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CHAPTER ONE

It was twelve am on the twenty-sixth of April, 2004, when the world came to a fiery end. A black rift was torn in the sky above Phoenix; a portal that led from this world to another, but it wasn't the only one. Nine other portals across the world were also opened that night, and pouring from them were millions upon millions of Hell's minions; Calignosity's army.

In less than eight hours, the nations of the world were reduced to ash, and in the days and weeks that followed, Calignosity's army spread across the Earth like locusts devouring the flesh of the living. Once thriving cities are now desolate piles of rubble, and highways are graveyards for burnt-out cars. The landscape is charred black and dotted with craters while the clouds above are ablaze with a perpetual fire that blots out the sun. There is nothing alive, only death, and it is now up to us, the Goodguys, to do what cannot be done; survive, and kill what cannot be killed; Calignosity

––––––––
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It is the tenth of August 2014, ten years since the portals first opened, and during that time, I have been wandering the deserts of Arizona, never staying in the same place for too long. The human scent is strong to the senses of certain monsters, and spirits and demons roam about everywhere. You can't hide from them, only run. But they aren't the only threat. For years leading up to the apocalypse, Calignosity's general, Goresavice, has been building an army of his own; an army of men who have infiltrated the government of every nation in the world, every major corporation, and now, every survivor's colony.

It's for this reason, and Lily's, that I stick to the shadows, hiding from everyone and everything. She was five then, and the only survivor I found in all of Mesa, and how she managed to survive the horrors of that night before I found her, I don't know. I just know that I'll be damned to let her die under my wing. Too many have already.

––––––––
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Our swords clashed. Sidestepping to my left, Lily slapped at my neck with her katana. With a flick of my wrist, I deflected her attack and stepped into her, and swept her off her feet. Lily landed hard on her side and then rolled over onto her back. She looked exhausted.

“That is enough for today.” I offered my hand to help her up. “You fought well.”

Taking my hand, Lily jerked me forward while putting her foot into my gut and tossed me over her head. I let out a groan as my back landed flat on the ground, on a small rock. Kipping to her feet, Lily stabbed at my heart, but I deflected her attack and entangled her feet with my legs. She hit the ground hard, which gave me time to place the tip of my chipped arming sword to her throat.

Lily exhaled loudly. “You never let me win-ever,” Lily said.

“If I did, then you would never know your true skill,” I said.

Lily rolled her blue eyes and stood up. “Not everything has to be a competition or a lesson, Dad. You can try to make some things fun for me,” she said. “After all, it's not like I got to grow up playing with dolls or PlayStations.”

“You'll defeat me eventually, perhaps when I get a little older.”

“You're already old, like thirty-eight old.”

“I don't know what you're talking about?! I'm still twenty-one!”

“Uh huh.” Lily sat down on a log in front of the campfire. “So what's for breakfast?”

“I'm thinking powdered eggs with some oatmeal and honey.” Lily's eyes got big as she licked her lips. “But this is the last of it. It's fried crickets and rodents from here on out until our next resupply.” I pulled out the last of the oatmeal and eggs.

Lily raised her eyebrows and put on a fake smile. “Yum.”

After mixing the last of the eggs and oatmeal with water in separate pans, I placed them on the grill over the fire and began stirring. “We're going to pack up camp today and head further North.”

“Why don't we head East for a change?”

“You're the navigator,” I said, shrugging my shoulders.

Lily held out her bowl while I poured some oatmeal into it. “Cool.”

A few strands of her blonde hair fell out and landed on her arm. “Lily?” She stopped eating and looked up at me with her pretty blue eyes.

“Yeah?”

“You need to tell me when your hair begins to fall out again,” I said. She ran her hand through her hair, which pulled out more strands. “The radiation has deeper effects on your body-”

“I know, and I'm sorry,” she said. “I just forget sometimes.” I cast heal on her and watched as the color in her face returned and small cuts on her body healed.

