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A Note from the Author

	This novel delves deeply into the darker aspects of humanity within a dystopian society engaged in open warfare. The themes explored, including violence, substance abuse, torture, and cruelty, are not taken lightly and are presented with the intent to highlight their consequences rather than glorify them. Additionally, the story contains sexual content and confronts dark themes such as tyranny, oppression, and the complex ethical dilemmas that arise in times of conflict. 

	Some readers may find certain aspects of this story intense or disturbing. Readers' discretion is advised.

	


Recap

	The year 2045 was the year humanity had finally reached 10 billion. It also marked the beginning of a dark era called The Great Turn. Weakened by hunger and thirst, armed uprisings, and conflicts over resources, humanity was vulnerable when the first pandemic emerged. The dead piled up in the streets, and in the following years, humanity's numbers halved as order became a long-lost fairytale. The final war's origins are lost to history, but humanity lost the rest of its achievements and the world fell into a bottomless pit.

	During this time, Dieter Hildebrand came out of his bunker with an undefeatable army. Using the strongest of the warlords, he walked over the earth, bringing back order with fire and sword. When the dust settled, he crowned himself High King. However, as Hildebrand became more and more of a power-drunk tyrant, he was killed by his right-hand man and enforcer, Ben Spencer. With the absolute ruler gone, the members of the First Council retreated into the shadows, allowing the rest of humanity to reorganize again into a democratic and more sustainable society. 

	At least, that was what the official history books said. The first book started over a hundred years later, in early 2184. The relative tranquility of the past century had been brutally interrupted by the murder of the secret High King Steven Spencer. It threatened to plunge the world back into chaos. Kent Spencer, the last in line to the throne, was confronted with a legacy he knew nothing about. Just coming of age, he was not only forced to turn leader but also to master his awakening transhuman body. Although initially reluctant, his strong sense of duty compelled him to accept the responsibilities. With the help of his closest friends and inner council, he faced the storm, trying to uphold his convictions and ethics.

	Kent’s perceived main enemy, Ronald Winterhunt, consolidated his power, using all means necessary to strengthen his claim to the throne, even sacrificing his only son, Frank. Kent's cousin Victoria Green, who was once part of the conspiracy to eradicate the Spencer line, has taken a bloody path to rise from being a fugitive to Supreme Commander of the Winterhunt army.

	But they all didn't know that Fenris, a specter from the past posing as Winterhunt's chief of covert operations, Agent Dirk Redwood, was pulling the strings on his quest for vengeance.

	As the stage was set, things escalated, and the story began to unfold. The Winterhunt troops marched, led by Victoria Green and Thomas Blackwood. Back at Spencer Estate, Kent desperately searched for the lost knowledge of his ancestors, taking great risks to obtain it.

	


Gonwin Estate

	As Roger Gonwin stepped out of the mansion into the courtyard garden, he paused in the arched doorway to adjust to the bright sun. "When I was younger, stepping from darkness into bright light wasn't an issue…" he thought, reminded once again that a Gonwin at 60 was already a wonder. He strolled along the paved paths to the large stone pavilion in the center. His wife Lucilia was already waiting for him at the tea table.

	"Hello, dear. Just look at that fabulous, sunny sky. It's the perfect weather for a last day outdoors."

	He walked up the eight steps of the pavilion. As he reached the top, he looked up and saw a bird soaring above them. Lucilia followed his gaze.

	"Do you miss it, dear? Do you miss the flying, the dogfights up in the sky?"

	"Yes, dear. I just can't pretend it doesn't matter. We Gonwins were created to be superior pilots. It's literally in our DNA."

	"It's so sad to see him long for that feeling and not be able to experience it ever again. But the doctor's verdict was crystal clear; he would never fly a fighter again…" she thought with a sad smile. 

	"Roger, soon we'll have one storm after another. Think we can escape to our estate in The Slabs?" she asked to distract him.

	"And impose on Steven and his wife? We can't do that. They're newlyweds!"

	He sat across the table and rearranged his cup and plate.

	"Come on, Roger, they got married almost a year ago. And the place is easily as big as this!"

	Her hand reached across the table, and he took it in his. Her eyes searched his, and she smiled pleadingly.

	"Oh, Lucilia, you know that I can't say no once you bring out the big guns."

	They leaned over the table and kissed each other.

	"What have you been doing all day, Roger?"

	"I studied the political landscape and thought about the situation in the FUS, with Ronald proclaiming himself High King and all."

	"Really? It seems to be so far away. Considering we're here in Copper River and bad old Ronald is right in the middle of the toxic wastelands the Great Turn made of Florida."

	"Just because our clan's territory is far away doesn't mean we're out of the world, dear. Ronald Winterhunt's allies are just around the corner," he pointed out. "Besides, what else could I do?"

	"Well, reviewing the plans to rebuild this old mansion from scratch would be nice," she scolded him gently. "Or just take a look at the request from our subjects in Copper Town? Maybe even visit them; it's only 20 minutes by aircar."

	Roger sighed and watched his robot butler pouring tea into his cup. He looked around the old garden, remembering a better time when he was still young and playing with his brothers and sisters. He turned around and looked closer at the table.

	"What are those things on the plate, dear? We didn't have those before, did we?" He leaned forward and studied the somewhat uneven round shapes.

	"They're called cookies. We made them this morning in a contraption Sean built," she said proudly. "Try them. They're delicious!"

