the mercenary company was a large bald man. He fixed the newcomers with a cold glare. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      “Who we are doesn’t concern you. This one belongs to us.” The mysterious stranger swept his eyes towards Cloudhawk. “Now, you all fuck off!”

      The mercenaries had suffered and labored for this prize, going through significant danger to capture Cloudhawk alive. Now, this guy just shows up, and with a word, expects them to leave? Ballsy! A company half their size wouldn’t put up with bullshit like this, much less wastelands veterans like themselves. Did these scrubs think they were pushovers?

      Those were fighting words!

      But the mercenary leader’s face remained calm.

      The others in his company slowly lifted their weapons but didn’t fire. The mysterious group of men reacted first. Their guns came alive, but they didn’t fire bullets. Instead, they exploded with bolts of what looked like lightning – lethal streams of electricity that could fry a bull!

      A dozen mercenaries hit the ground, wracked by convulsions. The others fell back, for though electric weapons were deadly, they had limited range.

      After a brief moment of surprise, the bald mercenary leader regained his composure. “You’re –“

      The mysterious stranger cut him off by removing his hooded cloak and dropping it to the side, revealing his burned features. His strong and robust frame stood out against the mist. He remained at the head of his cryptic contingent, unmoving. Only, every pore on his body started to writhe. Coarse black hair slithered out from every inch of him. Even his face underwent the astonishing change. Where half a moment before, he’d been a normal man, now, his canines extended into sharp fangs.

      In the space of a horrified gasp, the man had become some sort of human-wolf hybrid. It wasn’t only the mercenaries who gaped in surprised alarm. Cloudhawk also looked on wide-eyed and uncomprehending.

      What the hell was this guy?!

      Some sort of mutant? Impossible! They couldn’t control their mutations, unlike this guy who seemed able to switch at will. This ability was completely outside of the realm of anything they thought possible,

      but there was no time to think!

      The wolfman leapt forward faster than anyone could have expected. The mercenaries had their weapons raised, but the creature was on them before they could pull the triggers. In a single swipe of his sharp talons, the first mercenary’s weapon and armor were shredded. His chest was split apart by a series of deep gouges.

      The second victim was set upon before he could blink. With an inhuman fury, the beast man burst his head like an overripe watermelon.

      He was too fast. Everywhere he went, fountains of blood followed, and though he looked like a beast, he clearly retained the intelligence of a man.

      The bald man charged at the beast with axe in hand. He was no weakling, probably comparable in level to Panther or Salamander. However, he only managed three or four quick exchanges with the beast man before his weapon was knocked away.

      The creature grabbed the mercenary leader by the throat and lifted him off the ground. Inch by inch, his sharp claws dug into the man’s soft flesh as he taunted him through his half man, half beast face, “This is all you’ve got, and you think you can best me?”

      The bald man was consumed by fear, having never encountered anyone – or anything – as strong as this creature. He fought to speak through his quickly closing windpipe, “Let me… go. I’ll… leave!”

      “I gave you a chance. You chose to ignore it.”

      With as much effort as he would use to flick away an insect, he threw the mercenary aside. He flailed through the air for thirty feet before landing on his head. The resulting sound was sickening, like every bone in his body broke at once. His head was a bloody, soggy mess as he lay in a heap on the floor, unconscious or dead.

      Gradually, the thick black hairs on the wolfman withered and disappeared. Once again, his burned face became human, and he covered himself in that grey cloak. His glimmering eyes slowly slid sideways to where Cloudhawk stood watching, who was still as a board with eyes wide. “Will you come, or do I have to bring you myself?”

      Cloudhawk veritably shook in terror. “I-I can walk.”

      If this guy wasn’t stronger than Hydra, he was at least close. Beyond that, his mutation was incredibly strange and unique. Cloudhawk knew what he was capable of, and the only one he knew who was capable of defeating this monster was the Bloodsoaked Queen. He couldn’t oppose the wolfman, so rather than incite him, Cloudhawk figured he’d behave.

      “Who are you?”

      “This valley belongs to us. We knew the moment you and the others crossed into our territory. Relax, we aren’t interested in the bounty on your head. We’re only interested in you.” He spoke as they began to make their way through the marsh, “You can call me Hyena. As for who we are? The people of the wastelands like to call us Seekers.”

      They were Seekers?

      Cloudhawk was dumbfounded. The first time he’d heard of them was from Cooke, back when he was with the Tartarus mercenaries. He’d learned that the Seekers were one of the most mysterious powers in the wastelands. They controlled technology and knowledge typical people didn’t even know existed.

      The panacea syringes from Greenland Fort were treasures purchased from Seekers. What kind of lives did these mysterious people lead?
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      The Seekers group brought the unconscious mercenary leader with them when they left. As dutifully as he promised, Cloudhawk followed. He had no intention of causing trouble, especially since he was surrounded by several men with lightning-spitting weapons. Any wrong move could result in his getting shocked with a few hundred volts, not to mention the unfathomable Hyena who was always nearby.

      As far as Cloudhawk could tell, the one Seeker he knew was as strong as Hydra, maybe a little weaker. The likes of Snaketooth or Artemis, however, wouldn’t have stood a chance against him.

      Before long, several peculiar looking vehicles appeared. They were a strange combination of beast and machine, wooden sleds pulled by a contingent of some deer-like animal? It was certainly well-suited for the marshy terrain. The pack animals were wrapped in copper pipes, some of which dug into their bodies, making them look like some nightmarish amalgamation of flesh and metal. The wooden sled they dragged had some capability to move on its own as well, making it even faster.

      Hyena gave Cloudhawk a light shove. “Get on!”

      Cloudhawk dutifully clambered up onto the odd vehicle. When everyone was aboard, Hyena somehow turned the grotesque contraption on and the machine-creatures started to move. They were sailing along the marsh in short order. Cloudhawk could tell that the sled itself could move, which made it exceedingly fast when the additional force provided by the animals was added in.

      The valley marsh was much larger than he’d anticipated. The further in they went, the denser and quieter it became. It was no wonder that no one had found the Seekers even after so many years. Typical wastelanders didn’t have the means or interest to travel so deep into this dangerous territory.

      As they continued, ruined buildings began to appear more regularly, peeking up through the bog. It was hard to judge their size or number since most of the wreckage was scattered and half buried. They swept past like towering sentinels, and before them rose a single peak. They were headed toward the grotto at its base.

      The grotto was a dark and serene hideaway that narrowed into a hall. Its walls were smooth, and the floor was paved with smooth and even stone, clearly not natural features. Despite having endured what had to be years of use, the ground had no cracks or blemishes to catch their toes.

      Hyena led Cloudhawk down the passage and deeper into the mountain.

      The young wastelander noted that the hall was sloped downward, and the deeper they went, the further underground they were going. He couldn’t imagine this place being possible to construct with current technology, so it had to be a holdover from the ancient days. The large, metallic polygonal door that arose to block their path confirmed his suspicions.

      The door had been cleaned, but corrosion was still visible along its surface. It spoke to the many years this door must have seen march by. Letters etched on its surface read “Blackwater Base.”

      Blackwater Base? That’s a strange name…

      A cluster of sentries with guns guarded the door. Compared to those at Greenland Outpost they were orders of magnitude better equipped. Cloudhawk lifted his head and spotted a small alcove above the door. The barrel of a pitch-black minigun was pointed their way. Anyone who dared try to fight their way past the door would be shot to ribbons before he could get close.

      Several of the sentries approached. “Hyena, boss, back so soon?”

      Hyena didn’t pay them any mind. “Open the door!”

      “Yes, sir!”

      The guard captain fished out a complicated-looking seven-section key and inserted it into the door. Once one section was properly inserted and turned, the rest of the key could be pushed in, functioning like a seven-digit passcode. Cloudhawk heard the squeal and grind of gears before the heavy door parted.

      Cloudhawk had never seen mechanisms so exquisite before, and the shock only increased when he walked in to view the scene beyond. It was magnificent. Though they were clearly underground, the base was far from gloomy, for it was peppered with strange trees that released light. Several electric lamps supplemented their illumination.

      Everywhere he looked, machinery whirred. Pipes snaked along the walls and released pure water that was as clear as crystal. This place had to have a state of the art water purification system that allowed them to turn the poison bog water into something potable.

      If nothing else, that capability alone made Blackwater Base a unique jewel in the wastelands.

      As they made their way through the base, Cloudhawk noted that there weren’t many people. Judging from an eyeball estimation, he figured there couldn’t be more than ten thousand residents. The biggest difference he recognized was how they dressed; Seekers wore more refined clothes like people of the ancient days, whereas excavators were clad in simple and primitive clothing. 

      Hyena was not in the mood to stroll about. He led Cloudhawk quickly through the common area and arrived at a heavily guarded cave entrance.

      “This is –“

      Cloudhawk gaped at what appeared before him. The cave wasn’t guarded by humans. It was guarded by beasts.

      Each guard was reptilian in appearance but was very different from what one might expect. They stood back on two legs, slightly hunched over, and their beady black eyes carefully scanned their surroundings. From time to time, a black forked tongue would slither out of their mouths to taste the air. Their equipment was humanoid: leather armor and bows held in their humanoid hands. They vigilantly guarded the cave.

      These things weren’t the least bit human. They were beasts from head to toe!

      Hyena saw Cloudhawk’s stunned expression and offered a languid explanation, “Don’t worry. The lizard guards are loyal. They’ll only attack if you give them a reason to.”

      Cloudhawk had completely forgotten about his pain. He stared at one of the creatures curiously for a long time. “Why does it look kind of human? I’ve never seen a lizard that can use bows!”

      “It’s been mutated.” Hyena’s expression never changed as he patiently explained, “And that’s all you need to know. They were created by the Academician.”

      Cloudhawk struggled to pronounce the word. “Aca... de... mician?”

      “A title taken from ancient books. It means someone who is wise, learned.” Hyena punctuated the explanation with a note of assurance, “The Academician is the wisest person in Blackwater Base. We’re headed for the laboratory. You’ll meet soon.”

      Cloudhawk hobbled after Hyena as they made their way into the heavily guarded area. As he looked around, the young man noted that he’d never seen a cleaner or more organized place his entire life. The floors and walls looked painstakingly cared for, even polished. They were so spotless that he could almost see his reflection.

      Cloudhawk had lived his life in the presence of filth: filthy places and filthy people. Here, amongst this immaculate environment, he was clearly uncomfortable. The next thing he noticed was several dozen steel cages housing various creatures.

      Wolves, panthers, lizards, giant rats, and some creatures Cloudhawk couldn’t identify. These ferocious beasts hunched in their cages listlessly, hardly even opening their eyes as the two of them passed.

      Hyena explained that they were experimental subjects.

      Cloudhawk was puzzled. How was this Academician guy able to capture and experiment on these creatures for so many years? They passed through an iron door and were met with the squeals of pained animals.

      He saw a giant rat, its body painted with blood, strapped to a platform. Infusion tubes impaled it; all sorts of medicinal fluids – green, blue, red – were being pumped into its body. It was apparently a painful process, for the rat screeched and writhed. The pores along its body tore, and blood leaked freely from them like it’d been flayed.

      Cloudhawk couldn’t keep his curiosity hidden. “Why are they tormenting this mutated rat?”

      To Hyena, this was clearly a standard scene. “These subjects hold a very high value. Through special procedures, the Academician has a high probability of instigating mutations. We then harvest valuable medicinal materials from them. Some even develop intelligence.”

      In all the wastelands, only the Academician was able to perform such shocking and incredible feats.

      As Hyena explained, he did not notice the strange look that came over Cloudhawk’s face. The young man suddenly remembered something he’d encountered before – the rat king. He remembered it clearly, for it had one of those rare mutations that turned a beast intelligent. Could the rat king have escaped from here? Or been released from here?

      Cloudhawk contemplatively watched the rat scream and struggle upon the operating table. This whole laboratory was unimaginably strange. There were perhaps a hundred Seekers performing experiments on these monsters. He spied a specimen containment room where thousands of wasteland beasts were held. Another room contained the failed experiments. Perhaps a hundred corpses were piled up awaiting disposal.

      Cloudhawk was completely taken aback. This was like nothing he could have imagined.

      Hyena led them to a room framed in glass, wherein a tall and thin person was standing. When they were perhaps a dozen feet away, he was able to see that the person was a youngish woman. She was clad in clean white clothes – a rarity in the wastelands for sure – as well as gloves and a mask. Her attention was concentrated on one of her experiment subjects.

      Although he couldn’t see her face, her figure was alluring, and her bearing was refined. Her backside, round and plump, was especially pleasing to the eye and led down into a pair of shapely long legs. She was built to catch a man’s attention.

      Was this the Academician?

      She was definitely not what Cloudhawk expected. Was the most prestigious person in Blackwater Base her? A woman? He didn’t know how powerful this place was compared to Greenland Outpost, but if he used Hyena as a standard, no ordinary person could demand obedience from a creature like him. How could a young woman like her command them?

      The only thing he could think of was that she had to have skills comparable to those of the Bloodsoaked Queen.

      Sensing their arrival, the woman stopped her work and slowly raised her head. She fixed them with two shimmering eyes that were like deep twin pools. In addition to her round backside and long legs, she also had a plump chest. She looked at them through a pair of safety goggles framed by silvery hair rarely seen in the wastelands. It only enhanced her mature and dignified appearance.

      “This is the Academician’s assistant, Manjusaka [1]. Most just call her Hellflower.” Hyena quietly introduced her before respectfully stepping forward. “The demon hunter our Academician wished to meet has arrived.”

      

      1. Red spider lily. They are considered ominous plants in Asia. They are used in funerals, believed to guide souls through the underworld to reincarnation. So we can expect this lady to be cray-cray.
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      In his entire life up to now, Cloudhawk had two women he counted as friends.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen was the first. She was about his age, strong, tenacious, persistent and devout. Physically, she could be called a peerless beauty, and even out in the Elysian lands, she was special. It was hard to speak of her without sounding overly keen. Still, she had been hard to get along with. They were closer by the time they parted, but there was always a distance between them.

      Artemis was the second, a model wastelander in her twenties with all the bad habits that came with her upbringing. She was as loose as she was zealous, straight talking and stubborn. In a lot of ways, she was inferior to the Queen, but she had been closer to Cloudhawk.

      Hellflower possessed neither the feral flavor of the wastelands nor the delicate and flawless mark of the Elysian lands. Hers was a unique style, like someone from those bygone days.

      That characterization was a little abstract. To be more specific, she reminded Cloudhawk of the pictures he’d seen when he was a scavenger. He and the old man would gather them and pore over the images from that long-past era. Hellflower looked like she’d strode right out of one and into this lab. Her bearing, from the way she stood to her mannerisms and gestures, spoke of poise and intellect. She was altogether different from both the wastelanders and the Elysians.

      Like the magnificent view of a winding river, Hellflower’s beauty was inexplicable – unattainable. She looked back at Cloudhawk and sized him up while he looked at her, and in her eyes, he could see doubt. She said nothing, but the slight contempt in her eyes made her opinion of him clear.

      Consider the reputation of the Caliph of the Sands, what that beast had been. Asking her to believe this scrawny wastelander had killed a demon was like telling her an ant could eat five elephants in a single bite.

      Hyena respectfully conveyed Cloudhawk into the room.

      “We’re running low on samples for the Promethean Project. I’d like you to set aside some time to collect more.” She picked off her gloves as she conveyed her orders to Hyena. She made her way over to Cloudhawk and stood before him. Her lithe figure was roughly 1.75 meters tall, half a head taller than Cloudhawk. She looked down her nose at him. “You’re a demon hunter?”

      Cloudhawk looked at her carefully. She had a mature and attractive face framed by that fastidiously-kept peculiar silver hair. Cloudhawk didn’t suspect she was strong physically. However, her presence was nonetheless heavy-handed.

      Cloudhawk answered her in his typical straightforward fashion, “Nope.”

      This answer took Hyena by surprise. “How could that be?!”

      The shapeshifter fixed Cloudhawk with a searching look. He saw a young man around fifteen or sixteen, scrawny due to years of malnutrition. His rough wastelander features were revealed since his mask was removed, and a mop of long and messy hair sat atop his head. His face was crusted with either mud or dried blood, but in contrast, his eyes were sharp and clear.

      The dark grey cloak he wore was so dirty that it might as well have been a blanket of filth. The trousers he wore were so tattered that they could barely count as clothing. Almost every inch of skin that was exposed was wounded. The belt that held his pants up housed a handful of throwing daggers and a revolver, and strapped to his back was a crudely-made wastelander rifle. 

      Demon hunters didn’t use firearms. Everyone knew that.

      The mystical tools they used were often far superior, and besides, wastelander guns and bullets were recovered from the ruins of the ancient days. People of the Elysian lands felt such things were evil and viewed them as taboo. Demon hunters, as well as ordinary folk, were forbidden from touching them. Any member of the holy order seen traipsing about with one was in danger of being severely punished.

      Hyena had never seen a demon hunter, but if they were all like this hobbling mess of a kid, the Elysian lands would be no place to fear.

      “So we’ve made an error?”

      “Yup. I’m not a demon hunter, and I have something important I need to do. So if that’s it, I’d appreciate it if you let me go.”

      Hyena’s melted features twisted into an awkward and irritated glower. “Ms. Hellflower, this – “

      The Academician’s assistant glanced at the exorcist rod strapped to the young man’s waist. Her lips slowly curled into a grin. She threw Hyena a quiet glance, and the Seeker seemed to understand and dropped into a combat posture. He fixed his hard, merciless eyes on the kid.

      When the sense of danger washed over him, Cloudhawk balked in surprise, “What the hell is this?”

      “The Academician was expecting a demon hunter as his distinguished guest. If that’s not you…” Her lilting voice was easy, as though she were speaking with a friend over a cup of tea. She made her way over to a sink and dipped her slender fingers in the water as she continued, “I do happen to be short a test subject for this compound.”

      This hateful woman!

      As Hyena came swooping down on him, his body rapidly changed. Once again, that coarse black hair slithered from his pores, and he became half man, half dog amidst the sound of popping joints. He groped for the boy with claws several inches long at incredible speed.

      How fast was this mutt!?

      Cloudhawk didn’t have time to grab his staff or draw a gun. He only had time to dodge to the side, whereupon he vanished from view. Hellflower, though her back was turned as she washed her hands, seemed to know something happened. Her lips spread in a small smile.

      Hyena was stunned at the suddenness of the boy’s disappearance, but only for a moment before finding his target again. He dropped on all fours and then launched into the air like a spring. His right hand reached out and snatched something from seemingly empty air.

      “Let go!”

      Cloudhawk involuntarily shimmered back into view. His throat was caught in Hyena’s iron grip, and he knew the shapeshifter could crush his larynx with the slightest effort.

      How did the guy do it? Until now, no one had been able to pick him out of invisibility so easily.

      Hellflower turned back around to regard Cloudhawk. “Hyena’s nose is keener than a bloodhound’s. He could track you through the scent of your wounds.”

      Cloudhawk scowled. Smell, then? The invisibility cloak could mask sight and sound, but moving caused blood to drip from his wounds. For a creature like Hyena, that was easy to track.

      “Then, I’ll make you let go!”

      It was getting harder to breathe. His vision was becoming hazy. In his anger, he awakened the exorcist rod he still kept on his waist. It released a blast of energy towards Hyena’s head. It struck the Pathfinder, who shoved the young wastelander away. Cloudhawk stumbled back a few steps and then caught his balance but not before aggravating his injured leg. He collapsed onto his back, pale-faced and gulping air.

      “If you aren’t a demon hunter, why do you have a demon hunter’s relics?” Hellflower looked at him with eyes that seemed to know all. “Your weapon is an exorcist rod, a standard armament in the Elysian lands. If you didn’t have the talents of a demon hunter, you wouldn’t be able to use it – how do you explain that?”

      Cloudhawk just scowled at her. He actually didn’t know how to explain it.

      “He has to be a demon hunter without a doubt.” Hyena slowly returned to human form. “Only, he is pitifully weak. I’ve never fought the Caliph of the Sands, but I suspect he was much stronger than me. If he really did fight the demon, there was no way he could have survived.”

      “That’s one explanation. There are other demon hunters out in the wastelands. In fact, half a year ago, I learned there was a particularly talented one who came from the Elysian lands to search for the Caliph. If he is truly dead, my suspicion is that that demon hunter was the one who did it.” Her voice was gentle and calm. It was as though the violent encounter hadn’t happened at all. “This boy, however…”

      “The both of you are woefully disrespectful.” Suddenly, a quavering and hoarse voice interjected. Its owner was an elderly man in white who hobbled along with the help of a cane. He approached, flanked by two robust lizard guardians. “He is our guest. Why are you making things difficult for our young friend?”

      Immediately, Hyena’s face dropped its fierce expression, and he bowed low to the waist.

      Hellflower, in contrast, didn’t change the indifferent look on her face. However, with the appearance of this old man, she promptly shut her mouth, visibly restraining herself.

      The wrinkled and unassuming old man was perhaps only about 1.5 meters tall. Even Cloudhawk was a head taller.

      If this geezer weren’t a hundred years old, he would still be at least seventy to eighty. He was so emaciated that he looked like skin stretched over bone, and he tottered along as though he might topple over at any moment. He kept his balance with the help of his cane. Sparse white hair sprouted around his head, but a bald spot had claimed most of the territory. Rheumy eyes peered at them from behind thick glasses. His already frail form stopped visibly like he had one foot in the grave. Was this half-dead geezer the Academician? The leader of the Seekers?

      Based on all his experiences in the wastelands, Cloudhawk knew that a leader had to be strong. This old man looked like he’d be bested by a strong breeze. Yet, the likes of Hyena and Hellflower worked diligently for him. It was certainly unexpected.

      “You’re the Academician?”

      “Actually, I have a name.” The skinny fossil chortled at him and pushed his glasses up his nose with knotted fingers. “You can call me Roste.”

      Cloudhawk got the sense that though this Academician Roste was the leader of the Seekers, he was exceedingly gentle. He had the bearing of someone who had experienced much in his life.

      “And the reason you brought me here…”

      “Young man, don’t be in such a rush.” Roste stopped to relieve himself of a few feeble coughs. He didn’t appear to be in the best of health. “I know you’re in a hurry to do something, but as far as I can tell, the whole wastelands are out to kill you. If you leave here now, you’ll only be trudging towards your death. Don’t you agree?”

      Cloudhawk couldn’t say he was wrong.

      “Blackwater Base is very safe. You can hide here for a while. Now that the Caliph is dead, no one would dare to trouble us here.” The Academician looked Cloudhawk over. “You may discover that you’ll learn a lot if you stay among us. Of course, there are also some things we will need your help with. I hope we can assist one another.”

      Cloudhawk thought for a moment.

      The old man Roste made a good point. Continuing his journey now with no friends and potentially thousands of enemies would be difficult, to say the least. What would be the harm in staying here for a little while, out of sight? At the very least, these Seekers were very interested in him, though Cloudhawk wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. At any rate, if they really wanted to keep him here, it was too late for Cloudhawk to resist. It made more sense to keep calm and capitulate for now.

      “Hyena is my most loyal agent, and Hellflower is my most competent assistant. If you should need anything, you can go find them.” His words were interrupted by another series of coughs. The effort made him weak. The old man waved to those around him. “You lot tend to his wounds.”
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      Academician Roste watched Cloudhawk as he left. His turbid but astute gaze was infected with a fanatical light as if a fire were lit in its depths. It lasted only a moment, however, and then, it was gone like nothing had happened.

      He coughed and leaned on his cane for support. His bodyguards escorted him into the laboratory.

      The old man’s lab looked like a devious slaughterhouse. It was covered in blood and bits of flesh, which a small coterie of workers was busily trying to scrub clean. The air was thick with the cloying scent of gore, and tied to a table was a beefy bald man.

      A man approached, full of deference. “Shall I start?”

      Roste coughed at him then answered, “Begin.”

      The man was the same bald-headed mercenary leader that had chased Cloudhawk through the bog. After taking the beating from Hyena, he had not died and instead was brought into the base’s laboratory. By now, he was awake and stared at his nightmarish surroundings with wide eyes. He looked half mad with fear, unsure of what fate awaited him.

      A pipe had been inserted through his abdomen and into his stomach. Some inexplicable substance was being pumped through it, making the bald man feel like his insides were on fire. He didn’t know what these assholes were filling him with, but he knew it couldn’t be anything good.

      Several more Seekers surrounded him and jabbed more transfusion tubes into various parts of his body. Liters of unknown substances were pumped into him, making the unfortunate mercenary twitch and jerk. To him, it was like they were pumping him full of fire, acid, or a hundred sharp knives. A pain he could not put into words wracked every inch of his body. The cruelest punishment he could imagine paled in comparison to this torture.

      He wanted to scream, but no sound would come out. He wanted to struggle, but he couldn’t move a muscle.

      Every pore was tearing. Every muscle was being ripped apart. Every bone was breaking. His eyes were flooded with blood as the capillaries couldn’t take the pressure and burst. Blood leaked from his pores, and in a matter of seconds, he was covered in it. As the inhumane torment continued, his bones popped audibly again and again, as though he were being remolded from the inside out.

      If he were given a choice, he would have gladly asked for death!

      “This process may cause you some pain.” Roste watched the poor man suffer, his face an expressionless mask. “Don’t be afraid. Take it easy. We are building you a new life, and when you are reborn with the power I am bestowing upon you, it will all be worth it.”

      The Academician and his fellow surgeons ignored the subject’s plight and focused solely on the data. The evidence indicated their chance of success was roughly thirty percent. This bald headed mercenary was a doughty patient.

      He was a good test subject for their important work.

      Roste absent-mindedly fiddled with a string of bones around his neck. The ornament was a string of finger bones fashioned into a necklace. Gruesome though it was, the bones didn’t appear special in any way.
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        * * *

      

      Hellflower walked ahead. She moved with graceful poise, and her white lab coat outlined her ripe figure, especially her backside. Each swing of her hips was like a metronome, and the men watched her sway with rapt attention. She was a contradiction, being both modern and classical, modest yet enchanting. She was as dizzying as she was a fascinating distraction.

      Cloudhawk was no longer the young and naïve child he used to be. The allure of the opposite sex had dimly begun to intrude on his thinking so he couldn’t keep his eyes from stealing peeks. However, as appealing as she was to look at, he was more curious about the Seekers and their influence throughout the wastelands. “What makes you all different from other wastelanders? Why are you called Seekers?”

      A distasteful expression crossed Hellflower’s face. “We are the ones who carry the flame of the old days. Every true Seeker is loyal to our mission: to scour the ruins for the truths and secrets left behind by the ancient civilizations. Most wastelanders are savages, subsisting on whatever they can get their hands on. Meanwhile, we have spent years researching medicines, weapons, and tools that were once thought to be lost forever, all in order to change the dire fate of the wastelands. If not for us, the world outside would be ten times more barbaric than it is now.”

      Carry the flame of the old days. Scour the ruins for truths and secrets. This was the purpose of the Seekers? This was what made them different?

      Cloudhawk couldn’t understand. “But the world is already like this. What’s the point of digging up some long-dead society’s garbage?”

      “Every day, the world becomes more deformed, more twisted. The wastelands are becoming deadlier, not safer. The Elysian lands, meanwhile, are a place of deceit and hypocrisy. Our goal is to learn everything we can about how this all came to be. What was the world like before everything collapsed? Where did the gods and demons come from? Clearly, humanity had become lost down the wrong path. That is why Seekers are needed, to guide humanity back down the road we were meant to travel. Isn’t that what we’re meant to do?”

      Hellflower’s ideal was a simple one. She wanted to see the world as it had once been.

      Cloudhawk was intrigued. “Interesting. I knew an old man once. He liked to collect things from the old world. He even taught me how to read their language.”

      He mentioned it offhandedly, thinking little of it. However, Hellflower stopped dead in her tracks. Cloudhawk nearly collided with her shapely rump.

      Her expression changed little, but the light in her eyes glimmered with doubt. “You can read?”

      Was that somehow special?

      Wastelander language and the language of the old days were two different things. Over the several hundred years since civilization’s collapse, wastelanders created their own scripts, which differed from region to region. Usually, they were close enough to one another that one could get their point across. However, Cloudhawk had been born with an innate curiosity and thirst for knowledge, and since the life of a scavenger was often spent idly in dark holes, he had learned the ancient words.

      “Come with me.”

      Hellflower turned and led him down another hallway.

      A few moments later, she pulled open a door to a large apartment; it had a living room, bedroom, bathroom, and several auxiliary rooms like studies. All in all, it was a very all-encompassing setup. The living room alone was quite large, and many tables had been pushed together within it. They were covered with medicine vials, specimen jars, test tubes, and so forth.

      Cloudhawk’s keen senses picked out the odd scents wafting through the air, which included strange pharmaceuticals and unidentified materials. Another thing he could pick out was the musty scent of books intermingled with a delicate fragrance that matched the one coming from Hellflower.

      This was her room?

      Hellflower didn’t say anything at first. She brought Cloudhawk through the apartment and into her study where she picked out a decrepit tome from a bookshelf. Only when she opened it did Cloudhawk see that it wasn’t a book, but rather a collection of papers glued together into one large volume.

      “Do you understand what’s written here?”

      “There is a lot I haven’t seen, but I think I can understand the general meaning.”

      He began to translate a paragraph. His translation was jerky, difficult and sometimes inconsistent, but he was still able to get the general gist. Hellflower was truly taken aback by this revelation.

      Yet, she was still suspicious. “And you’re telling me that the man who taught you this was an old scavenger?”

      Cloudhawk never had any reason to suspect the old man was anything other than he appeared. “How could he be anything else? We lived together for seven to eight years.”

      Her face tightened as though she was carefully considering something. “No, that can’t be right. That means the old man… is he still where you came from?”

      “He died a long time ago.”

      “Dead? What a pity!” Her face fell with regret.

      As Cloudhawk watched her, his own suspicions began to form. Were there really so few people who could understand ancient writing? If these Seekers, who knew so much, didn’t understand it, then how could the old man read the words?

      Hellflower continued to press him before Cloudhawk could ask his own questions. “Tell me about yourself. Your history.”

      There wasn’t a lot Cloudhawk thought to hide, so he gave her a brief explanation of what had happened to him. The first fifteen years of his life were uneventful, and he spent most of his time picking through the ruins and hiding in holes. They were long years marked with thirst and hunger as he struggled on the border between life and death.

      The last few months were more eventful than all those previous years combined. 

      Hellflower was stunned that this unimpressive child could have experienced so much. She was also interested to discover that he had been traveling to the Elysian lands when they picked him up. When his tale ended, her erudite eyes flickered. “Let’s make a deal.”

      “A deal?” He replied inquisitively.

      “You are not prepared to make your way to the Elysian lands.” She spoke to him slowly to make sure he understood. “On the one hand, you’re too weak, and on the other, you don’t understand the language they speak. What sort of life do you think you could lead under these conditions even if you make it there?”

      Cloudhawk furrowed his brows. “So what are you saying?”

      “It’s simple. I’ll teach you the language of the Elysian lands, and you teach me the ancient scripts. I’ll also use the resources we have here to make you stronger, improving both your abilities and body, so long as you agree to work with me and follow my every command. Whatever I tell you to do you will perform unconditionally without complaint.”

      Cloudhawk was unprepared for her offer. She understood what the language spoken in the Elysian lands? And she was promising to make him stronger?

      Ignoring the former, the resources commanded by the Seekers could certainly benefit him greatly. After all, whatever medicines and materials were found in the wastelands were produced by them. With their support, Cloudhawk could reap considerable benefits.

      And yet, there was something about this woman that Cloudhawk didn’t trust. In fact, he would trust few people anymore, especially someone as intelligent and puzzling as her. “How do I know you aren’t trying to trick me?”

      Hellflower’s plump lips spread into a smile. “The Academician is very interested in the abilities of the demon hunters. He will certainly want to experiment on you. During this process, no one would dare harm you, myself included. You don’t need to worry about your health.” She left out the fact that during this process, he wouldn’t be permitted to leave either.

      Cloudhawk had no reason to trust her.

      However, it was also true that right now, there were no better options. Cloudhawk was also interested to learn what he could from the Seekers. If he spent some time here and learned their knowledge, perhaps it could serve him well in the future.

      She didn’t wait for his reply. Her keen and insightful mind could see discern his decision from his expression. She spoke softly to him, “I’ll set up a cot here in the study. For now, you’ll live with me, and your primary job will be translating data.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          108 Examinations

        

      

    

    
      Hyena often had dreams. This time, he was in a dark forest, surrounded by fog and ruined buildings coated in damp moss. The trees were twisted and ferocious, like terrifying demons that groped at him from the darkness. The sky was vast and felt as heavy as an iron curtain settled over the stretching nightmarish landscape.

      He was lost.

      The darkness was stirring, and an unsettling rustle came from the trees. Something was coming.

      Hyena was wracked by an unexplainable fear that made him shiver like he knew something terrifying was about to happen. Just as he was preparing to flee, the mists parted, and an ethereal grey figure crept into view. It was a wolf.

      This wolf was no ordinary creature of the forest. Its shoulders were wider than its hips, and the muscles of its upper body were vastly stronger than those in its lower half. He could tell the beast could both walk on all fours and also upright like a man. As he looked, the wolf fixed him with glowing green eyes that were replete with some dark magic. They were calling him closer.

      “Have you already forgotten who you are?”

      As the creature spoke with human words, Hyena’s hair stood on end. His panic was dispersed by an inexplicable wrath, and with a roar, he flung himself at the beast, ready to tear it apart with his bare hands. Only, when he reached the wolf, it vanished.

      A lake of limpid water appeared next, free of any ripples or waves and clear as a mirror. Slowly, he approached the shore, and when he saw his reflection in the waters, his pupils shrank to black dots. A green-eyed wolf was staring back at him.

      “No!”

      Hyena snapped out of the nightmare with half his body drenched in sweat. Dark hairs had begun to slither from his pores but vanished once he woke up. With heart pounding, he pushed himself out of bed and approached a mirror. When his familiar ugly face greeted him, his ragged breathing slowly calmed.

      Bang!

      Hyena put his fist through the mirror, sending blood-smeared glass scattering every which way. Each shard reflected a part of his twisted features. With a pained expression, he dropped to the ground with his head in his hands, pressing in on his scalp with all his might. A bestial growl issued from his throat.
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        * * *

      

      It was breakfast time.

      Hyena sat in a rather luxurious dining room. He was the greatest warrior the Seekers had, so he was treated with amenities a normal wastelander couldn’t imagine even in their wildest dreams. There was bread, milk, fruit – things a typical person wouldn’t dare imagine.

      Several attractive servants addressed him respectfully, “Please help yourself, sir.”

      With a scowl on his twisted face, Hyena sniffed the air. He plucked up a piece of bread, took a small bite, and quickly spat it back out. Enraged, he flipped the table over, sending the delectable meal rolling across the floor. “This bullshit is fit for people to eat?!”

      Rivulets of fresh goat’s milk marked a trail along the ground. This treasured luxury of the wastelands was cast away like garbage and the stink of raw meat hung in the air. Several of the maids hurried to clean up the mess. They were at a loss. Over the last half year, their master’s temperament had become stranger and stranger.

      Before, he had been vigorous and lively. Every night, he would take three women to bed. Now, though, he barely touched any of them. Where before he could eat as much as four or five men, now, he barely picked at anything they brought him.

      The problem wasn’t with his appetite. When he stared at them now, there was a hunger in his eyes, but not a hunger for pleasure. It was a hunger for their flesh!

      Hyena stomped from his residence and, snatching up two large chunks of raw meat, made his way to the Academician’s sample collection room. There were many subjects gathered for Roste’s experiments, from giant rats to lizards to even wolves.

      His intention was to do what he always did in the past and feed the beasts to keep them strong. Instead, he found himself in front of the wolves’ cage staring at the mutated creatures.

      The wolves kept here were the offspring of experimental subjects. Their original stock was normal wasteland wolves, but the Academician’s medicines had increased their mutation rate. Each evolution was faster and more dramatic than the last. Now, they were stronger, smarter, and more cunning.

      Every one of them had undergone incredible strengthening. Even the weakest of them would be a wolf pack alpha if released back into the world. A handful of them was even displaying signs of higher intelligence.

      Academician Roste was a genius – but he was also a madman.

      The wolves had gathered round, jostling for position to grab the fresh meat. The largest one, in contrast, was seated calmly nearby. Her fur was a silvery white, majestic and awe-inspiring. Without any anger or feral madness, she calmly watched the man standing outside of the cage. She and Hyena stared at each other for a long time. It sent a shiver up Hyena’s spine.

      They called this mother wolf Subject Zero. She was their most successful trial yet, coming from a strong and stable pedigree. As such, Roste didn’t experiment on her and instead used her for breeding. Her offspring had the same doughty constitution, thus giving the Academician no shortage of good experiment material.

      The truth was that Hyena wasn’t entirely human. The strongest of this majestic creature’s offspring, whose blood and essence flowed through his veins.

      The old matriarch caught his familiar scent. Her sharp, calm eyes settled on him. A steady gaze that filled him with dread.

      He felt like he was losing his sense of identity.

      Hyena had lost all interest in women as well as in bread, fruit, and alcohol. He felt a closer kinship to these beasts now through a connection that seemed to grow out of his very bones.

      He dropped his head and stared at the bloody slabs of meat in his hands. The stench of it filled his nose and made his mouth water. He fought the desire to lick it, to just taste the fresh blood and uncooked meat. 

      He gulped down a mouthful of spit.

      In the end, his human will won over and he managed to fight down the call of the beast within. 

      Moments later, a researcher stepped into the room. “Hyena, sir. The Academician has called for you.”

      Hyena cast a final look towards the mother wolf before throwing the meat into the wolf cage.

      When he arrived at the laboratory, there were three people already waiting. One was the shapely and attractive Hellflower. Another was the unassuming, balding old Academician who feebly held himself up with a walking staff. 

      The final person was a lascivious man, thin as a rail. At a glance, one could tell he was a vulgar man. He couldn’t keep his eyes off the swell of Hellflower’s chest and the curve of her backside. He was director of the laboratory, both a Seeker and a scientist. Although he certainly had a name taken from the ancient days, most of the Seekers preferred to call him by his nickname: Chimp.

      At one time, Hyena himself had drooled over Hellflower. He had to fight the urge to tear his pants off and mount her like a beast, ravaging that peach-shaped tail for his pleasure. Now, though, his tastes have changed. It didn’t matter how attractive a woman was. He was no longer excited by the view. To him, they might as well be beautiful monkeys. He simply wasn’t interested.

      Academician Roste coughed feebly before peeling open his dim eyes and fixing them on Hyena. “You seem a little off today. What’s the matter?”

      “Thank you for your concern, Academician.” His feelings toward the old scholar were complicated. On the one hand, he’d brought Hyena back from the brink of death. On the other, his current troubles were a result of the Academician’s work. Whatever the case, he held the man in the highest esteem, barely daring to look him in the eye. Hyena addressed the old scientist with the utmost respect. “I’m fine.”

      Academician Roste stared at Hyena for a moment, his turbid eyes seemingly able to pierce all the world’s obfuscations. He spoke again through a series of coughs, “You are my greatest work and the only one whose memory I did not erase with pharmaceuticals. If there are any problems, we can solve them together. I am your creator, but more than that, I am like your father.”

      “Hyena, I really do envy you!” The expression on Director Chimp’s face matched his words. “You were a first-class soldier once, and thanks to the Academician’s efforts, you have been turned into one of the greatest warriors of the wastelands. Even Greenland Outpost’s leader, Hydra, has nothing on you. If only I had the kind of power you possess.”

      Hellflower answered with a pretty laugh, “At best, the process only offers a fifty percent chance of success. Without the appropriate willpower or constitution, do you think you’d survive?”

      Her biting words angered Chimp, and though it was just banter, he couldn’t endure her disdain. His response was deliberately ambiguous and thick with contempt. “My constitution? Find us a bed and you can see for yourself. You’ll learn what a real man is!”

      “Stop wasting time.” Roste’s words quavered soft as gossamer. He really did seem like he would keel over at any moment. “Bring the young man in. We must begin the examination.”

      The young man entered shortly after, clad in his cloak with his features hidden behind a white mask.

      Cloudhawk wasn’t entirely sure what situation he found himself in. He looked around at his surroundings in confusion, his right hand never leaving the shaft of his exorcist rod. He gave others the impression of someone who was on edge, vigilant against any danger. When he saw the Academician, Hellflower, and the others, he approached without hesitation. “Why did you call me here?”

      “Don’t be nervous, my young friend.” The Academician greeted him with an amiable smile. “We’ve asked you here because we’re interested in testing your unique abilities. Please relax. You’re in no danger.”

      Cloudhawk glanced at Hellflower and then walked into the test chamber.

      Several Seekers got the tests underway.

      The first in the series of examinations was designed to analyze his skills as a demon hunter. By asking him to awaken his relics, they tested his abilities and used the data to extrapolate his strength. They determined that his psychic energies surpassed those of a typical novice. Yet, it was still slightly inferior to that of a full-fledged demon hunter.

      Weaker than they expected!

      Even master demon hunters were of little concern for the Caliph of the Sands. In comparison, Cloudhawk was hardly worthy to serve as cannon fodder before the demon. However, his skills as a demon hunter were worth noting. Besides, where else were they going to find a proper demon hunter out here?

      Next, they tested his physical abilities.

      Wastelanders possessed neither the holy inheritance of the gods nor the Elysians’ methods of cultivation. Typical denizens of the wastes were forced to awaken their potential through hardships, facing death in order to make themselves stronger. There were gene activating medicines, but they were few and far between out here. Mutagens also varied in effect depending on the individual, and like panacea, they drew on the latent potential of the subject to overdraft what their bodies were capable of. Using them to improve one’s physical characteristics wasn’t always a wise decision.

      No such substances were detected during Cloudhawk’s physical test.

      Everyone’s constitution was different, and as such, so was his/her developmental process. Some people were strong enough to easily lift a thousand pounds. Some were so agile that they had supernatural reaction times and movement speed. Still, others could recover from injuries faster than normal. Some were abnormally intelligent. No two individuals were alike.

      However, Cloudhawk was especially unique. They discovered that while his mutations didn’t develop particularly quickly, they were systemic. He was stronger, faster, and smarter than any normal person, not to mention his increased regenerative capabilities. Whether it was his muscle or neural connections, he was better than average across the board!

      Unbelievable! It was hard to accept! It only became more astonishing after he answered a series of questions about his personal history.

      His increased capabilities had only manifested in the last three months. At this rate, his improvement would be spectacular in a decade or two!

      Academician Roste was so excited that his veiny hands were clenched into fists. This boy wasn’t strong now, but his potential was incredible!

      The elderly scientist spoke softly with Chimp, “Go make the preparations. Use Subject Zero.”

      Chimp’s expression betrayed his surprise. Subject Zero? Hyena reacted as well, the knuckles of his scarred hands whitening as he curled them into fists.
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      The final test measured Cloudhawk’s endurance and willpower. The methodology was simple, including tests such as having him lift something that was just heavy enough that it nearly exceeded his abilities and seeing how long he could hold it or having him enduring increasing amounts of painful stimulation.

      Once again, the results surprised the researchers.

      If normal subjects were given a measure of one to represent their stamina and willpower, Cloudhawk was a three or more.

      The young man was a model wastelander, at least in terms of mannerisms. He was fanatical, tenacious down to his bones, and even when brought to the brink of death, his will was unbending.

      Cloudhawk, meanwhile, was becoming more and more infuriated by the process. These tests were going on for fuckin’ forever! What the hell were they doing?!

      Roste, leaning heavily on his cane, led his three subordinates into the testing chamber. By now, he regarded Cloudhawk with entirely different eyes, like a treasure hunter who’d found his buried riches. He drew on his several decades of preparation, careful not to reveal his deep excitement at their findings. He carefully sized Cloudhawk up as they entered. “Tell me, are you interested in becoming the strongest organism in the wastelands?”

      Cloudhawk found the old scholar’s question baffling. “Who wouldn’t be?” he flippantly replied.

      Academician Roste idly fingered his bone necklace and sighed emotionally. “Indeed, who doesn’t want to be stronger? Our biology is so fragile – we humans are so easily broken. The smallest injury or illness could take away the ones we love. Only the strong can protect that which means the most to them.”

      Why did everything this old man say sound so mysterious?

      Hellflower suddenly chimed in, “As I recall, the Conclave of the Dark Atom should be smuggling in a shipment of materials from the Elysian lands this afternoon. None of our other subjects would be able to handle the steroids. We can use them on Cloudhawk.”

      “Alright,” Roste answered without hesitation. He winced as another set of hacking coughs overcame him. When he caught his breath, he opened his eyes once again, turning them towards Hyena. “Gather some people and head out to meet the Dark Atom party. Offer double the price they ask and have Wolfblade bring more materials from the Elysian lands.”

      “What the fuck are y’all planning?” Cloudhawk was becoming less comfortable with his situation by the minute. “I’m getting pretty damn tired of being kept in the dark!”

      Cloudhawk was not one to believe that gifts were magically showered on people from on high. The Academician had taken him in, given him fine food and drink, and was now preparing to use precious materials smuggled from the Elysian lands to make him stronger. None of this would be cheap.

      This question sent the old man into another fit of hacking coughs. His chest heaved as he fought for breath. This time, it was so bad that he was having difficulty staying on his feet.

      “Don’t be so ungrateful!” Chimp’s creepy face twisted in indignation as he glared at Cloudhawk while supporting Roste. “The Academician thinks highly of you. He wants to help! To have this sort of patronage would be a dream come true for many in the wastelands!”

      Roste eventually caught his breath and waved his hand, entreating Chimp to silence. He regarded Cloudhawk with that calm, erudite expression and those rheumy, wise eyes. “Young man, you can see what condition I’m in.”

      Indeed, the old man could hardly stand and swayed like a blade of grass in the wind. He constantly seemed on the verge of toppling over. His hair was a thin mop of spindly white, and his face was carved deep with crisscrossing wrinkles. His skin was dry and stretched over his emaciated frame. All in all, he looked more corpse than man.

      He went on, “I am over eighty years old, closer to dying than anything else. At this age, riches, honor, titles, influence… none of those matter. But, I am left with regrets, and a desire to leave this world with something I’ve created – a powerful being as my final mark.”

      Cloudhawk half-believed the old man’s diatribe.

      “You have the power of a demon hunter and tremendous potential as well. Better still, you are young and thus, my greatest seedling. It serves nothing to hold back.” He spoke to the young wastelander, full of earnestness. He fought through another series of coughs. “I give you power so that you can make this land better. You are the final extension of my dream, the last goal to reach so I can die in peace. A success for the good of us all.”

      Cloudhawk couldn’t help but feel moved. Staying alive this long in the wastelands was no easy feat. After that speech, he chose to wait and see what would happen.

      He gave voice to another small doubt, “What is the Dark Atom Conclave you were talking about?”

      Hellflower answered in place of the Academician, “They are a group of Seekers established on the fringes of the Elysian lands, hiding from the ire of its denizens. Their current leader is Wolfblade, a wild and ambitious man. They smuggle things from within their territory to us in exchange for things of our own. They earn a lot from us to use in their fight against the holy cities, and so they make frequent trips to Blackwater Base to trade.”

      Seekers lurked in the Elysian lands as well?

      That was unexpected! Of all the denizens of the wastelands, it was the Seekers the people of the Elysian lands hated most bitterly. Not only were they godless heathens, but they also toyed with the unholy relics of the past while denying the supremacy of godly men. They even refused to accept the divine histories as truth, which made Seekers enemies that were to be killed on sight.

      Was it even possible that this group, as incompatible with the Elysian lands as fire and water, could survive in such hostile territory? How did they do it?

      Cloudhawk was always a victim to his curiosity. He directed his words towards Hyena, the one who was going to meet the Dark Atom, “Can I go with you?”

      Hyena had been lost in absent thought when the young boy’s question piqued his attention. His eyebrows shot up, and he looked to Roste for the old scientist’s opinion. The Academician nodded consent. The location for their meeting was just at the gate of Blackwater Base, so there was nowhere for Cloudhawk to flee to. They still needed the young man’s cooperation. Since his request was not unreasonable, the Academician saw no harm in allowing him to satisfy his curiosity.

      “I’m a little tired. We’ll finish here for now.”

      Roste was old and as such, his vigor was waning. They’d spent quite a long while to conduct these tests and though he was eager to continue, his body would not cooperate. They were forced to postpone Cloudhawk’s examination.