After we finished breakfast and washed up, we packed our gear into our rucksacks and began heading East. Currently, we were about two hundred kilometers Northwest of Flagstaff, or what remained of it, out in the middle of nowhere. We'll head west back toward Janestown here in a week or two. I don't like to stray too far from Merlin.

“Tell me another story,” Lily said.

A hot gust swept over us, scattering ash and charred sand. Only wasteland stretched ahead, and scorched clouds churned above. The stench of death thickened.

“Like what?” I said. “I've told you nearly every story at least twice now.”

“Nearly,” she said. “Tell me about your father.”

I gave Lily a half smile. “Well, honestly, I didn't really know him. He was always training or moving from one base to the next, or at least that's what he told my mom.”

“I don't really remember my dad either. Or my mom, for that matter.”

I stared off into the blazing clouds. “He just wasn't ever there.”

“That's sad.” Lily wrapped her arm around mine. “But at least I have a dad.”

I smiled at her. “Yeah.”

“Can I fly today?”

It was a sustained spell and a very mana-draining one at that. “We'll see.”

“If we come across a clean river or lake or something, can I go swimming?”

“Wow, you're really antsy today, aren't you?” Lily just stared at me. “I know, I know. You just don't have any dolls or a PlayStation to play with,” I said.

Skipping ahead of me, Lily drew her katana and slashed at a piece of debris that was blowing across the sand. “What's the ocean like?”

“Careful, you don't want to chip your sword.”

“Tell me what the ocean is like,” Lily said. “I don't remember if I've ever seen it.”

I sighed. “Well, it's big, deep, and the waves make a sound that soothes as they wash upon the sand.” I pulled out a jar of salt from my ruck, opened it, and held it to her nose. “And you can smell salt kinda like this, but in the air.”

Lily smelled deeply. “You'll take me one day, won't you?”

“Of course. I'll take you anywhere once this war is over. Once the land is healed.”

Lily stopped walking and lifted up her binoculars to her eyes. “Hey, I think I see a road up ahead.”

I took a knee and scanned our surroundings. She was right. Five or so kilometers ahead was a highway and what appeared to be a town.

Lily kneeled beside me. “I see some buildings-houses. And are those trees?!” she said. “I think those are real, live trees!”

I peered through the high-powered scope of my M4. Even after ten-plus years of abuse, both the rifle and scope that Smartguy and the LS squad had manufactured were still holding up, and quite well, too.

Lily was right. Off in the distance, behind a walled-off courtyard next to a house, were several trees and a few intact vehicles.

At this distance, it was hard to make much out, so I visualized the many three-dimensional symbols of the spell, enhanced senses, and linked them together. The mana coursing through my veins flooded my senses and set my body on fire. I could feel every grain of sand in my boots and smell the rotting corpses in the town. I could even hear a generator running.

“There are survivors,” I said.

A man with a rifle in his lap was sitting in a lawn chair atop a two-story building. He was looking through binoculars to the north.

“There's people?!” Lily said with wide eyes.

A woman holding a basket exited a house and started walking towards a garden. “Yes, and by the looks of it, many.” Lily looked at me with excitement written across her face. She was lonely, but I couldn't risk her safety or alerting Goresavice to my presence. “Let's move,” I said. “We'll give the town a wide berth and continue East.” Lily sighed and followed after me, looking back at the town. “I'm sorry.”

“I know. It's not your fault.”

Off in the distance ahead of us, a large dust storm approached, or so I thought. I pulled out my binoculars, and with my enhanced senses, everything within ten kilometers appeared as if it were only a hundred meters away.

“Another storm?” Lily said.

“No.”

Four Abrams tanks, Bradley fighting vehicles, and half a dozen heavy equipment trucks carrying a dozen badguys each were racing across the stricken landscape towards the town. Walking behind them on six legs, the width of a small building was a Tentacle Behemoth. The creature stood over a hundred meters tall at the shoulders, with no recognizable head, and had hundreds of blackish-brown tentacles covering its body, each ending with a sucker-like mouth filled with teeth.