	"You made them? They're not from our factories?" He took one and held it up to his eyes.

	"Well, we can always have the factory make them if the market demands. But for now, we just followed this new hype and created food ourselves. Just like our ancestors did, you know?"

	"There's a hype? How peculiar."

	She watched him take a careful bite. She studied his expressionless face until he finally swallowed. Then he took a second, bigger bite.

	"You like it!"

	"I've never tasted anything like it in my life. The texture is strange, almost tickling. Yes, I think people would pay money for these… what did you call them again?"

	"Cookies, dear."

	~~~

	Suddenly, a fist of security droids came with whirring servo motors across the lawn toward the Gonwins, interrupting their moment. The couple turned to watch them, and Lucilia frowned worriedly.

	"Seems to be urgent, Lucilia."

	"I wonder what they want?"

	"I'm sure they'll tell us in a moment…"

	"We have an incoming fleet of three Colossus-class carriers, Clanleader. Please follow us to HQ," the machine in the front said.

	Lucilia looked at Roger. "Those Colossus are these big flying military attack transports, aren't they?"

	"Yes, Lucilia. They've 16 fists Battle Droids and four light assault tanks, and they're usually accompanied by a fleet of Vampire air superiority drones to defend them," Roger elaborated but stopped when he noticed that the details were lost on her.

	They got up and followed the machines back to their home. As they continued to discuss the situation, Lucilia took one last look around the garden. Her hand cupped a blue rose close to the entrance to the mansion as she had a bad feeling and wanted to make one last nice memory of the place. It was a good thing she did because it was the last time she would see those roses or hear the ivy rustling in the afternoon breeze.

	"But who would attack us, Roger? Especially here? And now?" she asked as they entered the building.

	"You're right. We haven't had any major conflicts for almost 100 years. But that was mostly due to the guiding hand of the Spencers. And with the death of Steven Spencer a few months ago, we've seen a flare-up of unrest."

	"I'm well aware of that, dear. I know that the Free United States had a violent uprising, and their government was shot right then and there," she replied with a frown.

	"But you didn't know that behind it all was just one man, Ronald Winterhunt. And now he has crowned himself High King. But here in the Clan Territories, most support the Spencer heir."

	"Sure, we support Kent Spencer, but we're so unimportant and so far away from him. Wouldn't Winterhunt take the FUS first?"

	"Sure, Lucilia, sure. However, we, the Spencer faction, have a strong military, and Ronald has to ensure that we can't interfere in his military campaign in the FUS. We actually talked about a possible threat against us in the last council meeting at Spencer Estate."

	"Really? You could have told me!" she exclaimed. "I love you, really, I do. But I'm not some weak damsel who needs a knight's protection," she scolded him warmly.

	"I didn't want to worry you, and I didn't think we'd be a likely target for an attack. But now that the fleet is attacking us, it's become clear to me that even if we're insignificant in the grand scheme of things, we're allies that Kent must protect. And with that precedent, the other clans can demand protection, taking away the numbers we'd need to attack or support the FUS."

	~~~

	The atmosphere was hectic as the two Gonwin elders entered the nerve center of their estate. People were running around, and heated discussions about the best response could be heard.

	"What is it, Peter?" Lucilia asked the officer on duty. "Maybe it's not as bad as Roger thinks," she thought.

	"We got incoming. Looks like three Colossus-class carriers with escorts. We're not sure yet, but some smaller carriers may hide behind them."

	Roger looked at Lucilia. "Looks like we'll have the opportunity to rebuild this place pretty soon."

	"You sure? That would mean losing some dear pieces," Lucilia remarked, pressing her husband's hand.

	He nodded silently. He turned to face the staff and straightened his back.

	"Ok, people, listen up!" Roger shouted. It took a while for the noise to die down. "It seems that Ronald Winterhunt is sending his minions to take us down!"

	The murmur grew louder, and Roger waited a bit before raising his hands and shouting again, "People!"

	"We cannot hold this place against such a strong attacking force. So, I give the order to fall back to the Spencer Estate! We'll use the underground railroad, the Spencers reactivated. Don't panic! We've plenty of time to evacuate. I hereby invoke Plan Hasty Retreat, Version 1!" he commanded, then turned to look at his wife.

	"Oh, Roger," she said with a tear in her eye, "I know, I always wanted to build a bigger, nicer home instead of this old garrison, but to lose it under these circumstances… It breaks my heart!"

	He kissed his wife. "Always so sentimental, these Jestons," he thought, hugging his wife to console her.

	"Peter," Roger said, "call the Spencers and send them all the data. Also, reroute the controls for the defenses and the battle droids to their HQ. That way, we can leave, and they can get the data on the enemies firsthand."

	"Yes, Clanleader, consider it done."

	"Come, Lucilia, let's get our things and board the train."

