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Black Ice
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The road had always been treachery. Steel veins through a dead world, scarred and buckled, waiting to unmake the arrogant. Lena Voss should have known better. She was older now, harder, and the lessons of Nakata still burned in her blood like iron discipline. But even a survivor must sleep. Even a wolf closes its eyes.

The truck had belonged to a raider gang she gutted a few nights back. Red Toyota pickup, armored doors, a tank half full of stolen fuel—prize enough to tempt even her better judgment. She hadn’t accounted for the frost that laced the mountain pass. The storm had come down sudden, filling the gullies with a white breath that made the asphalt slick as oiled glass.

One mistake. One blink.

The tires lost grip at a curve cut sharp through the ridge. She spun the wheel, too late. Metal screamed. The vehicle skidded, rolled twice, then came to rest upside-down in the snow like a gutted beetle.

Silence. Then the slow drip of gasoline.

Lena crawled free through broken glass, a length of shrapnel lodged in her thigh. Every step painted the snow red. She pressed a palm to the wound and dragged herself upright. The horizon was iron grey, a sheet of ash-stained sky bending toward collapse. She pulled her blade free from the wreck—steel worn to a thin memory, Nakata’s gift, etched with runes she barely understood.

She whispered to it like prayer. Not yet.

The wind cut her face. She thought of Nakata then, as she always did in the bleed between death and stubbornness. He had died with ceremony, with composure, samurai of rust and ruin. He had taught her the law of three cuts: reduce chaos with clarity, and live even in defeat. She had carried that law through the wasteland, into battles with filth kings and undead corpses and men who thought themselves gods. Now, bleeding out on the ice, she clung to it like scripture.

One cut: survive the crash.

Two cuts: keep moving.

Three cuts: never let go of the code.

The snow whispered. At first she thought it was storm, the hiss of blown grit. Then voices emerged. Low, chanting. A circle of figures appeared through the veil, cloaked in rags the color of ash, faces masked in soot and bone. Their hands lifted her with surprising gentleness.

The Children of Ash.
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They came to her through the storm like shapes half-formed, their bodies wrapped in rags the color of smoke. Lena’s vision blurred, her blood already soaking the snow, but she felt the shift in air when they bent around her, murmuring words she did not know.

“The Burned Mother take her hand.”

“The Burned Mother breathe her back.”

Their voices were soft, almost tender. She had heard raiders chant before—chants for blood, for conquest, for the thrill of the kill. This was different. This was prayer, heavy with grief and reverence.

Hands slid beneath her shoulders, another pair at her ankles. She groaned, the shrapnel in her thigh scraping against bone as they lifted her. The figures moved with the unity of dancers, their steps measured, careful not to jar her wound. She tried to reach for her blade, for the comfort of steel, but her fingers found only air.

The acolytes carried her down from the ridge, their bells and bone charms clicking softly against their garments. Lena drifted in and out of awareness. Each time her eyes opened, she caught fragments: the pale outline of skeletal trees, the black river frozen mid-current, the glow of torches cutting through mist. Always the voices—low, reverent, chanting to the Burned Mother as if she were already among the dead.

When they reached their camp, she saw firelight bloom. The acolytes laid her on a floor of beaten earth inside a structure half-built of stone, half of scavenged steel. The roof sagged under snow. Ash dusted every surface.

A woman with steady hands knelt beside Lena. Her mask was bone-white, carved smooth, but her eyes showed kindness through the sockets. She touched Lena’s wound and whispered, “Stay still.” Her voice was clear, without the monotone chant of the others.

Lena tried to speak. Blood filled her mouth. She swallowed and rasped, “What... do you want?”

The woman did not answer. She cleaned the wound with melted snow and ground herbs, her motions swift but careful. Two acolytes pinned Lena’s arms. The woman produced a needle made from wire. Without ceremony she stitched, pulling the shrapnel free and packing the hole with ash and resin. Lena’s cry echoed against the walls, but the acolytes only tightened their hold.