Hovering over its body in between the mass of tentacles and holding a large double-bladed ax was a skeleton clad in rusted fifteenth-century Italian plate armor. A cold chill shot down my spine. I knew the scent of death was approaching.

“It's an armored company of badguys,' I said. “And a Death Knight.”

“A Death Knight?!”

“Yeah, riding a Tentacle Behemoth, and they'll be on top of us in thirty.”

“Then they're heading for the town,” Lily said.

“They're not our concern.”

“But we can't let them die?!” Lily tugged at my sleeve. “We have to help them.”

“It's an unnecessary battle, Lily, which is something that I cannot risk.”

“Saving lives is never unnecessary,” Lily said.

I turned and faced her, putting my hand on her shoulder. “It is a Death Knight, and I cannot put your life at risk if I fall.”

Lily pulled away from me and stared off towards the town. “It's your life that you won't risk.”

I sighed. She wasn't wrong. But she also wasn't right. Without me, without the Goodguys, what hope did the world truly have? “We have less than thirty minutes before they reach the town, so let's move and hope they'll listen to us.”

I cast the spell of haste on both of us.

Lily turned toward me, a smile on her face. “Thank you.”

Five minutes and five kilometers later, we stopped and took cover behind a rocky outcrop a few hundred meters from the town's outskirts. “Alright, Lily, stay close and keep your eyes peeled,” I said. “They're considered hostile until proven otherwise.”

“Got it.”

“Alright, then let's move.”

It didn't take long for the lookout atop the building to spot us once we came out from hiding, and once he did, he never took his rifle off us, not even when we were warmly greeted by six heavily armed men in the street.

“That's far enough,” one of them said, pointing his shotgun at us. I cast protection on Lily and me. “And keep your hands where we can see them.”

“And no sudden movements either,” a man said, holding a pistol.

A woman and a teenage boy were staring at us through a window of a house across the street. There were several more people standing in doorways or peeking around corners of buildings, too. All in all, I counted twenty adults and six kids. This was a small colony.

“Who are you guys and what are you doing here?” the one with the shotgun said.

“We're the least of your problems,” I said. “In less than twenty minutes, a company of soldiers with armor will be atop you.”

Two more armed men approached us from a courtyard. “That can't be,” a middle-aged man with parted brown hair said. “Our scouts just returned less than an hour ago and saw nothing out there.”

“Then your scouts are either blind or lying, and I'm more prone to believing they're lying because even if they saw nothing, they most certainly would have heard the beast's thunderous footsteps as it approaches your colony,” I said.

“Are you calling me a liar?!” the one with the shotgun said. “Me and my partner saw nothing out there, and we even scouted a good ten miles.” He glanced at the guy holding the pistol.

“I think you're lying,” the scout with the pistol said. “I think you're full of shit.”

Lily stepped out from behind me and held out her hand. “Hi, my name is Lily. What's yours?”

The scout with the pistol jumped back and raised it to her head. “I said no sudden movements!” he said. “Now step the fuck back, both of you!”

“Come on, KT, calm down,” a man said.

“No way! We just met these two, and they're calling us liars?!” KT said. “Besides, I said no sudden movements.”

“KT's right, guys,” the man with the shotgun said. “These two just mob up calling us liars, saying there's an army headed for us. Something's not right with these two.”

I stepped in between KT's pistol and Lily. “You can point your guns at me all you want, but please don't point them at my daughter,” I said.

KT pressed the barrel of his gun to my forehead. “I should blow your head off right now,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Lower your gun, KT,” a barrel-waisted black man said, pulling KT back. “She was just trying to say hi.”

“You're the first people that I've met in ten years, and had I known you're all animals, then I never would have begged my father to warn you,” Lily said, visibly shaken. “We should have left you all to die.”

“We're sorry, Lily. KT and Luke are just a little cautious when it comes to new people,” the black man said. “My name is Mac, or Big Mac if you'd like. McDonald's was my thing if ya catch me.” Some of the guys chuckled.