      Cloudhawk followed Hyena out of the testing chamber. Chimp was the last to exit. He shut the door, extracted a set of keys from his coat, and locked it behind them.

      Chimp was the laboratory’s director and also the Academician’s student. He wasn’t as capable a fighter as Hyena, nor was he as astute as Hellflower, but he was unfailingly loyal to the Academician. He was rewarded with the responsibility of overseeing all the confidential and important matters of the lab. He held all the keys.

      A sweet breeze flit past. Hellflower appeared by their side.

      Chimp brazenly salivated over her proud chest and firm buttocks. He hardly even blinked.

      Hellflower suddenly stopped and, intentionally or unintentionally, stretched her back, forcing her rump higher. “Enjoying the view?”

      This woman was always so calm and dignified, so her sudden teasing words immediately dug into Chimp’s lewd mind. His blood pumped faster, his body unconsciously reacting to her suggestions. He answered her with an obscene grin, “A fine view is one thing, but I wonder if you know how to use your gifts.”

      “Is your whole head clogged up with sperm? I really don’t understand why the Academician would pick a man like you to run his laboratory.” Her blunt abuse was not tainted with anger. In fact, it was almost teasing. She continued with a sigh, “But I have nothing to do, and boredom is a terrible affliction. I want a drink.”

      Chimp’s eyes lit up like a cat who’d caught the scent of fish. “What would you like? I’ll treat you.”

      Hellflower cast a fleeting glance towards the director’s key ring. “Oh, I couldn’t ask you to spend any money on me.”

      “It’s nothing. Not an issue!”

      “Alright… tonight then.”

      It was unlikely that this woman had suddenly become interested in dispelling her loneliness. Yet, Chimp couldn’t help but be excited by the scenarios playing through his mind, which made his body’s physical reactions more acute. That woman was far more dangerous than she looked. Otherwise, he’d have taught her a lesson a long time ago.
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        * * *

      

      The unique sounds of the base’s hydraulic systems – the winches and gears – whined as they worked to pull open its massive front door. Nearly a hundred people stepped through the portal, all clad in protective biohazard gear. They bore all manner of weapons, brandished for anyone to see.

      As Cloudhawk stepped through the door with Hyena and out into the swamp, he saw something emerge from the fog. It looked like an airship, and it crept through the marsh towards them. It looked a full one-third larger than the one commanded by the Caliph’s lieutenants. Six or seven motley looking flying machines followed as an entourage. 

      Were these the Seekers from the Elysian lands? They even had an airship – they had to be a force to be reckoned with!

      Hyena kept his eyes on Cloudhawk’s back. His fists slowly raised, fingernails growing longer centimeter by centimeter. However, when even the slightest rotten thought intruded his mind, Cloudhawk seemed to sense it. He swung his head around, eyes sharp, and fixed his vision on Hyena.

      “What are you looking at?” Hyena was surprised at the kid’s keen situational awareness. By now, the dark thoughts had passed. “Out of my way!”

      Cloudhawk frowned suspiciously. He had definitely felt something… or was it an illusion?

      He trusted his intuition beyond a shadow of a doubt. It wasn’t a mistake. He’d felt the danger, so his eyes followed the scarred man. Still, he didn’t manage to spot anything untoward.

      They’d left the base with twenty or so items in tow, odd things that were a little like crates and a little like cages. The outsides were tightly wrapped in cloth, but the sounds of creatures could clearly be heard from within.

      The Dark Atom airship slowly touched down, and a tall man with a sharp, hawk-like nose stepped out. His sharp and beady eyes swept over the Blackwater contingent before eventually settling on Hyena. He smiled. “It’s been a long time, Hyena my friend. I’m glad to see you’re still breathing.”

      “Cut the shit, Buzzard!” Hyena clearly wasn’t interested in playing nice with this fellow. Among these illustrious Dark Atom Seekers, this one wasn’t anyone to bother with. “The Academician said to give you twenty this time. Next time, it’s double.”

      Buzzard glanced at the crates, pleasantly surprised by the news. “The Academician is as generous as he is prosperous, I see! I offer thanks on behalf of Wolfblade.”

      Their exchange was cut short when one of the crates tipped over. An angry snarl issued from within followed by the sounds of struggle. Whatever beast was inside the crate was fighting to get free.

      Several Blackwater soldiers rushed over with their weapons belching lightning. What resulted was one side of the crate bursting open and a scaled monstrosity leaping out from within. As bolts of electricity struck it, sparks went flying, but they were completely ineffective.

      “Aaaarrgghhh!”

      The green-scaled beast grabbed one of the soldiers and unceremoniously ripped him in half. It then lunged at another and crushed his head with a single punch.

      Hyena reacted immediately. Black hair sprouted over his body, and his two powerful legs sent him charging towards the beast. The scaled monster sensed Hyena coming, which only seemed to enrage it further. There was a deep, seething hatred in its feral eyes.

      The two humanoid beasts clashed, trading punch for punch. Hyena was clearly stronger.

      The green-scaled monster was knocked back a few steps but was unharmed from Hyena’s blow. Its strength and endurance were impressive, to say the least.

      Before the creature could regain its balance, Buzzard swept in like a ghost. In terms of speed, he was at least thirty percent faster than Hyena. Already at a disadvantage against Hyena, the green-scaled monster was suddenly faced with another individual just as strong. The surprise attack forced it to the ground.

      Hyena and Buzzard pinned the creature down, one on its left and the other on its right. Eventually, the scales receded back into the creature’s skin, revealing a bull-like bald man beneath.

      As he watched the scene, Cloudhawk’s eyes widened in shock. “It’s him!”

      Wasn’t this the mercenary captain, the one who’d tried to kill him in the marshes? He remembered that Hyena had knocked him out and dragged him back to camp. That was about ten days ago. What had happened to him since then? How did he get so strong? Why was he suddenly part of the base’s trade goods?

      The bald-headed man didn’t lose consciousness. He screamed and roared in impotent hatred until one of Blackwater’s soldiers gave him an injection. He almost immediately sank into a coma. Thus neutralized, he was returned to the crate.

      “This new one isn’t stable yet. His memories haven’t been completely erased,” Hyena explained to Buzzard. “I’ll go back to the base and exchange it for another one.”

      “No need.” Buzzard eyed the bald man’s crate. He chuckled through a dark grin. “We’ve been getting into more scraps than ever. Fighters with his kind of gusto are few and far between. I think Wolfblade will like this one. We’ll teach it how to behave. Send the Academician our thanks.”

      The members of Dark Atom quickly gathered the crates and loaded them onto their airship. Meanwhile, Blackwater soldiers collected the rare Elysian materials given in exchange.

      With their transaction completed, the Dark Atom packed up and prepared to leave. They didn’t leave any trace of their presence behind. Buzzard bade Hyena farewell, and then, their airship lifted off. Cloudhawk followed Hyena and the others as they returned to base, only this time, his curiosity was replaced with something more like concern.
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      Cloudhawk closed his eyes and focused on the sensation of the cool and refreshing water flowing over his body. From his head to his neck to his chest, all down his body every pore relaxed as the magnificent sensation washed through him. His mind began to wander, and Blackwater Base’s situation  intruded on his relaxing moment.

      This place was a legacy of the past – a relic of the old days. Fifty years ago, the base was discovered by the Seekers. Luckily, they were able to get the water filtration system up and running, and from that point on, the base was a functional sanctuary. By now, most of the living quarters, laboratories, testing areas, manufacturing centers, logistics zones, and the central control area were operational. All together, there were about eight thousand people living here – not many in the grand scheme of things, but they commanded incredible influence and power. Here, they were able to manufacture panacea, advanced weaponry, and special materials which they traded for essential goods. They were rich, more affluent even than Greenland Outpost.

      The water slowed to a trickle and eventually stopped. Not a single drop was wasted.

      More than once, Cloudhawk had nearly died of thirst out in the wastelands. He cherished water as one of the world’s greatest treasures. He couldn’t help the guilt that crept up within him due to his wasting all of this water to wash. Although the base certainly wasn’t lacking for water, he didn’t want to use any more than he already had.

      After ten days under Blackwater Base’s state-of-the-art care, there wasn’t a scratch left on Cloudhawk. He was comfortable and safe for the first time in a while. Every day, he would study the Elysian language with Hellflower, and the amount of information he retained surprised to her. He already had most of the foundational vocabulary committed to memory.

      And yet, though safe and comfortable, Cloudhawk was ill at ease.

      He wanted to know what Academician Roste’s plans were. What was he up to?

      Today’s tests were conducted without rhyme or reason. It was especially suspicious that they were willing to spend so much just to procure resources for Cloudhawk’s improvement. Where there was smoke, there was fire, and so the young wastelander wasn’t convinced by the excuse Roste had given him. After seeing what had become of that bald mercenary, his sense of unease had only grown.

      Only ten days ago, that baldie had been a normal guy! How had he suddenly become a monster? There was no mutation he knew of that worked so quickly.

      Cloudhawk knew that there had to be more than they were telling him. However, he didn’t know what it was, where it was coming from, or who was behind it.

      “Are you interested in becoming the strongest organism in the wastelands?”

      Roste’s strange offer echoed through Cloudhawk’s mind, and for some reason, it caused a chill to crawl up his spine. “Strongest organism” … it was a strange and specific phrase. He hadn’t paid the oddity much thought at first, but now, it seemed uncomfortably telling.

      However, he didn’t get the chance to think too deeply on it, for just as the thought crossed his mind, the door suddenly opened. Hellflower swept into the apartments smelling of booze. Clearly, she’d had a few. Her typically dignified and poised face was painted with splotches of red. Her first order of business was to put down the items in her hands on her work desk: a folder and a set of keys.

      Part of Cloudhawk’s training with Mantis had been to develop the habit of paying close attention. Most of the details from today’s meeting with the Academician and his subordinates were still fresh in his memory – and unless he was mistaken, those keys used to be under the care of that thin and creepy laboratory director. Why did Hellflower have them now?

      Somehow, her face was even redder than when she entered, and her eyes were blurry. However, she was clearly fighting to keep her head clear as she spoke to him, “This data’s very important. It needs to be translated right away and finished by tonight. I’m gonna make a copy, and you start translating.”

      Cloudhawk took one look at her and knew this was no trivial matter.

      He remembered their agreement: she would teach him Elysian and get him whatever resources she could, and he would perform whatever duties she required. 

      However, he noticed that Hellflower was out of sorts. He couldn’t help but ask, “Are you alright?”

      Since coming into the room and sitting down, she’d started burning up. Even from a few feet away, Cloudhawk could feel the heat radiating off of her. The first few buttons of her blouse had been undone, and the attractive plunge of her bust was clearly visible. Any man would be hard pressed to keep his head when that was his field of view, especially someone like Chimp.

      Evidently, the laboratory’s director had been caught in a honey pot, but Hellflower had paid a price herself.

      “That repugnant monkey used a very strong dose.” Hellflower tenderly rubbed her temples. “But that’s not important. Get to work.”

      Chimp had spiked her drink with a powerful hallucinogenic or perhaps, some sort of aphrodisiac. Any lesser woman would have been entirely at his mercy, but Hellflower had been prepared. She’d taken something to inhibit neurotransmitters, thus reducing the withdrawal effects of his drugs and negating the unsavory results of his aphrodisiacs. 

      She’d only managed to escape his filthy plans because of these precautions.

      She clamped her legs shut and took a deep breath. A drop of sweat trickled down her uncannily smooth face, down the line of her chin, and ultimately into the valley of pale skin below before vanishing in that crevice. Sweat was pouring off of her now, which made her clothes cling to her every curve. Her white clothes were nearly transparent – a fact that did not escape Cloudhawk’s notice.

      He stared at her, dumbfounded.

      The scientist’s face was beguiling yet serious. She tried to pull herself together by pushing her glasses up her nose and arranging the data in the folder. Delicate fingers snatched up a pen, and she started to transcribe its contents. Even drugged, her hands were dexterous and scrawled across the page like flowing water.

      She certainly had supernatural levels of willpower to actually keep her mind on her work.

      Cloudhawk looked over the data, covered in a mess of formulas that seemed haphazardly scribbled across the page. All of the figures made his head spin. However, he did see that they were annotated with the ancient script, words he recognized.

      The parchment and ink were fresh, so Cloudhawk figured the data had to be only a few years old. This detail told him that there had to be someone else in the base who could understand the ancient text. Based on Hellflower’s status among the Seekers, if she still hadn’t been taught how to read it, this meant the only person who could understand the writing had to be the Academician.

      Hellflower must have planned to use her charms to pilfer the keys from the Academician’s most trusted student, Chimp. That must mean she stole this data – she was brazen, that was for certain. She would dare steal from the Academician!

      “Start translating!”

      As she transcribed the information, she hid large chunks of the formulas and restructured the paragraphs in such a way that they made little sense. Cloudhawk was given a veritable mess of words and figures to sift through and couldn’t puzzle out its meaning. All he could do was focus on one sentence at a time, translating what he was given line by line [1].

      This woman was incredibly cautious!

      Cloudhawk wasn’t able to piece everything together, but there were several words that kept cropping up: transformation, organism, strengthen, gene… Cloudhawk’s thoughts suddenly went back to the bald-headed man and how he could have suddenly changed so much. What method turned him from a normal man into that green-scaled monster?

      And Hyena! His abilities certainly didn’t come from any normal mutation. Was he also a result of whatever process was hidden in these notes?

      The gall of this woman to actually steal something like this. Was she trying to pilfer his research for herself? 

      Cloudhawk worked quickly. By the time morning came, he had translated almost all of the Academician’s work. Hellflower took it when he was done and locked it in a safe in the wall of her bedroom.

      Then, she collapsed.

      Cloudhawk unconsciously reached out and grabbed her. As she rested against him, she felt as soft and full as a cotton doll. Sweat beaded on the bridge of her nose, and her warm breath trickled from plump red lips to wash against his ear. For some inexplicable reason, he felt his heart rate increase.

      Hellflower was anxious. She was helpless as the neurotransmitter inhibitor had run its course. Right now, even the slightest of sparks would be enough to set off an explosion. She had only the faintest bit of will left to defend her against the base urges the drugs inspired in her.

      Luckily, this kid looked like an idiot. He wasn’t going to take advantage of her in this state.

      She kept her breathing even and spoke softly to the young man, “I don’t think I can move. Help me with something.”

      When he didn’t respond, she struggled to press the files into Cloudhawk’s hands. “In Academician Roste’s first secret lab, on the bottom of the right wall, there is a safe. Help me return this to it. It’s already getting light so you don’t have much time. Half an hour at the most – you can’t delay.”

      Was this necessary? Cloudhawk was not the sort to stir up trouble. Although he wasn’t sure what was in these papers, he could tell by Hellflower’s nervous expression that this was a matter of life and death.

      “Here are the keys you’ll need to open the laboratory.” She pressed the keys into his hands. “Chimp should be at the bar, still asleep from the anesthetic I slipped him. If you can, try to sneak the keys back to him without him noticing.”

      “What makes you think I can do this?” He looked at the stack of papers and then, at the keys. He was at a loss. “How can you be sure I won’t turn you in?”

      She laughed bitterly at him. “Then so be it. But if you help me, I’ll owe you one. I’ll help you when you need it most”

      “Alright!” That was enough. What Cloudhawk needed more than anything right now was friends. He nodded resolutely. “You rest.”

      She answered with an appreciative smile. She wanted to stand, but she couldn’t move her limbs. Cloudhawk had to carry her to the bed and lay her down. He gathered up his invisibility cloak, donned his mask, and left the apartment.

      “He really is a simple guy.”

      She was surprised by how pliable the young man was. He was as pure as a sheet of unused paper. If he had wanted to do anything at all to her, she would have been completely at his mercy.

      She hoped it would all go smoothly!

      In the three years she’d spent in the base, she had desperately wanted to get her hands on this data. She knew she could no longer delay, that it was a gamble to make her move now, but with those formulas solved, there was no longer anything here that interested her. There was nothing to keep her here.

      

      1. Pfft, good luck getting a decent translation without context!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          111 The Monster in the Lab

        

      

    

    
      Academician Roste’s laboratories and test rooms were sealed behind an iron door only Roste and his director could open. It was among the more secure areas in the entirety of the wastelands. Having a patrol of soldiers constantly opening and the closing the door would only detract from that security. As such, besides the scientists who remained in the labs full-time, there was no need for internal security.

      Cloudhawk slipped past the heavy iron door without any trouble with the help of his invisibility cloak. From there, the rest was easy. He followed Hellflower’s directions to the specified lab, located Chimp’s safe, and slipped the data back inside using his keys.

      Hellflower had taken a great risk to steal this information. It had to be valuable. And yet, few precautions seemed to have been taken to keep it safe. Wasn’t that careless?

      On the contrary, in all of Blackwater Base, only the Academician could read the ancient script. Besides him, only Hellflower knew where his notes were kept, and the key to those notes was held tightly by the lab’s director under normal circumstances. Both its contents and location were quite safe, for even if others knew where and what these notes were, who could decipher them? Why would Roste risk revealing its importance by posting a guard?

      What’s more, Academician Roste was a man rich in self-confidence. As far as he was concerned, there was no one alive who could crack his research!

      The scientists in this base could study for half a century and still have no hope of grasping what he knew. Roste was a singular talent, unique throughout the wastelands. He’d spent his life researching these old technologies, so in the unlikely event someone got their hands on his notes and deciphered them, it was still exceedingly unlikely that they could do anything with the information.

      Cloudhawk made sure the safe was securely closed.

      The safe’s door fit seamlessly against the wall. It was only visible if you knew where to look. He’d also had to push aside two bookcases that further hid its location.

      She sure as hell owes me one. What sort of favor can she offer?

      Cloudhawk was careful to replace everything precisely as it was before he arrived out of habit. It was unlikely anyone would notice, but he’d become more cautious lately. He didn’t want to leave any opportunity for trouble.

      He left and carefully locked the lab door behind him. The whole process was done without leaving a trace.

      Cloudhawk was proud of himself. It was his first clandestine mission, and he nailed it. Sneaking around would have earned him a decent living – it was a shame he hadn’t chosen the life of a thief.

      At any rate, once he got to the Elysian lands, he would be fine. Between the Bloodsoaked Queen’s recommendation and his trophy from the corpse of the demon, he would undoubtedly live a life of luxury. His pilfering skills would remain unused.

      Such were the lofty thoughts that swam through Cloudhawk’s head. He had the key to a good life, but the question was whether he’d survive to enjoy it. Currently, he was locked in Blackwater Base, a heavily fortified modern fortress with one way out, guarded by a heavy minigun and surrounded by a deadly bog. Escape didn’t seem possible. He was also too weak to fight his way out. The problem was intractable enough to give him a headache.

      Such horseshit!

      Whatever the case, right now, the most important thing was protecting himself.

      In the same vein, he realized that his current situation was rare, which presented an opportunity. Since he already had access to the secure laboratories, why not take this chance to have a look around? So little was known about the Seekers. They were more mysterious than anything else. Perhaps there was some intelligence he could uncover that would give him a measure of control over his situation.

      He stood within their most secret areas. There were scores of research papers, medicinal concoctions, weapon schematics, and whatever else. None of that interested him, though. He couldn’t understand any of it if it bit him in the ass. Ignoring all of the documents, he wandered on, searching for something he could identify as helpful.

      He snuck down the hallways, careful to avoid the areas where work was being done until he ultimately reached a room completely different from the others. When he pulled the door open, Cloudhawk was met with a shocking sight.

      Rows upon rows of tanks with metal shells were scattered around, arranged around pipes that continuously dripped some unknown fluid. Although the containers were iron, many were covered with rust. The whole room smelled strange, chemical.

      Cloudhawk approached one to get a better look. It was about twice his size and had a viewing port. He pressed his face against the glass and saw that it was filled with a green liquid. Small bubbles rose through it towards the surface. He wiped the glass to try and see more clearly.

      “Ah!”

      A face suddenly appeared, submerged in the fluid of the tank. It was a man, naked as the day he was born, suspended in the tank. He was completely submerged in the strange fluid, and his long hair floated through it like kelp. His eyes snapped open and looked straight out through the glass at the masked stranger.

      Cloudhawk was so frightened that he threw himself back and fell hard on his backside. He scrambled away until his back was pressed against a corner.

      What the ever loving fuck was that?! A living specimen? Or something else?

      Cloudhawk took a few moments to settle his breathing. The tanks were definitely closed tight, and whatever was inside couldn’t get out. Standing up, he peeked into several more tanks and saw that they were also filled, but not with people. They were filled with mutated monsters, captured in dozens of tanks situated around the room.

      He knocked on the glass. No response. Next, he kicked a tank’s metal casing. Still nothing.

      Cloudhawk worked up a mouthful of saliva and spit. This fuckin’ crazy old man. What the fuck is going on? Is he growing these freaky things? Cloudhawk continued to curse the Academician but knew he shouldn’t stay. He slipped out of the room as silently as he’d entered.

      He wandered past a few more doors before coming across a room full of cages.

      Hundreds of mutated creatures were locked up inside. Each one languished in its respective prison. Suffering. He walked past them, but none so much as lifted its head to acknowledge his presence.

      They were big and strong, but it was clear that they’d been bred for generations in captivity. These mad scientists were injecting them with drugs to stimulate mental development and increase the rate of their mutations. Survivors of lethal and crippling experimentation, these monsters endured unthinkable torment every day. No wonder they seemed so lifeless.

      As he passed the dire rat cages, Cloudhawk suddenly stopped. There were about ten of them in the cage, and they all had the same appearance and bearing. It was one he recognized, identical to the rat king he’d encountered months ago. The one he saw in the experiment room when he first arrived was in the process of transformation, so these had to be the finished product.

      Cloudhawk was sure of it. Those rats that nearly put an end to the Tartarus mercenaries had come from here!

      Weren’t these the rat king’s brothers and sisters? He remembered the strength of that creature and shuddered in fear. The thought of ten of them fighting together was terrifying.

      The royal rats sensed that someone was standing nearby. They opened their eyes and glared at him with cold, beady orbs. Their gazes made him shiver, each filled with calm and loathing. It was a look he was only accustomed to seeing from humans.

      Cloudhawk felt his hair standing on end.

      Super rats were unsettling enough, but there were cages upon cages stretching through the room, each one with ten or more different types of monsters. Every one of them had been brutally mutated and even given intellect! If these creatures escaped one day, it would be a catastrophe. Hundreds of them, so strong that the thought of them running free was horrifying.

      One day, these freaks would be free to terrorize the wastelands, and that nightmare would be realized. Mad experiments had made them impossibly strong while also cruelly giving them intelligence. It was a disaster waiting to happen!

      Cloudhawk hadn’t recovered from the shock when he heard a sound coming from down the aisle.

      Splat!

      It sounded like a slab of meat striking the wall. Based on the blood-curdling wails, it sounded like one of the mutated beasts. Strange. Did any of these creatures have the will to fight?

      Cloudhawk slowly picked his way down the lane to have a look. When he reached the dim area near the far wall, he saw the outline of a burly figure kicking a hundred-pound panther against the wall. The strength of the kick was hard to believe as it tore the massive predator apart.

      Such terrifying strength!

      Cloudhawk didn’t know what these panthers were capable of, but surely they far surpassed the likes of any dire rat. Despite that, whatever monster this was shattered its bones with its powerful kicks.

      The panther lay on the ground like a pile of refuse.

      The lumbering figure, seemingly incapable of holding itself back, lunged and clamped its mouth on the panther’s throat. As the skin tore, the mysterious beast drank deeply of the hot, fresh blood. Its victim struggled feebly to no avail. In half a minute, the panther was drained dry.

      Still, the dark figure was unsatisfied. It ripped open the panther’s flesh and tore at the organs within, stuffing the bloody meat into its mouth with relish. It ate quickly, as hungry as a dozen starving refugees.

      Whoever it was, it ate these creatures alive. Who the hell could it be?

      After sizing it up, Cloudhawk figured the silhouette was roughly the same size as Hyena. Could this be him? He’d spent some time with the Seeker, and though the man had the strength of a wild animal, he was usually calm and collected. He didn’t think Hyena could have such a vicious, bloodthirsty streak.

      Beasts were beasts. It didn’t matter how they hid or pretended. A monster couldn’t change its nature! Even if you cloaked it in a human’s skin.

      The man-shaped beast stopped its gruesome meal suddenly. It seemed to have caught a scent, and a dangerous growl issued from its throat. Its powerful legs shot out, and the beast bound like an arrow toward its target.

      The snooper was nowhere to be found.

      Looking left and right, the monster searched with a puzzled expression. Blood dripped from its maw onto its bare chest. Half its body was unclothed and drenched in fresh blood. Razor sharp teeth peeked from behind its lips as it gave a wolf-like snarl, and glowing jasper eyes hungrily glared all around.

      Cloudhawk slipped out of the lab, shuddering and gasping for breath. His stealthy excursion was draining, especially considering the danger he’d just desperately escaped.

      It was dangerous, but illuminating!

      That blood-drinking horror was almost certainly Hyena. He was the only one who could kick the life out of such a powerful wastelands beast in one blow.

      It was perfectly normal to find beasts in the wastes that ate its prey alive. Cloudhawk had witnessed it plenty of times before. However, the expression he saw on the monster’s face was different. Down here in Blackwater Base, it wasn’t starving so it had to want to eat raw flesh. It was like he’d lost control and had momentarily given in to the beast.

      Odd did not begin to describe it.

      Cloudhawk wasn’t eager to become Hyena’s next meal. There was still much for him to do.

      Although the Academician hadn’t spelled it out, and although Hellflower hadn’t revealed anything to him, Cloudhawk was beginning to guess what they were planning to do to him. He had to find the key, something that would make it all clear.

      Eventually, a smile crept onto Cloudhawk’s face. He plucked the string of keys from his pocket and chuckled dryly. They belonged to the Academician’s right-hand man. The lab’s director had to know plenty. He was faced with an opportunity, and that creepy bastard deserved a little bad luck.
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      Blackwater Base was constructed underground. Day or night, the time crept by with everyone living their same routines. The only real indication of the solar cycle was the lights, with two-thirds inactive during night hours and lit during daylight hours.

      In about ten minutes, the rest of the base’s lights were scheduled to turn back on.

      Chimp stumbled along the road back to his apartments, fighting through the fog that enveloped his brain. He still hadn’t realized that the keys were missing from his waist. Instead, the fraught and irritated expression on his face was caused by other matters.

      The object of his desperate desire was not easily obtained, he found. He thought the time to finally unwrap that devil woman had come, where he could have his way with her without a struggle. To ensure success, he’d even spiked her drink.

      Any normal woman, no matter how chaste, would have been begging for it after just a sip. The effects should have lasted a full day and night. However, on the contrary, the more she drank, the more willful that damn woman became! He was the one who ended up overdoing it.

      She was a difficult one to deal with! It was no wonder why the Academician once said her talents were comparable to his!

      Of course, Hellflower was young, and her knowledge came nowhere near that of the Academician. What’s more, he was specialized in a single field while Hellflower’s thirst for knowledge wasn’t focused. Her interests were wide, so although she had come to be one of Roste’s most outstanding assistants, she would never rise to his level.

      Chimp’s throat was dry. His tongue was swollen, and his eyes were muddled. He winced against the urgent fullness of his bladder and looked hurriedly around for a vacant corner. Upon finding one, the director opened his trousers and prepared to relieve himself.

      Huh!?

      As Chimp brought his hands around his belt, he finally noticed that something was missing. The sudden realization cleared some of the mist from his mind and painted his face with pale understanding. 

      He fished around for the keys when suddenly, his desperate search was interrupted. A mighty gust of wind whistled from behind!

      Chimp was caught in a rare moment of distraction, not to mention his hangover from his night of drinking. He reacted too slowly to Cloudhawk, who dropped from overhead with his white ghost mask and tattered cloak. A fierce and forceful karate chop to the neck knocked Chimp down and dazed him. Cloudhawk, peering left and right to make sure no one was around, flung the scientist over his shoulder and fled.

      An indeterminate amount of time later…

      Chimp groggily awakened to find himself in an unfamiliar place with his wrists tied behind his back and his ankles strapped together. A black cloth covered his eyes while his mouth was stuffed with fabric to keep him quiet. He couldn’t see, and no matter how he struggled, he couldn’t move either.

      “Hmph! Hmm-nngh-mmph! Phhmph!”

      He tried to shout through his gag to no avail. He was Academician Roste’s lab director! One of the top five most important people in the whole damn base! He was only passable as a fighter but was nonetheless one of Roste’s most important scientists. Blackwater Base didn’t list physical strength among the most respected traits. Otherwise, the Academician wouldn’t be leader.

      As a result, Chimp wasn’t strong, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t important. Usually, when he left the labs, he walked around with an escort, but his mind had been clogged with images of what he planned to do with Hellflower’s body. A security detail would only have gotten in his way, but he didn’t think leaving them behind would have led to this!

      Who the hell would dare? Who was the asshole stupid enough to kidnap him!?

      He continued to struggle but got nowhere. The fear inside him was growing by the moment. Suddenly, someone snatched the cloth from his mouth.

      “Who! Who the fuck – obviously, you must be fuckin' blind. Otherwise, you’d know who the hell you’re dealing with!” Now that he once again had the ability to speak, he recovered some of his courage. He spoke like a man chastising his subordinates, “How dare you kidnap me! Do you know you just signed your own death warrant?”

      Someone gave him a nasty punch in the ear.

      Chimp’s new-found courage immediately disappeared.

      “You-… you hit me?! I-I’m Academician Roste’s lab director!” The more frightened and angry he became, the more comically the lab director wriggled around. He was like a funny little worm flopping around in his chair. “If anything happens to me, you can bet your ass you won’t leave this base alive!”

      Another mean-spirited slap hit him across the side of his head.

      The smack was so hard that it stunned him for a moment. His assailant knew who he was, and that realization frightened him all the more deeply. Chimp lost control of his full bladder, and its contents soaked his crotch before slithering down his legs. A foul smell followed. He pleaded with his kidnapper, choked with sobs and his blindfold blotched with tears. “Don’t kill me – don’t kill me! What do you want! I’ll help however I can!”

      The voice that answered was raspy and unsettling like it had come from the throat of a demon. “I’m going to ask you some questions. You’re going to answer.”

      This director found this voice entirely unfamiliar. Did an outsider somehow sneak into the base? It seemed most likely since there was no one in Blackwater he could think of who would be brazen enough to kidnap him. After all, who didn’t know that he was Roste’s student and confidant? Yet, besides being an important, lustful, and all around gross person, he didn’t have anything worth being kidnapped over.

      The voice returned, low and threatening, “What experiments are being performed in Academician Roste’s laboratories?”

      His assailant’s question only confirmed Chimp’s suspicion that this was an outsider. Otherwise, how could he not know? Eager to stay breathing, he answered, “Biological experiments. B-b-biological recombination experiments. The Academician has f-found a way to c-combine different organisms.”

      His inquisitor was silent for a few seconds before continuing, “Combine? How?”

      “There’s a fifty percent chance of success on average, but even if successful, eighty percent of our subjects lose their humanity. They lose all racial identity, so we use drugs to wipe their memories.”

      “What about Hyena?”

      “Hyena is an exception. He hasn’t shown any signs of losing his humanity, so the Academician let him keep his memories and free will.”

      “Is there a chance he could lose control?”

      “This… this I don’t know. He is the only test subject who has managed to stay cognizant. He’s still considered a test subject but is our most stable product to date.” 

      Cloudhawk didn’t continue his questioning. Chimp got nervous. “Killing me isn’t going to help you at all. Just say it. Anything. I’ll tell you everything I know. I’m begging you. Please don’t take my life!”

      What a fuckin’ worthless ass! How did this spineless shit-stain manage to survive so long in the wastelands?

      Cloudhawk already confirmed everything he wanted to know. He didn’t need to keep up his questioning.

      So Academician Roste wanted to use him as a test subject, eh? He wanted to use Cloudhawk’s body and turn him into some puppet supersoldier, one with the strength of a wastelands beast and the power of a demon hunter! Just think of what kind of price a weapon like that would fetch!

      This old fart never had any good intentions!

      Cloudhawk unceremoniously knocked Chimp out again, cut the ropes that tied his hands and feet, and returned his keys to his waist. His task completed, Cloudhawk quickly fled the area.

      At last, the kid understood why Roste viewed him so importantly.

      Somehow, the old coot was using ancient scientific methods to transfer mutant animal powers into human bodies, thereby turning them into incredibly strong fighters like Hyena. Before the procedure, he was probably about as strong as the Tartarus captains – nowhere near what he was now.

      Two years ago, Blackwater Base was attacked. At the time, Hyena was a normal man, a leader of one of the base’s defense teams. During the attack, one of the enemy flamethrowers caught him full in the face, nearly killing him right then. He was done, and even if by some miracle he lived, he would still be an invalid.

      Academician Roste felt that losing such a good soldier was a terrible waste. He decided to combine him with the essence of a mutated wolf, resulting in an unexpected and unprecedented success. After half a month, with his body neither rejecting the mutagens nor collapsing under the stress, he began to change. More importantly, he kept his mind, and as such, Roste promoted him to one of his most important subordinates.

      Hyena, it could be said, was Academician Roste’s single greatest stride forward in these experiments.

      Only now, the Academician wasn’t satisfied with just creating the likes of Hyena. He desired progress, to push the limits by testing his methods on a demon hunter. Just imagine a warrior with the build and strength of the most ferocious wastelands animals, who also simultaneously possessed superhuman demon hunter abilities. That would be – in a word – perfection!

      Of course, to Cloudhawk, this was unacceptable. Setting aside the high mortality rate, the vast majority of the successes lost their minds. They became beasts. Even in the extremely unlikely event that he turned out like Hyena, he wouldn’t even be considered human anymore. The essence of who he was would be something else – a monster. How could they predict what problems would arise in the future?

      Cloudhawk did desire strength and power, but a transformation like this…!

      Cloudhawk was starting to put the pieces together, but he knew that he was being closely watched. If he made his move now, the only thing he’d accomplish would be tipping off his captors that he knew what was up [1]. He had to pick the right moment, or else getting out in one piece would be difficult. It was just like Mantis would always say: an excellent soldier or assassin had patience and superb timing. The right time to act was when things were under your control.

      For now, his best bet was to continue pretending he was on board. It was unlikely that the old man would risk his ultimate experiment.

      Cloudhawk pondered his situation as he walked back towards the residences. The only person who could help him was Hellflower. How she could help him he had yet to figure out, but he knew he would need her. He was too weak to escape on his own.

      Academician Roste was a crafty old fox with a few dozen intelligent mutated warriors at his beck and call, not to mention Hyena who was as devoted as any zealot. On top of that, Blackwater Base was ten times – a hundred times better equipped than anywhere else in the wastelands.

      And once he escaped? What then? There was still a marsh between him and freedom.

      Luckily, he had options for dealing with Hellflower as well. The translation he’d helped her with was kept safely in her apartments. He could use that knowledge to threaten her if needed. So far, it was his one hope to flee this evil place.

      When he was a few hundred feet away from his destination, lost in thought about his circumstances and what to do with Hellflower, he was met with something unexpected. Suddenly, he felt a tightness grip his heart, an omen of danger he had come to know intimately. 

      Before he could react, an enormous iron net fell on him. He was captured!

      Eight poison-tipped darts shot at him from several directions. His face fell – someone was trying to kill him! Was it Roste? Hellflower? Hyena? Or had Chimp somehow found out who’d kidnapped him?

      

      1. ‘Hit the grass and surprise the serpent.’ Chinese is cool
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      Aside from being heavy and tenacious, the iron net that fell over Cloudhawk was immediately flooded with electricity. If he were a normal wastelander, the shock would have either killed or paralyzed him. 

      It felt like a hundred million ants were slithering through his skin, but Cloudhawk didn’t lose his senses. Luckily, the cloak he wore deflected or absorbed most of the electricity. The young man was continuously surprised by the otherworldly relic, which, in addition to being a very useful relic, was also great for defense.

      So who on earth was trying to kill him? Cloudhawk’s mind was racing, several possibilities coming to mind.

      Academician Roste was unlikely to make a move against him, and Chimp didn’t have enough time to plan an ambush. The only other people with the means and motive were either Hellflower or Hyena; he had dirt on the former, and he’d stumbled on Hyena’s dark little secret not long ago.

      So were they trying to kill him to keep him quiet? Of course, the reason wasn’t important right this moment.

      His assailants knew what they were doing. The iron net was meant to pin down and incapacitate their prey, breaking down his defenses. Each one of them carried guns as well, though they fired darts instead of bullets. Darts were a better choice since they didn’t make much noise, allowing them to kill Cloudhawk without alerting anyone nearby. When the deed was done, they could flee and no one would be the wiser. Once the body was found, nothing could be traced back to them.

      A flood of anger raced through Cloudhawk. He’d faced death many times, having even gone toe-to-toe with a demon and came out alive. Was he going to allow these contemptible shits [1] to kill him? Fat chance.

      Cloudhawk’s eyes became blood red.

      A burst of energy his assailants were not prepared for exploded forth.

      The iron net could not be broken by hand, but when the spinning edge of the exorcist rod struck it, the metal threads were split like tendrils of hair being split by a sword. A gaping hole was carved open.

      Another dart was shot his way and struck his mask. It belched sparks and made him dizzy, but what weapon was capable of shooting through the Bloodsoaked Queen’s relic mask? Impossible! It wasn’t a very powerful relic, but even a point-blank shot to the face wasn’t going to break it!

      It was the darts from behind that hit their mark. They lodged in his dire bear armor and managed to deal some impact damage, but the upas poison [2] smeared on them was useless. The two layers of protection saved his life.

      While Cloudhawk’s would-be assassins stared in shock, he effortlessly rolled out of their trap. In response, a dozen or so masked men attacked from all directions. Their ambush had failed, so there was no choice but to attack head-on. They charged at him, brandishing electrically charged batons.

      Cloudhawk didn’t need to experience them himself to know their weapons were dangerous. If it came to a straight up fight, things weren’t going to break in his favor.

      So what could he do? Run!

      As he got back up onto his feet, Cloudhawk pulled out his revolver and fired a few shots randomly toward his attackers. It forced them back, giving him enough space to leap into the air. At his jump’s zenith, the young wastelander vanished into thin air. Now, while they couldn’t see him, was his chance to flee.

      “Don’t let him escape!”

      One of the masked men yelled the order, and everyone pulled out their lethal weaponry. They were already exposed. Stealth was now less important than killing their target quickly. Several of them pointed their guns at where Cloudhawk had been and sprayed the area with bullets. Typical wastelander weapons were single-shot while the rarer ones were maybe semi-automatic. These weapons were clearly superior and flooded the alleyway with hot lead.

      Cloudhawk desperately flung himself around a bend and allowed his invisibility to fade. He was so scared that he was drenched in sweat. The footsteps were getting closer, so he spun around with hands outstretched. Gritting his teeth, Cloudhawk pressed ahead with both arms as though he were trying to shove a thousand-pound boulder. 

      The air was suddenly choked with sand.

      Like a flailing serpent, the sand writhed toward his pursuers and swallowed them up. It caused them no harm, but they blinded by the sandstorm. Cloudhawk turned back and ran in the other direction.

      “Where the hell did this sandstorm come from?!”

      “Never mind! After him!”

      The unexpected weather only slowed them down a little. They were obviously practiced assassins, and though Cloudhawk could probably handle two or three of them, there were ten on his tail. If they caught up and surrounded him, he wouldn’t stand a chance. He had to keep running.

      He was unfamiliar with the base’s layout, so he bolted down streets at random. It was only a matter of time before he came across a dead end. He stopped in front of a tall wall with his face twisted in panic. The others were close and would be on him any moment now. He couldn’t go back the way he’d come.

      Had this all been for nothing?

      Even before one considered skill, Cloudhawk was severely outmatched in regards to equipment. They didn’t even have to get close to turn him into a bloody honeycomb with their advanced rifles. They must have known he was caught because Cloudhawk could hear their footsteps slowing. He saw a dozen dark gun barrels pointing his way.

      “Kill him!”

      Cloudhawk felt like he was staring death in the face.

      Just then, a figure as agile as a mountain lion leapt from behind them. Hellflower soared through the air with a gun in each hand. They roared as she fired four or five shots, each one ripping through the skulls of the assassins.

      His attackers were taken completely by surprise. Struck dumb by the sudden change in the situation, they spun around to defend themselves. The newcomer tread along the smooth stone of the wall as easily as if she were running along the ground. Her hands moved with the speed of a phantom. Bang, bang, bang, bang! She continued to pull the triggers as fire belched from the end of her guns. The weapons themselves were unique, shooting so fast that it was hard to believe, and not a single bullet was wasted. One after another, they drilled deadly holes between the assassins’ eyebrows.

      It was absolute perfection, to the millimeter. Her gunplay was more than skillful; it was an art form.

      “Hellflower!”

      She languidly returned the guns to holsters on her waist as she landed on the ground. From her initial appearance to her running along the wall and landing in front of him, the whole process had taken seconds. Her targets were dead before she reached the ground – a hurricane that even Cloudhawk couldn’t follow.

      If you had asked Cloudhawk prior, Hellflower was the last person he expected to save him. He’d always known she was a dangerous woman but not in this way. In the end, Hellflower revealed herself to be a peerless wastelands gunslinger.

      Until now, the best shooter Cloudhawk had seen was Slyfox, but compared to what he just witnessed, the mercenary wasn’t even in the same class. Hellflower’s gun control and aim were close to flawless.

      What Cloudhawk didn’t know was that Hellflower was a famed weapons master.

      It didn’t matter what gun or tool she wielded, Hellflower could learn it almost immediately. She was a warrior no less lethal than Hyena, though the beast could easily tear her apart in close range. So long as she kept her distance, though, Hellflower could kill ten Hyenas before they got close.

      Cloudhawk felt like his heart was going to burst out his chest. Suddenly, he was very thankful he hadn’t mistreated the scientist in any way. If he had, Cloudhawk was sure he would have very quickly ended up with a few dozen bullets in his brain.

      Hellflower didn’t even pay the host of corpses any mind. Swaggering over toward Cloudhawk, she addressed him in an even tone, “Did you do what you were supposed to?”

      Cloudhawk quickly nodded his head. “Yeah, no worries. The papers and keys are back where they’re supposed to be.”

      Hellflower sighed in relief. At last, she turned her head and looked over the bodies, puzzled as she muttered at him, “Where did these men come from? Why did they want to kill you?”

      Academician Roste didn’t have any reason to want him dead. Chimp didn’t have the time or opportunity. Hellflower just took herself off the suspect list, leaving only…

      “Hyena!” Cloudhawk blurted out, “I learned his secret!”

      Before Hellflower could open her mouth to learn more, the streets were cast into a noisy din. Ten or so base security guards came rushing their way. When they came upon the scene, they were shocked and confused, for these sorts of violent encounters were rare, especially ones that resulted in so many bodies.

      The crowd parted, and a thin figure hobbled towards them with the help of a cane, flanked by two lizard mutants. Academician Roste surveyed the crime scene before sparing a glance for Cloudhawk and Hellflower. His wise and peaceful face was replaced with an iron-hard dangerous look. Though the scholar was hardly more than skin and bones, the authoritative air he let off made it difficult to look him in the eye. It was an air cultivated from years of practiced command.

      “Who is responsible for this!?”

      Hellflower approached some of the bodies and looked them over, eventually straightening up and answering her superior, “These are all strangers. The only people with the ability to hire this many assassins are you, Chimp, myself… and one other.”

      Academician Roste’s voice became as cold as ice. “Get some men and bring Hyena to me!”

      Hellflower bowed slightly at the waist. “Yes, sir!”

      She took several dozen crack soldiers equipped with high-tech guns with her to arrest Hyena. Roste hobbled over to Cloudhawk and looked him over with concern written on his face. “My young friend, my subordinates are sorely lacking in discipline. What is going on?”

      Cloudhawk was preparing to share his experience in the laboratories when suddenly he thought better of it. He was so close to sharing everything that he broke out in a cold sweat.

      He’d almost done a very foolish thing!  If he told him what he saw, he’d be confessing to breaking into the labs! How would he explain how he got there? Eventually, he would also implicate Hellflower.

      The Academician’s sharp eyes seemed to catch his hesitation. “What is it you aren’t telling me?”

      “I don’t know!” Cloudhawk shook his head. “I was going out to stretch my legs when they attacked me for no reason. I haven’t given Hyena any reason to seek revenge. I have no idea why he wants me dead!”

      Cloudhawk was nervous. Things were bad because once Hyena was brought here, the Academician would ask what this was all about. The story was bound to get out.

      “Is that so…” Roste knew that Cloudhawk was hiding something. The young man was not a skilled enough liar to deceive him. However, he didn’t press for any more answers. Instead, he slowly turned around and spoke to the bodyguards following him, “The two of you go help Hellflower fetch Hyena. I’ll handle this matter myself.”

      The lizard men, merely intensely mutated creatures, could not speak but were nonetheless as intelligent as young teenagers. They had no trouble understanding the order and executing it.

      Whoosh!

      In a blink, they were gone.

      Academician Roste turned back to Cloudhawk. “Come with me.”

      Cloudhawk watched as the old man hobbled down the street with the aid of his staff. The young man’s fingers itched, fighting the urge to pull out his gun. The scholar’s talents lay in his intellect. He was capable of building an army of beasts loyal to his every whim. However, his body was weak, and he was alone. Cloudhawk could kill him right now if he wanted.

      But, for reasons he didn’t understand, each time he thought about drawing his gun, a voice in his head held him back. Something was telling him that it was a stupid and fatal plan.

      

      1.  ‘Bridge jumping clowns.’ Wtf Chinese? Also, hilariously, it also means Insane Clown Posse.

      2.  According to Wikipedia, it was used commonly for poison darts. It’s a type of mulberry and is used very often in Chinese medicine to produce a variety of effects that differ based on what part of the tree was used. I don’t think it’s the same species of mulberry, though.
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      “It’s no good, boss. Hellflower has us surrounded!”

      “What?!”

      Hyena growled like a feral animal but didn’t lose his cool. There was a string of gunfire from outside, followed by screams and the sounds of struggle. Something hit two of his men so hard that they were blasted through the door. They lay on the ground, still and covered in blood.

      Hellflower strut into the room wearing her safety goggles and white lab coat. An ammo pouch hung from her waist, and she held a pair of pitch-black handguns, looking as valiant as she was beautiful. She’d arrived at the base three years ago; no one knew from where. In fact, they knew practically nothing about her.

      In all that time, she had served as a scientist and researcher. There had been few occasions where she’d needed to fight. As such, most ignored or disregarded her. Most of the base’s soldiers never had an opportunity to see what she could do.

      Now, the ground before her was littered with corpses, their heads having been blown apart by gunshots right between their eyebrows.

      On average, Hellflower was able to kill five targets a second, headshots all. It was a display that made those who witnessed it shudder. Now, at last, the soldiers knew that this sexy and dignified researcher was also a first-rate killer.

      Clack! Clack!

      Her empty clips hit the ground. Hellflower slapped the butts of her guns against her waist, pressing fresh magazines into place.

      Hyena and the dozen or so men that remained walked out of the room. The two faced each other across a stretch of about fifty meters. When Hyena stepped out to see his people dead all around, his anger was restrained. Not diminished. Just hidden deep in the pits of his feral eyes. His steady gaze made anyone caught in it tremble.

      “Mr. Hyena, our venerable Academician always held you in such high regard. Your actions have hurt him deeply.” Hellflower’s guns were loaded, and bullets sat ready in their chambers. She regarded Hyena with a perfectly calm demeanor. “I’m here at the Academician’s request. Will you come willingly, or will I have to smack you around a little first?”

      “So he sends his mad bitch to kill me?” Hyena knew the assassination plot had failed. He could no longer remain in Blackwater Base. His eyes began to change, and the muscles all over his body bulged unnaturally. Black hairs slithered out to cover him from head to toe, and when he spoke again, it was through a throat that was no longer human. “We’ll see who dies!”

      Hyena was strong and fast. If they let him leave here alive, he was only going to cause problems. Hellflower didn’t want to give him any opportunities to escape, so her modified pistols immediately started spraying. In an instant, everywhere he could go was blocked off by gunfire. However, Hyena was no less of a threat than the sweeper lieutenants who had attacked Blackflag Outpost. If his enemy were any average marksman – the likes of Slyfox, for example – then even a few well-placed bullets were not insurmountable.