When it was done, they left her on a mat of hides. Smoke from the central fire stung her eyes. Above her, strange symbols had been scrawled on the rafters in soot: circles broken by jagged lines, spirals like storms, a figure crowned in flame.

The acolytes resumed their chant.

“The Burned Mother take her pain.”

“The Burned Mother carry her burden.”

Lena closed her eyes and let the rhythm wash over her. She had spent nights in worse places—in tomb cities crawling with ghouls, in blood pits where carrion kings howled. Yet the ritual gentleness here unsettled her more than violence ever had. It was too calm. Too rehearsed.

*
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AFTER WHAT MIGHT HAVE been hours, the woman with the bone-white mask returned. She removed it, revealing a face sharp with hunger yet softened by weariness. Her hair was cropped close, her lips cracked from cold.

“I am Anastasia,” she said.

Lena remembered the name, though she could not place it. Perhaps she had heard it whispered once among the roads, tied to a camp of zealots.

“You are lucky,” Anastasia continued. “We were close enough to hear the crash. The Burned Mother does not waste fire.”

“I don’t believe in your Burned Mother,” Lena muttered.

Anastasia smiled faintly, as though expecting such defiance. “That may change. Few survive her touch without being marked.”

Lena shifted on the mat, testing her leg. The pain was savage but bearable. “I’m not staying here. I have my own road.”

“You will walk again,” Anastasia said, “but not tonight. Sleep. Tomorrow Count Ash will decide.”

At the mention of that name, something stirred in Lena’s chest. She had heard stories in the ruins—whispers of a prophet who had gathered the scattered and broken, who promised order where the world had none. But those whispers always darkened at the edges, as if the teller feared even to shape the man’s name.

Count Ash.

Lena spat on the floor. “No man decides for me.”

Anastasia did not flinch. “So you say. But you are alive only because the Children willed it. That is already his gift to you.”

The acolytes around the fire kept chanting. Some of them had removed their masks, their faces smeared with ash to hide features, eyes gleaming in the flames. They looked at Lena not with cruelty but with expectation, as though she were a prophecy they had waited for.

One of them—a tall youth with shoulders still soft—approached and knelt by her mat. He pressed a pinch of ash to her brow, leaving a dark streak.

“The Burned Mother breathes you back,” he whispered. His hands trembled.

Lena grabbed his wrist and squeezed until he winced. “I breathe for myself.”

The boy recoiled. The others murmured uneasily, but Anastasia only laid a hand on his shoulder and pulled him away. “Go, Johnny Roger,” she said softly.

Johnny Roger. The name carved itself in Lena’s mind. She read the flicker in his eyes, the uncertainty. That doubt was something she understood.

When they finally left her alone, Lena stared into the fire until the embers blurred. Her body was broken, her leg bound with crude stitches, her fate tangled in the hands of strangers. But in the darkness behind her eyes, Nakata’s shadow walked. She remembered his voice, calm even at the end: Composure, even in death. Fire bends, but the code remains.

She gripped the hilt of her blade where it lay beside her. Cold comfort, but hers alone.

The Children of Ash believed she had been carried back by their Burned Mother, a spark reclaimed from ruin. Let them believe. Belief was weakness. Belief was something that could be turned.

She would heal. She would learn. And when Count Ash appeared, she would see him for what he was.

The fire cracked, sparks rising into the smoky air. Lena closed her eyes. Her grip on the blade never loosened.
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The Ember Hall
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The place they carried her into was once a grain silo. Its round walls still bore the rusted ribs of ladders and catwalks, though the ceiling had been patched with plates of steel scavenged from wrecked cars. Firelight flickered on metal seams, and the air smelled of ash, sweat, and medicine scraped from the earth.

They called it the Ember Hall.

Here the wounded lay in neat rows, each on mats made of stitched hides. Men and women who had been burned, shot, or cut open groaned in the low light, but none cried out. There was a strange silence, broken only by the scrape of tools and the muted rhythm of chanting that seemed to seep from the very walls.
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