A smile grew across Lily's face. She shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, Big Mac.”

A man with gray hair, a beard, and a mustache approached me. “I am Dr. Samson, and it's a pleasure to meet you,” he said. We shook hands.

“Scott, but everyone calls me Browny,” I said.

KT stared hard at me, and then glanced at the guy with the shotgun. It was clear he recognized me. It was now just a matter of time before they all did.

“Well met, now about this company you say is headed toward us,” Dr. Samson said.

“There is no army, Samson,” the man with the shotgun said. “There's nothing out there.”

The faint roar of turbine engines and the beasts' stomping feet were growing louder. “For the past ten minutes now your lookout has been paying attention to us, and if he was doing his job, then I'm certain he'd see what I'm talking about,” I said.

“Do your job and take a look, Charles,” one of the armed men said.

Charles lowered his rifle and peered through his binoculars. “What? The sandstorm?” The color drained from his face. “Huge fucking creature and vehicles; a dozen or so!” Charles dropped his binoculars and began frantically checking his rifle's ammo. “They're two, maybe three miles out!”

Dr. Samson's face froze in terror. “Sound the alarm and get everyone in the cellars!” he said.

“No,” I said.

“What do you mean, no?!” Dr. Samson said. “Our cellars are quite secure and have protected us in the past.”

“You don't understand,” I said. “You can't hide this time.”

“What are you saying?” Big Mac said, looking around frantically.

“Yeah, what are you saying?!” another said.

“A Death Knight leads this army, and a Death Knight never roams about aimlessly. It's sent, and it will find you.” I knelt before Lily. “Keep your eyes on KT and his friend Luke,” I whispered in her ear in Japanese. “They're dangerous.”

“It was sent?! For us?!” Dr. Samson said.

“We've got trucks. We can try to outrun them,” another black guy with short cut hair said.

I set my ruck on the ground and stood up. “There's nothing you can do.” I took off my brown leather jacket and drew my katana. The translucent, wispy black blade absorbed the red light from the blazing clouds above.

Everyone took a step back, eyes wide. “What in the living fuck is that?!” someone said.

“I-I have no words,” Dr. Samson said. He was clearly as shocked as everyone else. “Is it coming for us or you?!”

“And what do you mean, 'there's nothing you can do?!'” another said.

“I meant what I said. There is nothing you can do,” I said.

“So what then?” Big Mac said.

“What are you going to do?!” Dr. Samson said.

“I'm going to risk my life for yours,” I said.

“Maybe we can help you,” Big Mac said.

“Yeah, we have some rockets and machine guns,” another said.

“Just keep my daughter safe,” I said.

Lily smiled warmly and hugged me. “Do what you do best, Dad, and kill them all.”

With mana coursing through my veins, I cast a slew of spells: protection, mana shield, stone skin, giant's toughness, ogre's strength, cat's grace, lightning reflexes, haste, and regeneration.

I took a deep breath. The badguys were the least of my concerns. It was the Death Knight that had me worried. Its power rivaled mine, but by how much I had no idea. All I knew was they weren't as powerful as Queens of the Damned.

I sprinted down the street in the blink of an eye, and in a matter of seconds, I covered several hundred meters. The badguys were now only two kilometers from the town. I cast jump and soared through the air. Upon landing on the blackened sand a few seconds later, I zig-zagged a few hundred meters and then cast jump again.

I was closing the distance, and quickly, but I had to make myself a difficult target to hit. There was no way my spells could protect me from a tank blast. The ground exploded to my left, showering me with debris. The tanks were firing canister rounds.

Souring over fifty meters in the air, I zoomed in with my enhanced senses and stared at the Death Knight. It pointed a gauntleted finger at me and cast a crackling black ray of energy at me, which easily found its mark. I just couldn't avoid it flying through the air, but that's why I cast mana shield. Normally, the spell would be invisible, but like a force field, it turned a bright blue at the point of impact as it absorbed the death ray.