      Unfortunately for him, Hellflower was no typical marksman. This woman was many grades better than Slyfox had been, and Hyena was not going to be able to dodge her shots. Thus, he had no intention of dodging. His hands shot out, and before they even knew what was happening, two of Hyena’s henchmen were dragged in front of him to act as meat shields.

      They were instantly peppered with Hellflower’s spray of bullets.

      Hyena’s men were the elite of Blackwater Base, and as such, were thickly muscled. Hellflower’s guns were modified to maximize rate of fire at the cost of stopping power, so they didn’t pack enough of a punch to blow through the beefy men’s bodies.

      Suddenly, the calm fled from her face. Hyena was fast.

      The two of them were equally skilled, but Hellflower wouldn’t stand a chance in close quarters combat against Hyena. Shoving his human shields before him, Hyena covered half the ground between him and Hellflower quickly. By now, the others were reacting, turning their weapons on the wolf man.

      “Fuck off!”

      His meat shields were a badly mutilated mess by now. He flung one of them at Hellflower and the other towards the men who’d come with her. She rolled to the side, avoiding the body. However, the other group was struck full-on by the dead weight flung at them by Hyena. They all hit the ground in a heap of broken bones and snapped tendons.

      He certainly wasn’t welcome in the base anymore!

      If Hyena were determined to take his enemies down with him, he would have a chance to kill Hellflower. Only, he had no intention of dying. He leapt over the tangle of bodies, tearing out the throats of any soldier who got too close with his razor-sharp claws. Skin split in his grip like it was made of tofu. Their carotid arteries were instantly severed, and before they could start spewing blood, Hyena had already bound past them. He was several dozen feet away and free before the fountains of blood began spewing.

      Two green figures who had been lying in wait suddenly made their move.

      Hyena knew the moment he saw them; they were the Academician’s bodyguards. Though they’d once been mere beasts, the monsters were now incredibly strong. Appearing suddenly, they caught Hyena unprepared, blocking his path and inflicting several wounds on him.

      One of the base’s snipers lifted his gun and aimed at Hyena. His finger applied pressure to the trigger, but a slender hand reached out and stopped him. Hellflower slowly lowered the barrel of his gun as she addressed those soldiers still standing. “What’s the rush?” she said calmly. “There are three of them. How can you be sure who you’ll hit?”

      “But, they-“

      “No chit-chat. Sweep his room. Leave Hyena to me.”

      Though she said she would take care of Hyena, Hellflower casually walked his way without any hurry. Her guns were lowered with no intention of using them. The soldiers, however, would not dare disobey her orders, so pretending as though they didn’t see her strolling away, they entered Hyena’s apartments. Inside, they fought the rest of the wolf man’s henchmen and shot them dead.

      Hellflower showed a contemplative expression. The Academician’s bodyguards were impressively skillful, which somewhat exceed her expectations. However, remarkable as they were, the things were little more than especially clever beasts on steroids. They were no match for a seasoned warrior like Hyena.

      One of the lizard men slammed into Hyena and forced him up against a wall. It struck with such force that it left a crumbling indentation in the sturdy stone. The other lizard snapped at Hyena’s throat like a viper, which the wolf man dodged. He managed to juke around behind one and grab it by its tail. He swung it around, flinging it into the wall and causing another cascade of fractured stone to shower over them. He followed by grabbing the second and heaving it into the first, making the dent deeper.

      Hyena fought like he’d lost his mind, slamming his fist into his enemies again and again. Each strike spread the cracks along the wall further. Both lizard men were reduced to pulp, smeared across the stones.

      Bang-bang-bang-bang!

      With a clear shot, Hellflower planted bullets in his shoulders and legs. Hyena, unable to dodge, collapsed to the ground with an impotent roar.

      A self-satisfied grin on her face, Hellflower slipped her guns into her holsters and absently waved at the wolf man. “Tie him up.”

      Even though he’d been shot four times, Hyena would be quick to recover. He was set upon by the base’s soldiers quickly and had his limbs bound.

      Hyena was carried to the labs and brought before the Academician. Hellflower reported what had happened, “Academician, Hyena’s been captured. He resisted quite forcefully, and during the struggle, I’m afraid your bodyguards…”

      Roste, Chimp, and Cloudhawk were all within the laboratory.

      When Roste saw Hyena’s sorry state, he broke into a fit of coughs. His withered chest heaved as he fought to catch his breath. It wasn’t clear whether it was Hyena’s betrayal or the death of his guards that set him off.

      “Hyena, you ungrateful wretch!” Chimp glared at him with two black eyes. Portions of both sides of his face were swollen with patches of blue and purple. He looked to be in bad shape, but right now, no one was paying him any mind. Before the Academician could get a word in, Chimp continued verbally abusing the traitor, “You dare betray the Academician, betray Blackwater Base?! We should never have saved you!”

      “Saved me?” Hyena slowly lifted his head, revealing his ugly and savage face. “You think you saved Hyena? No! You only kept Hyena in pain and prolonged his death! During the past year, Hyena died, little by little, piece by piece. His thinking and behavior twisted – now, I am a monster in human skin. Every day is torture, a struggle! This is what you call saving?!”

      Cough, cough! “I… see.” Academician Roste’s coughing subsided. He looked over Hyena’s bloodied, manic face, his every wrinkle writ with disappointment. “I thought you would be special. I never expected… ugh!” [1]

      Cloudhawk felt a creeping uneasiness.

      “This traitor has caused many losses,” Chimp said to the Academician. “We can’t let him go unpunished!”

      “Enough! Enough…” Roste looked exhausted. He waved his hand in exhaustion as though wiping away the matter. “Send him below. Heal his wounds. Then, wipe his memories.”

      When he heard the verdict, Hyena’s face twisted into a mask of rage and despair. He roared at them, “Kill me! Kill me!”

      The brainwashing process involved infusing Hyena’s body with drugs that did irreversible damage to his brain and synapses. He would lose all emotion but retain his combat abilities. He would become a puppet soldier like the ones he often sold.

      Puppet soldiers had a very limited capacity for independent thought. They were weapons and little else, incapable of performing any order more complex than murder. Sending Hyena down to get brainwashed was a great loss for Blackwater Base. With his strength and capabilities, he had been one of their most effective agents, but once the process was complete, he would just be another tool.

      Hyena screamed in anguish as he was dragged away.

      Cloudhawk could hardly believe it. The Academician didn’t even ask Hyena any questions, meaning that his excursion into the secret labs would remain unknown. His task had been entirely successful.

      “Academician, what is going on…” Hellflower still seemed at a loss. “Why would Hyena want to kill Cloudhawk?”

      Roste cast a glance towards the young wastelander before answering, “Our young guest has been hurt. Chimp, if you would see to his treatment?”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Cloudhawk only shot Hellflower a glance before leaving with the lab director.

      “Hyena was unable to resist the beast in his heart. His mind was separated from his body, and now, he sees himself as a creature and not a man. He may have looked human, spoken like one, but he was no longer anything like us. He now has more in common with the animals locked away in our lab. If it had not been for Cloudhawk’s arrival speeding up our process, he might have been able to resist for a while longer.”

      Academician Roste stopped to hack and cough, continuing after a moment.

      “As you know, we used Subject Zero in our experiment. Physiologically speaking, she is tied to Hyena like a mother. This alongside the effects of outside catalysts has affected him fundamentally. It awakened the creature within him. This is why he tried to kill Cloudhawk.”

      Hellflower suddenly understood. “I didn’t think we would lose Hyena.”

      “It doesn’t matter. We will try again.” Roste no longer seemed troubled by the loss. “He was responsible for the administration of the base’s soldiers. Now that he is no longer capable, the men will need a leader. I must request you take on that responsibility for the time being.”

      A light glimmered in her eyes, but beyond that, she betrayed nothing on her face. She respectfully bowed to him. “Don’t worry, Academician. I’ll take care of it. I’ll take my leave.”

      “Wait a moment.”

      Academician Roste slowly turned around, leaning heavily on his cane.  His face was pale and sickly, but the weakness of his body didn’t diminish the keen bite in his eyes. He fixed Hellflower with his stare, like a pair of scalpels that cut down to her soul.

      Hellflower froze, meeting his gaze with a puzzled expression. “Is there something else you’d like me to see to, Academician?”

      “Do not disappoint me.” He held her frozen with his gaze for a moment longer, and then the strength drained from his eyes. Once more, he seemed to have become the frail old man. “You may go.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Roste shut his eyes and quietly listened to Hellflower’s receding footsteps. Her gait was perfectly even, in speed and rhythm, all the way until she was out of earshot. 

      When Hellflower was clear of the labs, she took off her glasses and wiped her brow. Beads of cold sweat had accumulated on her forehead. 

      Strange… how could this feeble old man be so imposing?

      

      1.  “Ugh” in Chinese is “ai”. It is a character used in several ways, sometimes meaning pain, sometimes meaning surprise. Here, it means disappointment and regret.
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      The world was divided up into two parts, each completely different from the other.

      The first, the Elysian lands.

      The second, the wastelands.

      The wastelands were a cruel place, barren and blood-soaked, where the denizens used whatever tools they could scavenge from the old world to survive. The ancient and modern lived side by side without order, without law, and without civilization.

      In contrast, the Elysian lands were refined and beautiful. Fertile tracts spread far and wide, replete with flora and fauna. Their tools and weapons were filled with magic that technology could not explain, and humans lived in peace and harmony.

      The differences were such that it was like the two halves had come from entirely different realities.

      For thousands of years, the wastelands’ harsh environment twisted its denizens. People desperately sought to realize their potential, molding themselves in order to become stronger. The Elysians, bathed in divine favor, had faith that they never would need to worry about staying clothed and fed. Under the guidance of their gods and with the artifacts provided to them, they each were possessed of superhuman abilities.

      No one from the Elysian lands could explain where their powers were derived from. They were considered miracles, inexplicable but for the glory of the gods.

      Blackwater Base’s Academician Roste was perhaps the first great talent of the wastelands. He was able to uncover some of life’s mysteries. Through the use of medicines and outside catalysts, he could create something new from the old, galvanize mutations, and even fuse two different living things together. He was even able to combine beast and man so that the soldier kept both the intellect of humanity and the strength of an animal.

      In the eyes of the ordinary man, it was like a miracle. He was performing the impossible.

      However, Cloudhawk could not understand or accept giving up himself in the pursuit of power. If he was no longer himself, it didn’t matter how mighty he became… he had to escape this place!

      Cloudhawk sneaked a peek into Hellflower’s study. Since coming back, she’d spent all her time pouring over the data she’d pilfered.

      If he was going to escape, he couldn’t do it himself. The only way it was going to be possible was if he could convince Hellflower to help him. The problem was, why should she?

      Could he threaten her? If word got out that she stole from the Academician, it could land her in serious trouble. He had given the idea serious thought yesterday, but after seeing what she was capable of, he was having second thoughts. If he rushed to act, he would be the one to get into trouble, or even get killed.

      Knock-knock-knock!

      A young man knocked on the open door. He was clad in long robes with his face hidden beneath a deep cowl that concealed his features. Very mysterious.

      Cloudhawk was in a sour mood and had no patience. “You’re in the wrong place!”

      “Is this not Lady Hellflower’s home?” The young man presented Cloudhawk with a typed letter. “She requested a report on the most recent findings of our research. Please be sure to give this to her.”

      Cloudhawk took the paper with some interest. He looked it over front and back and saw that it was filled with complicated data – intelligence about the base and the most recent information gleaned from subject dissections. There were also some strange mechanical schematics.

      Things like this were very rare in the wastelands but were relatively mundane in Blackwater Base. They had wastelands scientists, ancient research technology, experimental biological material, and state-of-the-art research equipment. What was a typed sheet of paper compared to all of that?

      Cloudhawk pushed open the door to Hellflower’s room.

      She was leaning over her desk, absorbed in the scores of pages spread out before her. Mountains of reference material were scattered around her feet. His arrival didn’t even register with her as she peered through threads of silver hair, fully engrossed in whatever she was scribbling. From time to time, her brows would knit in contemplation and then relax as an answer came to her. Every expression was intense and appealing.

      Of all the women Cloudhawk had met, the Bloodsoaked Queen was undoubtedly the most beautiful. However, she didn’t have Hellflower’s air of maturity. The Queen was too young, too naïve. She didn’t have the unconscious grace of the older woman. In addition, Hellflower also lacked the underlying scorn that was always present in the Bloodsoaked Queen’s eyes. 

      “Hey, someone brought you something. Do you wanna see it?”

      “I’m busy. Please don’t bother me!” To Hellflower, being interrupted in her research was like being bothered in the throes of passion. She lifted her head to glare at him, but upon seeing what was in his hands, her expression softened. She muttered, “He’s in such a rush… wait. Come here.”

      Hellflower looked it over and then used her pen to circle something on the report. It was a time and place – the place seemed to be a general store. She thought carefully for a moment as though she were measuring something.

      Suddenly, Cloudhawk understood. He thought this paper was a report, but it was actually a secret message! This woman was shady as hell, full of countless secrets!

      Hellflower rolled the paper up and set it on fire. As the flames lit her face, she spoke to Cloudhawk, “Come with me. I’m taking you to meet someone.”

      Her cryptic actions were making him nervous. “Who?”

      “Nervous? Don’t imagine I don’t know exactly what’s going through your mind. If you want to get out of here, come with me. Otherwise, you can figure it out on your own.”

      As she spoke, Hellflower slipped her belt and holsters onto her waist and left. Cloudhawk was not one to be timid, so he followed. Besides, if she’d wanted him dead, she could do it whenever she wanted.

      The two of them took a long circuit around the base before eventually arriving at a general store. It was a somewhat inhospitable-looking place. Hellflower rapped on the door in a specific rhythmic pattern, and a few seconds later, someone opened the door a crack. An affable-looking man saw who it was and opened the door the rest of the way. He greeted them with a smile. “Ah! Lady Hellflower! Are you here to pick up some research materials? Please come in, come in!”

      She answered with a small smile and a nod of her head. They followed him into the shop.

      The interior looked like any other store. There were guns and other weapon components, a hodge-podge of machinery, all haphazardly scattered around. Besides the boss, there were also his assistants. The friendly old caretaker led them towards the back where an inconspicuous rack of odds and ends occupied the wall. He gave the shelves a good shove, which forced it and the wall back a few inches. Another push and it revealed a hidden door.

      It had its own hidden sanctuary!

      Cloudhawk followed Hellflower into a large room with no illumination except well-lit candles. A dozen or so chairs were scattered around, each one occupied by an elder. Each of them was accompanied by a small entourage of well-armed fighters.

      On the highest set chair was a particularly ancient man flanked on either side by two very large warriors. One was covered in thick armor and bore a shield, and the other bore a pair of iron war hammers. Cloudhawk could tell at a glance that those two were the strongest of all the warriors here. While they were not at the same level as Hyena, they were certainly first-rate wastelanders.

      Cloudhawk inadvertently rested his hand on the shaft of his exorcist rod and scanned his surroundings out of habit. The secret room had three exits that stretched out in three different directions. The area felt safe from prying eyes. As they made their way in, the handful of old men sounded as though they were squabbling about something, but when they saw Cloudhawk and Hellflower enter, they shut their mouths and stood respectfully.

      Hellflower addressed them as she approached, “With things up in the air, it’s dangerous for all of you to gather. It’s unnecessarily risky. If the Academician were to find out, the losses would be tremendous.”

      “We’ve taken every precaution. How could he find out?” One of the white-haired gentlemen rose to his feet. “Has Lady Hellflower forgotten her promise? It was with our assistance that you were installed in such a high position within Blackwater Base. Now that you are in the Academician’s inner circle, have you gone back on your word?”

      She replied with a dismissive laugh, “How could I renege on my promises?”

      “Very good then. Iron Bear, Black Jackal, set a place of honor for Lady Hellflower.”

      The armored one called Iron Bear and the other called Black Jackal went to fetch a chair which they then set beside the eldest gentleman. Although Hellflower was less than pleased, she did not let it show. As naturally and gracefully as ever, she took her seat, folded her legs daintily, and continued, “Speak quickly. Tell me what you’re in such a hurry to say. This gathering is too dangerous, and I advise you all to be careful.”

      The oldest man drew his eyes over Cloudhawk, who was wearing his ghost mask and tattered cloak and had yet to say a word. Cautiously, he inquired, “Who is this?”

      “Don’t worry. He’s one of mine.”

      He furrowed his bushy white brows but said nothing. He knew that Hellflower was a smart and cautious woman. He stood before the others and proceeded with their business. “I suspect everyone’s already heard the news. A lot happened yesterday. First, we can confirm that the Academician has shut Hyena away. At least, for the time being, he will not cause us any problems. We have Lady Hellflower to thank for this!”

      Cheers of praise spread through the gathering.

      As the old man went on, his voice grew more excited. “What’s more, Hyena has lost his title as leader of Blackwater Base’s troops. That responsibility has now been passed to our honored Hellflower! This means that she can deploy whoever she pleases to guard the laboratories.”

      “Excellent!” Another of the elderly men couldn’t help but jump to his feet in excitement. “The Academician has lost his bodyguards and his strongest soldier. Now that Lady Hellflower can dismiss the guards at will, we should use this chance to finally overthrow that old dictator!”

      Cloudhawk looked on, speechless.

      “What are you so surprised about?” Hellflower asked him, “Did you think Blackwater Base was united? There’s no denying that we’ve grown fat under the Academician’s leadership, but that doesn’t change the fact that he’s a dangerous lunatic – an absolute tyrant. All of the base’s riches have been funneled into his research, starving the rest of the scientists. He’s made quite a few enemies because of this.”
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      Roste was both genius and madman. But whatever he was, the Academician was certainly paranoid.

      These twelve old men were influential and important. They hated Roste with a passion, jealous of his resources. It was this shared displeasure that made them create a group determined to see him brought low. Punishments under his rule were harsh and doled out often to the point where most of the Academician’s opponents had been executed in the early days after he came to power. These old scientists were wise enough to hide their mutiny behind false smiles while secretly meeting to plot this coup.

      They continued to exist to this day because they were cautious. However, recent events have made Roste vulnerable. At last, they had an opportunity to remove him from power.

      Hellflower was not a revolutionary even though she was their chosen agent.

      She hadn’t grown up in the base like the rest of them. Rather, she was a well-renowned wandering scholar and weapons master of the wastelands. Her intellect was known among the Seekers, as was her strength among the excavator crews. Ultimately, it was her wanderlust and thirst for knowledge that these old rebels used to convince her to join their cause.

      Hellflower was a superior talent on her own, but with the help of this secret coterie, she quickly caught the Academician Roste’s eye. Before long, she was one of his most treasured assistants, and her help greatly benefited the mad scientist’s research.

      With Cloudhawk’s help, she’d obtained the most important notes from the Academician’s work. With it in hand, there was nothing left in Blackwater Base to hold her interest. Like the young wastelander, she was also looking for her chance to get out from under Roste’s thumb. She could do this by helping these subversives in their quest. Once Roste was overthrown, new leadership could take root.

      Now, this white-haired elder… he’d go down in one hit.

      Once Academician Roste was out of the way, it wouldn’t be difficult to deal with the ancient scholar. It was the most logical way to take control of Blackwater Base. Hellflower had spent years with various Seeker groups, and over the years, she’d come to find that associating with them was the best way to gain knowledge. Eventually, she struck upon the idea of taking a base for herself, a place where she could establish her own laboratory.

      However, overthrowing the Academician wasn’t so easy.

      Roste’s rule of Blackwater Base spanned decades. His power was deeply entrenched, and he enjoyed great popularity among most of the base’s populace. Destroying him would require careful planning. And yet, these old fogeys were impatient! The big changes they cheered had occurred only yesterday, and they were already eager to act!

      They were wrinkled old men. Were they anxious to get things underway because they were afraid they would die before seeing Roste overthrown?

      That was fine with her!

      It would be a simple thing. Let them handle Roste. Then, with a little help, she could guide the rage of his supporters down on their liver-spotted heads. In a single stroke, she could deal with the madman and these petty rebels – two birds with one stone.

      Cloudhawk, on the other hand, didn’t need to ask to know this woman’s hunger and ambition. She wouldn’t balk at any method in pursuit of her goals.

      Good… this was good. The more turmoil, the more opportunities!

      Another one of the aging scientists rose and added his voice, “This is a chance delivered to us from on high. Most striking is the sudden schism between Roste and Hyena. But why? What could be the reason for his complete shift in loyalty? We must know the details of how it came to pass.”

      Hellflower sat among them, perfectly calm and revealing nothing on her face. When she spoke, she did so in even, almost languid tones. “For that, you must thank our young friend Cloudhawk. Without his sudden arrival, this break would have taken much longer to develop.”

      Most of the intelligent men present had already guessed who the young man was. He had to be the demon hunter Roste was so desperately searching for. But how did the issues between Hyena and Roste involve the young man?

      Hellflower lifted a cup of tea and took a dainty sip. “Cloudhawk, you explain.”

      He obliged, giving them an abridged version of events. “It’s like this. I was able to see behind his mask and see the real him. I ran before he could see me, but he found me by scent. He tried to kill me to keep me silent, but luckily, mistress Hellflower showed up in the nick of time and saved my life.”

      Now, they understood. So that’s how it happened…

      “Wait a moment!” After she heard his tale, Hellflower’s face suddenly changed without warning. She shot to her feet, her forgotten teacup shattering against the floor as she fixed her hard eyes on him. “You’re saying you witnessed Hyena in his beast form before daylight? Are you sure it wasn’t day? Are you sure you aren’t misremembering!?”

      “No doubt!”

      How the hell do you not know? Wasn’t I there at your request?

      “Impossible! That can’t be!” She stared at Cloudhawk’s face, at his expression of certainty. Standing before the others, a dire and serious expression painted her pretty features. “Hyena was an important person here, but he was no scientist. He was just a soldier. Even I couldn’t get into the labs without someone opening the door for me first. How could Hyena be in the labs before the doors were opened at the beginning of the day?”

      The gathered old men also considered this oddity with confused expressions. Indeed, it shouldn’t have been possible.

      “There is no logical explanation…” Hellflower ruminated to herself, brows knit tight. “Hyena might have turned into a creature, but he still thought like a man. Why would he eat the creatures here in the base? He had to know their mutations… he had to know the risks!”

      Everyone’s eyes fixed on Cloudhawk.

      It didn’t make sense. There were only two possibilities: one, Cloudhawk was lying, or two – that wasn’t Hyena he saw in the labs.

      When she spoke again, Hellflower’s voice was pointed and earnest. “Are you absolutely sure it was Hyena you saw and not someone else?”

      “Well… now that you mention it…” Suddenly, Cloudhawk looked troubled. “It was dark. I sort of guessed based on his size and shape. I can’t tell you for certain that it was Hyena.”

      Hellflower shut her eyes for a moment and sucked in a sharp breath. When they opened again, there was something in them that Cloudhawk hadn’t seen before. Panic. She ripped the guns from their holsters and hurriedly shouted to the others.

      “It’s a trap! Run!”

      Bang-bang-bang!

      All three doorways burst open at once.

      Followed by a gentle cough.

      A withered and emaciated figure hobbled into the center of the gathering with the help of his cane. It was the Academician.

      Everyone’s face turned deathly pale.

      He was as fragile a sight as ever. Spindly white hair peppered his balding head, sprouting out from skin that seemed completely devoid of moisture. His wet and cloudy eyes peered through thick glasses perched on his oversized nose. He displayed a pale and solemn face. Although it seemed a stiff breeze would knock him over, the old scholar nonetheless filled the room with a dangerous aura.

      A dozen or so soldiers stood beside him like statues.

      These warriors were very different from typical bodyguards. None of them wore armor, and their chests were left bare, revealing layers of corded muscle that looked like they had been sculpted from iron. They saw all, and yet, their eyes were unsettlingly empty – like the eyes of ghosts peering emotionlessly from the abyss.

      Academician Roste kept himself on his feet with his right hand holding his staff tightly. His left pressed against his mouth as he shook with coughs. His rheumy eyes didn’t pay any of the elder scientists any mind. They swept over Cloudhawk for a moment before finally stopping on Hellflower. The old sage shook his head. “Did you think you could help this rabble remove me? Hellflower… here I thought you were an intelligent woman!”

      Hellflower’s guns were held tightly in her hands. “I thought the only thing in your mind was the research. You’re craftier than I expected. I underestimated you.”

      Ten mutated soldiers were a terrifying force to reckon with! However, the old man had made a fatal mistake, which was coming here himself. Strong as his bodyguards were, there were but ten of them. The other creaky scientists had twenty fighters among them. If they rushed at him, even if they couldn’t defeat all of his guards, the old man would certainly die.

      “Go!”

      “Grab the Academician!”

      The eldest among the conspirators was the first to react and shouted the order. Twenty protectors surged forward. They were the handpicked chosen of the revolutionaries, uncommonly strong – especially Iron Bear and Black Jackal. Both of them were first-class warriors, and even fighting alone, they would make the transformed bodyguards pay.

      Bang-bang-bang-bang!

      The crowded meeting room rang with the sound of gunfire.

      Academician Roste’s contingent also made its move. Their skin suddenly became thick with scales or fur, and then, they turned on their prey like hungry phantoms. All of a sudden, a violent skirmish broke out. The sound of bones breaking, pained screams, and angry roars reverberated off the walls. Together, the mutants charged and in a blink, killed one-third of the revolutionaries. Meanwhile, they only lost two of their number.

      These beasts… they were killing machines! A combination of human intellect and unbreakable animal ferocity.

      If their arms were cut off, they attacked with their feet. If their legs were broken, they gnawed with their fangs. Bullets seemed useless against their tough hides. So long as they drew breath, Roste’s monsters kept fighting.

      With ice-cold indifference, they killed anything in their path, so ruthlessly efficient that it was hard to believe. The best way to put them down was to sever their spines or pierce their brains. Otherwise, they would never stop.

      There was no winning a fight like this! They had to capture Roste alive.

      Iron Bear and Black Jackal worked together. The former snatched up his smaller companion and flung him through the air. Black Jackal traced a perfect arc over their attackers’ heads and broke their encirclement. He planted his knees on the ceiling and thrust off to increase his momentum. Like a comet, he crashed down right towards Roste.

      One of the bodyguards tried to bar his path, but Black Jackal knocked him away with the hammer in his left hand. With an open path, he brought his other hammer around for a killing blow, one that would shatter the old man’s skull. All the while, Academician Roste stood perfectly still, as though he did not even have the strength to defend himself.

      Was this the final moment! Were they going to succeed?

      Everyone was sure of it.

      Academician Roste’s eyes flashed with a cold light, and suddenly, his frail and sickly exterior melted away. That keen, wise light shone in his hard gaze, and his eyes turned a bloody red. A stifling murderous aura surged forth from his wrinkled body.

      Cloudhawk knew it right away. He foresaw the conclusion. His heart sank – they were done for!
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      Academician Roste went from slow to blinding fast in the space of a blink. He planted his staff in the ground beside him, easily sidestepped the hammer blow, and then shoved his attacker’s wrist away with his twig-like palm. The old man’s movements were effortless as if he were just brushing away a branch.

      Snap! Black Jackal’s wrist bent back at an unnatural angle. Shards of jagged bone split his skin and poked out from within.

      The burly warrior screamed in pain and surprise. Reacting instinctively to the pain, he attacked with his other hand.

      Roste effortlessly caught Black Jackal’s fist in his hand and crushed it as easily as he would a handful of leaves, leaving nothing but a bloody mangled mass.

      This eighty-year-old invalid was handling the seasoned warrior like the latter was a child! His defenses were almost thoughtless, like he was swatting a fly.

      In the decades he’d spent here as their leader, no one took Roste for a powerhouse, much less a font of vitality that would shame a man one-third his age. He fought as well as someone at his peak when all laws of nature dictated that he should hardly be able to walk at his age.

      A series of pops and cracks issued from the old man’s robes. It was the sound of his bones dislocating and restructuring!

      Everyone looked on in utter shock!

      As though suddenly filled with air, Roste’s body started to swell. His eyes adopted a deep black-green hue that shimmered with strange colors. Withered dry skin regained the elasticity and vigor of youth, and all the while, he was getting larger. Five feet… five and a half… six feet... At last, he completely transformed from a frail emaciated dwarf into a muscled behemoth!

      Any trace of the damage eighty years had laid on him was gone!

      His skin had taken on a pale blue tint, and muscles rippled tightly beneath. All his hair fell away, leaving him bald but with a skull as thick as a helmet. This transformation definitely wasn’t any sort of ability metahumans or mutants were capable of. The most telling sign was that this new form was perfectly normal looking; his body was symmetrical. Every muscle looked like it was masterfully carved from stone, aesthetically and mechanically perfect from head to toe. It was like he had been designed from a human blueprint.

      “You worms… you wish to kill me?”

      Roste grabbed Black Jackal in his hands and began to squeeze. Like kneading dough, he crushed the poor warrior in his enormous fists until his bones were splintered. Black Jackal’s neck was crushed and bent, his hands and feet smooshed together until ultimately, he was turned into a butchered orb of leaking meat.

      “Did you think that I was only researching how to transform soldiers after all these years?”

      His incredible strength, his grotesque and terrifying methods, sent a chill down everyone’s spine. 

      Hellflower immediately threw up her hands and fired off half a dozen shots at the freak, but he didn’t even try to dodge. Once the bullets hit, Roste’s grey-blue skin instantly hardened until he was practically made of iron. The bullets even made a metallic ringing noise as they ricocheted off of him.

      “This body is perfect, allowing me to adapt to any environment or condition. In the cold, I will grow a fur coat to protect myself; underwater, I will develop gills; when I need to jump, my bones and joints will change accordingly; if I need to run, the muscles and structure of my leg will change as needed. And in the event of a serious threat, I can even grow a protective exoskeleton.” In one hand, Roste gripped the crushed remains of Black Jackal. Nothing remained of the frail old man they’d known, and the sound that came from his throat was like the growl of a hundred angry animals. In fact, Roste was now a complicated amalgamation of genetic material – no longer a human in the true sense of the word. “What can any of you do to stand against me?!”

      Horrifyingly, although Black Jackal had been broken into the shape of a fleshy ball, Roste was careful not to kill him. Piteous whines issued from the orb of mangled flesh.

      Roste heaved the meat sphere, the muscles of his arms bulging, flinging it with enough force that it was as destructive as a boulder shot from a trebuchet [1]. Black Jackal’s tortured body shot towards a soldier as fast as a runaway car. There was no way for the warrior to avoid him. They collided with such force that every bone and joint in both men shattered before they then smashed into a third person. In an instant, all three had been snuffed out. 

      The ancient white-haired scientist looked on in soundless horror at the three massacred fighters as their remains barreled towards him. He was the fourth victim, and when, ultimately, they hit the wall, it was impossible to tell the parts of one from another.

      This mad Academician seemed to be even stronger than the Caliph’s dual-horned lieutenant!

      As the chaos ensued around him, Cloudhawk saw his predicament clearly. It wasn’t Hyena he’d seen in the labs…

      … it was Roste!

      The Academician had long known of this little pocket of resistance. He also knew that Hellflower was their chosen agent. Because she had proven to be a very effective assistant, he chose not to reveal that he knew. However, she’d crossed the line when she tried to steal all of his painstaking efforts for her own. It had sent Roste into a rage and convinced him that now was the time to deal with these irritating malcontents.

      To that end, Roste purposefully arranged it so that Hellflower would inherit Hyena’s position as captain of the guard. He knew that he would have to appear completely vulnerable in order to galvanize these old men into meeting. Once they were all together, he could catch them all at once.

      Working with this mob of degenerates had been Hellflower’s first error. Her second had been to underestimate his schemes.

      Of course, her most fatal miscalculation was that she did not expect the old man to be so strong. This level of tyrannical ability was simply outside the scope of what she thought was possible. Roste was a freak, a monster through and through, a humanoid weapon of pure might and power!

      Yet, she fought on, unwilling to resign herself to death.

      However, her piddling handguns were no threat to what Roste had become. He was an abomination that could quickly adapt to any situation. Even his skin could harden the instant her bullets hit him and knock them away. 

      Academician Roste’s twisted face bore a mocking sneer. “Mine is a perfect body. Perfect power. I have become the pinnacle of all that lives in the wastelands, and once I consume the essence of the demon hunter, I will be the strongest being in the entire world!”

      Many kinds of metahumans roamed the wastes. From enhanced power to blinding agility, increased fortitude to heightened intelligence – all sorts were a common sight. However, there was one type of wastelands denizen that was rarely encountered: those that were actually able to reconstruct their bodies. The freak in black Cloudhawk had once contended against had abilities somewhat like that. It had been a surprise when he learned the freak could turn his left arm into barbed tentacles or a bone sword.

      Roste was naturally gifted with considerable reconstruction abilities. All these years experimenting on soldiers were so that he could forge his body’s own talents. Through his natural gifts and rare intellect, he made it his goal to turn his own body into the perfect being: one that combined all the best traits of the wastelands’ myriad beasts. One who could survive in all the world’s harshest environments. Be it sweltering heat, bitter cold, intense pressures, or forceful blows, nothing was beyond his ability to adapt to and overcome!

      And the shapeshifting soldiers? They were just experimental byproducts! Roste needed materials for his research, and the best place to get them was the Dark Atom. Their trade arrangement was where he got what he needed, for the process of research was costly.

      For decades, Academician Roste’s body was a perfect specimen. He was sure that he was the greatest force in the wastelands and so didn’t bother with the creatures therein. He’d turned his sights to the Elysian lands and the demon hunters who resided there.

      Just one final step!

      If he could transplant the abilities of a demon hunter into himself, he would succeed in combining the best of the wastelands with the best of the Elysian lands. The ultimate, elusive marriage of science and magic! If he could do this, Roste would become the most powerful creature in the entire world! This obsession was why his desire to capture a demon hunter had been all-consuming.

      Before Cloudhawk’s arrival, his plan had been to work with Dark Atom, and through them, capture a demon hunter alive from the Elysian lands. However, such a brazen ask was risky and would likely turn the ire of the Elysians on Blackwater Base. Then, like a gift from heaven, a demon hunter wandered into his territory from the wastelands. His greatest desire was delivered right to his doorstep.

      This had to be fate! How could Roste not be ecstatic with this turn of events?

      “Are you out of ideas?” Roste pulled out a four-foot-long sword. “Then, I suppose it’s my turn!”

      Hellflower’s clips were empty, and Roste was completely unscathed. 

      Cloudhawk pulled the rifle off his back and threw it at her. “Use this!”

      Roste’s legs suddenly began to change. His knees popped and twisted, bending backward like a kangaroo’s to help him jump farther. He bounded forward at incredible speed, easily cutting apart anyone who came too close.

      The heavily-armored Iron Bear leapt into his path, shield raised. Of all the base’s fighters, he had the sturdiest defense, especially with his shield. It was a thick slab, plain and flat, and was made from a strong metal alloy. Few things in the wastelands could even scratch it.

      Roste’s sword came hacking down.

      As easily as a hot knife through butter, Roste’s sword cleaved Iron Bear’s shield in half. It didn’t stop, cutting the mighty warrior down the center of his body from his head down to his legs. As Iron Bear began to split apart, Roste swiped his weapon crosswise at the waist, removing his legs. The mountain of a man, who moments before had seemed like a moving fortress, tumbled to the ground with his shield in six pieces.

      His sword! There was something going on there! Hellflower could see it.

      Roste was enormously powerful but certainly was not strong enough to cleave someone like Iron Bear so cleanly in half. His weapon was particularly thin, and its edge was outlined in a faint black line. It was that strip of black that was responsible for the sword’s unparalleled keenness. This was no ordinary sword – it was a high-frequency particle blade!

      Hellflower had only ever heard of them. Supposedly, somewhere else in the wastelands, someone had dug one up. It was a masterpiece of the ancient days that vibrated on a molecular level and could cut almost anything. A weapon like this was sharper than anything one could imagine and could even cut iron apart as easily as one would cut paper.

      Roste was a terror, and with this weapon in his hands, who could stand against him? Even before Hellflower could fire her gun, he was bearing down on her – too quickly for her to defend herself!

      Just as the Academician was preparing to cut her in two, Cloudhawk – invisible and sped up by the power of his cloak – swept in between them. He held his exorcist rod up in the path of the particle blade. Surprisingly, even the ancient technological wonder couldn’t split this minor relic from the Elysian lands. However the screech that issued from their clash was deafening, and cracks appeared along the exorcist rod’s surface.

      “Now! Do it now!”

      Hellflower fired the rifle right into Roste’s chest. The impact shoved him back several feet, but his adaptive body curled back on his legs like coiled springs. In the midst of being knocked back, he was already preparing to launch back at them!

      “Get out of the way!”

      Cloudhawk, benefiting from the speed granted by his cloak, grabbed Hellflower and yanked her out of Roste’s path. Moments later, Roste’s powerful legs shot him forward like a rocket, and he slammed into the wall at full force. Half of it collapsed, leaving an enormous hole.

      Roste clambered out of the dusty hole with his sword in hand, grinning darkly. “You are no match. Submit. Make this easier on yourself. Do not fret giving your power to me. You will not be entirely destroyed. Your will and tenacity will live on within me. Stand with me. Stand at the peak of biological perfection!”

      Cloudhawk could not deny that in terms of skill, Roste was no less capable than the Bloodsoaked Queen.

      The Queen, aside from her extraordinary skill, derived her powers from the might of relics. In contrast, Roste’s abilities came from him alone. His body was an unnatural freakish thing that could adapt to anything. He feared neither fire, ice, water, knife, nor bullet. Perfection was not an exaggeration.

      “You think you’re the most perfect thing in the wastelands, eh? Stop with your bullshit!” Cloudhawk spied the spot in Roste’s chest where Hellflower had shot him. Although it hadn’t injured him or left a hole, he could tell that the muscle tissue was damaged. “You ain’t shit compared to someone else I’ve come across!”
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      Cloudhawk was naturally referring to the Caliph of the Sands. When he fought the demon, before the end, he was barely able to make a dent in that monster’s skin. The demon had even been able to catch bullets out of midair.

      Roste was strong, but he was at most comparable to the Bloodsoaked Queen. His body was malleable, but at best, he was like a combination of the demon’s fallen lieutenants. Compared to the demon? He was nothing.

      “What did you say?!”

      Veins bulged out against his pale blue flesh. This body was his pride, his masterpiece, the tool he’d spent his life cultivating to perfection. Cloudhawk’s scorn was an affront he couldn’t tolerate.

      The wound to his chest healed quickly. After a few moments, only the slightest mark remained.

      Hellflower was preparing to take another shot when Roste once more began to change. His body shifted from burly and muscled to slithery and streamlined, built for explosive speed and power. When he moved towards them again, he was wholly one-third faster than he was before.

      Cloudhawk swung his staff to try and dissuade the Academician but missed and swung through a vague afterimage. With realization spreading across his face, Cloudhawk was too late in turning and felt a fierce blow to the back of his neck. Everything began to spin, and he hit the ground with a dull thud.

      Hellflower’s finger was on the trigger when Roste’s particle sword sheared it in two. Quick as a flash, he swung again and the weapons master’s hands were severed above the wrist. Before she could even feel the pain, Roste shoved his masterwork blade into her body.

      Struggling to get back up, Cloudhawk turned his head in time to see Hellflower collapse in a pool of blood and lose consciousness. With his work done, the Academician snatched up his cane once again as his body shrunk. Little by little, he withered until the five-foot-tall bag of bones people recognized returned. He put his glasses back on and hung the strange finger-bone necklace around his neck.

      “Take them away!”

      Another blow. Cloudhawk’s world went dark.

      Two mutant bodyguards lifted him and left the secret chamber.

      Roste was exhausted, drenched in sweat. For all the power inside him, it seemed his old body could barely bear the strain. As his boney fingers played over his necklace, the light in his eyes hardened. “I will succeed. I must. All that remains is the power of the demon hunters, and then, I will be the most perfect specimen in the entire world!”

      Roste pulled his cane out of the ground and led what remained of his transformed bodyguards away from the slaughter. Almost as an afterthought, he ordered someone to come and clean up the mess of blood and bone left in his wake.
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        * * *

      

      When Cloudhawk came to, he found himself lying in a lab with hands and feet bound to a table. A strap kept his neck fixed to the table, so he could barely turn his head. His cloak, mask, staff, the Gospel of Sands, and even his bear armor were gone.

      Things were very, very bad. They’d captured him alive.

      He lay flat on the operating table clad in only thin clothing. Once he got his bearings, he began to hear whispering all around. People were coming and going, a fact that made him both anxious and angry. He began to struggle.

      “He’s awake!”

      “Give him another dose of tranquilizers!”

      “No need.” This was a curt and familiar voice. Chimp walked into Cloudhawk’s line of sight and looked coldly down at him. “We must gauge his reaction as we administer the serum. Keep him awake.”

      The gathered scientists nodded.

      Cloudhawk had the distinct sensation that he was a sheep in a slaughterhouse. “What are you gonna do? Let me go!”

      Chimp’s laughter was mocking and sinister. “We wanted to keep you in the dark. We’d have less to worry about, and it would have saved you some suffering. Things being what they are now, however, we have no other choice.”

      One of his assistants arrived carrying a flask full of strange green liquid. Something that looked like red plant matter floated within it.

      “This is an herb from the Elysian lands, Antirrhinum ignis. It is phenomenally expensive, so none of us are able to enjoy its particular functions. I hope you appreciate that.”

      Struggle as he did, Cloudhawk couldn’t fight them off. The scientists forced his mouth open and shoved a tube down his throat and into his stomach. The strange concoction was poured in.

      What awful way of taking medicine was this? It was like gulping down a powerful acid!

      Immediately, Cloudhawk felt as though every organ in his body was on fire. The burning quickly spread until he could feel every blood vessel searing, every muscle aching. He couldn’t bite back his agonizing screams.

      “You bastard! You better kill me, or I’m gonna fuckin’ tear you apart!”

      “Tsk tsk. You still have the energy to threaten me?” The lab director went on enigmatically, “You shouldn’t waste it struggling pointlessly. You can’t escape. You know, this medicine is a precious component, smuggled out of the Elysian lands at great expense. It will greatly improve your physique. No typical wastelander would ever be able to enjoy its benefits.”

      If Cloudhawk’s eyes could spit fire, this wretched pervert would have burnt to ash. If he’d known this would be his fate, he would have killed Chimp when he had the chance!

      Chimp checked the time. Cloudhawk had suffered for hours now and still wasn’t exhausted. This strange brew simultaneously increased his strength and reduced his stamina. For Cloudhawk, this was a painful combination that extended his torment considerably.

      “That’s enough.”

      When they felt he’d absorbed enough of the concoction, the doctors produced a series of syringes. They were sharply jabbed into his veins and their contents were pushed inside. The young wastelander didn’t know what they were giving him now, but before long he felt muddled and dizzy. His whole body was weak.

      Two transformed soldiers walked in and removed his constraints.

      Cloudhawk regained freedom of motion but could do nothing with it. He felt like his bones had been pulled out or that he was trying to swim through mud. His captors dropped him in a prison, locked behind iron bars.

      Scientists entered and left with bottles of colorful liquid that they hanged on the walls. Their contents were dripped through a series of transfusion tubes that joined into a single tube inserted in Cloudhawk’s neck. Every drop of this hateful serum that entered his veins felt like a fire raging throughout his body.

      “That’s enough for today. We’ll pick it up again tomorrow.”

      They closed the door and shut him in behind three sturdy locks.

      Cloudhawk lay in his cell, unable to summon an ounce of strength. He tried to just lift his hands, but they wouldn’t obey his will. He didn’t know what that bastard Chimp had given him, but not only did it burn like a motherfucker, it also felt like thousands of ants gnawing his bones and crawling under his skin.

      He could feel that, somehow, this process was strengthening his bones, though the pain was more than a normal man could endure. Cloudhawk managed to drag himself to the door of his cage and peered out, seeing four guards who stood as silent sentries. They were as still as statues and stared at everything with stoic indifference.

      They weren’t taking any chances with him, even though he was behind thick iron bars. Were these damn guards really necessary?

      They’d taken all of his equipment, but even if they’d left it with him, he couldn’t bust out of this prison, much less escape from his four steely-eyed guards.

      Furious, he screamed in vain several times, raging at his helplessness. He didn’t even have the strength to bash his head against the wall to try to kill himself.
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        * * *

      

      On the second day, scientists brought him back into the labs where he was pumped full of all manner of drugs. One such substance was something they called Elysian balm. Wherever they smeared it, his body drank it up. What followed was the agonizing sensation of his pores being torn open. He passed out when he began sweating blood.

      Before he lost consciousness, Chimp explained that this famed medicine came from the cities of the Elysians. They called it transfusion balm.

      It was said transfusion balm was part of the foundational training of a demon hunter. Although the process ruptured countless capillaries and caused serious hemorrhage, it also cleared out any toxins or impurities within the body. The recipient’s bones and muscles were highly strengthened by it.
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        * * *

      

      On day three, they put him in a pool filled with a frigid, milky-white substance. The moment it touched him, it froze, and within the space of a few minutes, Cloudhawk found himself sealed in a block of pale, white ice with only his face exposed to the air.

      The cold that seeped down to the depths of his body was another special kind of torture.
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        * * *

      

      Day four… day five… day six… every day, the evil scientists employed some new hell with which to torment Cloudhawk. These days were the most painful and frightening days of his whole life. A living nightmare.

      At the end of the sixth day, he was thrown back in his cage. He was left in the dark where it was moist and silent. Four guards had since become eight, and now, they kept him shackled hand and foot.

      He sat up and took stock of everything. Over the last few days, he could have sworn that he’d grown a few inches at least. He ran his hand over his abdomen, and the muscles felt firm and well-defined. No longer the waif he was before, his clothes seemed several sizes too small all of a sudden.

      The benefits of these medicines were evident.

      The Academician didn’t officially begin the power transfusion right way. When Cloudhawk arrived, he was too weak. He was Roste’s most important subject, and so he had to be strengthened before the real process could begin. That was the goal behind this week of torture.

      More than his physical abilities, Cloudhawk’s sense of sight and smell had also improved in addition to his strength and constitution. Under any other circumstances, he would be thrilled, but as it was, he felt more like they were fattening up a pig for slaughter.

      Was that evil old fuck going to have his way? Damn it!

      He strained against his shackles, making them creak. Bulging muscles caused his clothes to burst a few seams. They’d taken everything from him, everything except the stone that hung around his neck. His captors were a cruel bunch. They hadn’t even given him a change of clothes this entire week, so the rock didn’t even catch their eye. 

      Cloudhawk slipped the rock over his head and held it in his hand.

      He was out of options. His only hope was this unreliable stone.

      Transport me out of here! I beg you. Get me out of this place!

      Since he found the stone, it had only awakened twice and only passively as a reaction to circumstance. Cloudhawk knew that Roste was cunning and cautious and would leave him no chance to escape. He was nothing more than a lab rat caught in the madman’s clutches with no recourse but to face his suffering day in and day out.

      If he hoped to survive, it would be through this unassuming stone clutched tightly in his hand. If he could learn to use its power of teleportation, he could escape from this fucking place!
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      Academician Roste lit a candle, its frail light spreading out through the dark room. He removed the finger bone necklace from his neck and carefully rubbed each one. Clearly, this odd choice in jewelry and the dozen or so bones that comprised it were special to him.

      Raped by bandits… wife slain… brother eaten alive by mutants… a son starved to death and a daughter killed by illness…. his teacher taken by old age.

      From ignorant youth to haggard old man, Roste had lived a harsh life that no one could know. Everyone who was important to him had died, and each time, he took a single finger bone to remember them. Eventually, he gathered enough to make his necklace, which he wore every day. Those he’d loved and lost were always with him, their tales a part of his own.

      Why were humans made to be so frail? So weak?

      The slightest injury or illness could take them. Disaster both natural and man-made could snuff their lives out in a blink.

      As he ruminated on these bitter thoughts, Roste stroked the bones one by one. He did not know whether it was his hazy vision or a trick of the candlelight, but he could almost see the smiling faces of those he’d lost behind the veil separating life and death. It’d been years, but every detail stood out vividly in his mind’s eye as though they were right in front of him.

      Happiness, sadness, sweetness, despair, pain, confusion, hesitation… these complicated and intense emotions lived within the mementos. They traveled with Roste through every day of his struggles.

      I will succeed! I will create the mightiest creature in the world, one that does not grow old, get sick, or die. My creation will be invincible!

      It doesn’t matter if no one understands. I don’t need anyone to understand because the road to greatness is a lonely one. One day, they’ll know. My work is for the good of humanity. My research will reverse our sorry destiny and save this broken world! I will wipe away history and create a new future!