	She planted another kiss on his cheek, and they walked out of the command center hand in hand.

	~~~

	Back at Spencer Estate, deep underground in the HQ of the High King's Citadel, Sandra Steel had been studying reports when the emergency line demanded her attention.

	"Yes, Peter, I understand," she said, sitting back. "How did they convince me again to take the place of liaison to the other clans? I was happy as First Maiden of Kent's bodyguards," she thought wistfully as she turned in her chair.

	"AI, sound the Tactical Alert and prepare the link to the Gonwin Estate."

	She leaned back again, no longer listening to the AI. "You were right, Kent, they are really attacking our allies… But so soon?" She was still deep in thought when her fellow Council members and the Spencer HQ crew arrived and gathered around her, waiting for the briefing.

	"Hey, Sandra, we're all here. You fill us in?" Alexia said as she sat down next to her.

	"Hmm? Yes, of course." Sandra replied, looking around. "You're the officer on duty today, Alexia?"

	"Yes, was inevitable that it would be me to get the first alarm ever, wasn't it?" 

	Sandra grinned and stood up to address the people in the room. "It was just last week when Kent spoke to us about the possibility of one of our allies being attacked in the near future." She looked around, letting her words sink in.

	"And today, it actually happened! Just a few minutes ago, I received word from Gonwin Estate that at least 3 Colossus with escorts are inbound. They decided to evacuate and gave us command of their mechanized defenses. They want us to hurt those attackers badly! They want us to teach them a lesson they won't soon forget. Are you with me?"

	There was a loud cheer, followed by excited chatter as the men and women rushed to take their places. The minutes before the enemy came into range were filled with professional preparation.

	~~~

	A few minutes later, Roger and Lucilia Gonwin strolled toward the train in the underground station. They passed groups of their employees, still gathered outside the cars, waiting for instructions.

	"Did you see how calm old Roger is?" the young secretary whispered to her colleague.

	"They're all like that. I've never seen a Gonwin excited. Not in the 20 years I've worked for them."

	"Maybe we should get on the train now?" another young woman asked anxiously.

	"Where are we going?" a young boy asked his father.

	"To the Spencers, I heard," he replied. "It's said their place is much bigger, there will be lots of kids…"

	"Is Kent Spencer our High King now or not, Dad?"

	"I think many clans see him as the true High King, but he certainly doesn't act like it."

	As they reached the train, Roger turned around and addressed his people. "Don't just stand there. Get in, we'll leave soon!"

	The chattering groups boarded the wagons. The vast system, built in the days of the first High King Hildebrand, connected the clans with its intricate system of tunnels. It had been reactivated only weeks ago to serve in yet another crisis. From their station at the Gonwin Estate, it was a six-hour ride to the Spencers. That was fast under normal circumstances, but with the enemy only minutes away, the relief would come too late to make a difference. 

	"I'm going to miss this place," Roger said, calm as always, as he sat at the table in their car.

	"I'll miss the roses," Lucilia said wistfully.

	They sat back and waited for the train's departure.

	"Will they get our home without a fight?" Lucilia asked after a while.

	"Hmm?" Roger looked up. "No, our droids and defense turrets will give them a fight. They won't get out without some casualties of their own."

	"Good!" she said with a nod.

	"Roger?" Lucilia asked.

	"Yes, dear?"

	"Is the Spencer's place still so deserted?"

	"No, they started reactivating the Citadel a while ago, and hundreds, if not thousands, have joined them since. And we'll be safe there."

	"Good!"

	


Pyrrhic Victory

	"We'll be in their range in another five minutes!"

	Commander Thomas Blackwood stood on the bridge of the lead carrier. His gaze was fixed on the scanner monitor, looking for approaching aircraft. He was a bit worried; the Gonwins were known to be deadly in a dogfight. He didn't trust his information, stating that the main body of the family was scattered among their other holdings.

	"Launch our Vampires, 360-degree setup!"

	"Aye, Commander, launching defense drones," came the confirmation.

	"Comms! Anything from the target yet?" Commander Blackwood asked.

	The two men next to him turned their heads to look toward the comm station.

	"Nothing yet, Commander."

	"Shouldn't there be something?" the one on the left, Simon Blockwart, asked worriedly.

	Alfred looked at him disdainfully. "No, they can read their scanners quite well. They already know that doom is upon them!"

	"If you two can't keep quiet, I'll have you removed from the bridge!" Thomas said irritably, keeping his eyes on the scanner screen.