I had grown vastly more powerful since the apocalypse began, but my power wasn't without its limits. With all the spells I was sustaining, my mana was quickly depleting. I had to end this fight, and quickly.

Once on the ground, I bolted to my right and then swerved to my left, which caused the crackling death ray to break contact with me and tear up the barren ground like a hot laser. More explosions rocked the ground nearby. The badguys, all dressed in gray, ash colored fatigues, were disembarking from the trucks and taking positions near and behind the Bradleys.

I cast Jump again and flew towards a tank. The machine gunner atop the turret filled the air with .50 caliber slugs. Bullets were flying everywhere. With a brief thought, a linking of blue symbols from the elemental category, I sent a fireball screaming towards a Bradley. Three hundred meters and a split second later, the Bradley erupted into a flaming wreck as my fireball smashed through its armor. Everything within ten meters was instantly vaporized as body parts of a dozen or so badguys began to rain from the sky.

With my katana in both hands, I landed before a speeding tank and slashed down into the Abrams' frontal armor. A terrible screeching sound like a pop can being ripped open drowned out the roaring of gunfire as my ethereal blade effortlessly sheared the tank in two. Both halves of the Abrams rushed past me, like the Red Sea being parted, and came to a crashing halt a few dozen meters behind me.

Sprinting, I drew my Beretta 9mm and fired one shot at each of the three badguys who were taking partial cover behind a Hummer. My rounds found their marks in between their eyes, killing all of them instantly. Shards of ice engulfed me as an ice ball exploded nearby, but my mana shield absorbed the blast. I'm guessing it won't take much longer for this Death Knight to realize I was sustaining mana shield and start hitting me with spells that I couldn't resist, like curses.

Hot lead tore through my jeans and stung my legs, but my protection spell held strong. There were so many of them, yet only one of me. But I don't mind challenges. Again, I cast jump and flew through the air, but just then, four of the hundreds of tentacles from the Tentacle Behemoth whipped towards me with their mouths gaping. With incredible reaction speed, thanks to my lightning reflexes spell, I severed each tentacle with quick and calculated slashes.

Three fireballs in rapid succession flew from the palm of my hand and slammed into the beast's massive body. Chunks of flesh weighing several tons were blown out and slammed into the Earth below, but despite the power of my fireballs, the creature was barely scratched. Black blood rained from the sky.

While still airborne, I cast fly. More mana drained from my veins. Tendrils of crackling lightning from the Death Knight's ax narrowly missed me as I darted around the tentacles of the beast. My fly spell suddenly ceased, dispelled by the Death Knight, and I began to plummet towards the Tentacle Behemoth.

Landing smoothly on its back, I raced towards the evil knight, nimbly severing tentacle after tentacle. Black blood gushed like geysers from the severed limbs and rained down below. A double-bladed ax cut me open just above my left hip. I lost my footing and fell awkwardly between two writhing tentacles. I never saw the Death Knight coming, it teleported beside me, but luckily, the piercing strike spell on its ax was effectively neutralized by my protection spell. My stone skin and giant's toughness spell absorbed most of the rest of the blow.

Several rays of lightning shot from my fingertips, but just inches before they could touch the Death Knight, they reversed direction and ripped into my mana shield, causing it to glow bright blue. He was reflecting my spell, but that was exactly what I was hoping he would do. Reflection is a powerful technique requiring concentration and a lot of mana.

I cast teleport behind the Death Knight and plunged my wispy black blade through its rusted steel-plated back. The evil knight let out a shrill shriek as its armor began to crumble in on itself. Images of Scarlet flashed before my eyes as a dark power surged through my veins. What was left of the Death Knight's armor collapsed in pieces onto the creature's back. The battle was decided.

Taking hold of my katana in both hands, I plunged the translucent blade into the Tentacle Behemoth's back to the hilt. Black energy, like cracks in pavement, splintered in every direction throughout its body. It was just a matter of time before my blade finished its deadly work.