      Roste did not fear death for there was nothing left in this world that he cared about. He would sacrifice anything and anyone in pursuit of his dream. Answering to no one, he alone would transform the future of the planet and create something new!

      He had already learned all the secrets of the wastelands. It was time to turn his attention to the Elysian lands. Once these two disparate realities were combined, a new golden age would arise.

      “Do you see? My work is almost complete! I ask that you be with me.”

      He doubled over, coughing into a clenched fist. The deep crevices carved through his face grew deeper as he winced against the strain. When he could breathe again, he slipped the bones back around his neck. Footsteps were approaching from behind, and from the sounds, he could tell the disposition of whoever they belonged to. This gait was rapid and unrestrained, meaning it was someone familiar with him. Someone with good news.

      Chimp appeared with a smile on his face. “That kid’s tolerance is much better than we expected. He’s already gone through one round of drugs, and the process is advancing rapidly. He’s strong. We can likely begin the next phase.”

      Roste had been prepared for this eventuality for quite some time. He produced a box and handed it to Chimp. “Go.”

      The director reverently took the box and held it tightly in his hands. Suddenly, he had a thought. “Academician, what are we going to do with Hellflower and Hyena?”

      Roste knew the desires that lived within Chimp’s black heart. “We wipe their minds. I leave you to deal with that.”

      A twisted grin split Chimp’s face. One of the labs was already prepared for just that purpose. Once the drugs broke their wills, the two of them would be as compliant as the rest of their mutated soldiers. Hyena mattered little to him, but he’d coveted Hellflower’s supple flesh for a long time. Before long, she would serve him in whatever way he wished. Just thinking about it made him salivate.

      “But, our work is first and foremost. Do not ruin everything we’ve strived towards.”

      “Don’t worry, Academician. I will personally supervise Cloudhawk’s process. I swear there will not be any problems.”

      Academician Roste’s frail body shuffled away.

      Chimp bowed to his boss’s retreating form. His respect and loyalty were absolute. He was different from Hyena and Hellflower who had joined the cause later. He was one of the first to follow Roste. Although he was a lascivious and timid man, he believed in the Academician with every fiber of his being.

      It was more than just that Roste was his teacher. After so many years, he knew that the old man’s heart was true. He wasn’t evil or ambitious for ambition’s sake. Chimp fully believed in their mission to transform the wastelands and humanity’s destiny.

      There were many in this base, even around the Academician himself, who had no choice but to serve the scholar’s will. However, Chimp was certain in his belief that one day, Roste would be hailed as a savior. His name would be forever remembered in the beautiful future they envisaged.

      And that bitch Hellflower… she actually dared to try and steal the great man’s research? Laughable!

      Academician Roste’s accomplishments were the result of decades of careful study. He was the only one in the entire world capable of completing this research. Trying to pilfer his important work for selfish gain was an unforgivable sin!

      Hmph, she’ll have to wait. Right now, the Academician’s work is more important than anything else.

      When their work with Cloudhawk was finished, he would make that woman understand what desperation was. He would teach her the meaning of pain. Let Roste have his fun and then, when her will was broken, the traitors would be punished. At last, he could vent his hatred.

      Chimp brought several scientists with him to Cloudhawk’s cage. When they arrived, they found him crouched inside with his hands tightly held together. He was saying something, too quietly for others to hear. Perhaps, he was speaking with his god, though it was not the typical posture or style for prayer.

      He’d been kept in a confused state of mind for several days.

      “He hasn’t lost his mind, has he…?”

      Cloudhawk was desperately trying to awaken the stone, but all through the night, no matter how hard he tried or what he did, there was no reaction from it. He was so filled with rage and resentment that when he heard Chimp coming, he would have torn him apart with his teeth if he weren’t shackled down.

      “He still has his faculties? Good, that’s good.” Chimp gestured with his hands and the guards opened Cloudhawk’s cage. They forced him to the ground long enough for the scientist to inject him with a sedative, and once again, Cloudhawk was rendered helpless. “Take him,” Chimp ordered.

      Was it all beginning again? Was today another day of torment?

      The drugs made him feel like his muscles had been replaced with mud. His mind was clear, but his body wouldn’t cooperate. The first thing he noticed was that they did not bring him to the lab they used normally. This room was different, narrow, and filled with crude wastelands equipment.

      Transparent vats filled with colorful liquids lined the walls. An empty tank rested in the middle.

      “Today, we begin the first phase of transformation.”

      Chimp did not waste time with talking. At his command, two of the guards produced daggers and cut away Cloudhawk’s clothes. They forced a breathing mask over his face, foisted him into the tank, and sealed the lid.

      All the while, Cloudhawk was acutely aware of everything that was happening. He was forced to watch with no way to protect himself or fight back.

      Chimp flipped a switch, and the vats surrounding them began to drain their fluid into the sealed capsule. After about ten minutes, Cloudhawk was entirely submerged.

      “Injecting the Academician’s supercells. Begin the culture stage.”

      Chimp personally opened a nearby refrigerator and retrieved a syringe from inside. Without wasting any time, he pressed the needle into a tube’s injection port and slowly pushed out its contents. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk floated in the brew, breathing with the help of the mask. It felt like he was being aggressively stabbed by a hundred thousand tiny needles. Every inch of skin, every cell, felt like it was being cut up.

      “Beginning Phase One cultivation.” Chimp ordered the eight guards to remain and look after him, adding, “Arrange for a hundred of our best men to be posted all throughout the area. Absolutely nothing can go wrong, or I’ll make sure every single one of you pays for it. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Cloudhawk’s fist was still tightly clenched. Within his palm, the rock remained.

      He wasn’t going to let that stone go easily, not until his final breath. Despite repeated failures, he still tried everything he could to awaken it to no avail. There was no reaction at all.

      Then, he began to feel like things were growing dim, like something was separating him from the world outside. The pain, the itching, the hot and cold all persisted while all of his senses were cut off. Suddenly, he was in an infinitely dark hell of torment. No light, no hope, no future. Just endless anguish.

      He could feel something invading his body, a hundred million tiny pinpricks that stabbed at every piece of skin, muscle, and bone. Was this the beginning of the transformation?

      Cloudhawk’s anger and fear were gone. His mind went blank like he finally lost all power of thought. Perhaps, he’d given up. There was no way to fight back. Was this his fate? To die here, after so much, halfway on his road to the Elysian lands? It was so ridiculous that he would laugh if he had the strength to!

      In the end, even Cloudhawk had his limits. After days of agony, his will was broken, brought to the brink by a week of torture and finally pushed over the edge in the darkness of this tank. He couldn’t see any way out.

      Little by little, his body relaxed.

      Little by little, he abandoned this meaningless struggle.

      Only, as that numb stillness took over his mind, Cloudhawk could suddenly feel something coming from the stone. A pulse followed by a pale light that radiated from within his tightly clenched fist. A strange and unexplainable power filled the space around him.

      The stone… the stone was awakening!

      All of a sudden, he was filled with a joy that threatened to drive him mad. He’d managed to use the stone only rarely since obtaining it and never when he called. This was the exception, the one time it awakened at his request.

      The difference between this odd stone and normal relics lay in the fact that using it was far more rigorous. Only when he entered a perfect state of stillness, where everything else melted away, was his will able to resonate with it.

      This was a very large and important discovery! It was the first time his desperate groping revealed any truth about the stone.

      The light from the stone grew more intense, and the fluid around him began to vibrate. It roiled like it was boiling, followed by an intense rattling noise. All at once, the glass tank that held him shattered sending shards of glass and caustic fluid in every direction.

      “What the hell is going on?!”

      Two bewildered scientists rushed in and gaped at the mess that greeted them. They hurriedly rummaged through the debris only to be more shocked by what they found.

      Nothing! Cloudhawk was gone!
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      Cloudhawk gradually regained consciousness and opened his eyes to find himself lying face down in the dirt. The call of a bird chirped in his ears, and he could feel multiple hairy things moving around over him. One of them stretched out its tongue and licked him.

      “What the fuck?!”

      Cloudhawk jerked and scrambled to sit up, eyes wide. His sudden movements caused a flock of bird-like creatures to scatter. Though frightened, the creatures didn’t flee far. They gathered a dozen or so feet away and continued to watch this stranger who had tumbled from the sky.

      What fresh hell did he find himself in? It wasn’t the desert. There were no ruins… it was some sort of forest.

      Cloudhawk was stupefied by the view. Creatures were everywhere, thousands of them. Cloudhawk had never seen so many animals gathered in one place. He sat among them as naked as the day he was born and covered in sticky fluid. A pungent medicinal scent wafted off of him, which was probably what attracted these creatures.

      They weren’t large. The smallest ones looked something like squirrels and were roughly half the size of his palm. The biggest looked like meerkats and had to only weigh a couple of pounds. There were birds too, owl-like ones that watched him from the trees and could turn their heads two hundred degrees. Those were a little larger than his fist.

      Big or small, every one of them was adorable and interacted peacefully with each other. It was a shocking reversal from where he’d come from since the wastelands were filled with vicious things that would sooner kill you than look at you. 

      Cloudhawk stood and noticed that the ground was littered with nutshells and fruit husks. The forest had to be rich in food. No wonder there were so many critters. Perhaps, that was also why they were so docile. At least for the moment, he didn’t feel like they were a threat.

      “The hell are you doin’? Go! Fuck off!” Once they saw that Cloudhawk wasn’t violent, several smaller animals tried climbing onto his back. He swatted at the fuzzy things to keep them at bay. “You annoying little shits! Keep fuckin’ with me! See if I don’t have you for dinner!”

      You could take the boy out of the wastelands but never the wastelands out of the boy. He was as crass and grouchy as ever, and the woodland creatures had never encountered a beast so ornery. The offending critters bounded away a few feet before sitting back on their hind legs to stare at him.

      This place was weird!

      The forest was lush and crowded with plant life, some of which was heavy with delectable smelling fruit. One tree, in particular, caught his eye. It was an ancient of the forest with creatures climbing in and out of holes in its trunk. It must serve as a home for many of the animals.

      Looking around, Cloudhawk saw it wasn’t just one. Many enormous trees were evenly spaced around the area, every one of them at least a hundred and fifty feet tall. Ten people couldn’t completely circle one with their arms stretched around it. While the distance between them was very small, it was the canopy he thought was most intriguing. Each tree’s crown was perfectly round and hung over him in a near-perfect half sphere. The ground was covered in grass and foliage, but as Cloudhawk spread his eyes towards the horizon, he could see hundreds of these trees. They looked almost like giant mushrooms.

      Each one was the same shape, the same size, and was evenly spaced…

      What natural forest had such neat arrangements?

      Animals crawled in and out of holes that, to Cloudhawk, looked a lot like old windows set in the tree trunks. He imagined this place could have been a village sometime long ago where intelligent creatures lived. For some unknown reason, the society had disappeared and animals moved in. Over time, the place became a forest.

      Cloudhawk’s skin still burned and itched, caused by residual damage from those drugs they’d kept him in. He absently scratched but paid the sensation little mind. Instead, Cloudhawk set about plucking a couple of enormous leaves off the trees to fashion himself a makeshift skirt. He had to cover his dangly bits before the critters mistook them for berries.

      Thankfully, the denizens of the tree village proved harmless. There were plentiful nuts and fruits for them to enjoy, so Cloudhawk felt he could relax around them. However, he was still vigilant, since just because he didn’t sense danger right away didn’t mean there wasn’t danger right around the corner!

      Each time the stone had transported Cloudhawk, it’d brought him somewhere different. The one thing the destinations all had in common was that they were places that harbored intelligent life or used to. But, for reasons he could never figure out, they all seemed to have been abandoned for thousands of years and left behind ruins that made him imagine what life must have been like.

      Where civilization gave up control, the wilds crept back in to lay claim. It was strange, Cloudhawk noted, that he hadn’t seen any carnivorous animals, but there had to be some didn’t there? How else did the ecology keep in balance?

      After wandering for a little while, Cloudhawk came upon several strange bones scattered along the ground with tufts of fur. The scene seemed to verify the wastelander’s assumption: something out here was the natural enemy of the peaceful forest critters. Whatever the case, he had to find somewhere safe to hide out. Out here unarmed and defenseless, he was an easy meal for any sort of predator until the sedatives wore off.

      Could he go back? Unacceptable! He refused to get caught up and become the Academician’s lab rat again!

      “Move! C’mon, out of the way!”

      A flood of animals had poured out of the trees to look at this bizarre newcomer. They craned their necks from windows, hung from tree branches, and skittered around his feet in a tide. Everywhere he looked, all he saw were bobbing heads and no open path. Clearly, they did not fear man, and if he’d wanted, Cloudhawk could pluck one up off the ground without resistance. He felt like if he wasn’t careful, he’d crush a bunch just by trying to walk around.

      Just then, a faint pulse caught Cloudhawk’s attention.

      It was a pulse he’d come to be familiar with: the energy of a relic. Could one be nearby? When he transferred before, he’d found two, so coming across another here wouldn’t be such a strange thing.

      He was naked and alone, so maybe this relic could help him out in this situation! Without giving it any further thought, he tried to track down the source of the resonance.

      It led him to a tree that was unlike the others, twice the size with a doorway large enough for him to pass through. He crossed the threshold without hesitation. The inside was more spacious than he thought, and several thousand small animals had made it their home. Fruits and nuts were gathered up in piles like a hidden storehouse… wait, were the animals working together to store food?

      The resonance was coming from one of the food stacks. He started to dig without regard for the painstaking work done by the forest critters, popping a berry or nut into his mouth from time to time. They were juicy and sweet. These animals were lucky to be living here, Cloudhawk thought.

      Digging through the stockpile was an exhausting process, but about halfway through, he spotted the source of the pulses. Yet, he looked at it confounded. This was a relic? This bird egg?

      The egg was golden, about the size of his fist, and radiated a faint light. Tenderly, he used both hands to lift it from the pile, certain that the resonance was coming from it. From what he could tell, it appeared to be made of gold, and there were strange lines etched on its surface, likely decorative.

      What he didn’t understand was what natural living thing produced eggs like this? He was definitely at a loss, but regardless of his confusion, this discovery was a good one for him.

      Suddenly, Cloudhawk sensed something was off. His noisy surroundings were suddenly a lot quieter. When Cloudhawk lifted his head to look around, cradling the egg in his hands, he noticed that it’d become dark. The forest creatures were no longer dashing here and there but remained stone still exactly where they stood.

      “What’s this? They‘re asleep?”

      No, they weren’t asleep. As the light faded from the sky, their eyes changed, as did their bodies. They started getting bigger, taller, and stronger. Tiny claws became keen daggers, and fangs peeked from their lips.

      “Holy shit! What the hell?!”

      Cloudhawk gaped at the dark figures gathered around him, and they stared back with fierce glowing red eyes. They were special, these forests creatures. In the daylight, they were peaceful and friendly, but when night fell, they entered a murderous frenzy!

      Hungry screeches and angry chitters rose all around him. All of a sudden, the happy friendly critters had become flesh-eating monsters! Without warning, they began viciously attacking each other!

      A large number of the berserk creatures set their eyes on Cloudhawk.

      “Son of a…”

      He was surrounded, and they came at him like an army of ants. They were about to overrun him when the stone against his chest shimmered with light and – poof! Cloudhawk was gone.

      Bang!

      Cloudhawk hit the floor of the laboratory. With his head spinning, he stumbled back onto his feet.

      What the fuck was going on with those things? It didn’t matter. Now wasn’t the time! Cloudhawk despaired to find that he was back in Blackwater Base, right back in the labs he’d tried to escape. Luckily, it wasn’t the tank room. It was somewhere different.

      The mystical stone was silent. Something told him it was going to be a while, half a month maybe, before he’d be able to use it again.

      As Cloudhawk was wracking his brain for a plan, he heard noises coming from the hall. Guards on patrol, he figured. They heard sounds coming from inside and had come to investigate with weapons raised.

      “What is this?”

      Two large tree leaves had been discarded on the floor. They knew broad foliage like this didn’t come from anything in Blackwater Base. Hell, there wasn’t anything like that all through the marshes, or even in Greenland Outpost. So how did they end up here?

      Very much out of the ordinary.

      The two guards were carefully examining the leaves when suddenly, a figure shot out at them. It grabbed them by their heads and knocked them together, hard. Crack! Both of their skulls were dented from the impact. Cloudhawk wasn’t sure whether they were alive or dead.

      It was about then that Cloudhawk discovered he was significantly stronger than before. His power had noticeably improved after days of torture. He pulled the two bodies into a corner and stripped one of his uniform and weapon.

      He had to find a way out of here, except he knew the lab was heavily guarded. There were bound to be several of the Academician’s transformed warriors as well. He wasn’t going to fight his way out.

      He was under no illusions that his chance of escape was slim, but even if it was one in a million, he had to try. He took a breath, calming himself, for he knew the more he gave in to the fear, the more irrational he would get. He had to plan his next move carefully and do whatever he could to increase his chance of survival.

      Cloudhawk grabbed one of his captive guards and shook him awake. “Where are they keeping Hellflower? Speak!”

      The guard stuttered and tried to speak even though his brain was rattled, “S-she’s being kept in Sector Two.”

      Cloudhawk chopped the guard’s neck with his hand, knocking him out. Hellflower wasn’t far. He slipped out of the room disguised as one of the guards and picked his way down the hall towards where she was being kept. Although Cloudhawk knew freeing her was likely hopeless, if he could find a way to save her, there might be hope for him.
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      Cloudhawk had vanished! His sudden disappearance had thrown the labs into chaos.

      Academician Roste had no idea how it’d happened, but he could guess. Cloudhawk hadn’t really escaped – rather, he hadn’t run. He had to have used some mystical technique to vanish, something science had no way to explain. He put the blame on demon hunter abilities.

      When he received the news, Roste immediately locked down the laboratories. He didn’t vent his anger at Chimp; that was the way of weak men. He needed his director to lead the search. Roste didn’t believe people could just disappear, so Cloudhawk had to be hiding somewhere. If they had to tear this place apart to find him, they would!

      Under the Academician’s orders, Chimp started to canvas the area. No closet, box, or corner was ignored.

      The day passed with countless people combing over the lab with a fine-toothed comb, twice. Not a single trace of the wastelander was found. Chimp was beyond furious as he led two scientists with him to a cage.

      “Bring me the whip!”

      A strikingly beautiful woman was locked away inside the prison. Her hands, which had been chopped off, looked like they’d been recently reattached. The wounds on her body had healed well. Her wrists were bound by two heavy locks, and her ankles were strapped to her waist with chains. She was left with no way to move.

      Hellflower’s talents lay in her weapons mastery. Physically, there was nothing she could do, so they felt no need to keep her sedated. There was no way she could free herself from her restraints.

      Her hair was tousled and messy. Her pretty face was pale and bloodless, making her seem alluringly delicate.

      When Chimp stepped into the cage, he immediately laid into her with the whip. Her unblemished skin split beneath the lash. His blows rained upon her chest as well, tearing gashes in her clothes and damaging her supple flesh within.

      However, Hellflower was a tenacious woman. She gritted her teeth and didn’t give him the satisfaction of even a single grunt. Chimp was spent after only a few lashes and stood before her, panting heavily. Slowly, she raised her head to look at him, her face pale and sweaty, and revealed a derisive sneer. “Let me guess. Judging by how upset our dear director is, I suspect something’s gone wrong with Cloudhawk.”

      “What do you know about Cloudhawk’s abilities? Tell me everything!”

      Her eyes were full of scorn and contempt. It was like she didn’t even regard him as human, but rather like a moving pile of shit. She almost giggled. “It looks like my hypothesis was correct!”

      “You dare laugh at me?!” He drew his dark and indecent eyes over Hellflower’s curves. With a wave, he summoned the scientists. “I don’t think you’ll be laughing for long.”

      They approached with a box and retrieved from within it a large syringe. A pale yellow fluid sloshed inside. When she saw what it was, Hellflower’s mocking smile vanished. “What are you planning to do?”

      Chimp felt back in control when he saw the smile flee from her face. He chuckled darkly and replied in an enigmatic voice, “The mechanism of this drug destroys the synapses in the brain, causing permanent damage. Any memories, emotions, and untrained skills will be lost, and you will lose the ability to make any independent judgments. You will serve between my legs as a slave, a bitch anyone can ride. I have to say I’m looking forward to it.”

      Hellflower knew this was the Academician’s “brainwashing” drug. The damage it caused was irreversible, and once injected, she would become whatever sort of slave Chimp wanted her to become. She would much rather choose death!

      “Are you ready to talk?” Chimp stank with confidence and pride. No one could resist his questioning, especially not someone as self-centered and faithless as Hellflower. “What are Cloudhawk’s powers!”

       “I don’t know.”

      She had spent the most time with the young demon hunter. Chimp was certain she knew the answers to his questions. As her words hung in the air, his face darkened, more depraved than before. He approached her step by step, reached out a hand, and stroked her face. “You won’t talk? That’s fine, we can take our time.”

      Hellflower clenched her fists. “I really don’t know!”

      “Turning you into my sex puppet would really satisfy my craving. It’ll be such a shame I won’t be able to see this expression on your face anymore. Now may be my last opportunity to try the real you, before I take it away.

      “You – get your hands off me!”

      Chimp grabbed her collar and tore, revealing what was beneath. The angry bleeding welt where he’d struck her with his whip only made him more excited.

      Chimp fumbled with her pants, filling Hellflower with rage and embarrassment. She cursed and struggled, but even so, her clothes were tugged down, revealing her firm buttocks. She couldn’t fight him. She was only making the pervert more excited. He couldn’t hold himself back any longer. He needed to feel all the pleasures her body had to offer.

      Moral chastity wasn’t a privilege wastelander women enjoyed, but she could think of nothing worse than becoming a sex slave for this pig and his equally perverse friends. It was a hell she couldn’t endure.

      She would rather die if given a choice. But, she wasn’t given a choice. 

      The other two scientists stood nearby, watching expectantly. Hellflower was the most enticing beauty in the whole base. No straight man would give up his chance to have his way with her. After Chimp had his fun, perhaps he would let them have a go. It would be a rare delight.

      No sooner had the thought crossed their minds than the two men screeched and hit the ground, wracked with convulsions. Both of them frothed at the mouth, and their hair stood straight on end as every fiber in their bodies felt like it had been set on fire. Chimp had his pants halfway down his legs when he saw what was happening. “What’s going on?!”

      A guard approached, the electric gun in his hand still crackling with sparks as he pointed it at the lab director. Chimp was shocked at first, and then flew into a rage and began shouting at him, “Which unit are you with! You actually dare –“ The threats died in his throat when he saw the guard’s face clearly. His eyes got so wide that they threatened to roll right out of his head. He stumbled backwards until the bars of the cage wouldn’t let him flee any further.

      A cold grin spread across Cloudhawk’s face. “Surprise, motherfucker.”

      Chimp answered with a high-pitched wail and tried to run.

      “You absolute dick, you think you can run?” Cloudhawk took a large stride forward and buried his knee in the director’s stomach. The lustful man curled up like a broiled shrimp, whimpering as though his organs had been pureed. Cloudhawk gave him a sharp smack for good measure. “I said I was gonna whoop your ass, didn’t I? Fuck, I didn’t think I’d get lucky so soon, but here you are. Die, you sack of shit!”

      Chimp blubbered through a face full of tears, “No-no-no! No, please! I don’t want to die!”

      Cloudhawk was unfazed, however, and raised his hands.

      Hellflower stopped him. “Cloudhawk, hold on.”

      He turned his head to look at her. She was in a tough spot, haggard and messy with most of her clothes ruined but still beautiful. Her unfortunate situation could easily arouse a man’s darker desires.

      “You don’t think we should spare him, do you?” Cloudhawk was surprised by her mercy, but he was resolute. “If I could kill him ten times, it wouldn’t pay back what he’s done to me over the past week. He dies today.” How could Hellflower not want this disgusting man dead?

      “He can still be useful.” She saw Cloudhawk looking back at her with a dumb expression. “So have your eyes had their fill of me? Help get me out of these shackles!”

      Cloudhawk gave Chimp a sharp kick to the ribs. “Keys!”

      Hellflower had nearly lost hope, but Cloudhawk had suddenly appeared just in time. The young man was Roste’s most cherished treasure, whose worth was far beyond her own. She knew Roste had to have stationed any number of guards to watch the boy, including many of his transformed freaks. Given how clever and calculating the Academician was, how could Cloudhawk have gotten free? Something didn’t seem right!

      But, however it happened, Cloudhawk had risked himself to save her. Hellflower was grateful. “Did anyone see you?”

      “The lab’s in chaos, and I’m dressed as a guard. People are running all over and not paying any attention. For now, no one knows where I am.”

      Once her shackles were removed, Hellflower tenderly rubbed her wrists. She searched the unconscious scientists and found a gun and some ammo. Cloudhawk might not have been discovered yet, but they couldn’t take this situation lightly. It wouldn’t be long before someone discovered that there was a problem, and once the old man came for them, things would go from bad to worse.

      Cloudhawk’s daring rescue wasn’t entirely altruistic. “You got a plan? We’ve gotta get outta here!”

      By now, she had recovered her typical poise. “The two of us aren’t strong enough ourselves. We need some help if we want a shot of getting out of here alive.”

      Cloudhawk immediately thought of someone. He grabbed a fistful of Chimp’s clothes and dragged him back to his feet. He gave him another punch to the face before snarling the question at him, “Where’s Hyena?”

      Chimp hesitated, unwilling to answer. However, when Cloudhawk lifted his fist for another punch, he knew he wasn’t going to get away with silence. Quivering, he answered, “Don’t- don’t hit me. H-he’s here, next door!”

      “Hellflower, do you really want to keep him alive?”

      “He may be a piece of shit, but he’s been here a long time. He has people who listen to him, so maybe they’ll listen to us. We can use them to fight the Academician. Maybe, with Hyena’s help, we can actually fight back!”

      She’d nearly been raped by this weasel, but her gaze was calm and steady like nothing had happened. Her mind was already making plans and countermoves. This level of poise was almost unnatural. She was the most mature and composed woman Cloudhawk had ever met, both physically and emotionally.

      She returned the brainwashing syringe to its box and handed it to Cloudhawk. “Take this. Let’s go!”

      With the box in one hand and Chimp in the other, Cloudhawk followed Hellflower down the hall. Although her clothes were in tatters, she was no less threatening. She kicked open the door to the next room and charged in. With her hair flailing, she looked like a Valkyrie.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      She fired several rapid shots, too fast for anyone to strike back. The guards were dead before they hit the ground.

      In the center of the room, submerged in a glass tank floated Hyena. He was motionless but still awake. Hellflower raised her hand and fired a couple rounds into the tank, shattering it. Glass scattered and fluid poured free, followed by a figure coated in bristling black fur that leapt out right after.

      Half man and half beast, Hyena swept past. Neither Hellflower nor Cloudhawk could react before he had them both by the necks. He lifted them off the ground and squeezed as he fixed his murderous green eyes on them. “You two actually came back here to let me go? What makes you think I won’t kill you?”

      Hellflower didn’t seem scared of him or of the threat of having the life choked out of her. She fought out her response through her half-crushed windpipe. “If you kill us, you’re giving up your shot to get out of here. You’ll end up just like the others, a puppet soldier!”

      Hyena’s fierce visage twisted into a snarl.

      He loosened his hands.

      Cloudhawk gasped for breath, acutely aware of how dangerous this guy was.

      Hellflower explained the situation, “The Academician is stronger than either of us could imagine. Fighting alone, we don’t stand a chance, but maybe together, we can put that old man down. I know you aren’t my biggest fan, and I don’t much like you either, but we need to put that aside and come to an accord.”

      Chimp became flustered. “You’re doomed! You can’t fight the Academician. You’ve got to give up this foolish idea.”

      Cloudhawk’s animosity toward Chimp was particularly keen. “Who the fuck asked you to open your whore mouth? Shut the fuck up!”

      Hellflower stood in front of Chimp. “I know you’ve got a lot of people here who listen to you, and I believe you’re an intelligent man. You need to make a choice; you help us, or you die.”

      Chimp gave her a pained look. “Why are you so dead set on fighting the Academician?”

      Her response was delivered in even tones. “Everyone should be allowed to make a decision based on what he believes. I cannot pledge allegiance to that mad man. I suggest you think carefully before answering.”

      Hyena picked Chimp up in his bone-crushing hands. “But don’t. Waste. My. Time.”

      “Don’t kill me. Don’t kill me!” Chimp’s face was red, and he sputtered in abject fear. Hyena’s twisted half-beast face was so close to his that it scared away any courage he had. “Alright, I promise I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll summon all of my people to the lab. Cloudhawk’s equipment is there too. I’ll take you!”

      He really was a rotten bastard!

      Hyena unceremoniously threw Chimp to the ground with a look of utter disgust.
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      Chimp’s cowardice and perversion were secret to no one. It was these fatal weaknesses that Hellflower and Hyena were able to exploit. Indeed, Academician Roste held a high and unshakable position in Blackwater Base, but his subordinates – Chimp, Hellflower, Hyena – also had influence. If the three of them stood together in opposition to Roste, they stood a decent chance.

      The conflict between Hellflower, Cloudhawk, Hyena, and the Academician was intractable. Either he died or they would, and so, no effort was spared or method ignored. If Chimp dared to disobey, things would turn out very poorly for him. He knew this intimately.

      “Let’s go!”

      “Don’t kill me!” The director stumbled along as they shoved him onward. He whined submissively, “I’m begging you, please don’t kill me!”

      As Cloudhawk watched the cowardly man, he could not see him as the least bit reliable. Was there anyone who would listen to this wretch? However, it was their best option, their only option. Perhaps, they could use him to gain control over a few fighters and improve their chances of taking the labs and ultimately, the whole base.

      Hellflower and Hyena had lost their authority when Roste took them in. For Chimp, things were different.

      He was perverted, obscene, and afraid of death, but he had also been with the Academician for several decades. He had clout, especially among those who worked in the labs since he handled most of its business.

      If they could incite a rebellion from within using Chimp’s influence and his people, they might have a way out. Every leader from Blackwater’s opposition faction had been killed by Roste’s ploy. Only Hellflower remained to call for their aid, but all that remained were a few hundred insurgents. That wasn’t enough to take over the base and truly change things, but it was enough for them to fight their way to freedom.

      “You know what you need to say. Don’t make me teach you.” Hellflower pressed a gun to the back of Chimp’s head and shoved him into a small lab. 

      “Don’t hold on to the delusion that you can outrun my bullets. Do your job and I’ll forget about what you tried to do to me. If you don’t, even Roste won’t be able to save you from what I’ll do.”

      His whole body trembled, but he managed to nod emphatically.

      “Hey, where’s my shit!” Cloudhawk stomped forward and snarled in Chimp’s face, “Where the fuck did you put it?”

      In the face of the young man’s seething hatred, the older man shrank back. He knew that Cloudhawk – more so than Hyena or even Hellflower – was looking for any excuse to kill him. After all, the boy’s torture had been managed and was orchestrated by the lab director. More than once, Cloudhawk fantasized about what he’d do to him. The kid was young and impulsive, and if it weren’t for Hellflower’s intervention, Chimp would already be dead.

      Cloudhawk found his staff, cloak, book, mask, and demon hunter token in a nearby box. Everything was there! Every item was important, so he was thankful they hadn’t tossed anything out. 

      He flung the invisibility cloak over his shoulders, put the mask over his face, and fixed the staff to his waist. Finally, he felt like he could take a breath. At last, he could protect himself.

      Chimp placed an emergency call to his subordinates.

      Over fifty fighters directly under Chimp’s control were summoned. In addition, there were some fifty odd scientists who came as well. The fighters were decent, and their leaders were first-rate, about as skilled as the two men Roste had killed – Black Jackal and Iron Bear.

      Cloudhawk was admittedly confused. How could this cowardly shit have underlings this skilled? What were they thinking? Out in the wastelands, strength equaled respect, and yet, they were willingly allowing themselves to be bossed around by this man?

      When they had all gathered, Chimp’s people stared in wide-eyed surprise. How could they not? They were face to face with Hellflower, Hyena, and Cloudhawk! They knew Hellflower and Hyena were traitors and had presumably been locked away. They knew Cloudhawk had fled the labs right under their noses, but… here they all were!

      Hellflower poked him in the back with the muzzle of her weapon.

      He started to shake. Without giving any verbal commands, he stepped forward to speak.

      His guards looked at him with dumbfounded expressions. The atmosphere was tense, heavy, as they waited for him to explain.

      Chimp pushed his cracked glasses higher on his nose. He was clearly conflicted and uneasy with the situation, his anxious eyes scanning the crowd. And then, he sighed. “Everyone, you can see for yourselves. You can see the situation. I have a very important announcement to make. But before I do, I will ask you right now – are you willing to fight with me?”

      His men exchanged uncertain glances. 

      “We’re just awaiting orders!”

      “Good, very good.” Standing amongst the crowd, many thoughts flit through Chimp’s mind. The Academician’s image seemed to hover just behind his eyes. Despite how precarious the situation seemed, his face was resolute. “Twenty years ago, I was a Seeker scientist like many of you.  We were betrayed from within, and a death squad from the Elysian lands came. They wiped us out. Thousands of us were killed. It was genocide. By some stroke of luck, I survived and became a refugee. Then, the Academician found me out in the wastes and brought me to Blackwater Base.”

      Hellflower and Hyena watched nearby. Their faces hardened with every word. Where was he going with this?

      Hellflower’s finger tightened on the trigger, and her gun inched forward. Chimp trembled again, but his voice remained steady. “Everyone, I’ve been here for a long time. I’ve watched as everything has changed. Every day, the Academician is becoming more and more dictatorial. He doesn’t allow anyone to breathe a word of opposition. Using whatever brutal methods he pleases, Roste will go at any time of day or night to capture innocents and use them for his sordid experiments. All resources are directed to this research. All other options are rejected. You’ll note that after years, the population of this base has not increased and, in fact, has been reduced. Many of our most excellent scientists have left since we’ve gotten in bed with the Dark Atom, and that’s a slippery slope.”

      This was more like it. Hyena and Hellflower became less on edge.

      But then, trembling even more acutely, his voice suddenly raised an octave. “But, I still believe the Academician is right! I trust in his vision, in his greatness! Not everyone will understand what he is doing, but all he does is in the best interest of humanity! Although he has never formally accepted me, for years, I have looked up to that man as the greatest teacher that has ever lived!”

      “Chimp! Do you want to die?!”

      “Hahahaha! Want to die? Yes, I do! Are you afraid of death?” The lab director spun around and glared at them through bloodshot eyes. His face was full of anger and reprimand. “Hellflower, you have always worked toward your own selfish ends, and in spite of the consequences, you conspired to steal the result of the Academician’s decades of hard work! Hyena, you once begged the Academician to save your life, but now you betray him? Ever since he elevated you to your position, he never once mistreated you and yet, this is how you repay him. Do you think you’re worthy of his brilliance?!”

      Cloudhawk was stunned into silence. Hellflower and Hyena were no better off. Chimp’s reversal was so entirely unexpected that they weren’t sure how to react.

      “I can’t fight like you, Hyena! I’m not as talented as you, Hellflower! Neither of you has ever looked at me with anything other than contempt, like garbage! But you know what? I find you repulsive too. I could murder. I could rape. I could perform all evil deeds under the sun and live in shameless depravity. But, there is one thing I will never do. I am not a traitor!”

      Bang!

      A bullet tore a hole in Chimp’s chest. 

      “Tell the Academician… that Chimp never betrayed him!” Chimp swayed unsteadily and looked down at the gushing hole in his chest. All of his strength left him all at once, but he stayed on his feet. The anxious, weak man seemed to summon all the strength of a lifetime to let loose a final scream, “Brothers, avenge me!!”

      Hyena, roaring like a feral beast, lunged forward and nearly twisted Chimp’s head from his body. The frail man’s neck spun around a hundred and eighty degrees like a lump of fresh dough until he was looking straight back behind him.

      When Chimp hit the ground, his eyes were wide. He knew that these were his last moments, a realization that made him deeply afraid. But, he didn’t regret what he did. His last hope… his last wish… his last desire was that his bones might adorn the Academician’s neck.

      “Chimp, boss!”

      “Kill them! Avenge Chimp!”

      The director’s men were loyal and seeing him die instead of betraying his leader set their blood to boiling. Dozens of guns were leveled at the murderers and fired. In an instant, the whole room was filled with a deafening cacophony of gunfire, a deadly tempest of bullets.

      The three offenders dove for cover.

      Hyena was almost mad with anger while Hellflower was at a loss. Never in their wildest dreams did they think Chimp would get one up on them like this. Cloudhawk looked at Chimp, who was lying on the ground and unable to breathe. He was just as angry and surprised as the others but also puzzled.

      Why did the world have to be this way?

      Not long ago, Hyena and Hellflower had respected the Academician, but now, they were at odds. Meanwhile, Chimp, that worthless man desperately afraid of death, chose to die rather than give up on the man he adored.

      Great treason is like loyalty. Great loyalty is like treachery. Great falsehoods are like truth. Why did the world make people so inscrutable? Why were their hearts beyond comprehension?

      Dozens of soldiers emptied their clips wildly at Cloudhawk’s hiding spot. Everything in the lab had been nearly blown apart. If any of them so much as stuck their head out, he/she would immediately be sporting several new holes. There could be twice as many of them and they still would have no way to fight their way out!

      Academician Roste would be here soon, and the three of them together couldn’t face him, much less with an additional fifty well-armed guards. Hiding here wasn’t an option.

      Hyena’s talons anxiously clawed at the ground, leaving ragged gashes in the metal. He was like a cornered animal, desperate and furious. He would rather die than be captured alive again. As a soldier, he couldn’t suffer the indignity of being someone’s puppet.

      “Kill our way out! If we die, we die together!”

      But Cloudhawk called him back. “No! Don’t give up, we haven’t lost yet. There’s still something we can do.”

      Hellflower turned skeptical eyes his way. “What’s your plan?”

      “It’s not certain and very dangerous. But, if it works we can kill the Academician!”

      “Well, now’s the time! If you’ve got an idea, then get to it!”

      “Alright, first we need to get out of here alive.” Cloudhawk pulled out the Gospel of the Sands. He went on, “Remember to work together!”

      The gunfire was beginning to wane as many of the soldiers stopped to reload their weapons. Cloudhawk focused his psychic energy into the Gospel, and all of a sudden, the room was engulfed in a sand storm. The tiny grains not only impeded vision but also got in their eyes and forced them shut.

      “Now’s the time!”

      Hellflower’s powerful legs launched her into the air. She soared out of cover with a gun in each hand, and though she also couldn’t see, she knew where every target stood. She pulled the triggers in rapid succession, each bullet striking one of their attackers.

      Hyena bounded out from behind cover on all fours and charged into the crowd. As easily as a wolf among sheep, he flung aside three soldiers effortlessly. Another he mangled into ribbons of flesh.

      Suddenly blind and under attack, Chimp’s people lost their composure. They couldn’t keep up their barrage.

      “Don’t get caught up in the fight! Run!”

      Cloudhawk grabbed Hellflower and dragged her behind him out of the room. Hyena leapt through the throng, tearing through opponents with his razor-like claws until a path was clear, and then, he, too, fled.
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        * * *

      

      Three minutes later, Academician Roste arrived at the lab, followed by a contingent of mutant soldiers. What he found was a gory mess of a dozen or more corpses with the rest of the soldiers in disarray.

      “Academician. Boss Chimp, sir. He…”

      Roste saw his director’s broken body among the dead. He hardly seemed to register the fact. Cutting off the soldier, the old scholar pressed him for information, “Where are they?”

      “They fled. I think towards the animal containment section.”

      Academician Roste left without another word, beckoning for the flock of mutant soldiers to follow.
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      A hundred years ago, there was once a wise and knowledgeable Seeker. In the ancient ruins, he uncovered an ancient piece of biotechnology; only, most of its secrets had been lost to bygone ages. For years, he diligently studied, spending decades of hard work which resulted in numerous advances and discoveries. In his twilight years, he took on a young and brilliant student to pass on everything he had learned.

      That young man’s name was Roste.

      Roste inherited that old scholar’s legacy. Decades passed like days as he dedicated himself to this singular field of study. He compared ancient knowledge with the crude modern practices, ultimately creating “Roste’s Alteration Procedure.”

      At first, his experiments were performed exclusively on wastelands animals. By promoting and accelerating beneficial mutations, he made the creatures smarter and stronger. Eventually, he succeeded in cultivating beasts with the capacity for critical thought. He called the evolved creatures a new class: Sagax Brutumilia.

      However, in Roste’s eyes, the beasts were never more than creatures. They were “other” and thus, he spared them no empathy. Besides, endowing these monsters with strength and intelligence would one day put them at odds with his own species. Therefore, he stopped his research but used the basis of what he learned from creating these animals for something new.

      This history was the origin of Roste’s quest to transform humanity. He wanted to take the benefits of Sagax Brutumilia’s abilities and transplant them into a human body. This mad endeavor sounded absurd, but after countless attempts, he finally succeeded in creating half-beast soldiers!

      These transmuted warriors were able to retain the intelligence and memories of a human while attaining the survivability and combat prowess of a wild animal. In theory, they possessed the same capabilities to learn as humans and the raw physical prowess of their animal forbearers. In essence, his research was complete, ready for mass production and dissemination. Only, his beast warriors had one critical defect.

      Through testing, Roste discovered that the subjects were predisposed to contracting strange diseases. He called it Racial Cognitive Disassociation Syndrome.

      As the name implies, sufferers of this affliction retained the memory and cognitive abilities of humans but also the base nature and emotionality of animals. Due to how these two overlapped and conflicted, the afflicted ended up rejecting their humanity despite their human bodies. The mind deteriorated until victims had become something that was neither human nor beast.

      Roste was never able to completely solve the problem. The best he was able to do was develop his brainwashing serum. It didn’t cure the affliction but instead destroyed the portion of the brain responsible for emotion. After administration of the serum, subjects lost their capacity for emotion as well as most of their memories. In essence, they became pliable puppets.

      Production of these half-beast warriors began, and many were produced, eventually reaching the point where they could develop a dozen or so a month. Due to their strength, abilities, and capacity for following orders, the soldiers became a hot selling commodity. An organization like the Dark Atom was more than willing to pay top dollar, which made Blackwater Base very rich in a matter of a few short years.

      Many of the instruments, firearms, and other weapons the base had were given to them by the Dark Atom as a form of payment. 

      It was irrefutable! Academician Roste was a mad genius.

      How could any normal Seeker, surrounded by this barren backwater, create so many inconceivable inventions? In fact, Roste’s most successful accomplishments weren’t his beast soldiers or the transformed humans. It was his medicines. He created all sorts of incredible pharmaceuticals that had previously been unavailable to anyone.

      Most incredible of all, for decades, he used those medicines and methods on himself. He performed experiments in secret, spending most of his energy towards developing his own adaptability mutation. Roste extracted the mutagen factors from many other creatures, strengthened them, and introduced them into his own body to produce a nearly perfect specimen. It was the only result he was truly satisfied with.

      Now, the might of the wastelands was within him, and there was nothing left for him to take from it. He turned his sights on the inscrutable Elysian lands and the mystical demon hunters indigent to those lands.

      Like most scientists, Roste was an atheist. He did not believe the power of the demon hunters came from any mystical god. For years, he yearned to capture one so he could determine precisely what it was that made them special. Once he learned their secrets, he could take them for his own. Thus, he would become the first creature in history to combine the best of the wastelands and the best of the Elysian lands, a perfect human specimen!

      The strongest! The most resilient!

      Cloudhawk was the manifestation of all his desires, especially since Roste knew at a glance that the boy had grown up in the wastes. His existence proved that their gifts did not come from some god!

      The news that Cloudhawk had fled to the cage room spread. Soldiers converged on the location.

      However, they were too late. Cloudhawk had used the key taken from Chimp’s body to open the doors and slipped in with Hellflower and Hyena. The few soldiers already inside could not contend against the two first-rate fighters and were dealt with in under half a minute.

      The animal containment sector was one of the most important locations in Roste’s laboratory!

      It was separated into two floors by a steel-framed set of stairs. The lower area was arranged in a grid pattern with eight passageways making escape easy. Twenty-some cages were arranged throughout with roughly half housing mutated beasts of all sorts. All told, there were about a hundred creatures kept here.

      Sagax Brutumilia was a fitting name. Not only were they more intelligent, but their bodies also had undergone changes as well. These mutations enhanced their primitive capabilities to make them more agile, more ferocious, and more efficient.

      After Cloudhawk and the others broke in and dealt with the guards, they were met with absolute silence. Unless they were looking right at them, it was hard to believe that there were so many creatures here because none made a sound. They all sat in their cages in quiet self-restraint.

      Cloudhawk approached the closest one and peered through the bars. Inside were perhaps a dozen lizards muzzled and chained to the ground. They looked back at him through an apathetic and resigned fog. 

      Cloudhawk knew right away that they were the result of constant failures and painstaking breeding. Each one of them held high research value and were, of course, dangerous.

      Hellflower was no fool. On the contrary, she was smart as a whip. She guessed his plan the moment he led them here. “You’re crazy. You can’t be thinking of letting these animals out… Do you think they’ll help you?”

      “I know someone in there can understand what I’m saying.” Cloudhawk paid Hellflower no mind. There wasn’t any time. He spoke to the animals instead, “If you want to live, if you want your freedom, then here’s your one opportunity. If we work together, we can all get out of here!”

      Several of the creatures were roused from their lethargy when they heard Cloudhawk speak. Several knowing pairs of eyes stared his way.

      “I’m like you, a victim of their experiments. We have the same enemy and the same goals.” Cloudhawk wasn’t a fool. He knew his plan was dangerous, but he couldn’t think of anything better. They had to take the risk. “I’m going to let you go and give you back your freedom. In return, I want you to help me fight Roste and the evil scientists who did this to you!”

      Hellflower moved forward as though to stop him, but Hyena’s growling words stopped her. “Let me do it!”

      Cloudhawk didn’t have time for any nonsense, so without hesitation, he fished out Chimp’s key and unlocked one of the cage doors. Resolutely, he strode in and unlocked the shackles, the only thing keeping the creatures from eating him alive.

      Hiss! Hiss! Aaoooghh!

      Several burly desert lizards charged. Their mutations made them more like miniature dinosaurs, capable of standing up on powerful hind legs. Not only were they much larger than a normal wastelands lizard, but they were also smarter. They headed right for Cloudhawk.

      “Watch out!”

      Hellflower was ready to shoot, but Hyena held her arm.

      Hyena fixed his sharp eyes on Cloudhawk. The thought of using these creatures had never crossed his mind, nor did he suspect Cloudhawk would think of it. All that was left was to see if the kid’s luck would hold out.

      In fact, even Cloudhawk saw it as a gamble, but his confidence came from experience.

      Back when he was with the Tartarus Mercenaries, Cloudhawk had encountered the rat king. It was nearly as intelligent as any human. These creatures were no different, and after being locked up with the scientists for so long, he bet they understood human speech.

      They had to know what he was saying.

      If they had even a shred of logic, they had to know this was their only chance to get out. If they let it pass or killed him, they would spend the rest of their lives chained up in these cages oppressed by these hateful scientists.

      He faced the oncoming lizards with a calm exterior, not even flinching from their roars.

      The first one to reach him spread open its maw to take a bite! However, the largest of the herd lunged forward to knock it away. This one was the alpha and also the smartest. It communicated with the others through a series of growls and hisses that caused them to calm down.

      It paid off! It paid off!

      Cloudhawk had been nervous, especially when the sharp teeth of the lizard were coming for his face. Thankfully, he was saved by their leader. Otherwise, Cloudhawk doubted he would be able to fight off even just one. No one would have been able to save him.

      “Quick, open all the cages!” Cloudhawk spun around and threw the keys to the others. “Fast as you can!”

      As the precious minutes passed, they flung open the cages, one by one. The distribution of intelligence was different and uneven in each cage. As such, each time, they were nearly attacked only to have the ones who understood step in to protect them. 

      A particularly sturdy cage had its doors flung open. A pack of wolves came screaming out, a flurry of tooth and claw.

      Their alpha padded out and stopped next to Hyena. She was a female, but if she stood on her hind legs, she would easily be ten feet tall. Her body was covered in a sleek white coat that made her look exceedingly majestic and noble.

      This one was the most highly evolved of all the creatures here. Physically, she was very different from normal wolves, highly agile, and capable of explosive force. When she reached Hyena, she stopped as though she recognized him and licked his hand – an elder showing affection to her brood.