	They fell silent, and the three Clanleaders looked out the windows at the buildings at their destination in the afternoon sun.

	~~~

	"We're in their airspace now!"

	"We've incoming. Multiple surface-to-air missiles detected!" came a few moments later from the other side.

	"Have the drones form an umbrella in front to strengthen missile defense!" Blackwood ordered before switching to broadcast to warn the rest of the crew, "Brace for impact!"

	As the Vampire drones formed the defensive screen in front of the carriers, attacking the missiles that made it past their anti-missile missiles, he sat in his captain's chair and buckled his seatbelt. The coughing of the active anti-missile Gatling guns marked the engagement of the last line of defense. Shortly after, explosions ripped through the carriers, and Colossus Three began to lose altitude as its main engine took a hit.

	Thomas Blackwood's knuckles turned white as he held himself steady as his carrier took several minor hits. Alarms sounded, and the hectic voices of the command crew indicated that they had taken some real damage. Black, acrid smoke from burning insulation filled the air. Then they heard the hiss of extinguishers discharging, and soon, the smoke was replaced by the white dust of extinguisher powder stinging their eyes. Blackwood's eyes watered, and he heard Alfred cough.

	"Are we going to die?" Simon Blockwart asked in a tearful voice.

	"What kind of wimp are you? Those were just a few minor hits!" Alfred Redwood snarled.

	"Can't they just keep their mouths shut, damn it!" Commander Blackwood thought irritably.

	The air slowly cleared as the filters ran at maximum. Damage reports came in from the stations, and Blackwood was relieved that there had been no casualties. But then, it wasn't over yet.

	"Picking up more enemies!" came a call from the scanner section.

	"Give me some details!" he shouted.

	"Looks like a swarm of Gonwin fighter drones. They are attacking the trailing personnel carriers!"

	"Damn! Send the vampires to the rear. Hurry, the personnel carriers have no active defenses!" he barked. "I should have known! It'll be too late for those in the rear. Damn! Sloppy, Thomas, sloppy!" he scolded himself.

	" Show me what's happening on the screen!" he ordered in a strained voice.

	"God no, the attack drones are already too close! They'll have a clear attack run at the two personnel carriers furthest behind," Commander Blackwood thought, squeezing his eyes shut.

	"Those are mine! Those are my men! Thomas, do something!" Simon Blockwart demanded in a shrill voice.

	But there was nothing they could do. They had to watch helplessly as the Gonwin forces opened fire on the defenseless carriers.

	"No! No! Please, Thomas, my people. Do something!"

	"I'm sorry, Simon. No one can help your men right now," Thomas Blackwood said expressionlessly.

	The explosions from the missiles were followed by explosions from inside the targeted Blockwart aircarriers. Then, there was heavy black smoke, and they fell and crashed to the ground. 

	"I told them to stay back, to keep their distance from the Colossus, to not endanger their lives. God, I got them killed!" Simon looked down at his trembling hands. "What will I tell their families?"

	Alfred looked around, and then his eyes fell on Simon. "He looks miserable…" he thought. The expressionless mask of Thomas Blackwood, on the other hand, sent a shiver down Alfred's spine. "He'd just feed us to the rhinorats if it served him!"

	The Gonwin attack drones came in for a second attack, but this time, the vampires were there to shoot down the enemy drones.

	With the immediate threat gone, the sounds of crew members and droids tending to the damage and fires replaced the hectic atmosphere and shouting of earlier. The fires were extinguished, and as secondary systems kicked in and repairs were made, more and more of the red lights on the consoles turned green.

	The three Colossus transports didn't look so shiny anymore. But, except for the main engine of Number 3, they had suffered only minor damage. They had lost two of the six personnel carriers, leaving Simon Blockwart as the sole survivor of his clan. The sky was clear of enemies, and they sat silently for a while, trying to come to terms with what had happened.

	Commander Blackwood turned his head and looked around. His eyes fell on Simon, the face hidden in his hands, the shaking body telling the rest. "Alfred is also deeply shaken but won't admit it... " His eyes moved on to the rest of the crew. "Most of them have never seen real battle before. They're frozen in shock… That's bad. If something else happens, they won't be able to react in time."

	"Would be best if we had time to come to terms with it. But we don't have time. We've barely a short breather before facing the enemy again. I must do something. I order to slow down and then try to make a speech. I hope that's enough," Thomas Blackwood thought, but he had his doubts when he looked at Simon.

	"Reduce to half throttle!" he commanded. "That'll buy us a few minutes."

	We tasted battle and were baptized in blood! But before you give in to your fear now, let's remember why we are here. We are here to fight for the freedom of our families. To give up is the same as giving up on our wives and children! We must carry on, continue to take this estate! We have to win this battle! To take the enemy down is the first step to free our loved ones, but also the best way to avenge our fallen comrades, the best way to honor their memory!" He waited a moment to let his words sink in. "For our families, for our comrades, for our High King!" Commander Blackwood broadcasted for all to hear. For a few seconds, he feared that it hadn't been enough, but then his troops replied in unison, "For our families, for our comrades, for our High King!"

	~~~

	"Their defense turrets are within range of our missiles, sir."

	Commander Blackwood looked absentmindedly out the front window, "Reduce speed to a quarter and take out those pesky turrets before we get in range of their guns!"

	"I'll make them pay!" Simon whispered, and for a short moment, there was murder in his eyes.

	"No, you won't. They're still the key to freeing our families!" Alfred hissed.

	Looking outside again, Thomas Blackwood's eyes followed the white trails of the missiles that would take out the last of the Gonwin Estate's air defenses.

	He leaned back and closed his eyes. "I don't like these air fights. Men can't really participate properly with all those drones and high-speed situations. At least, now we'll continue on more familiar ground."

	The damage reports trickled in, and he could hear one of the few veterans they had swearing.

	"What is it, Captain Jennings?" he asked, motioning for an ensign to bring him a glass of water.