I cast teleport and appeared behind a Hummer next to three badguys. With a flick of my wrist, I cleanly chopped off each of their heads in the blink of an eye. Sprinting, I cast jump and flew through the air like a bullet. Drawing my 9mm, I fired a single round that struck a tank commander in the forehead, and as I skimmed over the top of the Abrams tank, I dragged my sword through its turret. The two halves of the tank skidded to a halt, smoking.

Bullets ripped towards me but missed horrendously. I was just too quick. Two fireballs shot from my fingertips and reduced two more Bradleys to hulking wrecks. Twisted metal and body parts rained from the sky. Teleporting next to another speeding tank, its turret desperately trying to keep me in sight, I held my blade out to my side. The top half of the tank slid off and onto the ground. No one survived.

The Tentacle Behemoth finally came crashing down, its death complete. Black blood washed over the dry desert floor like a tidal wave as the ground shook. The stench was unbearable.

Casting fly, I blew up the last Bradley with another fireball and quickly sliced in half the last Abrams. By now, only a few dozen badguys were left. They were abandoning their heavy trucks and running for the hills. Raising my M-4, I picked off every last one of them with deadly accuracy while I darted to and fro until only one was left.

I slung my M-4 over my shoulder and walked towards the remaining survivor. “Who sent you?” I said.

The badguy held his hands up high, shaking. These weren't the badguys I remember. These must be survivors who submitted to Goresavice's rule. “P-Please, I don't know,” he said.

I sighed and slowly pushed the wispy black blade of my katana through his stomach. “We become the choices we make, and you have chosen the side of death.” The man's veins began to darken as his face distorted in terror. A sudden surge of power flooded my body as he died.

I ceased sustaining all my spells and began to walk back towards the colony. The air no longer smelled like death.
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It took me about thirty minutes to walk the three kilometers back to town, and when I arrived, the entire colony was standing in the street, all sixty of them. They were all dressed in dirty and ragged clothes. They looked numb. Almost lifeless.

Lily ran up to me and threw her arms around me. “You had me so worried! Why didn't you teleport back?” she said.

I hugged her back. “I need to conserve whatever mana I have left, but I'm fine.” I looked at Dr. Samson. “You're safe now. They're all dead.”

The crowd was staring at me. “Who-what are you?” Dr. Samson said.

“My name is Browny, and I am a Goodguy,” I said.

“Thank you, Browny,” a woman said.

“Yeah, thank you,” a few more people said.

“You really cut tanks in fucking half?!” Big Mac said.

“Yeah, and flew!” another said.

KT walked up to me. “No, don't thank him,” he said. “This is Scott. The one who ten years ago tricked the entire world into believing that his company, the Goodguys, was a charity organization.” He pointed at me and scowled. “Instead, it was a terrorist cell that murdered our President and brought about the end of the world as we knew it!”

Whispers arose from the crowd. “He's the one who nuked DC and opened the portals,” Luke said, swinging his shotgun around recklessly. “Don't you guys remember now?! He's the enemy!”

The whispering amongst the crowd grew louder. “No, he's not!” Lily shouted back.

KT glared at me. Quickly, he reached for his holstered pistol, but I had the drop on him. I threw a hard inside left leg kick, which unbalanced him, and followed through with a chop to his throat. He collapsed violently to the ground, gasping for air.

Luke raised his shotgun just as Lily fired a single round into his kneecap. He fell down, groaning and holding his right knee. Rushing over to him, Lily put her knee on the man's neck and her pistol into his mouth. “It's a hair trigger, so don't even think about doing anything stupid,” she said, tossing his shotgun out of reach.

Drawing my katana, I cut off KT's shirt. He was dead. My chop to his throat collapsed his trachea. Everyone was looking at us with blank expressions.

“A kingdom divided amongst itself cannot stand,” I said. “If I wanted you dead, I could have done so without killing my own men, or creature.”