      Hyena’s heart was in turmoil. He was a patchwork creature, part man and part beast. The blood of these wild animals pumped through his veins. He had the thoughts and memories of a man, but he no longer shared their emotions. To his eyes, the life of a wolf was more pleasing.

      It filled him with a sense of identity.

      Hyena knew he was suffering from the condition Roste would call “Racial Cognitive Disassociation Syndrome”, the most serious side-effect of his transformation. It was an unsolvable problem, so Hyena knew he would never really belong with humans ever again.
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      Amidst the flood of a hundred or more ferocious wastelands beasts, the three humans were left untouched. It was a miracle.

      Cloudhawk was drenched in sweat. He heaved a sigh as he was finally able to let the fear go. Siding with a pack of wild animals was probably the craziest idea he’d ever had.

      Roste’s arrogance led him to believe he had created a new species. He’d even given them a name. These mutated victims looked much the same as their wild counterparts, but they were, in fact, orders of magnitude more capable. They were changed, but not in such an exaggerated fashion that they were unrecognizable. The difference lay in the distinction between evolution versus forced transformation. Both led to improvement, but whereas evolution was always a positive influence, forced transformations were often unpredictable.

      The biggest disparities induced by these mutations were in intelligence, strength, and agility.

      Cloudhawk didn’t have time to open all the cages before he heard footsteps coming their way. They were approaching from several angles amidst shouts and harsh commands. Judging by the sound, there was a large group closing in.

      Cloudhawk looked to his left and right. “They’re finally here?”

      Hellflower raised her guns, and Hyena began to slowly shift into his beast form. The beasts around them could sense the danger bearing down and bristled threateningly. The fight was about to begin!

      Bang!

      Several of the doors to the containment area were kicked open and several hundred fighters poured in. They had crossbows, stun rods, and electric nets that they brandished as they flooded both floors. In no time, they had the area surrounded, but it was clear that they were frightened by the situation they discovered.

      “Kill them! Kill them all!” When he recognized how dire their situation was, one of the scientists shouted out the order.

      The soldiers raised their guns, loading bullets, and winding back arrows as they prepared to fight. Cloudhawk didn’t need to give any orders or warnings since the beasts that had been locked up here were all smart enough to know what was coming.

      “Squeak squeak!”

      Several of the rats chittered and suddenly, they were off, almost too fast to follow. In a blink, they scurried from the first level up to the second. Moments after the scientist gave the order, they were already in the crowd of humans, biting and clawing at vulnerable spots. A series of pained cries preceded several of the warriors falling from the walkways.

      The rest of the beasts howled and joined the fray. The scientists shouted hysterically as they bore down on the humans, “Hurry! Kill them! kill them!”

      An enormous eagle with golden feathers dove at them. It didn’t look much different from the ones found in the wastelands except for its color and the fact that it was twice as big as normal. Each feather shone with a gleaming bronze, which was especially bright at the edges of each wing. They were light, hard, and sharp like dozens of blades strung together. As it swept by, those feathers easily cut open the fragile throats of the humans.

      It swept through the room like a bolt of blood-tinged golden lightning. In mere moments, it’d killed countless people.

      It grabbed two men by their heads using its two taloned claws. One was a scientist who screeched piteously as he was wheeled high overhead. The bones of their skulls were crushed as easily as eggshells before they were unceremoniously flung away. Fast and agile, the bird of prey carved a path through the warriors unscathed despite their guns and numbers.

      Wolves, lions, and leopards urged their powerful bodies forward as the fight unfolded. The soldiers had always known these animals were here, but until now, they hadn’t needed to worry about what the beasts were capable of!

      These creatures were as different from their wasteland counterparts as the difference between clouds and mud. Typical beasts reacted on instinct, but these were not typical animals. They knew to avoid gunfire, seek cover, and cooperate during attacks. They even employed trickery and misdirection.

      Although they were smart, the creatures weren’t taught how to fight and relied on their feral instincts. Those instincts were powerful, and even without training, they fought like veteran warriors. It was a knowledge that lived deep in their bones, muscle memory evolution couldn’t breed out of them.

      The soldiers outnumbered them, but none of them could compare to the sheer ferocity of these animals. It turned into a massacre even before they started shooting.

      Cloudhawk was surprised at how effective at killing the animals were. More than once, he saw a soldier’s head casually ripped off like it was made of paper. These creatures could fight as well and as hard as the likes of Slyfox or Mad Dog. Some were even better. It was almost more than he could believe.

      However, a few minutes after the fighting began, more figures began pushing their way in from the corridors. They leapt over barriers and scaled walls with ease, bounding up to the second floor as agilely as the animals themselves. One of them crouched on the iron bars of a handrail and launched itself into the air, leaving behind a dent where its powerful legs had kicked off. Fast as a missile, it caught the golden eagle mid-flight.

      Two powerful arms held it tightly and ripped.

      The eagle replied with a screech as its wings were savaged. However, the creature was not your typical bird. It kicked at its attacker, tearing away chunks of flesh with its talons, but this new foe didn’t seem to feel any pain. It dropped down to grab the eagle by its leg. Burdened by the extra weight as well as its own injured wing, the majestic creature was brought down to earth.

      Another enemy leapt at it on all fours. Sharp teeth clamped around the eagle’s throat.

      Its head was bitten clean off. Fresh blood splattered over the area.

      Aaaooogghh!

      Hovering over their kill, the soldiers didn’t see the flash of silver bearing down on them. With a bone-shuddering roar, the silver wolf matriarch charged, hurling her burly body into them like a runaway truck. Mighty claws swiped at each of them, leaving behind nasty, jagged wounds. These mutant warriors were tough, but even their transformed flesh couldn’t protect them. Their thick bones couldn’t bear the attacks and splintered. Still, they struggled to fight back.

      The matriarch belched a fog of acid over them.

      Roste’s transformed soldiers did not feel pain or fear. As they fought through the fog, there wasn’t an inch of them that hadn’t started to melt.  Skin, fat, and muscle fell off in sizzling chunks even as the warriors continued to run ahead. They scampered towards the wolf like a pair of mad, peeled rabbits.

      Incredible! What powerful acid!

      Cloudhawk had seen the outstanding damage rotwolves could cause with this attack, but even that was hardly worth mentioning compared to the matriarch’s acid. In moments, her prey’s armor, skin, and sinews melted into an unrecognizable mass. The victims certainly weren’t going to survive.

      The two mutated fighters were handily defeated. Subject Zero was a force to be reckoned with.

      Hellflower’s hands were a blur. She was beautiful and deadly like a flower from hell, and any soldier within her line of sight was shot down. She hardly even glanced at her targets before they were slain, killing more than even the vicious animals could match.

      Amidst the carnage of the base’s guards, a frail and thin figure slowly picked its way down the corridor. Seven pitch-black mutated soldiers followed. As Academician Roste looked upon the ruin that was his lab, his expression barely changed. He offered a wheezing cough before unhurriedly picking off his glasses and necklace and slipping them into his pocket. When he spoke, he did so naturally, entirely unperturbed by what was happening around him. “I underestimated you lot.”

      Cloudhawk was on high alert. Had this monster finally showed his face? The resistance soldiers hadn’t known what they were walking into and suffered for it, but Cloudhawk and Hellflower, in particular, knew what Roste was capable of. Neither was foolish enough to take his presence lightly.

      And then, there were the dozens of creatures that hated him down to their very cores! Could he even grasp that?

      Slowly, the Academician began to change. His body swelled, and the color drained from his skin, leaving him with a pale blue hue. Meaty hands lifted his staff and pulled, revealing a hidden blade attached to the handle. The blade was no wider than the width of two fingers. It was thin, narrow, and exceedingly common in appearance. In fact, it was a high-frequency ion blade, one that could cut iron as easily as a stick of butter.

      Hellflower took the first shot.

      Roste moved like the wind, jerking his enormous body from side to side so easily that the bullets danced right by. Hellflower’s accuracy was legendary, but even though she was fighting in close proximity within the narrow confines of the corridor, she could not hit her mark. He was too fast. Her attacks were hardly worth his consideration.

      Three of his animal victims charged, thirsty for revenge.

      Roste raised his weapon and swept by, as fluid as a specter. All three animals were cut in half mid-leap, discovering firsthand how deadly his weapon was. Their flesh and bone meant nothing to something that could split sheets of iron.

      One of the wastelands lizards saw the consequences of melee combat and instead spat at Roste. A plume of fire consumed the corridor in scorching heat that would cook a normal human in moments. Yet, as the fires engulfed the Academician, his body’s surface was covered in a heat-deflecting shell. The intense heat caused him no damage.

      A flash of steel. The lizard’s head hit the ground with a thud and rolled away.

      His movements were deft and easy, as though he were just cutting a stick of wood. He buried his sword in the body of a rat that had tried to move in for a sneak attack. It did not dodge, and even though the rat was impaled by the humming blade, it lurched forward, desperately clawing at the Academician. Its whole body began to smolder and turned red.

      It exploded, flooding the hallway with blood and concussive force.

      Self-destruction? Cloudhawk had seen this before. One of these had killed his friend Woola.

      These detonating lab rats were much more dangerous. The explosion had blown Roste’s clothes to shreds but left him without any major injuries. Parts of his body exposed to the blast were covered in a ribbed, heat-resistant crust. He hadn’t been hurt, but the force of the explosion had thrown him into the air.

      Hyena raced forward. Strong legs launched him into the air, and when he reached the Academician’s side, he swung himself around and whipped his leg at the scientist. Roste was smacked out of the area and hit the ground, leaving a small crater.

      To Hyena, it hadn’t felt like he’d kicked a body, but rather a sturdy lump of rubber. Any force exerted by his kick was diffused. Roste’s body could adapt to any outside stimulus immediately, rendering all attacks useless. Guns, knives, fire, explosions – even critically powerful attacks were shrugged off like they were nothing.

      Then, to add insult to injury, the freak had freakish regenerative abilities as well!

      Roste slowly gathered himself up from the ground. His massive, stately, blue-tinged body towered over them like a giant. Every muscle in his body, even his facial features, was finely chiseled so that he looked less like a man and more like a carving of the ancient gods. “I told you it is no use. My body is perfect.”
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      This nightmare of a man possessed terrifying strength, speed, power, regeneration, adaptability… if he stood still and let them attack, they still wouldn’t be able to do him any harm. In addition, he bore a sword that could cut through bone like tofu. Like the grim reaper, a god of death, he was invincible.

      “No, not perfect!” Cloudhawk railed against Roste’s domineering aura, shouting his defiance, “I don’t think he can keep it up!”

      Hellflower and Hyena were enlightened and inspired by the boy’s words. Yes! He had to be right. There were limits to any power. The energy in Roste’s cells couldn’t be limitless, so if they kept up their attack, he would continue to weaken until he eventually burnt out.

      Roste hacked at the sturdy scales of a lizardman attacker and brutally split him from skull to coccyx. The Academician was covered in the blood of the mutant beasts but never once did his blackish-green eyes change their dull expression. “Everyone has their limits. I am no exception. But, do you think you few are capable of forcing me to reach it? Do not overestimate your power.”

      Roste cleaved apart two more beasts as he spoke. Each action seemed easy, almost lazy. There was no indication that he was tiring out. The creatures he killed were the fruits of his labor, built through his own efforts, and yet, he cut them down without the slightest hesitation. The lives he took were worth less to him than rotten wood. In his ambitious heart, there was only progress and the tools needed to achieve it, leaving no room for any respect for life. Under his heartless assault, the animals were pushed back step by step.

      Today, either he died, or everyone else did. There was no third outcome!

      Two transformed soldiers attempted a sneak attack against the rebels from both flanks. Hellflower, ever vigilant, lifted her guns and unloaded several shots into both of them. There was a bullet fired at each of their heads, which punched right through their sturdy skulls. Mutant soldiers were sturdy, but their bodies were not impenetrable.

      However, as she was busy dealing with them, Roste made his move. No one barred his path so he was on them in a blink. Hellflower didn’t even have time to stagger backwards, but Cloudhawk stepped up in her defense. The exorcist rod whirred in his hands, and as his cloak flapped in the artificial breeze, he disappeared.

      “Kill! Kill!”

      Hyena refused to be pushed back. Steeped in the throes of bloodlust, he charged ahead without regard for his own safety. His words were almost indistinguishable from an animal’s cry, not human but the roar of an alpha wolf commanding its pack. All the mighty beasts around, faced with the threat of death, summoned every ounce of ferocity bred into their bones. Without fear or hesitation, they charged at the Academician.

      Though they were creatures of the wilds, they had emotions. They felt rage! They yearned for life and freedom!

      Many were bred in captivity, and from a young age, suffered pain that made them beg for death. Unthinkably agonizing experiments and terrible drugs stimulated brain development, imbuing them with the capacity for memory and critical thought. With it came emotion, and underneath it all, that unyielding feral spirit which defined them refuse to be cowed.

      Days of torment turned into months, which turned into years. They were forced to watch as their own brethren were drained of blood and marrow. It did not escape their notice that their numbers were constantly dwindling. The only thing these tortured, mutated creatures could hold on to was hatred. It was a loathing that had been brewing in their hearts for years.

      Roste was the culprit! It was all because of him! Countless nights of random killing, of being eaten alive, were fresh in their memories. He consumed them to fuel his own need and hunger.

      Roste was the root of their fear and the focus of their enmity. At last, they could act on that all-consuming anger and kill the hateful demon who’d imprisoned them!

      The Academician faced Hyena, the frenzied shapeshifter who was leading his brethren in their desperate charge. A taunting light glimmered in his hateful eyes. This pitiful man, he thought. The beast has consumed what remained of his humanity. Keeping him alive is a danger to the wastelands. It is time to eliminate this failed experiment.

      Hyena was as strong as Greenland Outpost’s former leader, Hydra. Roste had capabilities on the same level as the Bloodsoaked Queen. 

      At her peak, the Bloodsoaked Queen could destroy the likes of Hydra without breaking a sweat. He was nowhere near her level. It was the same between Roste and Hyena. The shapeshifter was fast, but his maker was faster!

      The Academician’s cane sword split the dim light of the lab like a comet. Light glinted off the steel like a flash of lightning. Without any fancy moves, without any wasted motions, he thrust forward. It was simplicity in its purest form, but it left Hyena no way to dodge or block.

      On the surface, it looked like Hyena was carelessly exposing his heart. Roste’s sword was poised to run him through as though he were made of paper when Cloudhawk appeared from the ether. In that crucial moment, the young warrior materialized between them with his exorcist rod held high. A burst of energy pulsed forth as staff met sword. Amidst the sparks, Roste’s deadly sword was knocked off course.

      However, it was not diverted enough to miss Hyena completely. The shapeshifter suffered a nasty gash, but it did not slow him down in the least. He unleashed all of his stored up energy through his fist into Roste’s chest. As expected, the Academician’s flesh hardened into a thick shell just before impact. But this time, Hyena’s blow left a mark.

      Cloudhawk followed on his heels with the exorcist rod. A tempest of energy blasted outward.

      Roste could retaliate, but Cloudhawk was too precious. He was loath to harm the young demon hunter. In turn, Cloudhawk was emboldened by this knowledge. If he were anyone else, fighting up close in this way would be a death sentence. He would have been stomped into paste right away.

      “Now! Before it’s too late.” Cloudhawk hollered, “Attack!”

      A dozen animal experiments dashed forward. Poisonous lizardmen spat acid at the Academician. Wolfmen belched caustic fumes. Giant rats skittered forward, ready to sacrifice their explosive bodies. All of them charged, ready to face death without blinking.

      Hellflower raised a large caliber rifle and leveled it at her target.

      Bang!

      She hit Roste right in the head, the bullet striking so hard that he lost his balance and fell to the ground. The animals set upon him, trying to rip him apart.

      His cane sword whined and shuddered like a weapon from the depths of hell.

      Roste seemed to have been temporarily paralyzed. And yet, when he hit the ground, he bounced back up so quickly that the creatures on top of him were blown back. Anything in the path of Roste’s high-frequency sword was severed, and several of their animal allies were sliced to ribbons. A fog of blood several feet in diameter surrounded the Academician, and the walls were painted with the remains of his victims.

      Roste himself was showing signs of damage. Even if he were made from steel inside and out, after such quick and ferocious attacks, he couldn’t have escaped without injury. Hellflower’s shot to the head had ripped off a section of scalp, revealing fractured bone beneath. Severe injuries marked his back, torso, and arms.

      Only, it was no use!

      Roste’s fractured skull knitted itself up in seconds, so fast that they could see his flesh grow over the patch before their very eyes. The other injuries healed just as quickly, which made the defenders’ hair stand on end. There was no way they could beat him, not like this. Even with fresh animal attackers coming in waves, even with all of them fighting with every fiber of their beings, they still couldn’t cause him any permanent damage!

      However, Roste seemed to fear the present danger. The most potent threat was Hellflower and her gun. It packed an incredible punch, and as unlikely as it was to penetrate his skin, it was better to be safe. She had to be dealt with quickly.

      She aimed and fired again, this time aiming the barrel at his eye socket. Roste flung himself to the side, fast enough to protect his eye but not fast enough to stop the passing bullet from tearing off the skin from one side of his face.

      Expressionlessly, he slowly bent his knees, coiling like a spring. He gathered up pressure and then released it all at once to shoot out like a cannonball. He broke through the crowds of vicious beasts as a pair of meaty wings simultaneously slithered out of his back. After a moment, he stabilized and traced an arc through the air.

      “Motherfucker! He can fly!”

      Cloudhawk stared in disbelief when the wings emerged from Roste’s back. Compared to the eagle before, these wings were weak. The freakish mutation didn’t allow for effortless soaring. However, they were good enough to allow him to glide. Elevated high above the animals, he was able to avoid their sharp claws and jagged teeth as he headed for Hellflower. He came down towards her with his cane sword held tightly in both hands.

      She turned as white as a sheet. Hellflower wanted to run, but she was caught in his sights. It was too late.

      Clang!

      The grating sound of metal on metal made her teeth grind.

      Cloudhawk, again!

      He was channeling his psychic energy through the staff and once again used it to deflect Roste’s sword. However, even his relic weapon was only able to protect them from so many blows. What’s more, the Academician’s strength was overpowering. Although Cloudhawk had grown stronger during the last torturous week, it still felt like having a mountain dropped on top of him. The force of the impact nearly forced him to his knees. His joints popped audibly from the strain, and he could tell that his right elbow and shoulder had been dislocated.

      Hellflower stared wide-eyed at the edge of Roste’s blade, which had stopped inches from her nose. A single bead of sweat rolled off her forehead. Without even thinking, she pulled the trigger and her gun discharged point blank into their foe’s chest. The Academician was blasted back but spread his wings in midair to regain balance.

      Ka-cha! She instinctually pulled back the rifle bolt and cleared its chamber. The empty casing rang when it hit the ground. Bang! She fired again, and this time, her shot tore through one of his bat-like wings. Academician Roste hit the ground like a kite with its string cut.

      Hyena was on top of him in an instant with claws bared.

      Roste was faster, though, and met Hyena with a kick from his powerful leg. The shapeshifter was knocked back, and Roste lunged at him once again with his sword. This time, Cloudhawk was too far to help even if he used his invisibility cloak. Hyena had to face his creator on his own.

      It was a close call, but a figure even larger than Hyena came tearing through.

      The wolf matriarch was faster than the other creatures and covered dozens of feet like a bolt of silver lightning. Its mighty clawed forelimbs struck Roste square on his shoulders and their momentum flung the Academician back more than thirty feet. The other mutant wolves caught up and began to gnaw at the evil man’s arms and legs.

      Hovering over him, the matriarch opened her maw wide and coated him in a caustic fog. It poured over Roste’s head and face, and being at least ten times stronger than that of a typical rotwolf, even steel would melt under a direct blast.

      Roste had been weakened through the course of the fight, and his abilities had begun to wane. Even so, he wrenched an arm free from the tearing jaws of the wolves and jabbed his cane sword into the matriarch’s body. The wound was harsh, deep, and severed her spine.

      Hyena screamed a wail full of rage and anguish, “No!”

      Piteous whines arose from the others in their pack, but the matriarch was not deterred. For five full seconds, she released her noxious cloud over the Academician, turning even the ground into a bubbling pit.

      Roste screamed at her in a mad fury. He hacked at her waist until it was cut apart. With his left arm, he struck her jaw and shattered her teeth. The upper part of her body was knocked several feet into the air while organs spilled from her wounds and onto the ground. What remained of the matriarch lay in a bloody heap several feet away. She pawed at the air for a moment longer. Then, her vibrant green eyes went dark.
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      A melancholy he could not restrain flooded Hyena as he witnessed the wolf matriarch die to save him. The anger and pain that arose came from deep within his soul.

      Roste stumbled back onto his feet with some effort, reeling from the acidic fog. His head and most of his chest was a rotted mess. His eyes had melted, leaving him blind.

      With bloodshot eyes filled with rage, Hyena charged again. Roste could not see, but his hearing was fine, so when he heard the shapeshifter coming, he swung wildly with his weapon. Meanwhile, Hyena had lost his mind to fury and his only interest was in tearing this man limb from limb. He didn’t even attempt to dodge.

      At this crucial moment, Hellflower lifted her rifle and fired. The bullet caught Roste in the shoulder and stopped his swinging.

      Hyena struck him first with his right leg. The kick brought Roste up into the air and smashed him against the nearby corridor wall. He then quickly followed with a flurry of blows to the head. Each blow had enough force behind it to collapse a normal man’s chest. Roste was like a punching bag that threatened to burst at the seams. Bones all over his body were broken, and even the iron wall he was pressed against was dented.

      These injuries were enough to kill a man ten times over!

      “You foolish thing.”

      Roste still refused to die. The sound that came from his crushed vocal cords hardly sounded human. The Academician grabbed Hyena’s right hand mid-punch and squeezed. Amidst the sickening cracks and pops, his former experiment released a shrill wail. His hand was destroyed, but he still had his left, and the keen claws jutting from it were thrust into Roste’s left thorax. They slipped through the bubbling flesh and into the freak’s heart.

      Roste did not react except to plant a kick in Hyena’s chest. Their ally was hurled several dozens of feet away before he hit the ground. He struggled to rise but ultimately, couldn’t.

      Having lined up another shot, Hellflower pulled the trigger but blanched when she discovered she had no bullets left. She threw the rifle aside and reached for her last weapon.

      Roste was already locked onto her position. He heaved the sword towards her, its keen edge whistling as it split the air. Cloudhawk was close enough this time to awaken the power of his relic and block Roste’s attack.

      The two weapons met once again, and this time, both broke from the impact. Roste’s cane sword snapped right in the middle and ceased its high-frequency vibrations. The top half snapped backwards and flipped just past Roste’s eyes.

      Hellflower had her gun drawn and ready.

      Roste jumped up and caught the spinning half of his broken sword with a kick that sent it racing towards Cloudhawk. It passed by him and shot into Hellflower’s stomach as she prepared to fire. The jagged, bloodstained metal tore right through her before pinning her to the wall behind, quivering with residual force. She slumped on her metal peg as a pool of blood quickly grew around her.

      The flesh on Roste’s face was halfway healed, but it somehow only made him look more terrible. He reached out and grabbed Cloudhawk by the throat, lifting him off the ground. “I trust you now understand what’s good for you.”

      Cloudhawk felt like a helpless little bird. No matter how hard he struggled, he could not break free. The jagged claws that Roste’s fingernails had become dug into the flesh of his neck. He was suffocating. The pressure had cut off all air to his brain.

      He needed only squeeze the slightest bit and Cloudhawk’s neck would snap.

      Hyena lay in a heap, too wounded to stand while Hellflower was pinned to the wall. None of the mutated animals could do anything to harm Roste. After all of this horror and carnage, would it be the Academician who won in the end?

      No! It wasn’t over!

      Cloudhawk took advantage of this rare chance, so close to their enemy, to do something no one expected. He wrapped his hand around a syringe he’d kept hidden, lifted it high, and jabbed it into Academician Roste’s neck. The flesh around Roste’s neck was still recovering and couldn’t harden against the needle. It slipped right in, and Cloudhawk squeezed the plunger with his thumb, forcing whatever liquid was inside into Roste’s body.

      “What did you do?!” Roste plucked the syringe from his neck. He was blind and had no sense of smell, but he feared what Cloudhawk had done. He knew. He just couldn’t believe it. “What have you done?!”

      “Your body is powerful, Master Academician. I can’t do anything about that…” Cloudhawk’s neck was red under Roste’s tightening fingers, but he grinned nonetheless. “I was just curious how you would react to a dose of your own brainwashing drug.”

      “The brainwashing…? No… no, no, no!”

      Blood leaked from the corners of Hellflower’s mouth. She had already given up hope after getting pinned to the wall. Who would have expected such a sudden reversal of fortunes to occur right after? The brainwashing drugs! The same ones Chimp had planned to use on her.

      The adaptability of Roste’s body had protected him from her bullets. How could such a flimsy needle pierce his skin? The answer was timing, for Cloudhawk knew that while Roste’s mangled flesh was recovering, he was vulnerable. Vulnerable enough for a tiny needle to squeeze in.

      Roste screamed so loudly and so ferociously that the din threatened to deafen them. He spun around and burst through the crowds of animals, fleeing the containment area with Cloudhawk held half-dead in his grip. 

      The Academician hurried to his own labs where he frantically began rummaging through his things. Several medicines were quickly imbibed or injected, but nothing would help. Roste had invented the serum. He knew better than anyone that his fate was sealed.

      Its effects would set in quickly. In a few minutes, the damage to his brain and synapses would be wide-spread and irreversible.

      After all of his painstaking work, Roste could take a bullet to the brain and survive. However, there was nothing even his perfect body could do against permanent damage caused by his medicines. He could already sense his focus waning. It was becoming harder to think, feeling like he was being dragged into a dark hole.

      It was too late!

      Numbness crept through him. With great gulping breaths, he slumped to the ground in the middle of his laboratory. Roste stared at Cloudhawk with newly regenerated eyes as the boy struggled to crawl away. Never… never in a hundred thousand years did he imagine this boy would get the better of him.

      His body continued to heal even as his mind was being destroyed.

      The Academician knew his time was short, and in his final moments, a calm overtook him. With a soft and gentle voice, he called out to Cloudhawk, “Do not struggle. If I wanted to kill you, you’d have been dead long ago.”

      At the closing of this conflict, Cloudhawk felt a broad sorrow. There was no anger or animosity within Roste, as though a sudden epiphany had drained all resistance from him. He stared at Cloudhawk with serene green eyes.

      Roste was not a capriciously cruel man. Although his hands were coated in the blood of countless victims, there was a reason, a motive behind everything. Would killing Cloudhawk reverse his fate? Such was life!

      Cloudhawk gasped for breath and replied in hoarse tones, “You brought this on yourself!”

      “Maybe.” Roste managed a self-deprecating expression. “You know… when I first saw you, you reminded me of myself at your age. We’re a lot alike, you and I.”

      “Oh fuck off! I’m nothing like you!”

      “You haven’t reached my age yet. It’s too early to say what you’ll become.” He punctuated the thought with a bitter laugh. He was quickly losing control of his body. He already couldn’t move his legs. “I’ve nearly reached my end, an old man in his final moments. I’d like to entrust a few important things to you.”

      It was almost laughable. Cloudhawk thought the old man really had lost his mind. Cloudhawk had been very anxious to tear the old man into pieces. Helping him now didn’t seem likely.

      “First, after I am dead, please destroy all of my notes. You must not let these materials fall into Hellflower’s hands. You don’t understand… Hellflower, she… she is even more dangerous than I! Her hunger for knowledge and her ambition is ten times greater than mine ever was.”

      “Second, all of the intelligent animals we keep here must be destroyed by whatever means necessary. Letting them go is opening a Pandora’s box of tragedy. In a thousand years, history will look upon us as sinners and monsters. Do you understand?”

      Cloudhawk replied with a contemptuous snort. Even in his final moments, this old man was a dramatic blowhard.

      “Finally, though I have reached my end, the cause I fought for shall continue. I don’t want it to end this way. I must ask you –“

      Cloudhawk sensed something funny. “What the hell are you on about?”

      Suddenly, Roste’s neck stretched to horrific proportions. Like a viper, he whipped his head towards Cloudhawk and bit him in the throat. The young man yelped and scrambled back, feeling like he’d been bitten by a poisonous snake. As Roste’s neck retracted back to normal, Cloudhawk thrashed and screamed in pain upon the ground.

      The bite had infected him with something, some sort of toxin that ran throughout his body. Whatever this freak had done to him, it couldn’t have been good.

      With his final treachery complete, Roste’s body shriveled up. His long years came creeping back, and he was once more the withered old man Cloudhawk had first met. Only, not entirely. His skin remained that strange blue hue, and his eyes remained blackish-green. The twisted man slumped, appearing to have aged two hundred years.

      The rattling sound from his throat was haggard and uncomfortable to listen to. “Here is some… advice. When I… am dead… Leave. The quicker… the better!”

      It was done. A new beginning was on the horizon. Such was the world. An endless cycle. A spark passed on.

      Trembling hands pulled the finger bone necklace from his pocket, and Roste held it tenderly. Fingers like dead branches stroked each one as his memories brought him back. He thought about his old teacher and regretted never having taken a student of his own. In all the vast wastelands, he had never found anyone worthy of inheriting his knowledge.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, Hellflower came stumbling by with a hand pressed against the wound in her abdomen.

      Cloudhawk twitched and jerked in pain upon the ground. Broken flasks and caustic potions were flung all around. Roste sat placidly on the floor with his necklace in his hands, but all focus had left his eyes and he sat muttering nonsense to himself. He’d lost his mind.

      Hellflower stood in the doorway, looking at Cloudhawk as he thrashed and Roste as he muttered incoherently.

      Brainwashing wasn’t accomplished in a single dose of the medicine. The shot Roste had been given was just the first step. There were several more processes required, and considering the peculiarities of Roste’s body, the medicine affected him differently. It was not surprising that it had driven him crazy.

      “How are you doing?”

      “Motherfucker! He bit me! I think I’m poisoned!”

      Hellflower paused and looked around. With all the drugs strewn around, it was likely at least some were biotoxins. It would make sense for him to punish Cloudhawk in his final moments. However, it didn’t look like Cloudhawk was in danger of dying.

      Roste remained kneeling on the ground, fondling his finger bone necklace. He continued to mutter to himself with words no one but he could understand.

      Hellflower didn’t even want to bother with him. She pressed the muzzle of her gun against the back of the old man’s head.

      Bang!

      Roste’s head exploded, spilling brain matter all over the ground as his eighty-year-old body collapsed. As his necklace hit the ground, the cord broke and sent bleached bone scattering in every direction, stained by the blood of the Academician.

      Cloudhawk gaped at her. “You killed him, just like that?”

      “Roste lived his life walking down the wrong path. If we want to save humanity, his way is not the right one.” Hellflower unceremoniously threw her gun aside. “He was obsessed his whole life. This was liberation.”

      Cloudhawk fell silent. The world had one fewer madman in it. One fewer monster. One fewer genius.
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      The news of Roste’s death spread like a stone thrown in a placid lake. Blackwater Base was flung into chaos overnight. Although there were factions opposing Roste, they had remained secret for a reason, and not just because of his cruel methods. The Academician enjoyed stellar prestige in the base. He was their foundation. No other faction could come close to the influence he wielded, and so they waited and bided their time.

      When the news that Academician Roste had been slain in a fight with Hellflower and Hyena, opposition arose almost immediately. The call went up for anyone loyal to Roste to gather and vigorously oppose his murderers.

      “Hellflower and Hyena are traitors!”

      “They killed Academician Roste and took over his laboratory!” 

      “What do you say? Should we fight our way in? Should we avenge the Academician?”

      “Absolutely. We can’t let Blackwater Base fall into the hands of these ambitious snakes!”

      Before long, hundreds of armed fighters were marching on the labs. They hoisted their weapons, firing their guns into the air and shouting, “Kill the traitors! Kill, kill, kill!”

      Many of these rabble-rousers were the Academician’s supporters, but more still were only seeking to profit off the chaos. Roste was dead, and neither Hellflower nor Hyena would escape the matter unscathed. If they could be dealt with as well, then there would be nothing to stop those hungry for power from reaching out to take it.

      Blackwater Base was hidden in the swamp and protected by strong fortifications. It had a water purification system that would be the envy of the wastelands if anyone knew they had it. Whoever controlled this place would instantly be elevated to one of the mightiest positions in the wastes. It was worth wondering how many people could possibly resist this temptation.

      Hyena was strong, but to put it bluntly, he was a well-developed attack dog and little more.

      The Seekers were different from other groups as they respected scientists above warriors. Hellflower was intelligent and capable but was also a woman. Even among Seekers, women were largely regarded as less important.

      A woman’s place was on a man’s crotch. What business was it of hers to vie for power? Besides that, she was an outsider and didn’t have any standing to lead. Instead, whoever was the first to take power would use her for their own pleasure, for many wanted to enjoy the woman they called “first of the wildflowers.” 

      The mob clamored for blood, preparing to lay siege to the labs.

      Before they could, however, the sound of angry growls rose up from all around them. Suddenly, they were filled with fear as they searched for the source of the noises. What was it? How could there be wild animals here in the base? When the mob recovered their wits, they saw shadows all around, just moments before a hail of bullets and arrows descended upon them.

      “It’s a sneak attack!”

      They stopped screaming and attempted to take up a defensive position, but before they could gather up, beasts assailed them from several directions. Ferocious faces with brutal eyes snarled and howled as they descended on the mob.

      “Shit! Mutated animals!”

      “Everyone, kill them quickly!”

      “The lab animals have gotten free!”

      How could these men hope to stave off over a hundred wild beasts? In the space of a few moments, a good number of the rioters had been slain. The rest were forced to throw down their arms and surrender. A large contingent of wastelands fighters followed behind the creatures with their guns and crossbows pointed at the mob.

      One of them separated from the rest, dragging the leader of Roste’s followers along with him. He fired a few rounds into the air and then spoke to everyone through a loudspeaker, “We are the Opposition, and currently, our highest ranking leader is Hellflower. Roste was a narrow-minded, power-hungry despot who, over the years, has done much to harm our base. He has been removed through the efforts of Lady Hellflower at the behest of the people’s wishes, for this will be beneficial to all of us. Starting today, Hellflower is our new leader, and anyone who disagrees is welcome to stand up and say so!”

      The head of the mob whimpered in the man’s grip, “Please don’t kill me!”

      His captor apparently did not hear. Pointing his gun at the piteous rioter, he pulled the trigger until the clip was empty. The gun’s kickback rattled against his hand again and again before abruptly stopping. Once he was finished, the man on the ground was riddled with smoking holes.

      These were the soldiers who opposed Roste, over a hundred strong. They were joined with the hundred or so creatures the Academician had tortured and prodded. Together, they formed a strange and formidable band. How could anyone stand against them?

      “Take them all away!”

      The Opposition leader’s people tied up the rioters and took them away to await sentencing. Rebellions like this had cropped up several times now, but none had lasted very long or managed to achieve much.

      Hellflower had already been a member of the Opposition for a long time. She didn’t share their mindset precisely, but it wasn’t long ago that nearly their entire leadership was wiped out during their ill-fated secret meeting. Who knew how Hellflower truly felt? Roste’s actions had saved her the work of having to deal with those old fogeys and paved the way for her to ascend as leader. Ultimately, it was thanks to him that she was now master of this base.

      The group that dispersed the crowd was not the only power the Opposition had. The organization’s reach and influence were large, and each one of those old scientists Roste had killed had a reputation and followers. With so much support, Hellflower was able to muster a team of three hundred warriors under her command.

      However, that was still not enough.

      Hyena and Hellflower came to some sort of agreement, though no one knew what it was. He gathered his former supporters and convinced them to join with Hellflower. He also organized the animals to do their bidding. In the end, with their power consolidated, those who chose to rebel were viewed as only a small and irritating part of the new climate of Blackwater Base.

      When all was said and done, it was Hellflower who gained the most.

      After stabilizing the situation, the first thing she did was break into Roste’s secret lab despite her serious injuries. She ravenously searched for every scrap of notes and data left behind and took them for her own.

      Cloudhawk saw how she managed the situation and found her to be both capable and moderate. It eased his heart, and he felt that Blackwater Base was in good hands. However, he felt a wisp of concern when he saw how covetously she gathered Roste’s work.

      The Academician’s research was vast and far-reaching, detailing the workings of various medicines as well as biological mutations. This body of work included his ultimate project that he spent his life on.

      Although Hellflower had pilfered and translated the key parts of his research, it still wasn’t enough for her to grasp the bulk of Roste’s technique. She needed to study all of the Academician’s notes to acquire whatever secrets he’d uncovered.

      “Hey, Hellflower. I’m tellin’ you, this stuff just doesn’t seem right.” Without any particular reason, Roste’s final words echoed in Cloudhawk’s mind. “I really don’t think keepin’ it will bring about anything good. Better to just burn all this shit up.”

      “Now you’re on about this, too?” She chuckled at him with a charming laugh. She was, as ever, a beauty that was inexplicable and just out of reach, always leaving people guessing. “I assume Roste said something to you before he died?”

      Cloudhawk was insistent. “All I’m sayin’ is this stuff was created by taking countless lives and spilling a lot of blood. None of this is any good!”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. In fact, in my eyes, knowledge is neither good nor evil. Since this research has taken so many lives, don’t we have an even greater responsibility to protect it? Otherwise, won’t all those sacrifices have been in vain? One day, there will be someone else like Roste. And then another.”

      Cloudhawk was silent as he considered her words. They weren’t entirely without merit.

      “In this world, every eventuality will come to pass. It’s inevitable.” Hellflower pushed her goggles higher on the bridge of her nose. This simple motion made her seem both erudite and beautiful at the same time. “Mankind’s knowledge is the fuel that feeds the fires of civilization. It is our responsibility to pass on what we learn so that there is always progress. The destitution of today is because that lineage was broken. We lost our history and all the knowledge that came before us. I refuse to cast away the knowledge we’ve worked so hard to scrape together. It’s work that must continue.”

      Cloudhawk wasn’t much interested in Roste’s warning before, and after Hellflower’s lofty argument, he paid them even less mind.

      “Alright, enough about that. We have someone to send off. Hyena’s ready to leave.”

      “Hyena’s leaving? Why?”

      “The beasts he commands have harmed people since they were released. You know they’re wild animals, even if they’re smarter than normal. They can’t constrain their wild nature forever, and the people of the base won’t tolerate them staying. I can’t put them back in cages, so the only option is to let them leave.”

      She spoke calmly, but Cloudhawk suspected her intentions.

      Hyena was popular in the base, and the animals he commanded were a staggering force. If he remained at Blackwater Base, he would enjoy a high position. However, the wolf matriarch’s death showed him that he was no longer a man. He could not control his wild brethren, and sooner or later, their feral nature would cause a disaster. He made the decision to lead the intelligent animals into the wilds once he helped Hellflower take control.

      “Is it safe for him to just go like this?”

      “There are conditions, of course.” She shrugged and spoke nonchalantly, “They wanted the notes related to Roste’s mutation process. I’d already studied it, so I let them have what they wanted.”

      This was unsettling news for Cloudhawk. She gave them this precious and dangerous material so readily?

      Cloudhawk finally understood the difference between Roste and Hellflower. The Academician was responsible for incredible things, but he never released his findings into the world, not even to Hellflower or Chimp. It wasn’t that he was covetous of what he learned, but rather that he knew knowledge could be dangerous. He did not want to pass on that power to those who did not understand its implications.

      For Hellflower, things were different. She believed the further knowledge spread, the more meaningful it became. She felt that wider dissemination was integral. But, giving this away to Hyena… somehow, this felt wrong.

      A hundred figures hovered around the gates to Blackwater Base. Hyena stood in the center of the crowd, his body half man and half beast. Among the beasts, he did not seem the slightest bit out of place. Be it in bearing or in countenance, he was just the same as the mutated beastmen around him.

      Hellflower strode forward, her silvery hair dancing in the breeze. Her mouth was arched in a crescent smirk. “Where are you going to go? Is there some way I can help?”

      “Thank you for your kindness, but no.” Hyena had no kind feelings towards this woman. He knew her gentle smile was just a mask. Her heart could be as black and malicious as Roste’s, and if he had any other choice, Hyena would rather have nothing to do with the likes of her. “All of the wastelands are our home. I’m ready to lead my people out to create our own history.”

      Hellflower nodded. “Then go with my blessing.”

      Hyena nodded, and then turned and led his people out of the gates.

      Hellflower watched them go with that smile still on her face. “Interesting… very interesting. They were never completed, but maybe if they were, there’d be another race. A fourth race along with the gods, demons, and humans… the werebeasts!”

      Cloudhawk’s face turned into a slight scowl.

      Hellflower always knew the possible consequences.

      He thought again about Roste’s second request: find a way to destroy all of his sordid creations. All of a sudden, Cloudhawk felt like he had released a danger into the world, but how could he accomplish Roste’s task on his own? He posed no threat to this new race.

      However, he saw it clearly. This species of intelligent beast-human hybrids was a danger to the wastelands. They would grow and multiply, proliferating until some years later, a new society with its own history and goals would emerge.

      The scene today at the gates of Blackwater Base would one day find its way into the annals of history. Its long-term implications, however, were hard to determine. At least as far as Roste had been concerned, this was a mistake that would lead to terrible suffering.

      Hyena galloped off on all fours. He and his people disappeared into the marshes.

      Cloudhawk didn’t know if he’d run into Hyena again one day. If he did in some distant future, he wasn’t sure whether they would meet as friends or foes.

      But for now, this possibility wasn’t important.

      He remembered something the old man had once said. Here, beneath the stars, men were naught but dust. However much he tried, a man could only control his own life. In this twisted era, no one cared about what was right or wrong.

      “Come on, let’s head back.”

      Hellflower lightly clapped her hand on Cloudhawk’s shoulder. She kept it there as the two walked back inside.
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      Several days had passed since the big conflict.

      Hellflower appeared in Roste’s laboratory – though now, of course, it was called Hellflower’s laboratory.

      She was clad in short leather shorts and a jacket that clung tightly to her figure and put her curves on full display, especially the proud swell of her chest. A gunslinger’s belt was slung around her waist where her custom-made guns and several lines of bullets were holstered. It was perched on the pert apex of her long, shapely legs. Over it all was a snow-white lab coat that merged her wild wastelander appearance with that of a studious erudite. On her, the dual styles did not clash.

      After many setbacks, she ultimately succeeded. Roste’s secrets were within her grasp.

      Hellflower had begun wandering the wastelands when she was a teenager. Throughout her travels, she had visited more than ten Seeker crews, sometimes staying only a few months while the longest was for a few years. Her goal had always been to learn everything she could.

      Her time in Blackwater Base was the longest and also the most dangerous. She’d almost lost her life, but the risks were worth it. She’d gained more here than she had ever expected. It would take years of meditating on the knowledge to truly understand it all.

      “Exalted leader.” A scientist respectfully intruded, “Cloudhawk’s blood sample has been collected.”

      She lifted her head from the piles of data before her. She found Cloudhawk to be a very interesting young man, not only because he’d saved her on several occasions, but also because there was a lot about him that piqued her interest.

      Lately, he’d seen a great deal of trouble. He claimed to have been bitten by Roste as the old man lost his mind, which infected him with something. However, none of their checks or scans revealed the presence of any toxins. Moreover, no symptoms had manifested since then, but, to be on the safe side, she’d had some of his blood drawn to see if they could find anything.

      She stretched out her long, delicate fingers and took the vial of blood from her assistant. She moved as though to do something but paused. Something flashed behind her beautiful eyes. “How is his recovery coming along? Has there been anything noteworthy?”

      The scientist found it difficult to stare at his leader’s bright eyes directly. He was jealous of that vulgar boy and the care he got from this beautiful woman. He truthfully reported what he knew, “None of his injuries were serious. They’re mostly healed by now. He certainly eats and drinks a lot. Only… he’s always asking to leave.”

      “Asking to leave? Why?!”

      “I’m uncertain. He’s become more irritable lately as if he’s displeased with this place. He is preparing his things now preparing to go.”

      This revelation clearly bothered her. What was going through this kid’s brain? The whole base belonged to her now, and Cloudhawk was one of her most cherished people. As long as she was here, what could he be lacking? She simply couldn’t understand. Were the Elysian lands really so appealing?

      No matter what, Cloudhawk couldn’t leave.

      Hellflower needed his help to translate Roste’s notes, and he still had more to learn about Elysian language and culture. That should be enough to pacify his wanderlust, at least for a while. They’ll take it one day at a time.

      In the end, she hoped he might choose to remain here and help her. He was young but was full of potential. He was also the only person in the wastelands she could rely on. She would be much more at ease if he stayed.

      When she thought about it, Hellflower recalled that she was already past thirty. In all those years, no one had made her feel comfortable. She’d only known Cloudhawk for a short time, though, so where did this assuredness come from?

      “Exalted leader, someone is asking to see you.”

      “Who is it?” She was busy analyzing Cloudhawk’s blood sample and didn’t look up. Everything else had been put to the side. Her first inclination was to dismiss whoever it was.

      “Someone from outside. A stranger. He’s very tall… much taller than a normal man. Maybe a representative from the sweepers.” The guard could tell from her body language that Hellflower was uninterested. He bowed and said, “If your Excellency is busy, I can tell him you aren’t interested in visitors right now.”

      “Wait a moment!” Hellflower stopped what she was doing, shut her eyes, and thought for a moment. “Let him in.”

      Several minutes later…

      The sounds of heavy and determined footsteps came from the hallway. Each step was like a battering ram, every thud rattling deep into the depths of her heart. The sound made her body shake ever so slightly, and the air grew oppressively heavy.

      She could feel the pressure on her chest and thought she could smell the scent of carnage in the air. Even before she could see his likeness, Hellflower knew this man was more powerful than anything she’d encountered before.

      The visitor entered, revealing his strange physique. His whole body was wrapped up tightly as though hiding some unpresentable reality beneath. From beneath the shadows of his cowl, a pair of blood red eyes glowed like embers. They pierced her like bloody daggers.

      Hellflower felt as though the tip of an ice-cold blade was running along her spine, and her hand went instinctively to the handle of her gun. However, she quickly caught herself and forced her hand to relax. Drawing her weapon or leaving it holstered, the end result would be the same. Making a show would only reveal her fear to this stranger. It was better to remain calm and collected. She turned to address her subordinates, “Leave us, and do not let anyone in without my explicit instruction.”

      Her guards left the room. She and the mysterious stranger were the only ones remaining.

      “How did you get here?” She stared at the man in front of her. “The word is you’re dead. What’s the meaning of this? I’ve told you that I will no longer work for you!”

      “Heheheh…” The slithering laughter was uncomfortable on the ears, like the croaking of a frog. He removed his hood to reveal his face, or rather, something like a mask where his face should be. His head was covered in white hair, and he stared at her with burning red orbs that served as eyes. “You killed Roste? Such a pity.”

      The Caliph of the Sands! The apex power of the wastelands!

      He belonged to the world’s most mysterious race, those who were blamed for the destruction and turmoil that tore society apart. He was a demon.

      After the war with the gods, there were few of his kind left in the world. Those that remained hid on distant islands or in the depths below mountains. Those who forsook hermitage and chose to live in the wastelands or near the Elysian lands were particularly scarce. The Caliph of the Sands was one of the more famous.

      Terror hung over demons like a fog and infected any human that came close. It was the sort of terror that sheep feel when the wolf creeps into their midst, or the worm feels when the shadow of a bird passes overhead. Without reason or embellishment, that fear seeped into the core of one’s soul.

      It was said that the fall of civilization was directly connected to demons. Their arrival brought about the slaughter of billions and caused mankind’s collapse. Those places destroyed by demons became the wastelands, a barren hellscape where hardly anything grew.

      If not for the arrival of the gods, demons would have conquered the whole world.

      The flood of trepidation Hellflower felt upon facing the demon almost paralyzed her. Sweat had begun to collect on her brow. She did not know why this dangerous being was visiting her now.

      Were there really those so stupid to believe Cloudhawk could defeat the likes of the Caliph? Hellflower hadn’t believed it from the first moment she heard the news. She was intimately familiar with the Caliph’s terrible power as well as his cunning and acumen. He was older than anyone knew, and for a young demon hunter and her pet to kill him… it was absolutely laughable.

      The Caliph’s strange and sinister voice slithered through the room, “If I wanted to kill you, you would already be dead. Do not fear. I am here so that we might work together.”