	"It's the main engine of Colossus Three. If we can't at least fix the cooling system, we may have to leave it behind," he replied.

	~~~

	Without encountering further problems, the carriers descended onto the turf and unleashed their battle droids and tanks. As the machines had established their defense formation, the four personnel carriers released the clan warriors. With all the troops out in the open, dozens of enemy machines suddenly appeared behind them and began firing. They had been hiding just below the surface, waiting for the right time. Only two men were killed, but 40 others were shot in the leg before their own battle droids could take care of the attackers.

	"Where are all the people?" Alfred Redwood asked desperately over the comms.

	"Sorry, sir, we can't find a soul."

	"Bring in scanners. We need all the warm bodies we can get!" Thomas Blackwood ordered as he stood in the middle of the lawn. He closed his eyes and clenched his fists. "Damn! They got away!"

	The wounded warriors surrounded them. Cries of pain had replaced the birdsong of earlier, and the smell of blood and gunpowder hung over the roses. Clanleader Blackwood watched emotionlessly as the medics tended to the wounds. But it was clear that this was Simon Blockwart's first encounter with a real battlefield as he bent down and spread his last meal on the grass.

	"Where are the hostages Winterhunt promised? How are we supposed to get our families back without them? If we just hadn't gone to the Fortress in the first place!" Simon whined.

	Thomas looked at the small, very pale man. "Then you'd be already dead or a prisoner yourself. When the Spencer troops took our three estates in that night, they didn't leave anything to chance."

	"But Thomas, we lost all my sixty men, one of the carriers is severely damaged, and we've nothing to show for it?" Simon asked incredulously, still irrationally hoping for some good news.

	"And I'm sorry for your loss," he replied. "But we're not done yet. We've to storm the buildings, and I doubt we'll get through without even more losses."

	His fellow Clanleaders looked at him, shocked.

	"I didn't expect it to be this bloody!" Alfred Redwood said in a quiet voice.

	"This… my fellow Clanleaders, this… is war!" Thomas Blackwood stated coldly, turning around to command the rest of the operation from inside his carrier.

	"How can he be so calm? God, I'm so ashamed to throw up for all to see. He's right, I'm a wimp! Why am I even here? Damn it, if not for Dad, we'd still be neutral…" Simon Blockwart thought dejectedly and looked at Alfred Redwood.

	"Why's he looking at me? Can he see my fear? God, can Blackwood see my fear?" Alfred's mind went in circles. "What are you looking at? Wimp!" he hissed at Simon and felt instantly better.

	They quickly followed Thomas Blackwood into the relative safety of the heavily armored carrier. Behind them, more of their troops began to enter the buildings, searching for the inhabitants.

	~~~

	"Clanleader Gonwin?" a somewhat eager voice asked over the car's comm.

	Roger pressed the button next to the old speaker, "Yes, what is it?"

	"We've confirmed that over 100 hostiles are inside the mansion," the voice replied expectantly.

	"Then show them the fireworks," he replied grimly.

	"Roger?" Lucilia asked, looking at her husband questioningly.

	"We've been monitoring the number of people in the mansion," he explained.

	"I got that, but fireworks?" she asked, puzzled.

	"Did I never tell you about the explosives in the walls?" he asked, feigning innocence.

	"No, Roger, you didn't," she replied with a raised eyebrow.

	"Well, love, now it doesn't really matter anymore." He leaned back and took a sip of his tea.

	~~~

	It had been only minutes after the initial ambush on the lawn, and they had just taken their places aboard Colossus One when their troops had stormed the building in search of its inhabitants. The soldiers accompanying the battle droids were surprised that the only movement came from the various household robots moving toward a single location somewhere underground. Soon after, reports began coming in of empty spaces on walls and in display cases where items were clearly missing. The next thing that happened was a massive explosion that reduced the mansion to a pile of rubble, taking the men and machines with it. All the men who were outside the Colossus or the other carriers at the time were injured or killed by the blast.

	Commander Blackwood had left the bridge at that time and retired to his private quarters. Now, he was sitting in his small room, a half-empty bottle of Scotch on the table beside him, looking into his glass and swirling the hard alcohol in it. He closed his eyes and sighed, "Seventy-five battle droids destroyed, two personnel carriers lost, one Colossus severely damaged, one hundred and ten soldiers dead, and another forty wounded… And we have nothing to show for it but a destroyed mansion on a backwater estate." Here, alone in his private quarters, he allowed his despair to show. 

	His comm activated, "The meeting starts in five. You wanted me to remind you."

	"Thanks, Berny, I'm on my way." He stood up wearily with a sigh. "If only it were already over. Please give me the strength not to shoot them," he thought fervently, the pictures of his fellow clanleaders in his mind.

	He entered the room and took his seat at the end of the table. He looked around and gave his officers a brief nod of recognition. Then, his gaze lingered for a moment on the other two clanleaders. Finally, after checking the time on the wall clock, he took a deep breath and thought, "Let's just get this over with!" 

	"Well, people, that didn't work out as planned," he began with an understatement. "Our losses were way beyond what we expected, and on top of that, the Gonwins escaped. But at least we were able to fulfill our High King's wish and destroy the mansion. Hopefully, Kent Spencer will get the right impression and start spreading his defenses thin."

	Simon Blockwart looked at Blackwood's face.

	"I hope he keeps it together…" Thomas thought, feeling helpless.

	"Do we go on with the McKays?" Alfred Redwood asked, a glimmer of hope in his eyes.

	"He's also as pale as a corpse. I shouldn't have taken them on this campaign." He clenched his hands under the table. "To take them hostage? They'll just disappear through those underground tunnels like the Gonwins." Thomas replied wearily, clearly rejecting the idea.

	"But are we sure that there really is a tunnel under the estate?" Simon Blockwart asked.

	Blackwood looked at the slumped figure, "Yes, we are. When the mansion exploded, the scanners picked up its signature. And if we're honest with ourselves, it's not that surprising either. After all, we know that our homes were attacked through similar tunnels."

	"Aren't we going to investigate?"

	"Simon, what for? They're gone. We can't stay much longer, or else the Spencers might attack us," Thomas said, and you could hear him getting irritated.

	"Looking at the size and other details, we could at least make an educated guess about the system's limits. Just imagine they could transport Behemoths through these tunnels." Simon said in a low voice. "Damn, Thomas, I'm trying to find some value that justifies the deaths of my men!" he shouted in a hurt voice.

	Thomas Blackwood and the others at the table just looked at him silently.

	"So, to the McKays?" Alfred asked again after a while.

	"No, damn it, we're too weak by now to dare attack another mansion. We've to fall back to the Deadwood estate and see if we can get reinforcements and supplies!" Thomas snapped.

	"But, our families…" Simon began again in a low voice.

	"Feel free to grab a gun and go after the McKays by yourself," Blackwood said coldly.