“Mathew 12, verse 25,” a man with short brown hair and brown eyes said.

“Your scouts, KT and Luke, are your enemies,” I said, pointing to KT. He had a silver dollar-sized balrog tattoo in the middle of his chest. Ethereal symbols encircled the balrog. “They lied about the army heading your way, and this mark symbolizes their allegiance to Goresavice.”

Luke, with incredible speed and strength, hurled Lily a good five meters through the air, and then jumped to his feet. His knee was completely healed.

Casting lightning reflexes, I lunged at him, decapitating him with one clean stroke. A black energy in the form of a mist left his body and was absorbed into my blade. Raw power filled my veins. The crowd didn't even flinch.

Lily cried out in pain as she landed on her back. I sheathed my katana and ran over to her. “Are you okay, dear?”

“W-wind, k-knocked out,” she muttered.

I looked her over. She was going to be fine. “Now would be a great time to learn how to fight through the pain,” I said. “You'll be okay, kid.”

“Would it kill you to show your daughter a little compassion?!” Lily wheezed.

I smiled at her and looked the crowd over. Several people were milling about with their hands atop their heads, while others were clearly distraught.

Some in the crowd readied their firearms. “He just murdered two of our friends!” someone shouted.

“They were your enemies, and always have been,” I said. “Now calm yourselves. There is no reason for further bloodshed.”

“Holy fuck, man,” a man said, pacing near the bodies.

“Did you see how fast Luke moved?!” someone said.

“Yeah, they were magic users like Browny here,” someone said.

“Not KT!” someone yelled. “He didn't use shit!”

Lily lifted up Luke's blood-soaked shirt to reveal the same tattoo as KT.

“And what does that mean?!” someone said.

“My father already told you. They were both badguys. Soldiers of Goresavice's,” Lily said. “KT just didn't have time to use his magic.”

“So KT and Luke, they had that army sent for us?!” someone said.

“Most likely,” I said.

The crowd began to calm down.

“Scott,” Dr. Samson said, walking up to me. “Thank you.”

“Don't thank me just yet,” I said.

“Yeah, thanks for saving us, man,” someone said.

A woman wearing a tattered polka-dotted dress approached me. She did not smell very pleasant. “Can I get you two anything to drink or eat?” she said.

“No ma'am, but thanks,” I said. “We'll be heading on our way now.”

“Can I have some water, please?” Lily said, standing up and brushing the ashy dirt off herself.

“Sure thing, honey,” the woman said. “And I'm Laura.”

“Thank you, Laura,” Lily said.

“Someone get these bodies out of here,” Dr. Samson said.

“On it,” someone said.

“Where are you headed?” Dr. Samson said.

“Nowhere in particular,” I said.

“Why not stay with us?” Dr. Samson said. “We have almost every modern comfort, including running water from a clean well and electricity, well, some of the time.”

“Yeah, you two are most welcome,” Big Mac said.

“And we can use a guy like you around,” Charles the lookout said. He had a gray beard and appeared to be in his mid-forties. “You killed that creature with one swing from your sword, and everything else! You can protect us from anything.”

“He just killed two of our friends, and we're going to let them in just like that?!” a man said.

“Look at that tattoo and tell me that Luke and KT were on our side?!” someone said.

“But they never once hurt us!” a man said.

“Until today,” Lily said.

The man looked confused,

“It's undeniable that they had magic and that they've kept it a secret from us, so as far as I'm concerned, Browny is telling us the truth,” Dr. Samson said. “The offer to stay still stands.”

Lily looked at me wantonly. “Please,” she whispered.

I sighed. That Death Knight was sent by Goresavice to either destroy or enslave this colony, and now that it was dead, along with two initiates, he was sure to send more. And something more powerful. There was a Goodguy here.

“I take it that you, Dr. Samson, are the leader of this colony?” I said.

Dr. Samson looked around at the others. “I'm a cardiologist and was on the board for the city of Mesa, so I kinda just fell into the role of leader,” he said.