      Hellflower was no typical wastelander. She clenched her fists and responded coldly, “What makes you think I’ll cooperate with you?”

      “Because you have no choice.” His illusory voice sounded like it’d come out of a nightmare. It was both infinitely far and right in front of her. “First, I will offer a warning: the self-destruct sequence Roste created when he established this place has begun. The destruction of Blackwater Base is inevitable, and if you choose to remain here, you will die.”

      Hellflower did not believe him. “I’ve never heard of anything like that. Your alarmist nonsense will not persuade me.”

      “You shouldn’t underestimate Roste. His methods of ensuring Blackwater’s destruction were numerous, and the most certain method involves the help of outside forces.”

      “Outside forces... you must mean the Elysians!”

      “Your powers of comprehension continue to impress.” The praise was odd coming from his rasping voice. “Unless I misjudged, the Elysians have likely already heard the news. To them, the Seekers are mortal enemies, a bleak sin to be wiped out. This is especially true given the shocking experiments performed here, wouldn’t you say? This army of Elysians is sure to contain a number of demon hunters, so do not presume this place can survive. Blackwater Base’s fate is sealed.”

      Hellflower felt her heart sink into her stomach.

      Roste… ah, Roste! Again, I underestimated you, you shrewd fox!

      In all the wasteland, Seekers were the most intolerable to the people of the Elysian lands. This enmity was clear in their doctrines, wherein none of their citizens were permitted to use vehicles, guns, or any of the artifacts of the past. In the eyes of the faithful, these tools invited the destruction of man and had become synonymous with filth.

      In contrast, Seekers craved the secrets of the past and explored the ruins for their treasures. That made every Seeker a blasphemer.

      The war between Elysians and Seekers had gone on for years with the denizens of the holy lands having destroyed much of the Seekers’ influence. Each time, they rooted out any and all traces of their organization and eradicated them with extreme prejudice. The abominations created here in Blackwater Base would be considered especially abhorrent. They were created through the use of demonic technology, and if they were burned a hundred times, they would never be considered cleansed.

      What came of the Elysians’ rage was frightening to behold. When it was time to cleanse, they dispatched more than just elite warriors. When someone truly needed to die, they sent their seasoned demon hunters, warriors whose primary occupation was to destroy the root of human suffering. 

      How strong were demon hunters? A handful of them was as formidable as an army! If a contingent of them were dispatched, no power in the wastelands could withstand their ire.

      A cold sweat broke out all over Hellflower’s body. If not for the Caliph’s warning, she would have never known they were coming. If they arrived at the marsh before she could leave, it wouldn’t matter if she were a once-in-a-generation master. There would be no escape.

      “You called me a traitor. Why are you telling me this?”

      “Mistakes might be forgiven for those with talent. Besides, there’s something I need you to do for me. Not just now, but in the future as well.”

      Hellflower didn’t even need to think about it. “You’re talking about Cloudhawk.”

      It was not hard to guess. Cloudhawk possessed the Gospel of the Sands, one of the Caliph’s most treasured relics. There were only two possibilities in which he could have come across it; either he’d really killed the Caliph, or the demon had given it to him. Evidently, it was the latter.

      She knowingly went on, “He’s important to you. Otherwise, why go through all the effort?”

      “He’s an investment.” A glimmer of mirth twinkled in the beast’s hellish eyes.

      Hellflower was an interesting human, which was one of the reasons why he was loath to kill her. In addition, she was in a position to help. She could not remain here and needed a way to escape with the data, find somewhere safe to uncover its secrets, all while avoiding a gruesome death at the hands of the Elysians. The Caliph was the only one who could make it happen.
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      Cloudhawk was practicing the demon hunter training exercises. He found that his body had improved again by no small measure. Now, he was able to perform twenty movements easily. Though it was a far cry from what the Bloodsoaked Queen could do, his improvement was still impressive.

      He still remained in Blackwater Base, studying with Hellflower. There was much to learn. Otherwise, he would have already left to continue his journey.

      Cloudhawk hated the struggle and intrigue of the wastelands. He despised fleeing from place to place, fighting for his life. Getting out of this hell hole was his greatest wish. His friendship with Hellflower was more about mutual benefit than anything else, and there was nothing she could offer that would keep him here.

      Sooner or later, Cloudhawk would leave. Without a doubt!

      A guard approached to deliver a message, “Master Cloudhawk. Our leader wishes to speak with you.”

      Cloudhawk made his way to Hellflower’s laboratory. She was crouched over a series of strange instruments, too absorbed to notice him enter. She was as beautiful as ever; her firm breasts and pert backside were outlined by her lab gear, and her silvery hair hung loosely at her shoulders. The others in the room stole furtive glances as often as they could.

      These days, no one challenged her authority. She was the undisputed leader, whether it was in terms of intelligence or physical capabilities.

      She didn’t raise her head, keeping her eyes fixed on the equipment before her. However, words slipped from her attractive mouth when she heard Cloudhawk’s footsteps. “I heard you’re getting ready to leave?”

      Cloudhawk was direct in his response, “My time here began with an accident. I’ve already stayed too long. I’m planning to leave in a couple days.”

      He already had the Caliph’s book as proof and the Bloodsoaked Queen’s token for passage. A life of ease and plenty awaited him in the Elysian lands. There, Cloudhawk would live as a hero, living a life which he imagined would be far better than anything out here in the wastelands. The young wastelander was not an ambitious sort. In his entire life up to now, his only desire was to find somewhere peaceful where he could live out his days in comfort and quiet.

      “It’s your decision where you’d like to go. I respect your choice. But, you should see this first.” At last, Hellflower straightened and approached Cloudhawk. She handed him a piece of paper. “The analysis of your blood.”

      “This doesn’t make any sense to me. Just tell me what you found.”

      Roste’s final bite had been nagging at Cloudhawk ever since it happened. Only, everything had seemed normal, and over time, his worries had eased. In the off chance that something was wrong, he’d entrusted Hellflower with checking his blood. Once he left, he figured it would be difficult to find someone who could help examine him even in the Elysian lands.

      Hellflower paused in thought. This bumpkin could read, but that was about it. She couldn’t expect him to comprehend the results. She pushed her glasses higher along the bridge of her nose with her slender fingers. “Long story short, there’s an unknown microorganism we discovered in your blood. We’ve come to call it Trespasser.”

      The news and ominous name gave him goosebumps. “It’s in my blood? That can’t be right!”

      “If you think I’m just trying to scare you, come and have a look for yourself.” She led him to the lab table and situated Cloudhawk before the strange instruments she had been staring through. “This device was created out of materials we found in the wastelands. It’s crude but is capable of magnifying the contents of blood.”

      “Why do you have three samples?” he asked.

      “Stupid, to compare of course!” She pointed to the various slides as she explained, “On the left is normal blood. In the center is a sample from Roste. The one on the right is yours. We were able to find the differences by analyzing the three samples and comparing them with each other.”

      Cloudhawk leaned over the left device and peered through its lens. Inside, he saw a field of red, thickly dotted with round specs that were difficult to differentiate. Those had to be what made up human blood?

      The sample in the center device was completely different. There were red dots, except these weren’t smooth plates like in the last sample. Roste’s blood contained red spikey material of various shapes with tendrils of dark green reaching out from them. The space between the mutated blood cells was thick with strange green organisms – so many in fact that the blood was tinged green.

      Roste’s blood was absolutely monstrous!

      The last sample he looked at was his own, and when he looked through the lens, his face fell. Much of it looked like the normal blood. However, there were bright green dots around the edges. There weren’t many, and they wandered freely through the serum. A small number had attached themselves to the red blood cells.

      The green microorganisms were few but lively. Even as he watched, they were reproducing, slowly permeating through his blood serum.

      “Yeah, I see it. The green things are Trespassers?” Cloudhawk lifted his head to look at Hellflower, worry on his face. “But, what the fuck is it?”

      “I don’t know. About all we can guess is that it’s some sort of peculiar form of life.” She looked at Cloudhawk with an earnest expression. “When we examined Roste’s body, we found that it was completely infested with Trespassers, which were present in every cell. We suspect this microorganism was what gave the Academician his high-grade adaptability.”

      Cloudhawk pressed her further, “The ones in Roste’s blood were different. They were darker.”

      “Trespasser reproduces quickly, and once it reaches a certain concentration, we can be sure that it will begin to infiltrate the rest of your body. What we learned from Academician Roste’s body was that this organism will fundamentally alter your biology eventually, but as for how it will manifest, we have no idea.”

      Cloudhawk shuddered as a chill ran through him. “How long do I have?!”

      “Around ten to twenty years. You might start seeing changes in a year and a half – we really can’t say for certain.”

      “Son of a bitch, what the hell?” Cloudhawk angrily grabbed fistfuls of his ratty hair. He knew the Academician was up to no good. “Is there a cure?”

      “Roste didn’t leave any notes about it. I can’t think of any way to reverse the infection.” She spoke to the young man with a teasing smile, “But, look at it this way. I think you really got a bargain. Ten to one odds you become a super shapeshifter, inheriting a lifetime of the Academician’s work. How can this be a bad thing? You’ll have abilities wastelanders could only dream of!”

      Even though his transformation hadn’t been complete, Roste could already fight about as well as the Bloodsoaked Queen. Given another twenty years to perfect his body, Roste would have broken the lifespan limit of a human – he would have become a super life form. 

      None of that interested Cloudhawk. He wanted to train and become stronger like the demon hunters, not deliberately turn himself into a monster! What would power mean if he wasn’t even human anymore?

      Cloudhawk was at a loss.

      Hellflower was one of the best minds around, and even she didn’t know what to do. Did that mean there was no hope of reversing the process? Although there wasn’t any indication, was there a chance this infection could affect his memory, will, or personality?

      Cloudhawk was somber and uncertain, but Hellflower found his trepidation amusing. Cloudhawk had been willing to stand up to Roste, but this situation frightened him. To many including Hellflower, his situation was not pitiable. The Academician’s superior abilities had been obvious to everyone.

      Who hadn’t been twisted by the wastelands? Capability was the way to power!

      Hellflower considered the situation for a moment. “There’s nothing we can do here, but I know of a place that might be able to help. If you go there, maybe they will have a way to help you.”

      “Tell me, where?”

      “The Dark Atom, out in the Elysian lands!” It was a name he’d heard several times already. Hellflower explained further, “The Dark Atom is the most complete and influential Seeker organization in the entire wastelands. They’re as full of talented people as the sky is full of clouds. If you can get to them, I think they’ll be able to help you.”

      “So where can I find the Dark Atom?”

      “I have no idea.” She chuckled at her own disappointing response. “Skycloud’s been trying to wipe them out for over a decade with no success [1]. They’re crafty. Wherever their base is, it’s almost impossible to find, so no one knows for sure. I think your only bet is to search for them yourself when you get there.”

      “Thank you!” Cloudhawk’s mind was made up. “I’ll set out as soon as possible!”

      “Come with me first.” She pulled him into an adjacent room. “Since we aren’t sure of your body’s condition, I want to give you a thorough examination.”

      The room that she brought him to was not large. Uniforms hung from pegs on the walls, revealing it to be a locker room for lab workers. Hellflower slipped her lab coat off her shoulders and hung it on a hanger, revealing her form-fitting, short-cut clothing beneath. With a snap, she pulled her gloves off and threw them aside before interlacing her fingers. A series of cracks and pops issued from her knuckles.

      “Take off your clothes."

      “I need to take off my clothes for the examination?”

      “Stupid question. How can we do a full body check if you have your clothes on?”

      Hellflower’s deft fingers quickly stripped off his clothes. His rough, dark skin was revealed to her, but it was different from before. His complexion had become a healthy bronze, and he’d gone from emaciated to pleasantly muscular. This appearance was hidden beneath his clothes, which made him look thin and unassuming. Without them, he looked like a cheetah, corded muscles taut and ready to pounce.

      “These, too.”

      Hellflower pointed a dainty finger at his underwear.

      

      1. Skycloud is the city led by the Bloodsoaked Queen’s uncle, as explained in Chapter 93

    

  


  
    
      
        
          130 Profound Education

        

      

    

    
      Cloudhawk felt slightly uncomfortable. However, he was a wastelander. Since when did they care about this sort of thing?

      He was hardly a paragon of virtue, and this stripping was just being done in order to do his physical. What was there to squirm about? Without saying anything else, he removed his last remaining scrap of clothing.

      Hellflower didn’t begin right away. She took a few moments to look over Cloudhawk’s naked body. A teasing light showed in her eyes as her gaze hovered over his crotch. “Well, you’re… manlier than I expected.”

      “That’s enough, Hellflower. I’m getting irritated!” He didn’t mind the lack of privacy, but her gaze was stripping him of his dignity! “Hurry up, for fuck’s sake.”

      “Alright, alright, what’s your hurry? We’re just getting started!”

      Hellflower’s hands were like works of art. Although she wielded guns with the skill of a master, they were not calloused or rough. Her touch was as gentle as water, to the point where Cloudhawk had to wonder if she bathed her hands in some medicinal fluid to keep them so soft. Hands like hers just weren’t found in the wastelands.

      Her soft, cold hands rested on his face. They stood close, almost touching, and he could smell the scent wafting from her. The heat of Hellflower’s body caused Cloudhawk’s pulse to race.

      “Heart rate has increased by thirty-two percent.” Her hands gently ran through Cloudhawk’s hair, across his face, and down his neck. Her touch explored every inch, even the curve of his ears. Her voice was both casual and impish. “You’re nervous.”

      To Cloudhawk, it felt like there was a fire in his chest. It was a sensation he found difficult to control, but he grit his teeth to fight through it. “Hey, what kind of physical is this? I feel like you’re screwin’ with me!”

      Hellflower masterfully combined coquetry with dignity. Outwardly, she teased him with a seductive air, but her actions were diligent and earnest. Her words were serious. “There are very few in the wastelands more capable in control meta-abilities than I am. With a touch, I can determine material by texture and the state of internal structures. I can feel your muscles, blood, organs, and even bone through your skin. If there are any abnormalities or mutated growths, my hands will find them.”

      So that’s how it was. Cloudhawk had almost forgotten that she was an expert marksman and a rare wastelands weapons master. It didn’t matter how precise or complicated the tool was. After only a few moments in her hands, she would know how to wield it intrinsically. It was that ability that made her such a force to be reckoned with.

      “Hmph, you hardly seem willing. I’ve never given anyone else this sort of treatment, you know?”

      Her grumpy and flirtatious mannerisms made his bones turn to jelly. Goosebumps sprang up along his flesh. Hellflower was a complicated, inscrutable woman. Who knew what she actually felt in her heart?

      She was both thorough and careful in her inspection, her fingers tracing every inch of him from his head to his chest to his back. Eventually, her gentle touch reached his groin, to which Cloudhawk replied with a voice a little too loud, “No reason to check there. I’m sure there aren’t any problems!”

      But, she paid him no mind and stretched out her hand.

      Her agile fingers explored in such a way that Cloudhawk couldn’t restrain a physiological response. Hellflower’s brows danced flirtatiously as, whether purposefully or simply mischievously, her touch lingered for a full two minutes. 

      Her next question was offered almost absently. “You’ve never been with a woman?”

      The question took Cloudhawk off guard, and he wasn’t sure how to answer. However, Hellflower knew simply by looking at his reaction. He really was a pure young man.

      The wastelander wasn’t strong, but neither was he weak. In any normal outpost, Cloudhawk would be considered one of their elite fighters. In these times when women were weak and vulnerable, they would often attach themselves to strong men for protection. Yet, Cloudhawk was unsullied. It was a little difficult for her to believe.

      Her curiosity was clear in her voice as she continued to question him, “You aren’t one of those fools who’s saving himself for someone, are you?”

      “Stuff it. How about you pay attention to what you’re doing?”

      In the fifteen years prior, Cloudhawk’s life had been a series of painful struggles – simultaneously tedious and uninteresting. As a scavenger picking through the ruins, his only goal day in and day out had been to find enough food to eat. He hadn’t had the time or opportunity to think about the opposite sex, so an appetite for women just wasn’t part of his life. In fact, he hardly thought about it at all.

      That was until recently. After several months with the Bloodsoaked Queen, faced with her beauty every day, the hazy idea of attraction played in the back of his mind. However, the concepts of “attraction” and “romantic love” were foreign. As for the sort Hellflower was talking about, they were even rarer than a creature like Roste.

      Hellflower was finding the young man more and more fascinating.

      Eventually, her examination was completed, much to Cloudhawk’s relief.

      After a moment of quiet thought, Hellflower gave her diagnosis. “There are no traces of mutation that I was able to feel. All of your internal structures, vessels, and bones are all normal. However… the toughness and activity of your surface muscles are several times stronger than average. It’s also too pretty for what one would expect from a wastelander.”

      “Chimp had me in one of those tanks with the medicine for several hours. Could that be what’s caused the change?”

      “Relax. The oddity won’t have any adverse effects. You’ll find that having thicker skin won’t be a detriment.” [1]

      “Somehow, the way you explain it doesn’t make me feel better…”

      “Don’t overthink it. I didn’t mean anything other than what I said. We only have a couple days left, anyway.” Her eyes lingered over him for a few moments before she went on, “I have one more thing to teach you, something that you’ll find very helpful in the future.”

      Hellflower was a mysterious woman, but she was precise with her words and mature in her bearing. Whatever she had to teach him indeed had to be important.

      “Alright!” Cloudhawk didn’t even question what she meant before agreeing.

      When night fell, Hellflower found him, bringing with her several bottles of liquor. She said they were vintage bottles, treasures of the base that he couldn’t find anywhere else.

      “You should be congratulated. There aren’t many wastelanders lucky enough to leave this place.” She lifted one of the bottles and clinked it against the one held by Cloudhawk. “But, you need to mentally prepare yourself.”

      Cloudhawk thought the liquor was sweet and pleasing. Hellflower hadn’t exaggerated. This wine had to be a rare and special brew. “I can tell there’s more to what you’re saying. Just come out with it. There’s no point being secretive.”

      Hellflower watched him drink but did not sip from her own bottle. “The people of Abrha, all of the Elysian lands, in fact, look down on wastelanders. They’ll treat you with prejudice and discrimination. Leaving the wastelands is one thing, but escaping the wastelands is something else entirely. Have you thought about that?”

      “It won’t be a problem,” Cloudhawk answered her with confidence. “I’ve met a demon hunter, part of the upper class of Skycloud. The Governor is her family, so with her recommendation, there won’t be any issues.”

      “Oh? I hope that’s true!”

      “Let’s not talk about this. What did you want to teach me? Why don’t we just get started-"

      Cloudhawk hadn’t even finished his sentence when suddenly, his vision doubled, and his mind grew hazy. The alcohol couldn’t be that strong, he thought, not enough for him to get so drunk so quickly. As he struggled to understand, his body heat soared, and his panting breaths became as hot as fire.

      “You still don’t understand?” Hellflower draped her arms around him. She pressed her hot lips first against the flesh of his neck and then against his mouth as she hugged him tightly. “We’ve already started!”

      Cloudhawk’s mind was a flurry of confusion like he’d suddenly lost the ability to think straight. Reason was eroded away in favor of instinct, and he reacted to what his body wanted.

      A pair of guards who happened to be walking by heard the creaking of the metal bed inside the room and the moans of a woman. They made their rounds, but when they returned on their second patrol, the sounds were still there.
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      The second day.

      Last night was like a dream. The details were fuzzy and hard to remember. Cloudhawk could remember a warm and tender body, pale white flesh…

      Groggily, he awoke to find himself in Hellflower’s bedroom, more specifically in her bed. His first instinct was to spring out, but then he noticed the woman beside him, her silver hair disheveled and enticing. She was half-covered by the sheet like a perfect image from an ancient painting.

      She had been fast asleep, but upon feeling Cloudhawk stir, her eyes fluttered open. She languidly pushed herself up and yawned before putting her lithe figure on display as she stretched.

      “Awake?” Her long legs swung over the bed, and she stood. She grabbed some clothing and haphazardly flung it over herself. When she turned back and saw Cloudhawk’s slack-jawed expression, a sweet smile spread across her face. “Don’t think too much about it. You’re cute and you needed it, so it happened. Consider it payback for saving me.”

      “You put something in the liquor?” Finally, he understood. “Why? You didn’t even ask me!”

      “Heh, someone as thick as you is going to have a hard time making it in this world.” She chuckled. “This was a lesson to teach you that our bodies and emotions are both a weakness and a weapon. The more importance you attach to it, the more it chains you. It’ll be used against you, and stop you from growing up.  On the other hand, if you learn to use it, they will become your tools. It’s an important lesson for your maturity, and you needed the practice. Please keep this in mind in your future life.”

      “You forced yourself on me!”

      “Don’t take it so hard, kid. Your future is going to be a tough one. I just wanted to leave you with a nice memory. When you think about it in the most profound way, I wanted to be part of your coming-of-age.” She walked over to him and placed a gentle kiss on Cloudhawk’s forehead. “You were much more tender than I expected. I enjoyed myself last night.”

      To Hellflower, last night was little more than a pleasant distraction. But, to Cloudhawk, it was an unforgettable experience.

      Cloudhawk didn’t understand why Hellflower did what she did, but last night opened a door. What they did would deeply influence him. If her intention was to educate him or leave an impression, she certainly succeeded.

      For the next two days, the two of them spent most of their time together. The beautiful and mature woman was an ideal partner, one who filled Cloudhawk with many conflicting emotions. At first, their relationship was just about mutual benefit. There was no emotion there, and even “friendship” wasn’t a proper description of their association. It would never have occurred to him that their relationship would end this way, that they would be connected so physically.

      “I have a feeling we’ll meet again.” She waved at him, clearly reluctant for them to part. “When we do, I hope to meet a stronger and more grown-up man!”

      

      1.  This may be in reference to the phrase 脸皮厚, ‘thick face skin’, which means being shameless or having an over-inflated ego.
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      Hellflower watched as Cloudhawk disappeared out into the wastelands. She stared absently at the horizon for a time with a sense of loss nagging at her. Teaching Cloudhawk as she had wasn’t about emotion or desire, but now that they were apart, she couldn’t help but feel something was absent.

      “You went beyond what was needed.” The Caliph of the Sands’s raspy, unsettling voice whispered in her ear. He’d appeared behind her unnoticed, his own bloody red eyes following her gaze to where Cloudhawk had been. In fact, a demon’s eyes were far superior to that of a human, and they penetrated the dense fog and thick trees that hid the young wastelander from her. “I didn’t ask you to take him to bed.”

      Her face scrunched in annoyance, and she slapped herself on the forehead. “Yeah. What the hell was I thinking? I feel like I’m starting to miss the kid. Maybe we should go bring’m back.”

      “Skycloud’s forces will be here in two days,” the Caliph abruptly changed the subject. “You have a day to prepare.”

      Hellflower furrowed her brows.

      Skycloud’s soldiers were fast, too fast for her to move everything off the base. She’d only have time to escape with the most critical notes and data. Other than that, she had to concentrate on fleeing with the base’s most talented scientists.

      Blackwater Base’s leader paid close attention to the evacuation plans. When she released the information, there were actually three separate routes, and each one was a decoy. Hellflower herself didn’t intend to follow any of the plans she publicly announced. Instead, she would use the base’s secret passage only a very few people knew about. Together with twenty or thirty scientists and about a hundred elite soldiers, they would escape in secret.

      The moment Hellflower announced the escape, Blackwater Base exploded into shocked action. She had been leader only a few days, and already they had to abandon their homes? Unthinkable!

      When people burst into the labs after news broke, they were dismayed to find them practically cleaned out. All of the most valuable data and medicines were gone. Even the scientists themselves had disappeared. It was like everything had vanished into nothing, leaving no trace.

      Chaos enveloped Blackwater Base, and people quickly broke into two main camps. One group was already in a rush to go. After all, the danger had been great enough to scare off their leader. They had to escape the danger!

      However, the others had called the base home for close to forty years. It was home, a place they had affection for. Most importantly, their defenses were among the best in the wastelands. How could anyone break through? No, now was the time to fill the power vacuum.

      It was pandemonium.
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      A day later.

      Out of the swamp and back in the deserts, the sound of marching descended as though from the clouds.

      The sound rumbled down from heaven, shattering the shackles of space and time. With it came rays of holy light that spread across the desolate land, cleansing vast tracts. When the hunters of the wastes lifted their eyes to the horizon against the glare, they were met with a scene they never would have expected in their lifetime.

      A small host of ships appeared in the sky. Each one was the image of holy purity encased in hundreds of intricate engravings. Every detail etched into it was rich in meaning, depicting scenes and phrases that when combined, created a mural stretching from mast to hull. Spotless, all of them. One could pick an inch at random and find a masterpiece created by what had to be the combined efforts of a whole school of artisans.

      In the midst of a blinding holy light, four enormous ships were hovering in the air. Their lofty crowns were ringed in clouds, and they looked like carved jade. A melodious accompaniment of bells sprinkled over the land, mingled with the sounds of reverent prayer. Like a contingent of angels, they appeared from the heavens – god’s army, here to cleanse the wicked from the earth.

      This refined, this beautiful, this precise, this outlandish, this magical, this noble… it was so out of place among the blasted landscaped of the barren desert as to be almost comical. All of a sudden, it was as though heaven and hell had collided. Shock was the only acceptable response.

      A miracle! They were witnessing a miracle!

      Who else in the wastelands had ever seen something so spectacular?

      Especially surprised were the scavengers, who had no idea a place like the Elysian lands existed. How could they not immediately fall to their knees in worship towards jade ships wafting through the heavens as languidly as clouds? How could they not be in awe of the chorus of heavenly sounds that heralded their arrival? The sheer spectacle made them want to fall to their knees.

      Hanging in the air, no parts of the ships actually moved. They appeared to simply float, projecting an air of nobility and authority that seemed to say the laws of man meant nothing. Science and its rules ceased to apply before the face of god. All of mankind’s achievements were laughable in comparison.

      From a distance, their pace seemed slow, but in truth, the ships were racing across the sky. Marching determinedly overhead, their target was clear: a murky swamp surrounded by desert. They began their descent.

      “Warriors of the Gods, take up your weapons! We fight for honor and to eradicate blasphemers!”

      The holy light projected from the ships flooded the landscape, and from each, a single brilliant beam shot down. Like four jade suns exploding on the earth’s surface, a light so brilliant that one could not look directly at it choked the sky. Moments later, a ferocious wind roared out in all directions, bringing with it dust, debris, and the stench of the marsh.

      When the light and winds eventually died, the ships had been safely stationed on the ground. About five hundred soldiers milled around each one. Their weapons and armor glimmered like polished jade, more priceless treasures than implements of war. Each piece of equipment was constructed to be both functional and aesthetically pleasing.

      Soldiers from Skycloud, an army of the best holy warriors in service of the gods.

      Equipment was uniformly the same among all the soldiers. It included an exquisite, handcrafted longbow that was tailor-made to match the size of its bearer. Both ends culminated in razor-sharp edges, resembling scimitars which glimmered like they were made from glass or jade. It was absolutely unique.

      It was easy to see that the weapons were designed to allow its wielders to seamlessly switch between close combat and ranged attacks. Their design was successful in this capacity. The bows could just as easily pierce a man from many yards away as it could skewer him face to face.

      In the midst of each of the five hundred-man battalions was a towering standard-bearer, who, in contrast to the others, was encased in resplendent and ornate armor. They carried no swords and were more spartanly equipped than the typical soldier. All they wore was the masterwork leather protection and a pure white cloak.

      The soldiers knelt upon the ground, and from their number, fifteen hooded men stepped forward. With capes dancing in the wind, they approached the head of the troops. Besides the majesty of their capes, they projected an air of sublimity that was in stark contrast to their bleak surroundings.

      It was a unit of demon hunters. Few in number but tremendously effective, each one was a warrior in possession of mysterious powers. 

      The man at the forefront was a middle-aged man, perhaps in his forties. Despite no longer being a young man, his skin was still fair and smooth, and nobility poured from him.

      Differing from the younger demon hunters accompanying him, he did not have an exorcist rod or bow. It meant that he was above those low-tier tools, a leader.

      A subordinate softly intruded, “Lord Augustus Cloude, the blasphemers have revealed themselves.”

      A line of figures, having spotted the attackers approaching, emerged from Blackwater Base. They were armed with cannons and other artillery, creating a fortified defensive line.

      The demon hunter commander, Augustus Cloude, nodded. “Cleanse them.”

      The other soldiers arose from their prayers as the order was given. With firm resolve and indomitable demeanors, they marched forth towards Blackwater Base.

      A formation like this was foreign to wastelanders. One after another, the battalions fell into line, the sight of which quickly sapped the fighting spirit of Blackwater’s warriors. However, whatever wastelanders lacked, they made up for with the will to fight back, even though their enemies were a force two thousand strong. To have a chance, they had to find some way to rout the army.

      “Attack! Fire!”

      Blackwater Base’s defenders let loose with a loud volley from their weapons, among which were two heavy machineguns. Only, when the hail of gunfire struck the rapidly approaching soldiers, it did nothing. The holy light that hung over them protected the soldiers. Even after being sprayed with hundreds of rounds, none of them suffered so much as a scratch. Bullets ricocheted off of the holy aura as though it were made from steel.

      The Skycloud soldiers all lifted their bows in tandem. Line upon line nocked pure white arrows and pointed them forty-five degrees skyward. Twang! The arrows were let loose and filled the air, forming a cloud as dense as a jungle canopy.

      “Are they crazy?”

      “Can they even shoot this far?”

      The soldiers of Blackwater Base were completely confounded by this sight. They were almost a thousand feet away, and an average bow could only shoot a couple hundred. Even the best wastelands bow lost its lethality when the target was further than four hundred feet away, and the Blackwater defensive line was at least twice that distance. How could their arrows even reach them?

      Skycloud bows were complicated and exquisite weapons that looked as though they were made from precious stone. It was power in pursuit of art, both beautiful and deadly. Their arrows were peculiar as well. They were plated in a holy brilliance like the blessed arrows of legend.

      Whoosh-whoosh-whoosh!

      The arrows shot through the air at incredible speed, descending on the defenders like a biblical plague!

      A strange scene then emerged as arrows fell like hail, as fast as bullets. Strangely, they did not slow in the least when they were shot from the bow but flew faster instead. Under the holy light, neither gravity nor environment impeded them, allowing the arrows to maintain their lethality over a much longer range.

      At their zenith, the arrows were like twinkling stars filling the sky. The telltale whistle of their carving through air emerged as they hung still for but a moment. Then, the arrows came crashing down like a meteor shower, streaks of white light cast from heaven. A chorus of wails arose from Blackwater’s fighters for these brilliant arrows all hit their marks. Most terrifying was that they were semi-autonomous – even in midair, they could slightly change trajectory towards their target. Although the archers had appeared to fire at random, their accuracy was, in fact, very high.

      “Ah!”

      One of the defenders’ leaders fled for a few paces to no avail. Half a dozen arrows pierced him from several directions.

      The arrows did more damage than one might expect, piercing through iron shields and armor like they didn’t exist. In a single volley, the Blackwater soldiers were routed and fled every which way, more a mob than an army.

      Skycloud’s forces had summoned a rain of death! The result was overwhelming. The disparity between the two sides was too great.
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      Skycloud’s four battalions marched indomitably forward in a square formation, moving with impressive speed while also shooting arrows toward their foes. Wave after wave of glimmering arrows peppered the battlefield in a torrent of deadly fire.

      Each movement was precise, showing that the holy warriors had practiced this maneuver thousands of times. Two thousand warriors drew their bows and fired in perfect unison so that their arrows peppered the distant enemy all at once. Faced with this terrifying assault, the wastelanders broke ranks and scattered.

      Over the course of a few minutes, the swamp had become a miserable tract of corpses, bleeding into the fetid waters. Everywhere one looked was struggle and pain. Countless shafts of holy light traced the path of Skycloud arrows as they buried themselves in the flesh of Blackwater’s defenders. Resplendent though they looked, each one was a wastelander’s ticket to hell. They could not run, only die.

      All the while, the two armies drew closer and closer, but Blackwater’s soldiers had long since ceased to fight back. Waves of arrows had collapsed their organization as well as their morale. Those that remained were only concerned with fleeing to save their lives with no thought given to fighting off the invaders.

      Augustus Cloude’s face split into a contemptuous smirk. He motioned to his left and right with a wave, and then spoke in an almost flippant tone, “Kill them!”

      Skycloud’s soldiers stopped and shifted from their long-range formation to a charge configuration. Even their bows underwent a miraculous change as their bowstrings retracted of their own volition. The curved, carved jade bows bend at an angle and their sharp ends jutted out another half a foot. In seconds, the bows had transformed into six-foot-long melee weapons with blades on each end. The soldiers held them from the middle.

      In fact, these weapons had four unique forms. The first was the long-ranged bow, and the second was the double-ended glaive. In addition, it could also be detached at the center to be dual wielded or be affixed side by side to form a double-headed broadsword.

      These items were works of art, masterfully crafted weapons of destruction. They were perfect for any situation: long ranged, glaives for charging, powerful two-handers. It put the holy warriors’ skill and ingenuity on display.

      Skycloud’s army began their charge!

      Two thousand soldiers arranged themselves in charge formation, and as they raced ahead, both sides swept around to the defenders’ flanks. The two battalions in the center went straight in and started the slaughter. More than their training, it was clear that Skycloud’s soldiers were of a much higher quality than Blackwater’s even before one considered equipment.

      How could a band of wastelands rabble hope to stand against them?

      One of the Skycloud officers brandished his glaive and broke through the enemy ranks. Holding his weapon by its center, he spun like a deadly steel dervish, leaving blood and severed limbs in his path. He was a tempest, and wherever he passed, shouts of pain and misery followed. The rest of his battalion followed in his wake, easily destroying the wastelanders’ weapons and armor. Death’s own scythe would struggle to claim as many lives.

      All told, the battle lasted an hour. By the end, the marsh was a graveyard, and the wastelanders’ weapons, like tomb markers, had been discarded where they died.  To the warriors of the Elysian lands, these crude tools were filthy and inferior.

      One of the Skycloud officers trotted over to Augustus Cloude. “Milord, the blasphemers have been destroyed. We’ve suffered no losses.”

      Augustus Cloude stood on the slope of a hill and surveyed the field. Behind him, fourteen demon hunters clad in pure white stood in a line. None of them had reacted as the battle raged, for they were the champions of the gods, the greatest warriors of the Elysian lands. In war, they were deployed to handle particularly stubborn foes. Thus, their lack of participation showed just how easily Blackwater’s defenders had been defeated.

      Augustus Cloude fiddled with the cuff of his right arm. “Have you found the entrance?”

      Respectfully, the officer replied, “We have sir, but the gates have been shut. Our men are searching for a way through.”

      Blackwater Base’s defenses were designed around hydraulic systems. Forcing the doors open would not be easy. 

      Augustus Cloude swept his eyes across the scene once more and then signaled with his hand. The officer interpreted the motion and relayed the order, “Everyone, stand your ground!”

      Like robots, Skycloud’s soldiers froze, not moving a muscle. Meanwhile, Augustus Cloude made his way to the thick door that barred their passage. He merely had to place his hand upon the sturdy iron, and all of a sudden, cracks began to spread from the point of contact. Chunks weighing several tons split and fell away, creating an opening large enough for them to enter in a single file. The hole stretched all the way through the door, which was several feet thick, to the other side.

      “Claudia Lunae, Raith Umbra. With me.”

      From the fourteen demon hunters, the two youngest stepped forth. From the looks of it, Augustus Cloude was going to use this as a training opportunity.

      Part of the base’s defenses included a defensive post with a turret manned by a single soldier. Once the door was breached, he began flooding the hall with fire from the chain gun. No normal person could withstand the damage it put out.

      It was a choke point, and in theory, one man could hold the gate against a whole slew of attackers.

      Augustus Cloude came prepared, however. While the turret was too much for the junior demon hunters, he could hold out against it for a time. Before the turret gunner had time to react, Augustus Cloude let a small black metal orb slip from his sleeve. It was a relic, and as it floated into the air, an invisible force field sprang to life. Bullets as thick as carrots were met with a repulsive force that held them fast like they were caught in glue. Each bullet struck with hundreds of pounds of force, only to instantly stop. Except, even though their forward momentum was arrested, they began to turn red and smolder from intense heat.

      In a brow-raising display, the bullets were arrested in midair to create a curtain of red-hot lead. They were so hot that they began to melt, but not a single one got close to the demon hunters.

      How could this be? The turret gunner gaped in shock, for he had never seen a living creature able to survive his heavy weapon. Nor had he ever seen a power as strange as this one that could stop bullets.

      The female demon hunter, Claudia, shut her eyes. She reached out with her will and used it to scan the area like radar. After a moment, she pointed towards a direction, and that was when her male counterpart reacted. Raith lifted a primitive-looking bow that was vastly different from the sort normal soldiers used. It was an unassuming weapon, its only distinguishing aspect being the runes etched along its pitch-black length.

      Without nocking an arrow, he aimed the bow and pulled back the string. An imposing gathering of energy coalesced before the weapon and an arrow appeared from the air.

      His fingers relaxed. Twang! 

      The arrow effortlessly penetrated the turret gunner’s cover and lodged itself in his gun, resulting in a loud thud followed by an explosion. Shrapnel tore through his body, even blowing his eyes out from his skull. 

      Augustus Cloude didn’t waste any time. Just as he had from the outside, the master demon hunter approached the inner door and placed his hand upon it, reducing it to rubble. The other demon hunters entered once the coast was clear. Fifteen figures in white led the way into Blackwater Base.

      Skycloud’s soldiers were close on their heels. They exploded through the base, leaving behind a desolate vision of blood and mangled flesh. Those from the Elysian lands gave the wastelanders no quarter. The old, the young, and the sick were cut down without hesitation, for anyone with the blood of the wilds in their veins was the spawn of evil. Killing them was no sin. On the contrary, it was an act of faith and honor.

      Blackwater Base knew they were coming. The most important materials were already gone. Their leader had also vanished, leaving no trace or body.

      Augustus Cloude scowled. He ordered his soldiers to spare a hundred survivors, but this fate was worse than a death sentence for them. They were beaten, abused, and tortured until they gave him the information he wanted.

      Before very long, an officer returned to Augustus and reported the situation.

      “The base’s leader fled a day ago, taking the evil technology with her. Our interrogations revealed three separate escape routes, but we aren’t sure which one they took. We also learned that this base had produced a batch of those intelligent monsters but released them into the wild several days ago. No one knows where they went.”

      “Hmph. Even for blasphemers, I would not have expected that they would do something so despicable.” The young female demon hunter spat the words with disdain, “We can’t let those wicked experiments reproduce or allow that evil research to get out.”

      Augustus Cloude nodded and then spoke to the officer who gave him the report, “Any other information?”

      “A few of them, well…”

      “Out with it!”

      “Yes, sir. A few of those we interrogated claimed that a demon hunter had appeared in the camp. He helped the base’s current leader revolt and take over. He stayed for about twenty days. They claimed he left a few days ago.”

      Astonishment appeared on the faces of the younger demon hunters. Their order had nothing but the most devout warriors. How could something like this be true? Was he some sort of turncoat? That would be a crisis for the entire demon hunter community!

      “Our primary concern must be that research and those monsters they created. As for the demon hunter, from their descriptions, he is not very skilled – a novice at best.” Augustus Cloude absently played with a ring on his hand as he spoke to the two demon hunters beside him. “Claudia, Raith. I leave him to you. Can you handle it?”

      “Yes, sir!” Both of the junior demon hunters perked up. The one called Claudia confirmed, “We will certainly complete the mission!”

      “Take a hundred soldiers with you.” Augustus Cloude nodded as though the matter was settled. “This is your first mission in the wastelands on your own. Conduct yourselves well. Don’t disappoint me.”

      Raith’s brows knit as he spoke, “Milord, the two of us should be more than enough for some piddling renegade. You should keep the men for chasing down blasphemers. We can do this without support.

      “These evil lands are more dangerous than you think, and what’s more, we know neither the identity nor the true strength of this stranger. We must ensure that you remain safe throughout the assignment.” Clearly, he had made up his mind. “Very well, you have your orders. You have seven days. Bring that turncoat back here dead or alive.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      With their task made clear, the two young demon hunters selected a hundred men and left in search of the traitor Cloudhawk.
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      The sky darkened as dusk approached. In the center of the small outpost was a lighthouse, whose inviting light guided travelers to safe harbor. A sole traveler appeared on the horizon, neither tall nor strong but facing the wastelands alone. That fact alone made him a man not to be underestimated.

      The rifle slung over his shoulder was a symbol of status. The lizard he rode signified means.

      Equipped in this way, one would be the focus of attention anywhere. Women felt safe around such a man and were willing to give up much for his company. The guards of Lighthouse Point were delighted when they saw him and scurried to open the gates.

      “He’s back! He really came back!”

      “Quick, quick! Open the gate!”

      The masked man claimed to be a bounty hunter when he had come earlier in the day to replenish his food and water. Unfortunately, the situation at Lighthouse Point was poor, and they had little they could trade. Instead, the leader struck a deal. He told the hunter of a creature nearby that was threatening the outpost. If he were to kill it, the leader would be happy to generously compensate him.

      When the stranger returned from the wastes, the first thing they noted was the head hanging from his saddle. It was enormous, sported two jutting tusks, and looked like some sort of combination of a lion and a leopard. The one head had to weigh at least several dozen pounds.

      Judging by the skull alone, one shuddered to think what it used to be attached to. Beyond being incredibly ferocious, the beast had also been cunning. It was a surprise to find that this hunter could so easily do away with it. He had to be a real talent of the wastelands!

      “Hahaha! Good lad, a real benefactor of Lighthouse Point! Come in, come in.”

      A burly man in his forties to fifties came close, hobbling on an injured right leg. A pair of copper teeth twinkled in his wide grin. This was the outpost’s leader, and he went by the name Coppertooth.

      Cloudhawk greeted him with a small nod. 

      The wastelands were a forgetful place. After spending some time in Blackwater Base, it seemed like all his previous troubles had blown over. Mercenaries and bounty hunters had moved on to other prey. His wanted status was old news. The rhythm of the wastelands was quick. Twenty days was like an eternity.

      Even the most affluent mercenary groups couldn’t afford to go most of a month without income. They took a great risk in sweeping the deserts for Cloudhawk. Especially once he’d disappeared, rumors began to circulate that the young demon hunter had been eaten by some wild critter. With not even so much as a corpse to recover, his pursuers lost interest.

      The changes his body had undergone were another thing. He was still thin but was taller than before – a little over five and a half feet. The former scavenger was more muscular, too, and the weapon that had previously marked him as a demon hunter had been replaced by weapons he received from Hellflower and Blackwater Base.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen’s mask was able to change at will. Everywhere he went, he wore a different face. To an untrained eye, the invisibility cloak looked like any other ratty piece of clothing. After such a profound transformation, he could strut across the outpost and no one would know who he was.

      Four days and five nights had passed since Cloudhawk left Blackwater Base, and things had gone smoothly. The only danger he’d encountered was a sandstorm a few days ago that cost him some food and water. That loss was what brought him to Lighthouse Point.

      Coppertooth prepared a feast for Cloudhawk in thanks that consisted mostly of mutant animal meat. The meat was tough and stale, but it was not hard to see that it was a rare treat here in Lighthouse Point. 

      “Thank you, brother. Our resources are limited so we can only show you our thanks in this way.”

      Cloudhawk didn’t mind. He removed his mask which earned shocked looks from the people around. They’d thought he was just thin, but he was, in fact, quite young.

      Cloudhawk addressed Coppertooth, “What about the things I asked for?”

      The hunting job he’d done for them was not done out of the goodness of his heart. His price had been simple: enough jerky and water to last ten days.

      It didn’t sound like a lot, and in fact, since his ordeal in Blackwater, Cloudhawk’s appetite had only grown. He could eat as much as five large men, and he didn’t know why. He figured it had something to do with the Trespasser virus inside him. Maybe, it was consuming a lot of his energy to multiply. It caused him no small amount of concern.

      He didn’t know what changes his body was going through. He had to find the Dark Atom quickly and the cure he hoped they had.

      Coppertooth’s smile fled from his face, replaced with an awkward unease.

      Cloudhawk was clearly irritated by what he knew was coming. “Is there a problem?”

      “Uh, brother. You asked for more than I thought.” His sheepish grin was sincere. “We don’t have ten days of jerky meat.”

      Cloudhawk’s frown deepened. Not even ten days of jerky?

      Lighthouse Point was unique in that it was a very small outpost. There were fewer than two thousand people living here, which was much smaller than most other settlements. The elderly, women, and children made up about half of that number.

      The elderly, women, children. These words were synonyms for weakness out here, and the weak depended on the strong to survive. If there were too many, they became a burden, and it is for this reason that most other settlements tried to keep those numbers low. Women and children had some value, but the old and infirm were often cast out due to resource concerns.

      The consequence of Lighthouse Point’s unique population was that they were small, weak, and always lacking resources. Their main diet consisted of whatever roots they could dig up and insects they could catch. Meat was a rare delicacy, especially the sort they could store for a long time to turn into jerky. It was one of their most important stockpiles.

      If Cloudhawk’s appetite matched that of a normal man, ten days of jerky would have been a stretch but not an impossible order. However, eating as much as he did, his needs were several times that of anyone else. What he asked for was too much for them to give.

      They could curtail their soldiers’ rations, but they already only had a few scraps of meat each. If the leader ordered them to give that up, they’d surely be angry and too weak to defend the outpost if something were to go wrong.

      Cloudhawk was honestly surprised. He knew the settlement was small – two thousand was a pittance – but they couldn’t even manage to scrape together such a small amount of food? However, he saw the earnest apology in Coppertooth’s face, and it wasn’t hard to believe a place like this would struggle.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to deceive you.  We really are pretty hard up here, but if you’d like, we can try to get some more food from elsewhere.” The uncomfortable sound of grinding copper arose as Coppertooth grit his teeth. He slapped the table. “Asha! Why haven’t you brought him his liquor yet?!”

      A young girl of around thirteen or fourteen hurried over with a large bottle in her arms. She shot Cloudhawk a timid glance. Asha was rail thin and was covered in a worn but surprisingly clean gown. She had a head of wavy flaxen hair, and though her skin was dark and rough, her body was soft and healthy. Elegant and pretty, for a wastelander.

      Coppertooth introduced her. “Asha is the most beautiful girl in Lighthouse Point. About a year ago, she fled from a slaver, moving from place to place until she found her way here.”

      She poured his glass and curtsied, leaning forward enough to show the lines of her immature figure beneath her collar.

      She furtively lifted her head and stole a glance at Cloudhawk. Beneath his scruffy black hair was an angular and handsome face, and his lithe body was laden with equipment that was never far from his person. There was a light of awe in her eyes.

      Coppertooth also cast a telling gaze towards Cloudhawk. “She lives a hard life here selling wine and hardly makes enough to eat. Perhaps, she should go with you.”

      Cloudhawk lifted his glass and sniffed its contents in silence. It was a habit he’d developed – nowhere in the wastelands was it safe to let your guard down. If there was something in the wine, his keen sense of smell would pick it out.

      He knew what Coppertooth was getting at.

      There was hope in the young girl’s eyes. Her life had been a series of hard breaks without a day of respite. If she could attach herself to a strong man, so long as her body retained its allure, she could have a better life.

      Cloudhawk was no longer ignorant of the appeals of women. Asha was attractive for a wastelander, and Cloudhawk was a young man. He wasn’t opposed to the idea of being accompanied by a pretty girl, but he also knew that out in the wastes, he couldn’t even guarantee his own safety. Bringing along someone who was hardly strong enough to carry a wine bottle seemed like asking for trouble.

      “Three days jerky and plenty of sleep.” Cloudhawk took a sip of liquor and changed the topic. “How far from here is the holy city?”

      “Holy city? Ten days, unless you run into trouble. You aren’t planning to go there, are you?” Coppertooth’s expression changed visibly when they started talking about the Elysian lands. His surprise only became more apparent when Cloudhawk nodded his head. “There are a lot of wastelanders who want to enter the holy city, but it never works out. I think it’d be best if you gave up on the idea.”

      “You seem to know a lot about the place.”

      “I’ll be honest. I lived there twenty years ago.”

      This admission took Cloudhawk by surprise. He looked Coppertooth up and down. He was a man with rough skin and crude clothing, not to mention those false teeth. There wasn’t an inch of him that looked like an Elysian. “Then, why did you come back here?”