	~~~

	In the meantime, the train arrived at Spencer Estate, and the Gonwins and their people were disembarked and greeted by Selene Spencer and the other members of the inner circle.

	Lucilia Gonwin looked around, taking in the broadly lit underground station. It was huge compared to their single rail terminus. There were men and droids, working hand in hand to load and unload cars, regiments of Raptors waiting to be moved, and a welcoming party. She smiled and took her husband's hand, pulling him forward.

	"Welcome to Spencer Estate, Clanleader Gonwin. We've already begun to prepare your accommodations. You and your closest associates will be housed in the mansion, while the others will be placed in one of the living quarters. Barring any surprises, it will be Orange 3," Selene Spencer said formally on behalf of her still-unconscious brother as she greeted the Gonwins.

	"Nice of you to have us, dear," Lucilia Gonwin said with a broad smile, and Roger Gonwin nodded. "But where is Kent? I hope he is well."

	"He's undergoing medical treatment," she began, noticing the alarmed look on Lucilia Gonwin's face. "It's nothing serious, but he still has to stay there anyway till Doctor Stone allows him to get up."

	"It's the least we can do for you," Sandra Steel interjected before the conversation could continue in that direction. "And, Lucilia, dear, we have plenty of room."

	"Thanks, Sandra," Selene thought, her face showing only a friendly smile.

	"You did a good job defending our estate against the invaders," Roger finally said. "You used our assets well."

	"You're welcome! I'll pass on your praise to the crew," Sandra said with a smile. "We hope they won't be able to continue the attacks," she added more seriously. "We've still warned our other allies, of course."

	"It's late, but we've prepared a small welcome meal for you. If you'd follow us to the banquet hall?"

	"That's very thoughtful, dear," Lucilia said, and they walked side by side to the mansion.

	"Would have been nice to visit under better circumstances," Roger said to Sandra, keeping up the small talk as they walked across the lawn in the cool evening air.

	


Lake City, Edge of the Burnt Belt

	Major Tanner's mind slowly awoke to the mind-piercing noise of the wailing sirens. "I don't care if that sound is fit to raise the dead; it hurts, damn it," he thought as he stumbled to the console to silence the infernal noise.

	He held himself steady as his bloodshot eyes turned to look at the blonde in his bed, starting her day with a dose of Angel Dust up her nose. It took him several tries to open the drawer with his pills, and he cursed. He swallowed a handful with a glass full of moonshine as he sat down heavily. She gathered her clothes and got up to get dressed.

	"Don't bother getting dressed first… Just get out," he told her casually.

	She stopped and looked at him questioningly.

	"Out dust whore! Out! Now!" he barked, immediately regretting it as a sharp pain exploded between his eyes.

	When he could see again, he saw her naked butt storming out the door. He shook his head as he went to grab the microphone, then winced again, holding his head briefly. "Mount up. We've incoming raiders," he said, and his rasping voice could be heard throughout the compound.

	The pills did their job, and by the time he finished dressing, the stabbing pain was mostly gone. On his way out of the room, he grabbed his gun and loaded it before shoving it into his holster. Outside, he was greeted by his second in command.

	"Sir," Captain Herbig greeted Major Tanner.

	"Some marauders again, Captain?"

	"No, sir. We have a huge dust cloud and scanner readings over the scale!"

	"You sound frightened, boy. I doubt it's that bad…"

	"Major, let's at least report to the nearest outpost," Captain Herbig said urgently.

	He looked at the young man, and as he noticed the clean-shaven face, his hand rubbed over the days-old stubble on his own. "How I hate these over-motivated idiots who come straight out of the academy and think they know what's what," he thought disdainfully.

	"What for, Captain? Shitting your pants over a raid? Just man up and move!"

	"But, with Ronald Winterhunt claiming to be the High King and the government gone, couldn't it be the Winterhunt army?" the young officer pressed the matter, regardless of the state his superior was obviously in again.

	"What army would that be? The militia of Spencer Enterprises disintegrated in power struggles, and the Winterhunts never had their own forces?" he spat, pressing his fingers at his temples.