“Then if you care about your people and want them to live, you'll listen to me,” I said.

“Okay then, it's a pleasure to have you aboard,” Dr. Samson said.

I looked over at the black man with short-cut hair. “You said you guys have some trucks?” I said.

“Yeah, we've got four of them, and some bikes with carts attached,” he said. “And my name's Jamal. I'm the mechanic around here.”

“Take a few men and some trucks and salvage whatever fuel, guns, ammo, and supplies you can from whatever remains of that army I destroyed,” I said.

“You got it,” Jamal said. “Lenny, Sam, let's go.”

“Dr. Samson, have everyone pack up their belongings and get ready to move out,” I said. “We leave in two hours.”

Everyone was staring at me. “Now, I'm not trying to come off as combative, but you're going to have to give us more to go on,” Dr. Samson said, scratching his gray beard. “We've all lived on the run, up until we found this place five years ago. We're comfortable here. It's our home.”

“I completely understand.” I nodded my head. “You and your group here have survived ten years without me, so what's changed?”

“My name is Aaron, the pastor, and yes, that's what we're wondering,” he said, shaking my hand.

“Well, for starters, not even a well-supported United States brigade could take on what Goresavice just threw at us. So what does that tell him?” I said.

Lily kneeled next to KT's body and picked up his pistol. “I know.”

“It tells him that there's a Goodguy out here, and he's vowed to kill every last one of them,” I said. “You're in even more danger now than you were before.”

“Who's Goresavice?” someone said.

I glanced at Lily. “He's the general of Calignosity's army. The commander of the two dead guys here,” Lily said.

“And Calignosity?” Dr. Samson said.

“He is a Lich of extreme power, corruption, and evil,” I said. “He's the one who brought about the apocalypse.”

“We'll take you at your word, for now,” Aaron said. “Magic is of the devil, even if you use it against him.”

“But you can protect us?” a man in the crowd said. “You stopped that creature like it was nothing and sliced up those tanks with that-that...”

“I'm sorry, but I can only prolong the inevitable,” I said. “It's only a matter of time before he finds me.”

“So what you're saying is that we are all going to die?” someone said.

“Maybe, maybe not,” I said, shouldering my ruck. “But what I do know is that every grotesque nightmare that calls hell its home will be descending upon this town by nightfall, and if we don't move out, and now, then we most certainly will be.”

The crowd stared at me in silence.

“How long do we have?” someone said.

Dr. Samson glanced at me. “Two hours,” he said. “And pack only what you can carry, and only the essentials.”

The crowd started to disperse. Laura made her way through the courtyard with a sandwich on a plate and a glass of water. “Here you go, honey,” she said. “I even made you a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”

“Thank you very much,” Lily said, licking her lips.

“You're very well mannered,” Laura said, smiling.

I grabbed the sandwich and took a huge bite. “Mmm, peanut butter and jelly. One of my favorites,” I said while chewing.

“Hey, that was mine!” Lily cried out.

“And it still is,” I said.

“But ew, you took a bite out of it!”

“Ahh, you'll live.”

Lily scowled at me and clubbed me in the shoulder with his fist. “Meanie.”

“Are you sure I can't get you anything yourself?” Laura said.

“I'm sure and thank you, but if I change my mind, I can always steal a bite or two more from Lily,” I said.

“Ugh, see what I have to live with?!” Lily said, rolling her eyes.

Ash was beginning to fall from the blazing clouds above. This was the rain of the New World. “Is there anything else we'll need, Browny?” Dr. Samson said.

“Yeah, just make sure everyone has a good pair of shoes or boots to walk in,” I said.

“What's wrong with using the trucks?” Big Mac said.

“Aside from the noise, the thermal signature and vibrations can be seen and felt from much greater distances than people just walking,” I said. “We need to keep as low a profile as possible if we're going to have any chance at getting away from here alive.”

“What about the creatures that sense?” Lily said. She took a bite from her sandwich.
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