      Coppertooth proceeded to share his life’s story with Cloudhawk.

      Twenty years ago, as a soldier in Skycloud’s army, he participated in a raid against a group of blasphemers. He took pity on several infants they encountered during the attack and secretly took them away. In the end, he was found out, and in the Elysian lands, his actions were a grave affront to the gods.

      Coppertooth lifted the right leg of his trousers. Beneath, instead of flesh, there was metal. His leg had been replaced with an artificial limb. “I betrayed their warrior’s code so they took my right leg. I was exiled into the wastelands and was told never to return.”

      Cloudhawk frowned as he examined the result of Coppertooth’s charity. “Because you saved a couple kids?”

      Taking someone’s leg for sparing the life of children seemed way out of line. What sin had they committed? Why did they have to die?

      “I bet you regret it.” Cloudhawk picked up a chunk of meat and took a bite. “To go from the paradise of the holy city to this fuckin’ shit show… I bet most people wouldn’t be able to accept it.”

      “Hey brother, that’s not true at all. At first, I had trouble, but now, I’m living fine.” Coppertooth lifted his glass and drained it. “As far as I’m concerned, the holy city is no paradise, and not everywhere in the wastelands is hell.”

      Cloudhawk almost gasped. “What are you saying?”

      Coppertooth heaved a sigh like it was a topic he wasn’t thrilled to rehash.

      “Brother, you’ve worked hard. You have to be tired. Let Asha take you up to your room where you can get some rest.” Coppertooth shot Asha a glance. Her face turned red, and she shifted uncomfortably. “Make sure our brother’s satisfied, yeah?”
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      Cloudhawk left the small tavern and took a walk around the outpost. Its namesake landmark towered over the rest of the buildings from the settlement’s center.

      Cloudhawk had seen it from far away. It was what drew him here. When he went inside, he found a stall that had been placed at the lighthouse’s base, and several withered old pilgrims shuffled around it. They were bowing with hands pressed together and muttering prayers.

      Curious, Cloudhawk muttered his question aloud, “What are they doing?”

      Asha had followed Cloudhawk from the tavern and still held the large bottle in her arms. She answered him respectfully, “Master Coppertooth believes that everyone should carry faith in their heart. Life is difficult here, but faith can bring us joy. This monument is from the holy city, and it was brought here so that we may pray. It represents our faith and respect for the gods.”

      Coppertooth may have looked crude and uncouth, but he really was a good man.

      Perhaps, this is what made this place different from all the other settlements. Lighthouse Point was a feeble place, but its citizens longed for the purity of the Elysian lands. Of course, they knew that none of them would ever get there, but that knowledge didn’t hamper their admiration and worship of the ideal the Elysian lands stood for.

      Cloudhawk spoke over his shoulder to the young girl, “Do you believe in the gods?”

      “I do!” She nodded and continued in her tiny voice, “Master Coppertooth told us that if the gods hadn’t come, demons would have destroyed all of humanity. The gods saved our world and established the holy cities. Master Coppertooth is a good man. It’s a shame I’ll never meet any more Elysians.”

      Her regret earned a sigh from Cloudhawk. “Maybe it’s for the best. Not all Elysians are like Coppertooth. As far as I can tell, they hardly consider wastelanders to be human. It’s probably better if you don’t meet any more of them.”

      But Asha emphatically shook her head. “Master Coppertooth said the ire of the Elysians only comes down upon blasphemers. We may be lowly wastelanders, but so long as we keep the gods in our hearts, pray day by day and generation to generation, one day, our faith will cleanse us of our sins. When that time comes, the people of the holy city will appear and take us in.”

      What inherent sin did wastelanders have? Cloudhawk harbored no love for this barren land, but he didn’t think that its people were born evil, or twisted, or filthy. If a child from the holy city grew up in the wastelands, their noble heritage wouldn’t change anything. They would be the same as everyone else! But Asha’s self-loathing was deeply ingrained. That was the saddest thing about most wastelanders.

      With an exile living here, perhaps Lighthouse Point was on the margins of the wastelands. It didn’t seem like they had to deal with waves of monsters or roving sweeper gangs. There weren't many people here who would be strong enough to fight back if they did since most were old and infirm. Instead of signs of fighting, there were more traces of Elysian influence.

      This difference filled Cloudhawk with hope. He had to be close to his goal.

      The northern part of the settlement was a cluster of ancient ruins. Perhaps a hundred collapsed towers were interspersed among a ruined fleet of ships to create a sprawling junkyard that Lighthouse Point’s denizens crawled through for supplies. Most of the outpost’s materials came from there. It was how they made their living.

      Cloudhawk wasn’t enthralled with the camp, not like he would have been before. Months in the wilds had stripped him of his naïvete, and he knew that danger lurked around nearly every unfamiliar corner. It’d become a habit for him to look around wherever he intended to lay his head for the night. Where the good hiding places were. Where he could lose pursuers. If things suddenly changed, where the escape routes were… these were important things to know.

      Eventually, they made it to his room, and Asha pushed open the door. Coppertooth’s hospitality was on display, for the room was clean and had its own water supply. He could take a three-minute shower, which was a rare luxury in the wastelands.

      Enticing as that was, though, Cloudhawk was exhausted. He was getting ready to settle in when he heard the rustling of clothing from behind.

      When he turned, he saw that Asha had slipped out of her crude gown. She was turned away, the burnished flesh of her back visible in the dim light. Asha was thin and had only just begun to grow into her body, immature like a fruit still on the branch. The red in her cheeks showed this was her first time, but she didn’t hesitate. Her gown was down around her ankles, and her fingers hooked into the edges of her underwear.

      “I’m leaving tomorrow. I don’t want to waste my energy here.”

      She immediately slumped to the ground, flustered and earnest. “Please accept me, sir. I’m clean. I don’t have any tumors. I’ll listen to whatever you say.”

      Cloudhawk had no intention of taking on responsibility for a young girl. “I’m sorry. I’m only staying here for the night. Then, I’m leaving forever. My life is miserable, spent out in the wastelands drifting from one place to another. I don’t have the ability or energy to look after someone else. Go back to Coppertooth and tell him that I appreciate his generosity, but I don’t need anything else.”

      The expression on Asha’s face was one of disappointment as she pulled her gown back on. With a respectful bow, she left the bottle of liquor behind and shut the door behind her as she left. 

      A few minutes later, Coppertooth was surprised when Asha reappeared. He knew she’d been refused.

      Such a pity, he thought. The man was young but already possessed surprising ability. If he could be convinced to stay, Lighthouse Point would be much safer. That was Coppertooth’s hope when he sent Asha with him. The girl knew it too. She was interested the moment she saw him. Whether for the outpost or just for herself, she’d hoped he would be interested in return.

      Coppertooth treated Asha like a daughter. What sort of parent wanted to see their child taken away? Sadly, after losing his leg, he wasn’t the warrior he used to be. He was getting older, and he couldn’t take care of this precious young girl anymore. If he could take this opportunity to put her in Cloudhawk’s care, then it was for the best even if she was just his servant. Just so long as she was safe and had a full belly, he would be content.

      More than that, if Cloudhawk stayed, maybe he’d be leader one day. He was young. Lighthouse Point would survive for a long time under his guidance. 

      Asha hung her head, speaking in her small and timid voice, “I’m sorry, I wasn’t good enough.”

      Coppertooth patted her on the shoulder. “Don’t take it hard, girl. Go rest.”

      She wiped the moisture from the corner of her eyes and dutifully took her leave.

      He watched her tiny figure retreat and inwardly sighed. If she’d had the fortune to be born in Skycloud, in a few years, she’d likely marry a noble. She would become an honored Lady. At worst, she would find a wealthy merchant for herself who would give her a good life.

      Unfortunately, she had been born in the wastelands, and from the moment she was born, Asha was fated to experience all the evils of the world. The fate of women out here was a dark one, and Asha was even denied the life of a serving girl.

      Was this her destiny? How could it be so unfair?

      This Cloudhawk kid didn’t seem so bad. At least he was responsible. People like him were hard to find. He was a good young man.
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        * * *

      

      The night was dark, impenetrable but for the beam from the lighthouse. Below it, the outpost was still and silent.

      Cloudhawk was jolted awake, his heart beating like a drum in his chest. An electric shock tore through him as though someone had jabbed a needle into a nerve. Even before his eyes opened, his body was on the move. A flash of metal and his revolver was in hand, pointed at a shadowy corner.

      Cloudhawk’s eyes had grown keener over time. Once the fog of sleep was lifted, he could see everything with the help of the moonlight filtering through the window. Nothing was out of the ordinary.

      Strange. Outside then?

      Cloudhawk got to his feet, approached the door, and slowly turned the lock. There were no sounds coming from the hall. Nothing moved. He checked out the window to the ground below and even checked the roof, but there was nothing to see. What was going on?

      That sense of danger persisted.

      Every hair on his body stood on end. He felt ice cold. The only time he’d had a reaction this intense was when the danger was life-threatening as if the eyes of a vicious predator were trained on him. He didn’t know where it was coming from, but the danger – and the bloodthirsty intent it bore – was close and getting closer.

      Shit! I can’t stay here!

      Wherever this danger was, Cloudhawk could at least tell that it was closing in on Lighthouse Point. It was coming for him. Defenses here were weak and couldn’t protect him. If he stayed, he was putting everyone in the outpost in danger.

      It was time to go!

      Cloudhawk decided to flee immediately. Forget the jerky and water. Escape was paramount. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and then dropped from the window soundlessly to the ground below. As he was inching towards the stable to get his mount, he suddenly heard a strange sound.
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      The wind whipped through the dark night like daggers.

      Two young and noble-looking demon hunters stood out in the desolate wastes. They stared at the sweeping light shining from the lighthouse ahead.

      Claudia was around five and a half feet tall with flaxen hair and pale skin. Her face was pretty and a pair of crystal blue eyes stood out in the darkness like precious gemstones. She held an exorcist rod comfortably in her hand, heroic in bearing despite being a woman.

      Raith was a little taller, almost six feet. He was tall, well-muscled, but agile despite his size. Short brown hair sat atop his head above a masculine and daring face. The demon hunter was charming, both in appearance and bearing, and was only, perhaps, a little overconfident. He gave the impression of always being ready to leap into conflict.

      Two days was all it’d taken for them to get here. It showed their quality and efficiency.

      The lighthouse’s beam reflected in the depths of Claudia’s eyes. “Should we launch a surprise attack?”

      “We are demon hunters, and there are a hundred soldiers with us. Why waste time and effort on a sneak attack against some piddling traitor?” Raith’s handsome features might as well have been chiseled from stone. His words dripped with arrogance, “Besides, this is a sizeable settlement. We can’t be sure where he’s hiding. Kicking the bushes might shake the snake from its lair.”

      He had a point.

      Fifty soldiers would surround the outpost and lay in wait while the rest of them killed their way in. Eventually, the traitor would be forced to reveal himself, but no matter where he fled, an ambush would be waiting. Once his location was discovered, the two of them would make sure the mission was completed.

      Skycloud’s one hundred soldiers separated into two units. The first group of fifty spread out, five men to a team, and established ten points of ambush nearby. Lighthouse Point was quickly surrounded.

      Those who were left marched towards the gate, led by the demon hunters.

      No need to pretend. No need to skulk. The pride of the Elysians and the self-confidence of the demon hunters shunned such practices.

      The denizens of Lighthouse Point had never witnessed such a scene. As the resplendent soldiers of the holy lands strode through the gates, the defenders simply looked on in astonishment. They didn’t even call out a challenge or raise an alarm.

      “What are – ah!”

      Screams erupted! An arrow sprouted from the defender’s chest, and he toppled from the walls.

      Raith had lifted his bow, drawn the string, and released. A thunderous power struck the barricade and blew it apart. Shards of wood and metal exploded out in every direction, impaling several guards who had come to see what was happening.

      The exorcist bow, like the exorcist rod, was one of the lower level relics in a demon hunter’s arsenal. Both were standard equipment for inexperienced members of the order. Obviously, the exorcist rod favored close combat while the bow was more suited to dexterous and control-focused warriors.

      One could tell the demon hunters’ respective styles by the weapons they bore. Claudia’s staff showed that she preferred getting in close while Raith’s bow revealed his penchant for long-distance engagements.

      A relic’s power depended on two things. First was the inherent quality of the relic itself. Second was the skill of the demon hunter who wielded it. Judging by Raith’s display in breaking down the gate, he could use a relic as effectively as Cloudhawk.

      The citizens of Lighthouse Point didn’t expect their small and poverty-stricken home to be attacked. More shocking was that these invaders weren’t from the wastelands. They weren’t beasts or some raider gang. With glimmering suits of armor and magnificent weapons, they couldn’t be.

      Every soldier bore spotless equipment. Each piece was like a work of art.

      Striding over the remains of the barricade, Raith surveyed the outpost with a cold grin. “Claudia, gather up all these filthy barbarians.”

      The fifty soldiers they brought with them began to search the outpost, grabbing everyone they could find and herding them together like livestock. Before long, over a thousand hapless denizens were assembled in the center of the outpost.

      Fifty Skycloud soldiers drew bowstrings. Glimmering arrows shimmered with a faint light.

      Meanwhile, the wastelanders were completely ignorant of what was happening. There were certainly more of them than there were invaders, but none of them were soldiers. With no fighting experience, they had been completely overwhelmed by the ferocity and speed of this attack. They could do nothing but huddle together pitifully.

      “Wait, wait!” Coppertooth huddled out from the throng. He threw himself to the ground before the two who were dressed as demon hunters. “I was a captain of the Skycloud army, second division, and I offer my respects to the visiting demon hunters. I beg you to see that although these people live in the wastelands, they live in the light of our gods. They are not blasphemers!”

      Coppertooth’s reaction surprised them.

      Asha huddled near the back of the crowd, her eyes red and swollen. These men in their fancy armors were holy warriors? She and the others did not know what was happening. Their piety had to have moved the Elysians to come and deliver them. Otherwise, why would these good and noble warriors come to this wretched place? What other purpose could they have in their inconsequential outpost?

      “We welcome you, lords of the holy city.”

      “Welcome, warriors of god!”

      One by one, everyone dropped to their knees in submissive deference. An old man whose hair had all gone white openly wept. “The merciful gods have not forgotten us!”

      Raith’s eyes turned a bitter cold. With a wave, five glowing bows released their arrows. Every one of them hit the old man, striking him so hard that he was flung up into the air and nailed to a distant wall.

      The old man’s mouth trembled as blood leaked into his snow-white beard. He struggled for a few seconds before going limp, all the while confused and unsure of what was going on.

      Why? Why did they do that? Why would holy warriors slay the faithful in cold blood?

      Coppertooth’s face went ashen grey. Asha stared in disbelief. Everyone’s faces changed when they realized what had happened.

      “They killed him! The soldiers from the holy city just… killed him!”

      A handful rose to try and flee, but they couldn’t outrun arrows. The lethal and perfectly accurate arrows cut them down. In a blink, dozens more were dead.

      “Lowly worms, your rotten faith only sullies our mighty gods!” Raith took up an exorcist rod and, devoid of expression, approached their holy tablet. With a single swing, he reduced it to dust. That which represented the faith and hope of the town was destroyed. Cold, heartless, he spoke again, “Who gave you heathens permission to pray in their names?”

      The crowd huddled in shocked silence as though struck by lightning. Already in awe of the demon hunter’s frightening power, his cruelty made them speechless. Everything they thought they knew of their faith was a lie. They couldn’t believe their eyes.

      Raith placed his bow aside and addressed the frightened masses with savage tones, “I already know you are harboring a traitor to my people. Where is he? Speak quickly!”

      “Impossible! There’s no way!” Coppertooth sputtered, trying to force the words out as quickly as possible. “How could we have a traitor here?”

      Raith dismissed him with a wave. “Kill them.”

      The soldiers drew their bows. Another round of screams rang through the outpost.

      A dozen more bodies littered the ground, pouring blood into the dirt.

      Like the worms they were said to be, everyone lay prone on the ground. They shivered uncontrollably for the Skycloud soldiers seemed to kill at random. Anyone could be the next victim.

      Asha’s wide eyes stared at the nearly one hundred fellow residents who now lay dead. Unarmed men, women, the old, the young. Before this moment, they had admired these soldiers, had yearned to become a part of their world. But now? This domineering young tyrant had destroyed the emblem of their faith, as small and pathetic as it had been. A demon hunter, who they had worshipped as an agent of the gods, treated them with only cruelty and contempt.

      Asha wept bitter tears. Wastelanders were born into sin, but was there no path to redemption for them? Why were these noble men and women refusing to even give them a chance? Why would the representatives of the holy lands slaughter innocents?

      Raith did not look at them as humans. They were like beasts that needed to be exterminated. However many he killed would not be enough, and no matter how cruelly he acted, he would not feel guilty. In fact, it filled him with pride, for to him, he was cleansing the world of their filth. “I will count down from five. If no one answers, I will kill more of you until I get what I want. Five. Four. Three. Two!”

      “I know!”

      It was to be expected that someone would break when the threat of death was so clear.

      Coppertooth’s face was crestfallen. He didn’t know whether there really was a turncoat, but he knew how zealous the people of the Elysian lands were. They couldn’t admit it. They couldn’t! If they did, they would all be killed. If this traitor was never found, perhaps a few of them could be spared.

      If, on the other hand, this traitor was found or if they admitted to hiding them – intentionally or not – they and everything they’d built would be destroyed.

      But, it was too late for him to stop it.

      “Someone came from the wastelands today. He might be who you’re looking for. Coppertooth greeted him himself, and I saw Asha lead him away into the camp. He’s in the lodge! That’s all I know. I beg you not to kill me.”

      Raith’s lips twisted into the model image of a sneer.

      Claudia took several soldiers with her to search the lodge. Several minutes later, she returned empty-handed.

      “It’s him, but he’s already gone.”

      “Escaped?”

      Raith’s grim scowl made the man with loose lips turn pale. He staggered back a few feet before throwing himself to the ground.

      “T-this has nothing to do with me! I told you everything you asked!”

      “Yes! Indeed you did… but I never said I would spare you.”

      An arrow struck the citizen in the center of his head and pinned him to the dirt. A pool of blood quickly pooled around him.

      None of the slaughter registered on the female demon hunter’s face, for she could see nothing wrong with her compatriot’s methods. She was focused on spreading her senses wide, her hearing as accurate as sonar within several hundred feet. She was instantly familiarized with every nook and cranny of the space around them.

      The traitor knew they were there, but none of the ambush teams had raised the alarm. He had to still be hiding somewhere nearby. Good news for the demon hunters since Claudia’s perception was exceptional. She would find him before long.

      Raith, however, had never been a patient man.

      He wanted this mission completed as soon as possible. Rather than slowly making his prey uncomfortable, he would do something drastic to force him out of hiding. Rage was always the best tactic.

      The traitor would have to show his face. Raith would make sure of it.
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      Cloudhawk had hoped he could leave the outpost before his enemies caught up with him. He didn’t want to get the outpost caught up in his troubles. Unfortunately, the danger had arrived with the night. He could feel it gathering to strike. Although he couldn’t be sure, his premonition told him foes were lying in wait for him to show himself.

      It was all so strange. These were not typical wastelanders.

      He was at a loss, and before he could puzzle out what all of this meant, Cloudhawk heard the sound of a door opening from behind. A group of people surged in from the outpost, but what really caught his attention was the telltale sound that came with them.

      A relic? Demon hunters! But, why would demon hunters appear here? Were they here to kill him? He didn’t dare underestimate them. The only demon hunter he’d met was the Bloodsoaked Queen, so he didn’t know how capable the others of her order might be. If they were as strong as the Queen – no, if they were half as strong as the Queen, Cloudhawk would be in serious trouble!

      With the situation unclear, he couldn’t just break past them. Nimble as a monkey, he pulled himself up onto the roof and found a hidden spot to watch from. No sooner had he hid himself than he witnessed the demon hunter and a dozen soldiers begin rounding people up. The Lighthouse Point’s citizens were herded towards the center of the town, too far for him to see what was happening. However, he could hear the screams. It’d started.

      Cloudhawk covered himself in his cloak and vanished, reappearing several dozen feet away. He was as silent as a ghost, slipping through the night with the dexterity of a cat. He slipped an armor-piercing round into the chamber of his gun and peered through the sights until he found the two demon hunters.

      These soldiers were outfitted in superior equipment, far better than anything a wastelander could manage. Along with the demon hunters, it wasn’t hard to guess where they’d come from. Cloudhawk couldn’t remember offending any Elysians, though. 

      Perhaps something had happened to the Bloodsoaked Queen? Unlikely. She had a background of strength and experience. Nothing would happen to her.

      Whatever motivated these Elysians, Cloudhawk didn’t know, but he could see over a hundred dead civilians through the scope of his gun. It didn’t matter what their aim was, the wanton murder of innocents wasn’t something Cloudhawk was willing to accept. He was still trying to decide what to do when they singled Coppertooth out from the crowd.

      “We’ve done nothing to sully the name of the gods here!” Panic had set in when Coppertooth saw who’d come for them. Their lives were forfeit the moment the demon hunters arrived, but he tried one last gambit. “We’ve lived our lives in reverence of the holy lands and its people. We have never dared disrespect your righteous doctrines. Never! I was once a soldier in the Skycloud army. I made a mistake and was exiled, but I have always remained loyal. Always!”

      “A soldier of Skycloud?” Raith approached Coppertooth and trampled on his left leg. The sound of snapping bone and Coppertooth’s screams echoed in the heavy air. Raith’s face was a hideous mask of ruthless loathing. “You filthy worm. You dare call yourself a Skycloud soldier?”

      He pulled Coppertooth up from the ground and slammed his fist into the crippled veteran’s face.

      Coppertooth hit the ground hard. Half of his face had caved in from the blow, and several teeth tumbled from his mouth. He sputtered through a mouthful of blood, and his limbs twitched erratically. Raith’s punch had broken his neck. He would never stand again.

      “No. No!”

      Asha scrambled out from the huddled crowd. Tears cut streaks through the dirt on her face as she ran towards Coppertooth. He saw her and gurgled through his ruined mouth, “Go back. Stop!”

      Two soldiers grabbed Asha before she could get far. One slapped her hard across the face. What frail child could withstand a strike from a trained soldier? She crumpled to the ground, unconscious.

      The sound that came from Coppertooth was something between a roar and a wail.

      Raith pinned Coppertooth’s head to the ground with a foot while fifty wastelanders were chosen from the crowd. They were shoved into a line – old men, women, children – trembling as grim soldiers towered behind. Calloused hands gripped their glaives tightly and brought them high, waiting for the order.

      “Coward! I know you’re hiding somewhere!” Raith dragged his eyes around the camp. “If you have any shred of honor, then show your face!”

      He didn’t hesitate. Raith waved his hand, and in an instant, fifty innocent lives were snuffed out.

      Claudia didn’t even bat an eye at Raith’s murderous rampage. Her eyes were closed as she searched for any sign of the traitor they’d come to kill. Her companion’s actions were bait to lure out their prey, to anger him so that he would act rashly. The moment he did, she would know where he was hiding.

      “Are you watching? These innocents die because of you! Coward! How long will you let this go on?”

      Raith raised his hand again and snapped his fingers.

      Cloudhawk struggled to quell the rage burning inside of him.

      The Bloodsoaked Queen was one of the harshest people Cloudhawk had ever known, but compared with what he was witnessing, she had been a saint. To her, the lives of wastelanders were a trifle, but she at least loathed killing indiscriminately. These monsters killed for the sake of killing.

      They do this to get to me, eh? He knew their ploy, but Cloudhawk couldn’t sit by and watch. He wasn’t from the Elysian lands. He didn’t believe in their bullshit code of honor or feign respect. He only felt the wrath and indignation that came from a wastelander’s heart, from hearing people like him scream and die.

      Fifty more people were lined up and forced to their knees. They swayed, cried, and begged forgiveness.

      Raith turned a blind eye to their tears and blood. He would kill them one batch after another. Their lives held no value. If their pitiful deaths drew out his prey, then he was killing two birds with one stone.

      “Kill them.” Fifty soldiers raised their weapons.

      Cloudhawk could hesitate no longer. He glared through the cross-shaped aiming reticle at the female demon hunter. Disgusting as her male companion was, she was more dangerous. All this time, the relic she’d been channeling resonated threateningly.

      It was probably some sort of probing relic, something that enhanced her perception, Cloudhawk guessed. In other words, she was the eyes and ears. If she got a lock on him, escape would be almost impossible. He was in an inferior position, both in terms of numbers and in terms of strength. In a position like this, he had to make the first shot count. 

      His gun was special. Blackwater Base had had only one, and it was picked out for him by Hellflower. In addition to firing conventional ammo, it was also capable of accommodating special rounds. The armor-piercing bullet nestled in the chamber could punch through a sheet of iron several inches thick. No fleshy human body stood a chance. Even Roste’s freakish skin wouldn’t have been able to withstand a shot!

      Raith raised his hand to give the order, and then Cloudhawk pulled the trigger.

      The moment his finger moved, the female demon hunter’s eyes popped open. She slid to the right. Bang! The bullet exploded from Cloudhawk’s gun and half a breath later, it struck one of the Skycloud soldiers. His jade-like armor shattered into a thousand pieces, and he hit the ground screaming. The bullet kept going, piercing through a second man before ultimately lodging itself in a third.

      Fuck! Missed!

      Even the Bloodsoaked Queen would have found it hard to dodge this attack if she wasn’t looking out for it. The woman’s demon hunter skills alone didn’t account for her ability to dodge the shot. She had to have a high level of perception to do that.

      Her abilities were similar to Cloudhawk’s. The sense of danger leveled her way had tipped her off and gave her enough time to get out of the way. Killing her at a distance would be a challenge.

      Claudia’s azure blue eyes fixed on the shadow in the distance. “Raith, to the north!”

      Raith lifted his bow and stretched back the string. An arrow appeared out of thin air when he released, which soared towards the shadow almost a thousand feet away. Running along the hotel roof, Cloudhawk could feel the power closing in. He threw himself to the side, suddenly changing directions. The place where his foot had just left exploded into splinters.

      “Where are you running?!”

      Raith’s face showed a vicious scowl. Without another word, he leapt onto the roof of a nearby six-foot-tall building.

      His talent was agility. He jumped across the rooftops so quickly that he covered half the distance between himself and his prey almost instantly. As he soared through the air, Raith drew his bow again and released an arrow no less deadly than Cloudhawk’s gun. If it hit, the consequences would be unbearable to contemplate.

      Thud!

      The arrow was stopped by a shield of sand, but the impact also blew the shield apart.

      The air became choked with yellow dust that impeded the demon hunter’s vision. Raith waved his hands in front of his face to try and dispel the cloud. When it was gone, so too was his target.

      Escape was going to be difficult. Cloudhawk knew the soldiers were waiting to ambush him nearby. Although they couldn’t compare to demon hunters, Skycloud soldiers were nonetheless capable fighters. Their weapons were as deadly as sniper rifles.

      When the soldiers saw him, they burst into action, but before they got far, Cloudhawk threw a round object into their midst. The explosion that followed shook the whole area. The blast wasn’t lethal, but the sound and light incapacitated his attackers – it was another toy Cloudhawk had brought from Blackwater Base.

      Claudia and Raith gave chase, followed by a contingent of soldiers. However, by the time they reached the blast site, Cloudhawk had disappeared without a trace. Neither demon hunter had anticipated he’d be this cunning. He’d slipped past both Raith and the soldiers left in ambush.

      Raith’s expression was both savage and infuriated. The turncoat had escaped from right under their noses, killing two Skycloud soldiers and wounding several others. It stung worse than a slap to the face.

      “He’s injured.” Claudia dug her fingers into a patch of blood-soaked soil and brought them up to her nose to take a sniff. “The traitor won’t get far.”
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      Sunlight crept over the desert, dispelling the darkness. Wind cleaved the night’s cloud cover, allowing shafts of blood-red light to peek through.

      The moment day broke, the temperature began to rise. The heat sent creatures of the night scurrying for their nests, and in only a few minutes, hot air warped the horizon. It was hard to see any further than a few hundred feet away.

      Cloudhawk struggled over the dunes while the wind whipped around him. He clutched his gun and leaned against the biting gusts, trudging at an even pace. What he experienced at Blackwater Base had made him strong. Now, his energy recovered faster than he spent it. So long as he had energy to spare, he could keep moving.

      He made sure to keep a safe distance between him and his enemies. Whenever they were about to catch up, he would lose them in the ruins. They repeated this sequence over and over again for six hours, never clashing but never losing track of each other.

      Cloudhawk knew where he had the advantage, and he knew how to make use of it. His enemies were many, but that made them slow and unwieldy.

      The trail of blood they’d found? Cloudhawk had planted it on purpose. For one thing, he had to lead them away from Lighthouse Point. Otherwise, they would have continued killing those poor people. It also gave them the mistaken impression that he was hurt. The aim was to make them feel overconfident. It was for the same reason that he didn’t use his relic cloak to escape.

      The young demon hunters aimed to exhaust their wounded prey by keeping up the chase. However, they were starting to question their decision as they struggled back and forth to gain ground without being able to catch sight of him.

      He still hadn’t collapsed. On the contrary, his pursuers were beginning to tire while Cloudhawk just kept going. Claudia, who had been using her senses to track him this whole time, was quickly becoming exhausted.

      Both of the demon hunters were far stronger than Cloudhawk, and the soldiers they brought were each about his equal. It was a sharp disparity in strength, but out in the wastelands, it wasn’t always strength that won fights. Experience, patience, and luck were one’s weapons. Oftentimes, the weaker beasts of the wastes could take on a vastly stronger foe and win handily.

      Eventually, Cloudhawk’s intentions became clear to the Elysians: he was pretending to be weak to force them into exhaustion!

      Like many wastelands creatures, he was pretending to be weak to confound his pursuers. At the last moment, he would turn and attack, taking them by surprise. Much like a pack of wolves, Cloudhawk would take a bite out of their forces, slowly chipping away at their strength. Then, when they were exhausted, he would strike – expending the least energy while maximizing the damage inflicted.

      The wastelands were a cruel and effective teacher. Cloudhawk was a talented student. Over time, the Skycloud soldiers slowed to a crawl while he hadn’t weakened at all.

      Claudia turned her head and looked at the soldiers. Stragglers were falling further and further behind, stretching their group out. She could tell at a glance that they were tired and not at their best. Their prey was more cunning than she’d given him credit for. He was more tenacious than had been predicted. Their soldiers wouldn’t be able to keep this chase up for very much longer.

      Stragglers were left behind to try and catch up while the demon hunters pressed ahead. However, this spread them thin. Was this not the traitor’s intention?

      “I think we’ve been tricked. The turncoat isn’t injured at all!” Raith had come around to the realization as well. Though he was dripping with sweat, his eyes were as hard and as cold as ice. He regularly scanned the horizon. “He’s clearly skilled at traveling through the ruins. But, if he thinks that will be enough to save him, he’s gravely underestimated us.”

      He reached to his waist where an elaborate arrow had been strung through his belt and pulled it free. It was unclear what the arrow was made of. It was about as long as a hand, and arcane runes had been carved all along its surface. The marks of a relic.

      Claudia looked at him with the light of surprise in her eyes. “You’re going to use the Lifedrinker?”

      The Lifedrinker arrow. Raith’s heirloom relic!

      He’d only acquired it recently, and as such, he wasn’t very proficient in its use. Employing it cost him a lot in energy and psychic power, making it unsuitable for most situations. Now appeared to be the time.

      The arrow emitted a crisp and melodious sound, and then, like an extendable baton, its ends snapped out to form a three-foot-long arrow. The runes on its surface glowed mysteriously and shrouded it in a cocoon of light – an indication that the relic had been awakened.

      “Our group is too slow getting through these ruins. If we continue, when will this chase end?” He slowly lifted the arrow in his hands. “It is a disgrace to use the Lifedrinker on this turncoat, but we are beset by dangers all throughout these blighted lands. Our enemy is cunning. It is worth using this arrow to ensure the safety of our holy warriors and to end this farce quickly!”

      Once the arrow was loosed, the turncoat would surely die. The result was indisputable!

      Claudia produced a small bottle, within which was Cloudhawk’s blood. They’d gathered it from the dirt back at Lighthouse Point. A single drop was extracted and poured onto the Lifedrinker arrow’s triangular head. The moment the blood touched its smooth surface, it vanished. Archaic runes shimmered hungrily in response and turned red. The arrow had marked its target.

      Raith and Claudia exchanged a wordless glance. She nodded and stepped back.

      The young demon hunter placed his foot atop a nearby rock and assumed an archer’s stance. He drew back the bowstring with a deep sigh. Energy gathered quickly around him, causing the dirt and gravel below his feet to tremble. Even the rock beneath his feet began to crack under the strain. Inch by inch, the exorcist bow, bearing the Lifedrinker arrow, was drawn back toward its limit.

      Nearby, the Skycloud soldiers looked on with envy and admiration.

      The young demon hunter’s bow was a relic that did not need any arrows. By itself, the bow could lay an enemy low, but when combined with the arrow, these two relics could do truly frightening things. Young though he was, Raith commanded such impressive power. He was an outstanding talent among the younger generation of demon hunters.

      Slowly, he drew back the bow, face red and veins stark and throbbing on his forehead. He wasn’t pulling on a mere string. Instead, it felt like he was trying to pull back a thousand-pound weight. It took five seconds just to draw it half way.

      His Lifedrinker arrow was becoming brighter. The force field around him was becoming more intense.

      At last, he reached his limit. With his heart filled full of bloodlust and rancor, he released it all with a single shouted command. “Go!”

      The Lifedrinker arrow vanished in a streak of red light. As silent as death. Faster than the eye could follow. 

      Raith swayed and nearly fell over, but Claudia had been ready. She stepped forward and made sure he stayed on his feet. She looked even more excited than he did since witnessing the use of his heirloom was a special thing. “You did it!”

      When she caught him, Raith’s heart began to flutter. It made him proud and filled his heart with manly vigor that he was able to manage the act of using the arrow in front of her.

      The two of them had known each other for ten years. Chosen as children, they had trained, grown, and improved together. Both were young, barely twenty, and trusted each other implicitly.

      Claudia was a year younger than Raith. She looked up to him like an older brother, while he had long ago developed feelings for her. All of his bluster, all of his bravado, all of his great effort was just so that she would see him.

      Filled with pride and self-confidence, Raith was sure the turncoat had been slain. “The rest of you wait here for our orders. Captains, come with us.”

      Ten soldiers separated from the crowd and made to follow. These captains were much stronger than the typical holy warrior. Leaving the burden that was the other soldiers behind, this smaller group could move faster. With Claudia and Raith in the lead, they left in search of their prey’s body.
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        * * *

      

      As the Lifedrinker arrow was released, a flood of foreboding enveloped Cloudhawk. It was a terrible sensation like something had torn open his throat and pierced his spine. He couldn’t imagine what sort of thing would make him feel this way.

      Then, the ripples of a relic’s power reached him.

      His face fell when he felt what was coming. Without looking back, he threw himself to the side.

      An arrow, moving faster than he could fathom, screamed past. It was frightening enough that he could hardly follow it with his eyes. More terrifying was the fact that the arrow hadn’t made any noise at all. Not even the sound of rustling wind could be heard as it swept by. Cloudhawk had survived solely because of his danger sense and the sound of the relic’s resonance. Anyone else would have died on the spot.

      Missing by mere inches, the arrow raced by, only to spin in midair a few dozen feet away and head back towards him. Left with no recourse, Cloudhawk hit the ground hard enough to make his vision blurry.

      Whatever relic this was, it sure was difficult to deal with! Once it locked onto a target, it would adjust its trajectory until it struck. If the first pass missed, it came around for a second, then a third, and a fourth. It would only stop once he was dead.

      When had Cloudhawk ever encountered a weapon like this? It was too strange, too wily!

      The second pass missed. It was coming back for a third, still moving as fast as lightning!

      Cloudhawk pulled himself forward with his hands, but with his every movement, the arrow followed like the specter of death hungry for his soul. His eyes went wide as it headed right for him, but he flopped behind a low-lying wall just in time. A fraction of a second later, the sound of splintering rock assailed his ears as the whole wall crumbled. The Lifedrinker arrow pierced his cover, searching for his rapidly beating heart. Rrrrip! His armor split like it was made of paper, and it was the Gospel of Sand beneath that saved his life.

      It ricocheted off and rocketed into the sky. He’d hoped the wall would protect him, but it might as well have not been there. The arrow soared high overhead before turning back one hundred and eighty degrees and beginning its descent. 

      It was coming right for the top of Cloudhawk’s skull. Too deadly, too frightening! Nothing seemed to slow it down!

      He was so frightened that his whole body was drenched in a cold sweat. He wrenched the iron dagger from his waist and, with a scream, swung it wildly at the arrow. He put all his power behind it, for if he failed to stop it, the arrow would take his life!

      Clang!

      Snap!

      Half the dagger’s blade lodged itself in the sand. Cloudhawk was left with only the hilt.

      However, the Lifedrinker arrow had been knocked aside. It continued a few feet into the distance before turning around and picking up speed once more. 

      He was left stunned, at a loss. What the fuck was this goddamn thing?! How was it so hard to escape?

      There was no other avenue of escape left to him. He activated his cloak. Perhaps, if he disappeared, the arrow couldn’t follow... but if it could, then he was out of luck.
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      One second. Two seconds. Three seconds!

      Cloudhawk anxiously searched himself with his hands but found no wounds. The Lifedrinker arrow hovered in the air less than a foot away from his chest, frozen in midair. Its razor-sharp tip was pointed directly at his eye.

      The sanguine runes etched on its surface flickered and then dimmed. As he watched, the possessed arrow turned and flew into the distance.

      The Lifedrinker arrow deftly maneuvered through the ruins. It avoided obstacles, retracing its route back to where it’d come from. Eventually, it found its way back to Raith.

      He snatched it from the air. With his chest puffed out, the young demon hunter proudly proclaimed, “Moon, don’t worry. The traitor has already been dealt with.”

      Yet, she peered at the arrow with doubt. “So quickly?”

      “Don’t underestimate this relic! This is one of Skycloud’s greatest hunting relics!” Had anyone other than Claudia questioned him, Raith would have flown into an imperious rage. He might have even killed the offender. Yet, before her, there wasn’t even a hint of anger. On the contrary, he patiently explained the relic’s power. “This relic was created by a master demon hunter a hundred years ago. Shot from his hand, this arrow would hunt its target relentlessly for five days and five nights. Once, his target was more than three miles away, but in the end, the arrow still took his life as intended.”

      The others blanched at the story. It hunted its target for five whole days? Killed it from three miles away?

      How could such a deadly tool exist in this world? Only the gods could have created such a righteous and powerful thing.

      “This relic has three special qualities. First, it’s able to locate its target and attack with extreme precision. Second, it’s silent so as to take its target’s life before they even knew what was happening. And third, if somehow its first attack missed, it will just keep coming. Either the relic’s holy powers are used up, or its target dies. Those are the only outcomes.” He flicked his wrist and the arrow contracted back into the form of a small rod. He slipped it back into his belt. “It had enough power to return to me, so that means the job is done. If you need confirmation, you can use your perception to try and find him yourself.”

      Until a life was taken, the arrow would not come back. That was what made the relic arrow so special.

      Raith did not possess the skill or power of a master demon hunter, but the ten minutes he could manage was more than sufficient. Actually, only a couple of minutes had passed since he fired the Lifedrinker arrow, and it was back already. Their target had to be dead. Raith was confident of this assumption.

      Claudia nodded and focused her psychic energy into the torque necklace around her neck. The tracking relic hummed to life. Just like her companion promised, she could not find any sign of their prey. In all likelihood, he was dead.

      “Do you believe me now?” He wanted to maintain a level of modesty before the girl he admired, but it was difficult for him to hide the arrogance behind his eyes. “Let’s hurry before some monster makes a meal of our prize.”

      The twelve hunters from Skycloud picked up the pace towards Cloudhawk’s last known location.

      Before long, the terrain had become a complex maze of buildings, thousands of them in various states of disrepair that towered like ancient sentinels. In the center was an enormous ship that had crashed to earth. It was phenomenally large with half of it buried in the rubble. Its parts were strewn all around. 

      So, this was their prey’s chosen cemetery?

      Claudia shut her eyes and channeled her focus once again into her relic necklace. It shimmered in response to her call. Waves of invisible resonance reached out like radar in all directions, and in an instant, she knew the terrain as well as if she’d walked the whole thing herself.

      “There’s nothing dangerous nearby.”

      Strange. No corpse, either?

      Both demon hunters were young and talented, outstanding members of their class. Claudia’s expertise was investigation and probing while Raith was a gifted hunter and assassin. Together, they formed a frightening pair, made all the more formidable by the ten Skycloud captains at their back. It was probably better for the traitor to be already dead before they found him.

      “He has to be nearby.” Raith looked around the dilapidated surroundings. “This place is a mess. Spread out and search!”

      Cloudhawk hid in a fissure along the mothership’s hull. Once the girl’s probe swept by, he cautiously allowed the power of his cloak to fade. He perched amidst the ruins, so well blended in that he might as well have been a chameleon. With slow, deliberate movements, he pulled his rifle off his shoulder and loaded an armor-piercing round.

      This guy is way too overconfident. Egotistical prick.

      He wasn’t downplaying how dangerous the Lifedrinker arrow was, but every relic had a weakness. Cloudhawk’s invisibility cloak masked everything; his sound, body heat, and aura just vanished. Any indication that he was alive had vanished as well. Without any means to find its target, the arrow assumed its mission was complete.

      Claudia’s tracking was troublesome too. It didn’t seem to tire her out too much but was very effective. All this time, it was through her that they were able to pinpoint his location. However, with some effort and time, Cloudhawk was able to find her weakness as well.

      She couldn’t sustain the pulses for long. They came in waves, roughly three minutes apart.

      Once Cloudhawk saw the pattern, he started to take advantage. When the pulses were due, he hid beneath the power of the cloak. Her powers seemed to work similarly to the Lifedrinker arrow, so once he was safely masked by the cloak, her tracker relic was rendered effectively useless. He knew their tricks, and because of his cloak, these demon hunters had been lulled into a false sense of security. Now was the time to strike back.

      Cloudhawk tentatively crept out from his hiding spot and inched forward, using the ruins as cover until he found a good spot: an intersection where both demon hunters would have to eventually cross.

      He was ready, but who was his target this time?

      The girl’s relic could pin him down, and she had a strong sense for danger. If Cloudhawk chose her, she would be able to feel it, so he wasn’t absolutely sure his sneak attack would land. The boy was quick, nimble, and well trained. After using the arrow, he would be physically and mentally drained. He was at his weakest… making him the right target.

      Both of the young demon hunters had made a fatal mistake. They shouldn’t have left their entourage behind. They were scattered around the complicated terrain and couldn’t quickly reorganize if something happened. It gave Cloudhawk all the time and opportunity he needed.

      He saw them coming, still vigilant. They thought Cloudhawk was dead, but this sort of place was the perfect hunting grounds for other wastelands beasts. They were on high alert for any danger that might be lurking around the corner.

      Three hundred feet.

      Two hundred and fifty feet.

      Cloudhawk slowly exhaled and then held his breath. He controlled every pore, stilling his body to the point where he was practically stone. Below, the demon hunters picked their way through the ruins slowly, carefully examining everything they came across. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk’s focus was waning. Deal with one. Then, face the other. That was the plan. He had to save as much energy as possible for that fight, or for an escape if he failed.

      Closer.

      Closer.

      Demon hunters had to be more than just excellent warriors. They were relentlessly trained to be killers. Even against two relatively young and inexperienced members, Cloudhawk didn’t dare underestimate what they could do. Every ounce of concentration, every bit of power had to be used in these critical seconds.

      A hundred and fifty feet… A hundred and thirty…

      Cloudhawk remained still. He had one chance. He had to wait for the perfect moment.

      Something must have seemed off, for both demon hunters stopped suddenly. They held their weapons tightly and scanned their surroundings.

      They somehow felt the danger.

      Suddenly, a series of shrieking barks echoed off the crumbling walls as six or seven mutated rats slithered through the cracks. Their beady red eyes glared at the two intruders, ready to tear them apart with their dagger-like claws.

      That was what they sensed: the monsters!

      Claudia brandished her exorcist rod, which hummed with power, and launched at their attackers. She moved with incredible speed. Before the rats could get close, a blast of power knocked them into the air and ripped their hairy bodies apart. A rain of blood and gore showered the area.

      The moment the rats appeared, Raith felt a frigid sensation bubble up from deep inside. 

      It caught him off guard for it was the first time he’d felt something like that. By sheer coincidence, he turned his head, and a hundred feet away, he could clearly see a figure rising from the ruins. Time slowed. He saw every grain of sand as it fell off the figure’s shoulders. His gun was the same color as the grit around them, except for the dark maw of the barrel. A magnificent bloom of fire reached for him from that darkness.

      No! He went cold, all over his body and deep into his soul. He could even feel the friction of the thick bullet as it ripped through the air, the sound of it leaving the barrel, the promise of death in its wake. Raith tried to get out of the way, but the sneak attack was too sudden and his murderer was too close. He couldn’t escape.

      He watched in excruciating detail as the bullet entered his chest. It slipped through his cloak before penetrating his leather armor. Although it was of the best quality, there was nothing his armor could do to stop the bullet. Skin split, muscles tore, bone shattered. A spray of blood followed as the bullet exited his back.

      “RAITH!!”

      It all happened in the blink of an eye. Pieces of mutant rat still fell around them.

      A wail, filled with inconsolable anguish, spilled from Claudia’s mouth as she watched the bullet pass through him. She reached out and grabbed him, almost immediately drenched in something hot and slick. The wound in Raith’s chest was the size of a fist and was gushing a fountain of blood.

      Cloudhawk reloaded the rifle with his left hand. His window was mere seconds as he aimed another shot at the fallen demon hunter. He was not the target, however. Cloudhawk was hoping to hit the girl behind him.

      Cloudhawk was fast, but his luck was limited. Claudia sensed the bullet coming and leapt into the air to avoid it, but so far, things were still under his control.

      He flung the rifle to the side. It was too slow for his needs. He reached back and pulled two revolvers from his waist and fired a series of shots at the surviving demon hunter. Each bullet shot forth with a spat of fire and traced a blazing line through the air. Each one was aimed at Claudia, who would find it difficult to dodge while airborne.

      At this fatal moment, Raith summoned the last of his strength to throw himself at Claudia. He shoved her out of the way, but not before two of the bullets struck her. However, neither hit was effective. Cloudhawk’s revolvers weren’t strong enough to penetrate her armor.

      Raith took the rest of the shots. One hit him in the side of his face and blew off his ear. Another hit him in the throat and tore out a huge chunk of flesh.

      Failure! Cloudhawk scowled and made to flee.
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      Thanks to her danger sense, which was as keen as Cloudhawk’s own, the girl demon hunter had avoided his hail of gunfire. Emptying what was left of his clip, he slipped back into the ruins and vanished before she could recover. It was all over in five or six seconds.

      Their brief skirmish ended faster than a flash of lightning.

      The demon hunters were more capable than I’d expected. Cloudhawk wasn’t able to deal with them in one go as he’d hoped, but it didn’t matter. He got the one he wanted.

      Claudia lay on the floor, her flaxen hair splayed around her. Her pale skin was smeared with blood and dirt, and an aching pain radiated from her shoulder and lower abdomen. If it weren’t for whatever secret materials they used to make her exceptional armor, the two shots would have taken her out of the fight as well.

      Her first instinct was not to go after their assailant but instead to check on Raith. She collapsed at his side and held him closely. When she saw the state he was in, something snapped in her. “Raith… Raith, are you alright? Come on now, don’t scare me like this.”

      His handsome face no longer bore that self-assured expression he was famous for. Dim eyes stared sightlessly at the sky, empty. Blood continued to leak from his nose and the corners of his mouth. Even her screams seemed separate, somehow disjointed. All the energy drained out of her.

      The shot to the neck was the one to actually take his life, but he had been a dead man walking once the armor-piercing round hit its mark. That bullet had destroyed his lungs, shattering several ribs and his sternum along the way. No first aid or emergency medicine would save him. Now, the haughty young demon hunter lay in the dirt, and the only part of him that moved were his legs. They twitched as death loomed near.

      Raith’s mind was in chaos. He felt like he was sinking into a bottomless black hole. He dimly felt a few hot drops strike his face, nourishment for his worn-out soul. His eyes regained focus and the tear-streaked face of a young woman came into view.