	"But…" the young captain started, but the major dismissed him with a sharp gesture and strolled to his command tank. As he climbed into his seat, he looked at the 20 fists of battle droids waiting for his commands. "A hundred tin soldiers should be more than enough…"

	~~~

	Supreme Commander Victoria Green sat in her command walker tank, her mind wandering. It had been a few days since she'd done her best to seduce Daniela Winterhunt, hoping that she would adjust the programming of her Valkyries. She straightened her back and turned to look at the emotionless face of the Valkyrie guarding her. "Has Daniela updated their programming yet? God, I want to test it, but if not, it might attack me right away." With a sigh, she looked at her scanners again. "Not a good idea to be so distracted during an attack!" she scolded herself.

	"We're only 4 to 1 in strength right now; that's not enough to attack, Paladin!" Lieutenant Colonel Walter Reynold said to Victoria Green. "We'll be repelled!"

	The nasal voice had brought her back to the here and now, in her walker tank on the verge of the very first attack in the war for the Free United States. "Can't he just stop!" she thought in exasperation, looking at the officer. "If the enemy is just as blind and stupid, it'll be a walk in the park," she thought.

	"They're using battle droids from Spencer Enterprises. We can take them out, literally, with the flip of a switch. Then they're just a light tank unit with no infantry. And if they're no total idiots, they'll surrender," she repeated the plan again.

	"And if not?" 

	"If not, we can turn around and retreat before they can hurt us."

	"Still, doctrine states not to disperse the force."

	She sighed. "But this way, we've not only the chance to secure all that's left of good old Florida but also to increase our numbers significantly. Not to mention the moral boost!"

	The lieutenant colonel was still not convinced. "I'll have him sent home after this. Can't have such a sourpuss around."

	"Hey, Larry, anything on the scanners yet?" she asked to get out of this fruitless discussion.

	"Sorry, Paladin, no readings yet."

	The minutes passed slowly as they approached their destination. "Last time I came through Lake City, I was trapped on that train with Randolph. I wonder what happened to him…"

	"There, Paladin, we've movement. They're sending all their troops, by the looks of it."

	"Finally, pass the information to the drone group. They're to speed up and get in range," she commanded.

	Another 3 minutes later, she got the message that all drones were in range.

	"Drop those droids, now!"

	And just like that, Major Tanner and his officer corps were alone with their six light attack tanks against a much stronger enemy. At about the same time, similar battles occurred at the other eight remaining FUS military bases in former Florida. 

	~~~

	A short time later, Major Tanner and his men surrendered to the arriving troops. All that remained was for Victoria to officially take over the city. Her command tank approached the place where the prisoners were. Once there, Victoria climbed out of the turret hatch and walked over to the kneeling FUS officers. She looked back over her shoulder at Lieutenant Colonel Reynold.

	"See, Colonel, just as planned! You've some more faith in my planning!"

	"Yes, ma'am!" he said, but she was sure he didn't mean it.

	She greeted her men and looked down at the kneeling enemy officers before her. Their heads were bowed, and their hands were behind their heads as they awaited her arrival. 

	"It's the Red Reaper," Captain Herbig whispered anxiously.

	"Don't be such a pussy," Major Tanner replied contemptuously.

	"You, senior officer, what is your name and rank?" Victoria asked, looking down at Major Tanner.

	He pulled himself up and stepped forward. Up close, Victoria could see the bloodshot eyes and the stubble on the Major's face, but even with that ample warning, she was taken aback by the stench of cheap alcohol on his breath. She turned her head to the side to get some fresh air and saw that the young officer who had recognized her was blushing with embarrassment.

	"Why should I talk to a mere woman? Just get me a real officer!" he said scornfully.

	"This is my moment, how dare he!" she thought, her anger rising. She drew her heavy combat knife and took a quick step forward. The blade was now mere centimeters from the prisoner's face.

	"Commander Green, we don't mistreat prisoners of war!" Lieutenant Colonel Reynold shouted behind her.

	She flexed her fingers as she glared at Reynold, "What I do with this sorry excuse of an officer is no longer your concern! As of this moment, you're relieved of duty. Out of my sight!"

	Turning, she moved the blade to the prisoner's cheek and slowly drew across the stubble, leaving a clean-shaven area. She gave Major Tanner a toothy grin as she cleaned the blade on his shoulder. With quick movements, the blade sliced off his rank insignia. Major Tanner was pushed aside, and Victoria's finger pointed at the captain.

	"You, senior officer, come here!"

	"You can't do this! I'm a major in the FUS forces!"

	She looked down at him. "You're a sorry excuse for a man. You're a drunk, and you stink! To recognize you as an officer would be an insult to all military men and an insult to your superiors." She glanced back over her shoulder. "Take him away, put him with the political prisoners!"

	"Now, you, Captain. If you'd be so kind as to surrender to me, we could move on."

	The prisoners were taken away, and the technicians began to take possession of the equipment.

	"Mount up, people, tonight we party!"

	~~~

	When Victoria and her troops came into the city, they were greeted by the citizens with loud music in the streets, and even the occasional black flag with the white snowflake could be seen. She stood atop her tank, one hand on the flagpole, the other holding her signature weapon from her time as leader of the Uprising, a Behemoth Blaster. She was greeted with loud chants and basked in the people's adoration.

	The remaining FUS soldiers had deserted their posts and were nowhere to be found. So, they took over the fort-like barracks and their supplies uncontested. Commander Victoria Green had the Major's rooms cleaned and moved in. After tasting it, she kept the moonshine and downed a large glass before leaving the officers' quarters. Leaning against the cold metal of her command walker tank's leg, she gazed absentmindedly at the flag they had hoisted an hour earlier: the white snowflake on a black background of the Winterhunts, with the crest of the High King, the crown with the eye, in the center. She turned her face to catch the last rays of sunlight and closed her eyes. "I got away without killing someone for a change," she thought with relief.

	"That went smooth. The other targets also fell into our hands without a single drop of blood being spilled," Vanessa Mendoza said in awe.

	Victoria opened her eyes and sighed. "Unfortunately, the next targets will most likely have figured it out and removed the dead switches in the droids and the rest of the Spencer equipment."

	"Don't be so gloomy!" Vanessa exclaimed, "Go to your troops, celebrate your victories!"

	"Do I have to?" she asked tiredly.

	"You certainly changed after Big Springs, Vicky."

	"Don't remind me. I still have nightmares," she said, the dead eyes of the senators flashing in her mind. "But you're right, Nessa. I must have a few glasses with the men."

	"Vicky, no. You can't get drunk again," she hissed behind Victoria, who was already walking away.

	The Paladin visited her troops and raised her glass with them. She went from camp to camp, boosting the morale of her troops and doing her best to drown out the bad memories. When she finally finished and returned to her rooms, she could barely walk in a straight line. 

	"Only two days, then we have to move on. Let's hope the battle droids are reprogrammed by then," were her last thoughts before she fell asleep in her uniform. She awoke in the middle of the night, her clothes soaked with sweat. "Big Springs again. Fighting in the corridors of the Capitol and all the dead staring at me!" She turned to find Vanessa in bed next to her. She got rid of the sweaty things and leaned over to find a more pleasant way to work up a sweat.