      Claudia. Is she crying for me?

      A stifling sadness filled him.

      Ever since they were small, he’d tried so hard to be gallant, strong, and manly for her. Subconsciously, his brutal massacre of the wastelanders had been to show her his boldness and skill. He just wanted her to see him differently.

      But what did it accomplish? For all his pride and conceit, he now lay amid the ruins like garbage.

      He wanted so much for her to be his. He would protect her, love her – but the chance had passed. He mustered the life that was slipping from him, forcing words through his shattered lungs and lips. “Please… when you report to Lord Cloude … tell him the failure was mine. Let me shoulder the… shame and responsibility. Claudia… you’re still young… so talented. You can’t… let this failure tarnish your potential. Don’t go after him. Give up the mission. Go back! Please… go back!

      Claudia shook her head. “Don’t speak. I’m bringing you back to Skycloud!”

      But that was no longer possible. It was already too late. Raith looked up at her, filled with sadness and despair. My very first mission and it ends with my death at a traitor’s hand out in the wastes. His shame would disgrace his whole family. How could he ever face that?

      In her heart, Claudia also knew that Raith was certain to die. Had she only known their first incursion into the wastelands would end so bitterly! The boy she’d spent her whole life with, who’d grown up with her, lay in her arms struggling for his final breath. And there was nothing she could do, only watch as his labored breathing grew shallower.

      “There’s something I need to tell you… I…”

      Whatever he wanted to say, he would never have the chance to tell her. His pupils contracted, and a deluge of blood poured from his mouth, thick with bits of bone and organ. His chest quivered like a broken bellows and then went still. The last signs of life slipped away.

      His eyes went wide. 

      Unbelieving.

      Reluctant.

      Claudia hugged his bloody body to her own and cried. She threw her head back and gave voice to her pain. The two young demon hunters had been too brazen. If they’d kept their guards with them, they might have caught Cloudhawk after his attack.

      Of course… when one descended into irrational thought, one continued to make mistakes.

      When the soldiers heard the gunshots, they came running towards Claudia’s direction. If she waited just three minutes for them to arrive, the eleven of them working together could easily overwhelm the traitor. But, the rage that burned in her beautiful eyes demanded blood. The tracking relic against her chest glimmered and released a resonant pulse.

      This fucking scumbag can’t be far. He is hiding in the ruins! Waiting for a chance to strike again.

      Claudia snatched up her exorcist rod and gave chase.

      Cloudhawk had reloaded his revolvers, and, as he broke out of hiding, he started firing. His wrists bucked from the recoil as he sprayed the narrow passage with bullets. The girl was just as strong as her fallen companion, but he was adept at fighting from a distance. She was most dangerous up close.

      She’s quick!

      Claudia eluded the bullets as deftly as a dancer without even slowing her approach. For those bullets she couldn’t avoid, she knocked them away with her staff without a second thought.

      Incredible! Yet another person able to knock away bullets! The last time he saw someone with that level of skill was back at Blackflag Outpost. This girl had to be about as skilled as that sweeper leader. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk’s marksmanship wasn’t spectacular, still inferior to the likes of Slyfox.

      He wasn’t going to kill her with his guns. It was like trying to face off against Hellflower!

      She was getting closer. If she got within striking distance, Cloudhawk didn’t know how he would protect himself.  She was a demon hunter, the real thing. Claudia wasn’t on the same level as the Bloodsoaked Queen, but one on one, there were only a few people in the wastelands who could stand against her.

      Cloudhawk’s own exorcist rod was gone. What did he have that could protect him from hers?

      Claudia’s azure eyes were red from hatred. She glared at Cloudhawk with such burning rage that it seemed like a miracle that he wasn’t burnt to a crisp right away.

      “I find your mood curious. Is it blood-boiling anger? Soul-tearing hatred? Or, are you so anxious to share your friend’s shame?”

      Facing the furious woman, Cloudhawk was not stunned. His face was hidden behind the mask, so all she heard was his modulated, demon-like voice. Every word, every sentence, only caused her to become more incensed.

      “Now that I know you can actually feel something… where were your anger and hatred when those innocent wastelanders were murdered? You who pretend to be so noble… in my eyes, you’re nothing but selfish, despicable, laughable hypocrites. Are these the great demon hunters of the Elysian lands? The righteous warriors of the gods? You don’t even compare to the worms of the wastelands!”

      “Shut your fucking mouth!”

      Sure enough, she charged.

      Her cloak began to rustle from some inexplicable wind. Her staff began to whir and thrum with power that made the sand beneath their feet whip into the air. A tempest of agitated energy surrounded her, causing such friction that heat poured out in waves.

      Son of a bitch…! She is strong! Cloudhawk hurriedly tried to escape.

      Claudia lifted her staff, and it seemed to split the air. Her anger, as vast and vicious as a waterfall, empowered her attack. A terrifying aura swallowed Cloudhawk, turning the air to paste and making it hard to move.

      None of the pressure was life-threatening, but her skills were beyond anything he’d anticipated. Her anger and disgrace was fueling her, making her at least three times stronger than normal.

      A scorching, hate-filled air surrounded them. It made their surroundings warp from the intensity. Cloudhawk couldn’t escape and could only rely on his cloak. He disappeared from her view, using the increased speed to help him move.

      The power of Claudia’s exorcist rod came in a torrent, powerful enough to destroy two rows of ancient buildings. It didn’t matter if it was old steel or thick stone, everything was turned to dust.

      Cloudhawk barely avoided destruction, staggering out of the way just in time. He slipped into the relative safety of the ruins, and unless he let his invisibility drop, she would have no idea where he was.

      “Coward! Come out!” Claudia knew he had to be using relics and high-grade ones at that. That’s how he deceived Raith’s Lifedrinker arrow as well as my own attempts to locate him. “All you can do is hide and attack from the shadows? You call yourself a warrior?! Stand and fight like a man!”

      “Honorable demon hunter, you are in no position to pretend to know what fairness is.” Cloudhawk was moving so quickly that his voice came at her from several directions, like an echo. Gunshots rang out from all around, but none had any effect on her. She didn’t even try to avoid them this time and just knocked them away with her staff.

      “If your idea of ‘fair’ is the brutal slaughter of the true faithful… if you call ‘fair’ the wholesale slaughter of unarmed citizens… if your ‘fairness’ is the wanton slaughter of the old, of women, of children… if ‘fairness’ in your world is the slaughter of a hundred innocent people just to find me, then I am happy to be a cunning, despicable, impudent scoundrel!”

      He said too much. It served its purpose in making her angry, but it also helped her find where he was hiding. Once she knew where he was, she swung her exorcist rod in his direction.

      He was knocked back by the blast, his instability causing his invisibility to drop. He stood with both feet on the ground, but two large trenches extended from them.

      The girl had a few tricks up her sleeves. When Cloudhawk saw the absolute rage on her face, he knew that a battle was inevitable. He wasn’t particularly level-headed himself, and the situation had slipped out of his control. But, no one else was like him or had the help of his mysterious stone and the depths of power it afforded him.

      Mantis had taught him once that composure was a soldier’s greatest weapon. When one’s emotions got the better of oneself, the control over the cadence of a battle was ceded to the enemy.

      Claudia wasn’t ignorant of this fact. She was well trained as a demon hunter. Alas, humans were emotional creatures, and sometimes, human nature was difficult to suppress. Everything she learned was pushed out of her mind in the face of pure hatred. She wasn’t thinking about tactics. All she wanted was to see this masked prick pulverized!

      I’m going to kill him.

      I’M GOING TO KILL HIM!
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      In the face of such an intense onslaught, Cloudhawk had no choice but to disengage and hide in the ancient ruins that served as their battleground. Crumbling buildings towered over them like a forest of petrified bamboo. He didn’t know why it was here or what they were used for in those old days. But, there were so many randomly scattered all around that the scope was staggering.

      The one demon hunter was trouble enough. If he’d stuck around to get surrounded by the Skycloud soldiers, Cloudhawk would be done for. Choosing to flee into this complicated mess of buildings was for nothing more than to buy some time.

      Behind him, the sound of her exorcist rod blasting through the ruins never ceased.

      After nimbly dodging his bullets, Claudia raced after him, cleaving through whatever obstacles crossed her path. Like a crafty rat, Cloudhawk slithered between the buildings. He changed directions at random to try and throw her off.

      Her answer was to blast the stone buildings to dust with her staff.

      Enraged and spewing curses, Claudia kept on the trail of this slippery bastard. She was fast as a cheetah, but every time she caught up to him, Cloudhawk would dart to the side and pull ahead. She did not slow down to follow, though. She charged headlong into the building before her and began to run along the wall as easily as she would walk on firm ground. Agile as a monkey, she skittered up the building and then kicked off.

      Bang!

      She landed on her sturdy feet, creating cracks where she landed. Less than a second later, she jumped off again.

      From above, Cloudhawk looked like a frightened rabbit darting off in random directions. He himself didn’t know where he was going. He only knew that he had to keep moving. Where the demon hunter had once been a cheetah, now she was a swallow hovering overhead. She deftly bound from building to building even faster than he could run.

      Cloudhawk had hoped the cluster of buildings would keep her at bay. The girl ended up being more skilled than he thought.

      Jumping from building to building was certainly more tiring, but she was markedly faster than her prey. Cloudhawk could feel the noose tightening around his neck with each passing moment.

      “Die!”

      Claudia’s exorcist rod lashed out again.

      She left Cloudhawk no option but to rely on his cloak again. He vanished, dodged, and reappeared. She came at him again. He dodged again. Cloudhawk didn’t even have time to catch his breath. They danced around each other at a staggering pace.

      Each time Cloudhawk was in danger of being overcome, he used his cloak to slip away. It went on in this way for five minutes.

      All of a sudden, Claudia felt  intense dizziness assail her. She had to slow or risk falling over. Her feet hit the ground with a heavy thud but were stable despite the fact that every muscle in her body was screaming in pain.

      She’d begun to claw her way out of the madness that had gripped her. Covered in sweat, gasping for breath, she saw the masked traitor stop as well. They stood a hundred and fifty feet apart, just staring at one another. Claudia could feel the mirth coming off the masked man even though she couldn’t see his face.

      “Evidently, your master never taught you to use energy sparingly in a fight.”

      She was spent. Cloudhawk could see it. The demon hunter was stronger than he was, but not devastatingly so like the Bloodsoaked Queen. Killing him wouldn’t be easy for her. Exploiting her anger, forcing her to chase him and use her staff had improved his odds.

      Seven or eight times. That’s how many strikes she’d made with her staff.

      Before their encounter, she’d been hunting him with the help of her relic necklace. That had also cost her psychic energy. Now, she was spent not only mentally, but also physically as well.

      Cloudhawk’s simple tactic had succeeded. The idiot had wasted her advantage. As the old saying went, every dog had its day. Now… it was time for the hunted to become the hunter.

      “You…”

      Claudia knew she’d been tricked, but it was too late. They were surrounded by a maze of ruined buildings. No aid would come any time soon.

      Cloudhawk reached out his left hand and pointed a revolver at her while he clutched a knife in his right. He attacked. Claudia tried to activate her staff, but her attempt only earned her a tearing pain in her skull. It was too late. The bullets were coming at her.

      “Fuck!” She sidestepped what she could, her wrath still alive in her heart and filling her with the energy to continue. But, she only had enough strength to run. Behind her, that contemptible man continued shouting taunts.

      “Didn’t the honorable demon hunter say she wanted a face-to-face fight? Does this mean running away is also the style of holy warriors like yourselves? You Elysians. So virtuous.”

      Shame and fury filled her. His words struck her so acutely that she stopped long enough for one of his bullets to catch her in the thigh. Her legs weren’t armored, so the bullet dug in deep. In this era, there was no one to teach wastelanders how to be gentle with the fairer sex.   Cloudhawk didn’t hesitate at all, moving in to finish what he started. His dagger was aimed for the flesh of her throat.

      Claudia was inexperienced in life and death struggles, but she was trained by the formidable demon hunters. She was weak and angry, but she still was not a helpless lamb before the butcher’s knife.

      Just as Cloudhawk’s dagger was poised to tear open her throat, Claudia flung herself forward. The razor edge of his dagger slipped over her head, taking a large patch of hair with it. Claudia tumbled forward, planted her hands on the ground, and pushed off. Spinning beautifully overhead, both staff and body came crashing towards Cloudhawk.

      Even without the added danger of psychic energy, the exorcist rod was sharp and lethal. Cloudhawk thought she was spent and was surprised to discover that she still had the energy to fight back. He lifted his left hand, using the revolver to deflect her blow. The gun was knocked away so hard that its barrel was irreparably bent.

      Claudia gathered herself for a second attack, but when her right leg hit the ground, the bullet wound was torn wider. The pain caused her to lose her balance. Cloudhawk, seizing the opportunity, whipped a kick at her. The demon hunter was knocked a dozen feet away.

      Having learned his lesson, Cloudhawk approached her more cautiously this time. “You really don’t fuck around.”

      Demon hunters were known for their abilities, especially in close quarters. The injury to her leg wasn’t severe, so she managed to quickly get back on her feet. It did, however, prevent her from being able to outrun her assailant. More troubling was the fact that Cloudhawk still had the energy to use his relics if needed.

      Claudia saw her plight clearly. If she didn’t run, the traitor could get behind her using his speed and invisibility to launch a sneak attack. That could be deadly. The other soldiers had to be close. If she could stall for a minute or two, they would surround the area and he would be trapped. That was her best chance at turning the tables.

      “Before I kill you, I want to ask you something.” Cloudhawk had to satisfy his curiosity before finishing it. “Why do you want me dead?”

      Claudia was guarded. She answered with a voice full of venom and loathing, “You’re a traitor. Do we need any other reason?”

      Behind the mask, Cloudhawk scowled. Did she think he was a demon hunter too? What a disastrous misunderstanding! But, it didn’t matter. Either she died or he did. He had no intention of dying today so it would have to be her.

      Cloudhawk grew up in the wastelands. He was a wastelander, through and through. Aggression and viciousness were baked into his bones. Yes, he was far kinder than most of his kin, but towards those who wanted to kill him, he held no pity at all. It didn’t matter that she was pretty or anything else. He lunged forward, flinging a dagger at her with his left hand with lightning speed!

      Clang! Her exorcist rod knocked it away.

      Cloudhawk spun the dagger in his right hand so that he held it in a reverse grip. Several vicious swipes followed, aimed at vital areas. Claudia danced out of harm’s way, protecting herself with her staff.

      Sparks flew with each collision. They clashed four or five times in the space of just a few seconds. Their weapons rang out in protest as they met again and again in midair.

      Her technique was better than his, allowing her to even go so far as to gain the upper hand. She knocked Cloudhawk’s attacks aside and then brought her staff down at his skull. Yet, much to her surprise, the traitor flung his hand out, causing an arrow made from sand to appear. The mystical attack easily split her armor and buried itself in her chest.

      She gasped in shock and fell to the floor.

      Claudia looked down at the shaft of the arrow jutting from her chest. Her face betrayed her shock. She couldn’t believe it. She simply couldn’t believe it! The bastard had other relics! He was just a defector. How could he be so well equipped? And with relics of much higher quality than the likes of her exorcist rod!

      Claudia’s tracking torque and Raith’s Lifedrinker arrow were both family heirlooms, true treasures that had been passed down from accomplished demon hunters. Yet, this traitor had at least two relics that rivaled theirs?!

      Cloudhawk felt exhaustion creeping up on him. This battle had been long and taxing. There wasn’t much left of his already miniscule amount of psychic energy. Suddenly, he heard the sounds of footsteps coming from several directions. The owner of one set shouted, “Mistress Claudia!”

      Claudia and Cloudhawk’s faces changed but in very different ways.

      She cried out, “Here!”

      Cloudhawk rushed at the injured demon hunter. They’d heard her, but he still had a few moments before they arrived. It was his last chance. She would stop at nothing to kill him. How could he allow her to live? If she was allowed to return to the Elysian lands, who knew what sort of danger she would put him in?

      Claudia faced Cloudhawk directly as he came her way. She knew he was going to kill her, but the wound to her chest was too severe. If she tried to fight back, it would only make it worse. Running wasn’t an option either, and she could no longer compete with his speed.

      What choice was there? She watched the masked man get closer. So this was how she would die…

      A bitter unwillingness filled her heart. She was a demon hunter! She wore that mantle with pride. She also bore hatred for this despicable traitor, a hatred that refused to abate. How could she allow herself to be killed by this scum?

      The light of his dagger came closer, inch by inch!

      Claudia gripped her weapon tightly in her hands.

      He would die, even if it meant they died together! She would not die in disgrace!

      With this determination flooding through her, all fear was dispelled. Giving up was not an option. She mustered energy that she did not have and fought through the tearing pain in her skull, driven by the will to survive…

      …And a surge of power answered her call. Her exorcist rod stirred one last time, power warping the air around it.

      It would never have occurred to Cloudhawk that, in her death throes, this girl could tap into her latent potential [1]. He had already fully extended himself into this attack and was unable to back away. All he could do was try to shift his body and direct the blow towards the Gospel of Sand hidden beneath his clothes.

      Bang!

      Cloudhawk was knocked several feet away.

      Claudia’s face was a twisted mix of hatred and pain. The counterattack had cost her dearly, making her injuries worse and causing them to bleed profusely. She’d drawn more than her body could muster, and she could feel her consciousness begin to slip as she collapsed to the ground.

      It was unclear whether she was alive or dead.

      Cloudhawk coughed up several mouthfuls of blood and struggled to get back on his feet. The Gospel of Sand had managed to block much of the staff’s power, but it was still a potent weapon. He could feel several ribs had been broken, and there was some damage to his organs. It made it difficult to move.

      Just then, several soldiers appeared, approaching from different directions. Cloudhawk had to rely on his cloak’s power to hide him as he fled.

      “Mistress!” Seven of the soldiers she’d brought with her appeared and gathered around. Four of them surrounded Claudia on all four sides, bows drawn and alert for danger. The remaining three fished medicine from their emergency packs and set about trying to save her life.

      Claudia’s injuries were severe, but for now, they were not yet fatal. Two demon hunters had been sent on a mission; one was dead, and the other was wounded. No one could have expected that this was how it would end. One of the soldiers lifted her up onto his shoulders when Claudia’s eyes suddenly fluttered open. “He’s hurt bad,” she managed to croak out. “Call the others. Get them here to track him down. He has to be killed!”

      With her bitter command delivered, she slumped into unconsciousness.

      Elsewhere, Cloudhawk pulled off his mask. He stooped over and coughed, spitting blood all over the ground. He hadn’t expected to fall on such hard times or to be so badly injured in their skirmish. If the Skycloud soldiers caught up, chances were he’d end up a dead man, so he had to get as far away from here as possible.

      

      1. GAAAHHH!! You do this shit all the time! How can you not expect it from someone else?! Sorry… sorry. I’m ok.
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      Over ninety angry and well-armed soldiers converged on the ruins. They were quite a sight with their jade-like armor glimmering under the harsh wastelands sun. Standing dutifully in rows, they looked like statues someone had inexplicably placed in the middle of nowhere. Two figures lay before them: one dead, Raith, and the other severely wounded and unconscious, Claudia.

      Minutes. It had only been a few minutes, but this was the result.

      Powerful emotions surged within the Skycloud soldiers. Not fear, but rage and disbelief. Demon hunters were the elite blessed by the gods, the pride and glory of the holy city!

      Two young demon hunters with limitless potential had been laid low by a single turncoat of mediocre strength. The shame was not the demon hunters’ alone. This failure besmirched the illustrious name of these soldiers as well.

      “Senior Captain Brontes. What are our orders?”

      “Team One, you’ll be responsible for getting Masters Raith and Claudia back to Skycloud. The rest of you will continue on with me to complete the mission.” The currently highest ranking officer was a man in his thirties. He was outfitted much the same as the others with the exception of a delicate silver mask that covered his face. His steady gaze swept over the others. “We’re going to find him, and we’re going to kill him. No matter the cost.”

      Captain Brontes's orders were resolute, crisp, and straightforward. Determination burned in the eyes of his subordinates. This was no longer about accomplishing some task. This was about honor, and to a soldier, honor was more important than life itself.

      The soldiers’ weapons changed. Their bow shape disappeared as crests straightened, and the ends extended into sharp points to create a double-headed staff. Soldiers held them in the middle or slung them obliquely across their backs.

      Captain Brontes gave the order, “March!”

      All at once they moved into the ruins at a quick pace.
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        * * *

      

      Cloudhawk knew Skycloud’s soldiers weren’t going to let him escape so easily. They had one-track minds, and his blood was the only thing they’d accept as payment for their shame. Hoping they would let things go was like hoping the sun would suddenly rise in the west. Thus, Cloudhawk covered his wounded chest and staggered forward, all the while nursing his grievances.

      Why the fuck are they doing this?! I’ve never gone looking for trouble. Why does it always seem to find me?

      Cloudhawk couldn’t remember offending anyone he shouldn’t have nor could he think of any reason why he’d be the target of a pair of demon hunters and a hundred soldiers!

      That skilled girl had been recovered alive and would be returned to Skycloud. Who knew what back alley they’d one day cross paths in? There was no way he was going to catch her and finish the job before they took her away. Any soldier he came across would be itching to chop him into minced meat. No, if he managed to escape this shitty situation alive, he would already consider himself fortunate.

      He knew they were closing in on him like a pack of wolves. He could feel his sense of danger rising. He’d never fought them, but he could tell by their discipline and execution that Skycloud’s soldiers were a considerable force. Each one of them could be compared to a highly skilled wastelander.

      Not to mention their excellent equipment!

      Their armor looked like they were made from sheets of snow-white jade, so incredibly fine that it made him furious. Every plate was etched with beautiful and intricate designs like works of art. They were so beautiful and delicate, in fact, that at a glance, one had to wonder how effective they were at protecting. The answer was very much effective. Harder than steel and lighter by half, cushioned against impact, resistant to high temperatures and acid, insulated against electricity and more. 

      Their weapons were exquisite. In addition to firing shots with more punch than a crossbow bolt, these things could transform into bladed weapons that cut iron like paper. Whatever situation the soldiers found themselves in, they would have the tools to do battle. Cloudhawk had once heard that Elysian soldiers shunned the use of guns and bullets, and now, it seemed obvious why. With weapons like theirs, wastelander equipment seemed unworthy of notice.

      Physically, their combat prowess was no less impressive than the demon hunters. In fact, for conventional search and destroy missions like this, they were more experienced. Raith and Claudia were young, after all. They hadn’t yet been hardened by trials of real-world combat. In contrast, these soldiers were true veterans, many even having spent time cleansing the wastelands before.

      Using blood from the traitor’s wounds, the soldiers were able to get a general sense of where he was headed, whereupon they began to carefully comb through the area. Normally, Cloudhawk wouldn’t find it too difficult to evade notice, but he was wounded and exhausted from the earlier battle. Any advantage in speed that he had was gone.

      As for fighting? Any one of his hunters could instantly become a sniper and pick him off from several hundred feet away.

      Cloudhawk had no guns, and his psychic energy was almost entirely drained. What was he supposed to do? Fling his weakened body around with a few knives and hope for the best? He might as well smash his own skull in. It would be a less painful death.

      They were closing in… but he wasn’t overly concerned. With the help of his cloak, he became invisible. He just had to be careful not to touch anything or leave any trace of his passage. For the moment, he evaded capture.

      Cloudhawk found a hole in the ground to hide away in. It was a situation he found disturbingly familiar.

      He thought back to when he was fifteen and collecting scraps not so long ago. It felt like he was that helpless kid again, cowering in a hole to hide from the dangerous creatures of the wastelands. The danger that hunted him now was far more threatening, but he wasn’t the scavenger boy from before either.

      He covered himself in dirt, regulated his breathing and tried to slow his heart rate. He relaxed every muscle in his body like a creature preparing to hibernate, perfectly silent, perfectly dormant. This level of control over body systems, muscles, even pores, was something only an accomplished control metahuman could pull off. Cloudhawk had improved so much since his escape from Blackflag Outpost that the difference between him back then and him as he was right now was like the difference between night and day.

      Twenty hours passed.

      The soldiers hunting Cloudhawk were tired. Having all of that anger with nothing to vent it on made them more and more agitated. They grew bolder and spread out their search to cover a larger area, but no trace of the traitor could be found.

      It was dark, still several hours before dawn.

      Cloudhawk felt now was his best opportunity to flee. A patch of dirt stirred, and a figure wriggled free into the darkness. He felt like the dead clambering from the grave, heavy and uncoordinated.  His joints creaked and popped, and over the next few minutes, his nerves, muscles, breathing, and heart rate slowly returned to normal. 

      He breathed a mouthful of fetid air.

      His wounds had already begun to heal, and his mental energy had recovered. His nerves and muscles returned to working order. The first sensation to wash over him was a burning thirst, for it’d been two whole days since he’d had a sip of water.

      The thirst didn’t bother him, but the soldiers had been busily searching for more than a day without rest. They were certainly worse off.

      Cloudhawk shook himself, causing his cloak to flutter and dust to fall in clouds. He slipped from his hiding place to the rocks below and, without stopping, disappeared into the night like a bat.

      A few moments later, two Skycloud soldiers drew near. Both looked dejected and short of temper.

      The shorter one muttered from behind his companion, “We’ve searched this area a dozen times. The traitor has to be miles away by now. There’s no way he’s going to show up here, and you know I’m right.”

      The taller one grunted, “Twenty hours and we’ve seen neither hide nor hair of’m. He has probably escaped. We’ve been with the army for a year and then THIS is our first mission? Ugh.”

      “This damn traitor is an embarrassment to all of us!” The smaller one was visibly angry by this point. “I fought for a posting to this wastelands mission. This was my chance to really prove myself. My girl’s mother was going to have no choice but to let me marry her daughter.”

      The taller one cast a glance towards his short and scrawny compatriot. “She’s the prettiest girl in our whole town. What made you think she had any interest in you, anyway? I’m taller and better-looking than you are. She’d be much more interested in me!”

      Cloudhawk hung overhead with a large rock clutched in his hands. He blended in perfectly, almost impossible to notice even as the two soldiers walked and chatted directly below. His body went taut, and he slowly pulled the dagger from his belt with the soldiers below being none the wiser.

      The shorter one held his glaive in front of him, hands tight on the shaft. The other one held his bow ready, alert. They’d passed this area several times, but they were still cautious. They might have been muttering to one another, but their attention was still on the mission.

      The small one passed by below. Cloudhawk could have reached out and slit his throat, but he didn’t. While the shorter one would be dealt with, Cloudhawk would be exposed to the bigger one behind. His enemies were strong, and he couldn’t risk it.

      The short one chuckled tauntingly as they meandered by, “You keep your distance from my girl, you pervert! I swear on my honor as a soldier that I’m going to marry that woman and make her happy!”

      The tall one passed below.

      Cloudhawk burst into action, dropping down on him and clamping his mouth shut with his left hand. The dagger in his right slipped through the soldier’s plate armor and dug into his heart, forcing his body to instantly go rigid. Instantly, all of his vitality ceased, leaving him no energy to struggle. He couldn’t even warn his friend.

      The shorter one was expecting a retort from his friend, and when one didn’t come, he grew suspicious. When he turned, he was met with a face full of coarse yellow sand that tightened around his throat like a ribbon. He was pulled to the ground completely caught off guard.

      However, he was quick to react.

      The short soldier used his wide blade to cut himself free when two flashes of cold light appeared from outside the screen of sand. A pair of thrown daggers was headed his way. Skycloud armor was more than capable of protecting him, but he instinctively waved his weapon to knock them away regardless.

      While he was busy protecting himself from the sneak attack, a dark figure descended on him like an eagle. Cloudhawk descended through the pervasive sands like a specter. His knee connected with the only part of the soldier’s head not protected by the helmet: his jaw. For the short man, the world suddenly started to spin as he spun through the air. Ruins overturned in his vision until he hit the ground with a bone-crunching thud.

      Cloudhawk was right behind him and stepped on the soldier’s right hand with his left foot before he could lift it in defense. With his right foot, Cloudhawk stomped on his elbow. Skycloud armor protected them from blunt force trauma but only up to a point. Crack! The soldier’s right arm folded at an unnatural angle.

      Before he could even think to scream, the traitor’s knife was at his throat.

      He was too fast! So quick and brutal!

      His right arm was useless. All he could do was stare at the masked stranger crouched over him. Now he could see how this turncoat could have defeated the two demon hunters. He was a terrifying opponent!

      At this moment, the soldier didn’t feel fear. His mind immediately conjured the memory of a bashful face, a beautiful figure… the girl he would never have.

      “If you want to survive this encounter, you’re going to behave. I ask the questions. You answer.” To emphasize the gravity of the situation, Cloudhawk pressed the dagger harder against the soldier’s neck. The knife had already begun to slice through the top layers of his rough skin. “Where are you from? And what is your purpose in the wastelands? Why are you trying to kill me?”

      The soldier was young, maybe eighteen. Undoubtedly a new recruit. His face was drenched in sweat, most likely from the pain of having his arm broken. Even so, he glared at his assailant without fear. There was only loathing, scorn, and provocation.

      Cloudhawk responded to the soldier’s hostility with a scowl of his own, and his words came out as a growl, “I was listening to what you were saying. I can spare your life, let you go back to the woman you love. All you have to do is answer my questions. I am not one to lie. I swear to you.”

      “You think you can threaten me?! Not a chance! You insult me.” The young soldier looked over at his friend, whose blank eyes stared unblinkingly at the dirt. The sight seemed to enrage him further. “My blood, my flesh, my life itself, has always been devoted to the gods. I would rather die in defense of their holy names than live with the shame of being a traitor. You, who cavorts with blasphemers… I don’t expect a defector like you to understand.”

      Like a mad mongrel, the young soldier jerked upward into Cloudhawk’s dagger. With his left hand, he dragged the weapon across his own throat. Cloudhawk was taken by surprise and could do nothing but watch.

      The short man clambered to his feet with blood pouring from his throat. He fumbled through his pocket for a bead, and, with the strength left to him, threw it high overhead. A second later, the sky was split by a dazzling beam of light.

      Almighty gods…

      Please bless her…

      Bring her a life of happiness!

      The young soldier’s eyes blazed with the light of zealous faith. He turned his gaze to the heavens, towards the dazzling light that was brief but brilliant, just like his short life. He did not surrender. He maintained his faith. He would die with a clear conscience, just the sort of man she would have wanted.

      Cloudhawk watched him collapse to the ground and then stared at the bloodstained dagger in his hand. It surprised him that a common soldier would so desperately refuse to surrender. The man hadn’t hesitated to give up his own life for what he saw as honor.

      Was this what the holy city was? Was this the grace that blanketed the Elysians?

      Cloudhawk was once again shocked by what he learned about these believers. Every time he thought he understood them, they showed him something new.
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      Cloudhawk didn’t get all of the answers he sought, but the soldier indirectly revealed something important. He was considered a traitor for living among blasphemers.

      He understood being labeled a traitor. These visitors from the holy city assumed he was a demon hunter. “Blasphemers” must mean the Seekers who dabbled in old technology, something they considered to be sinful. Excavating and using these tainted things was, to them, an unforgivable slight.

      The “blasphemers” Cloudhawk was supposedly in league with had to be the Seekers from Blackwater Base. Was that their target? Had they already been there? Was Hellflower alright?!

      Cloudhawk had played a tiny part in something much bigger, and they’d still sent two demon hunters and a hundred soldiers to track him down. Cloudhawk didn’t want to imagine what had befallen the base nor was now the time. The young soldier, in his dying moments, had given him away to the others. His compatriots would be here soon.

      “I’m sorry.” Cloudhawk looked to the two dead soldiers in silence for a moment and then began to strip them of their equipment. Luckily, the smaller guard had been roughly Cloudhawk’s size. However, he was stockier so his armor didn’t fit perfectly when Cloudhawk slipped it on. Strangely, after Cloudhawk put on the last piece, the armor began to reform itself with a series of clicks and snaps. Afterwards, it fit snuggly around his person, almost as if it’d been tailor-made for him!

      As he was moving the bodies to hide them, a slip of paper fell out of one of their clothes. Cloudhawk picked it up and gingerly unfolded it. Drawn in luminous paint was the image of a girl. She was dainty, delicate, and beautiful with flowers all over her body. The painting released a pleasing scent, and though it was only a picture, it was as detailed as though she were right there before him. 

      On the left side, something was scribbled: For my love.

      It was a present, one the young soldier would never give. Cloudhawk felt conflicted by this discovery.

      When the girl discovered that her lover was dead, she would certainly be sad. She would be yet another person who would hate Cloudhawk for the rest of her life. It brought a bitter smirk to Cloudhawk’s face. Something else for me to bear. Another person’s hatred to add to the countless others. The number with grievances against him only seemed to grow with time. But what could he do? He was just a minor figure, one who only wanted to live. That was all he wanted!

      But, there was no such thing as a minor figure in this world, not really. Strong or weak was only determined by comparison. To lovers, family, and friends, even the smallest person was a giant. When such a giant fell, all the world they held on their shoulders fell with them.

      Cloudhawk pocketed the picture and then dealt with the bodies. Shortly after, the sounds of footsteps preceded the arrival of two soldiers who had seen the flare. They spotted Cloudhawk’s bloodstained armor before noting his face. It was too dark to make out anything else. “What’s going on? Where’s the traitor?!”

      “Right here!” When they got close enough, he buried a pair of daggers in their throats. Their deaths were quick and uneventful, and suddenly, there were two more corpses to hide. He looked over their twitching bodies blankly.

      Since when had his heart become so numb? He remembered the grief he’d felt the first time he killed another human. Now, it felt so natural…

      He was disgusted with the change he saw in himself. Only, they were changes that ensured he stayed alive. Perhaps everyone who survived out here turned into something despicable.

      Several minutes later, Captain Brontes arrived at where the flare had gone up. The first thing he saw was the corpses, neatly lined up on the ground, nine of them in total. All of them were his soldiers. Anger flooded him, making him tremble. “What is this?! Can someone explain to me how these soldiers were all killed so easily!?”

      One of his subordinates approached and gave the report, “They all seem to have been caught by sneak attacks. I’m almost certain the traitor is disguised as one of us and attacked our people while their guard was down. It’s the only way he could have killed so many.”

      Captain Brontes’s hands were curled into white-knuckled fists.

      The turncoat had been struck by Mistress Claudia’s exorcist rod. That they knew. He’d never heard of anyone being able to take such a blow and keep fighting so vigorously. This scum wasn’t strong, but he was an adept scoundrel – there wasn’t an ounce of honor in him, no line he wouldn’t cross. His main tactic was to attack from the shadows, and Brontes' men were dying because they were unprepared.

      “If he is dressed like us, we can’t know if he’s still here or not. Should we keep searching?”

      Captain Brontes shut his eyes in frustration. Skycloud’s soldiers were not pushovers. Their target shouldn’t be able to completely escape detection or injury, even if he relied on underhanded tactics. There had to be something special about him. He had to be more than just a simple renegade, and he also couldn’t have been as injured as they thought. Brontes’s people were tired. If they continued the search under these conditions, it would only lead to more deaths.

      “Return to the outpost!”

      “Huh? Why?!”

      Captain Brontes's eyes popped open. He gave the impression of a desperate gambler going for broke. “Do you remember what Master Raith did to draw him out? The traitor is obviously fond of those despicable worms. If we go back and exterminate them, maybe we can flush him out of hiding!”

      Cloudhawk was lurking nearby. When he heard the man’s plan, his face fell. This was bad. He didn’t have any particular affection towards Lighthouse Point, but he was tired of all the death.

      Killing. It was the choice of the weak and pitiful. It was the most final means of dealing with a problem as well as the most lamentable.

      Cloudhawk didn’t even think. He simply vanished into the night. He wasn’t going to give his life to save Lighthouse Point, but, to the best of his ability, he was going to save as many as he could from pointless tragedy.

      He reached the outpost before the soldiers did, and when he got there, the scene shocked him.

      The small, quiet community had changed beyond recognition. The central lighthouse was in ruins. Homes were ablaze. Everything was in chaos and blanketed in a haze of acrid smoke.

      “Y-You… what are you doing back here!?”

      “Haven’t we suffered enough?!”

      Cloudhawk’s wounds had not entirely healed, and his hasty return left him both tired and weak. When the citizens of the outpost saw him, they were angry and frightened. They stared with wide eyes as he entered.

      “What happened here?” Cloudhawk propped himself up with the help of the sturdy Skycloud weapon he’d stolen. He tried to speak with some authority, “Where is Coppertooth?”

      “Coppertooth? He deceived us!”

      “The Elysians are nothing but brutal demons!”

      “Convincing us to worship those animals… he deserved a far worse death than he got!”

      It was then that Cloudhawk lifted his head. He was dismayed to see the corpse dangling from the lighthouse’s ruins. It was none other than the honest, kind, and cunning Skycloud veteran. He’d been terribly injured by the soldiers, but since then, something even more terrible had happened. There wasn’t an inch of him left untouched. His body was covered in burn marks. He hung from the lighthouse by his neck, swinging sorrowfully in the breeze.

      No one knew his real name. They only knew what he’d been called: Coppertooth. He’d been their leader, the one who had brought them faith and safety. In the end, it was his own people who brutalized him, tortured him, and hung him from the building that had once signified their undying faith.

      “You aren’t welcome here!”

      “Get the fuck out of here! Leave, as fast as you can!”

      A group of young agitators had gathered around. Anger had clouded their minds, and they brandished crude weapons with the intent of using them on Cloudhawk.

      “All of you calm the hell down!” All manner of bitter emotions raged within Cloudhawk, especially once he saw what had become of Coppertooth. He hated them for what they had done, but he forced the words out through gritted teeth, “It’s done! Your hatred isn’t going to change anything, and right now, those soldiers are coming back to finish the job. If you want to live, get the hell out of this place!”

      Thud-thud!

      Two arrows sprouted from Cloudhawk’s body. The arrows might have done him in if not for the armor he’d pilfered. The sneak attack was like a call to arms, and all of a sudden, the crowd was charging at him with their crude weapons. 

      He was cast from the town, pummeled by the angry masses the whole way, their faces twisted with despair and anger. They’d beaten him black and blue even through the armor.

      At that moment, something in his heart died.

      Out in the desert, he turned back to stare at the burning remains of Lighthouse Point. Orange flames and belching black clouds rose over it, a haunting image. The heat made the air twist around it like something evil had taken hold. He wiped the blood from his face and stared with fists shaking at his side. Then, he turned and prepared to leave.

      “S-sir… sir!”

      He turned back to see a bit of rock being pushed aside from the outpost’s walls. A small figure, small, frail, and covered in filth, slipped out of the hiding place. A girl.

      “Asha?”

      “Coppertooth is dead. Everyone went crazy, so I hid in the tunnels. I’ve been too scared to go out all day.”

      “Don’t be afraid. I’ll take you away from here.”

      The two of them trudged into the distance, eventually disappearing across the horizon.

      That night, Cloudhawk and Asha camped at the top of a tall set of ruins. Looking back towards Lighthouse Point, they could still see the smoke and fire even from this distance. Sometimes, when the wind turned, they thought they could hear screams. The stench of blood was unmistakable.

      Cloudhawk tenderly rested his hand on the girl’s head. “Do you hate me?”

      However, Asha looked at him and shook her head. “I hate this world.”

      Could Cloudhawk say he never felt the same? But now, his time in this world was coming to an end!

      They were close to the Elysian lands now.

      Asha looked at him in curiosity. “Where will we go now?”

      “Somewhere far, far away.” He looked back at her. “We’re going to leave this place.  We’re going to leave it and never, ever come back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue: Failure

        

      

    

    
      Lighthouse Point had been reduced to rubble. Skycloud soldiers, their resplendent armor covered in gore and their weapons dripping blood, stalked through the smoldering carnage. The sick smell of blood and rot filled the air. The soil was all stained red.

      The massacre continued for a long time. When it was finished, there were nearly a thousand corpses lying in pools of blood. It was like a depiction of the cruelty hell promised.

      Although more than a thousand wastelanders were killed, the slaughter didn’t produce the expected result. The holy warriors had suspected that there was little chance it would work, but they still performed the task with extreme prejudice. It didn’t matter that the cost was innumerable innocent lives.

      Captain Brontes stared at the heinous scene. There was no pity in his eyes. He simply shook his head and muttered, “We’ve failed. Let’s go.”

      The representatives of the gods left, leaving only flame and slaughter in their wake. The fires continued for hours, and then, there was only ash.

      Around midnight, a sandstorm swept through. Wild winds brought with them an ocean of grit, enough to blot out the sky for most of the night. By the time the sun rose the next morning, most of Lighthouse Point was gone. The corpses of its unfortunate residents disappeared beneath the dunes, and only the crumbling spire of its central lighthouse remained – the only indication that something had been there at all. No one would know what happened to the doomed outpost.

      In this age, in which balance had been shattered, power determined who led. Power determined who lived and who died. There were no rules, no obligations, for those only existed among classes of equal rank. When the scales of power tipped, there were no more rules to govern the masses. There were only sheep and lions. The sheep bleated for fair treatment, and the lions ignored them.

      Those born in the realm of the gods were the chosen, a cut above the rest. Wastelanders were heathens fated to suffer. Killing them was no different than eradicating insects.

      It was how they were taught. Even from a young age, the idea was reinforced and became so deeply ingrained that it was impossible to separate from their identity.
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        * * *

      

      A thousand miles away, an intense battle raged.

      Bodies of wastelands monsters rose like mountains along with the mangled bodies of holy soldiers. A horde of snarling beasts gathered nearby, numbering more than a thousand.

      “Gods above! What sort of demons have these blasphemers released upon the world?”

      The Skycloud general’s armor was broken in multiple spots. He stared at the host of enemies with hard eyes. He’d never seen so many creatures together, all different sorts, all fighting together. They seemed to be controlled by several figures who stood at the center of the crowd, staring back at the hundreds of bloodied soldiers. In addition to their ferocity and power, these monstrous wastelands beasts were also no less clever than humans.

      One of his commanders stumbled over, clearly having taken a beating himself. “General, it’s no use. The more of these creatures we kill, the more come to their aid. If we continue, they’ll wipe us out. We should return home with this information!”

      The Skycloud general looked over what remained of his troops, only about half of what he’d come with. He weighed his options for a few moments. Then, gritting his teeth against the bitter realization, he gave the order, “Withdraw!”

      Skycloud’s forces began to retreat. When the wastelands creatures saw them falling back, the earth shook with their triumphant roars that sounded like victory cries. The din made the humans’ hairs stand on end.
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        * * *

      

      Hyena’s body slowly reverted back to its human form. He watched the warriors go through narrowed eyes. They’d been discovered. The holy lands would know all about them soon enough. This time, the Elysians hadn’t been prepared for his people’s attack, but next time would be different. Their luck wouldn’t last.

      Hyena bellowed a roar, a sign for them to fall back. The horde retreated like the tide.

      They couldn’t remain here, Hyena realized. If his people were to survive, they had to find somewhere safe that could accommodate them. Now that they had been discovered, these self-righteous killers and their almighty gods would not suffer their existence on this earth.

      But where? They had no home. The roving horde stopped when night fell over the wastelands. Anxious and hungry, the creatures collapsed upon the ground to rest. Amidst a chorus of whines and growls, they weakly licked their wounds.

      Hyena pondered their troubles, searching for any solution. His meditations were interrupted by a warning growl. Had the enemy returned? Were they being chased?

      He sprang up, almost immediately transforming into his beastly form once again. Charging towards the growls, he gathered a group of his intelligent shape-shifting kin. Wendigo they called themselves [1]. When they saw what was causing the commotion, they were understandably surprised. The intruder had come alone. They hovered three feet above the ground, suspended in midair as though they were somehow separate from reality. A pair of burning red eyes peered at them from a pitch-black, hideous silhouette darker than the night that hugged it. Its gaze felt capable of piercing to the depths of one’s soul.

      The beasts surrounded it, growling threateningly though none dared draw near. Though they did not have the intelligence of the Wendigo, instinct told them that this was a monster they should fear.

      Hyena faced the outsider with a dignified and guarded expression. Baring his fangs, saliva dripping from his maw, he spoke in a low growl, “You are the one the humans call the ‘demon’?”

      “Who I am is not important.”

      The Caliph of the Sands’s body swayed ever so slightly. Hyena felt a gust of wind, and suddenly, the demon was standing before him. Even with his highly evolved senses, he was unable to follow the Caliph’s movements. He staggered back a few steps, a gripping fear filling his chest. Hyena knew there was nothing he could do if the demon wanted him dead.

      The Caliph appeared to have recently survived a great battle. Strange cracks ran along his body, but none seemed serious.

      “Roste was a genius, the likes of which only comes about less than once in a hundred years. Even I must praise his accomplishments.” The Caliph’s voice echoed around them, raspy like flesh on gravel. It was both gruesome and terrifying like a chill that settled in the darkest parts of one’s heart. “You and your people are exposed out here. If you do not find shelter, you will die. I can show you the way and help you to survive, even flourish.”

      Hyena was not so easily charmed. “How does that benefit you? What’s your goal?”

      “Do not worry. I bear no malice. We live in a cruel and lifeless world; I simply like to see some more vitality brought to it. You and your people have great potential. You make me… optimistic.”

      Were the demons not merely as the legends described? Weren’t they creatures that were only concerned with war and calamity? If the legends were were true, Hyena’s race was a grand investment.

      “Go!” The Caliph of the Sands granted Hyena the knowledge of where he could go to save his people. Then, he slowly levitated into the night sky, leaving only his slithering voice hanging in the air, “Seek your liberation. Prosper!”

      “I leave you with a final piece of advice. You might want to consider choosing a new name for yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      That night felt particularly long, especially for the soldiers marching away from their failure.

      Skycloud’s forces trudged back towards their home, fatigued and downtrodden. They had planned to join with another contingent, but as the dawn rose over their planned meeting place, they were met with an unexpected scene.

      Several ships lay in pieces like enormous jade statues, surrounded by the signs of battle. Soldiers’ bodies lay all around together with the corpses of countless sweepers. It was desolation as far as they could see. Something terrible had happened here.

      But what?

      This battalion had been sent to hunt down any trace of the evil research that created those intelligent monsters. These had to be the men Lord Augustus Cloude was commanding personally, so how could this have happened? The Skycloud general pushed through the crowd and that was when he found the first demon hunter’s body, followed by a second, and then a third.

      He found it hard to imagine that their best warriors could have fallen into a trap. They wouldn’t have suffered such a terrible defeat even against sweepers that outnumbered them several times over – and even then, it would never result in such a crushing loss like this.

      “Lord Augustus!”

      The general scrambled over a nearby hillside towards a body on the other side. This body was located at the center of a massive crater, with the hill behind him looking as though it had been sheared off by a massive sword that was hundreds of feet long. The scene only added to the shock and confusion about what had occurred here.

      The Skycloud commander swayed unsteadily, on the verge of collapse. Lord Augustus was a demon hunter who was famous for his skill, yet here he lay. It was unthinkable.

      Lord Augustus was not yet dead, but every breath was a mighty struggle. “Go back. Go back! Leave this place!”

      The general’s mind was blank. He couldn’t even fathom what had happened here. He only knew the fear that seized his heart was making it difficult to breathe. The carnage that stretched before him would affect the holy city for decades to come. They had never suffered such a calamitous loss, even without accounting for the loss of their master demon hunter. This defeat would surely cause great change in Skycloud, but what sort of change?

      Something was going to happen. Something big was going to happen!

      A shudder ran through the general’s body. He didn’t know what sort of impact this loss would have on things back home. It was beyond estimation, but whatever the case, they had to get back as quickly as possible.
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        * * *

      

      At last, the dawn came. Light dispelled the shadows that had claimed the vast landscape.

      Two figures tread over the dunes, their shadows spread out far behind them over the vast and featureless desert. Thirsty and starving, they stumbled forward with a weak but determined gait like a pair of insignificant insects.

      They fought to take every step, each one more likely than not to see them collapse. Yes, they looked insignificant. But still, they forged ahead in defiance, firm against the unforgiving wastelands.

      

      1. A name I’ve given them for ease of reference. HDW called them “orcs”, but they have a very specific look here. I chose Wendigo due to their bestial, humanoid appearance and proclivity to eat humans. There is also local folklore related to Wendigo in North America where this story is reputed to take place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Notes

        

      

    

    53. A New Relic

    
      
      

      1 Gourds feature heavily in Chinese mythos, representing longevity, prosperity, and luck.
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