	~~~

	The next day was filled with paperwork and planning for the next step in their campaign. Victoria was studying maps and going over reports when a woman entered. Vanessa left her side and walked over to the newcomer. After a few seconds of a whispered, heated discussion, she finally pulled the dark-skinned woman toward Victoria.

	"What is it, Vanessa?" Victoria asked absentmindedly, still bent over her maps.

	"This is Sabrina Angel, our local head of covert operations. But honestly, she'd be a lot higher up, but Redwood doesn't like women in positions of power," Vanessa sneered.

	"Really? And here I thought he just didn't like sharing power, regardless of gender, race, or age," Victoria muttered.

	"Don't be like that, Vicky."

	"Didn't we agree to call me Commander Green in public?" she replied, still not looking up.

	"She has information on the local Marauders, and she has information on FUS Defense Force troop movements from New Ashburn, Fitzgerald, and Brunswick toward Lake Park."

	"Ok, now you've my attention," Victoria said, looking up.

	"Just looking at her makes my mouth water. She's so gorgeous. Oh God, her skin is so pale, almost white… Imagining her strong fingers rubbing my almost black skin makes me tingle all over," Sabrina thought, forgetting the world around her as her heart missed a beat and the world around her shrank until only those sensual lips remained. Suddenly, she realized that the two women were looking at her expectantly.

	"I… ohm, I…" Sabrina began to stammer, trying to shake her longing for the woman in front of her long enough to form a coherent sentence.

	"What have you done to her, Vicky?" Vanessa moved protectively in front of Sabrina.

	"Really, nothing. She does that on her own," Victoria retorted. "But maybe I should do my thing to make her talk?"

	"Don't you dare!"

	"She has a thing?" Sabrina asked, confused, feeling like she was returning to the surface from the ocean's depths.

	"Victoria Green is old family and she can make a devoted puppet out of any woman."

	Victoria looked at Vanessa reproachfully. "I don't like you telling everyone about that!" She turned to the slender woman and took the dark, almost black hand in hers, leading her to the table. "Show me!"

	Sabrina bent down and shuffled through the maps. She finally pulled one out and placed it on the table. "I haven't seen these foil-printed maps in a long time," she murmured absentmindedly.

	Sabrina pointed to New Ashburn. "My people reported that the troops left the barracks an hour ago. Every last one of them started marching in our general direction."

	She pointed at Fitzgerald and Brunswick. "I got suspicious and asked my contacts near the other barracks, and they confirmed that all of them showed significant troop movement."

	"Do we have any numbers? How many troops are we talking about here?" Victoria asked interestedly.

	"See, Vicky, told you she was interesting!"

	"Shush, Nessa. Sabrina?"

	"Well. My source said that they had 20 fists in New Ashburn and Fitzgerald. Brunswick should be closer to 50. They also have the typical 16, 16, and 32 tanks." She pointed to the respective towns. "Brunswick is a large naval base, but the ships are still in port. If they use all the troops from the ships, it could easily be double that. But I'll have to wait another hour for my woman there to get a chance to check it out."

	Sabrina thought for a moment. "And, I've information from a mechanic of the Fitzgerald airbase that the planes of this airbase are preparing for a mission in the next few hours."

	"Is that bad, Vicky?" Vanessa asked worriedly.

	"No, now that we know about it, we can use it to our advantage…" Victoria said thoughtfully. "You've done well, Sabrina." 

	Sabrina looked down. "God, she's staring at me. Good thing my dark skin won't blush." 

	Victoria's hand grabbed the young woman's chin and forced her head up. She looked into those brown eyes, "How far do your contacts reach?"

	"I've my own network of spies that covers most of the FUS," Sabrina replied, and a warm feeling began to spread through her body.

	"What about the Free Republic?"

	"I've no network in Canada yet."

	"Hmm. I'll keep you close. Our dependence on Redwood's network bothered me long enough."

	"Nice, Sabrina, our Paladin takes you in," Vanessa said with a smile as she pulled the woman away from the towering redhead. "I made a mistake! I didn't want Vicky to get her claws into her. I wanted Sabrina to work with me! To be with me!" 

	~~~

	Agent Vanessa Mendoza sat in her small but private quarters, unsure what to do. "I can't let Sabrina fall into Vicky's hands!" She closed her eyes, leaned her head back, and took a deep breath. 

	She looked around absentmindedly when her eyes fell on the secure comm she had received from her boss, Agent Redwood, with the words: "If little Victoria even thinks about working against me and my plans, contact me. And maybe I'll even allow you to kill her."
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