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Part 1 - When The Fire Starts To Blaze


Chapter 1 - When Plans Go Awry
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How long had it been since they had escaped from the south of Laundun? 

Max couldn't confidently say. It had felt like months, or even years had gone by at this point even though the memory was fresh in his mind. If he had to guess, it was perhaps at least three years perhaps.

The prophet burned while the factory where the guns and bullets were made exploded in his face. His pristine beauty, and the air of invincibility, had all broken the illusion of him being at the head of a  new movement. 

Or at least he liked to think so. In actuality, more than likely, all it did was piss him off and give Max and his daughter Lily more reason to hide and stay away from any parts of civilization within the fraying kingdom. The Overkings forces checked out the damage from the burning pit that was left but nothing was found and he and Lily escaped, maneuvering around the satellite towns that surrounded the ancient city all the way to the northern woods that were closer to the edges of the kingdom than he would have liked. 

The last several months where they both hid hadn't been so bad. Old roads that were forgotten for more than a hundred years led them deeper to a small hamlet nestled in the overgrowth, surrounded on all sides by large trees, ancient stone walls, empty bins and buildings without roofs, glass, or doors. The fireplaces still worked, which was good enough for Max, and the wind was stilled by the boughs and leaves that reached up like a canopy above. Enough sunlight filtered down to tell when night was here and day was gone, and enough rabbits, squirrels, and even a deer provided enough sustenance and meat to keep themselves alive for the first few weeks they found the place. 

Night time was dangerous though. Cannibals roamed the woods at night looking for people like Max and Lily - lost and outside of the walls, easy to snatch and drag off to their hidden lairs for the horrible things they were known for. Their pale, sallow skin, sickly eyes and gnarled teeth and limbs were thankfully easily seen even in the dark, and the way they shambled about and clicked and groaned in their foul guttural language made them heard before they were seen. On top of their putrid smell as well. 

Hiding was one thing and Max was thankful that they weren't discovered enough to have to fight off multiple groups of them. 

Typically they came, went, and that was it, and the game would return a few days later. In the interim the house that they squatted in had ample broken wood and a few ancient cabinets and drawers to put tubers, wild vegetables and roots and even an occasional tool into or when the game was gone and they leaned on hard times. A dented, rusted pot that made everything they cooked in it taste metallic served well enough to stew and soup everything they could eat; giving them a few days to stretch their meager findings.

It was the smell of the stew that hit him first when he awoke the morning after a long, lonely meal. Stale water, meat, and a few roots in the pot over a still smoldering fire pulled Max out of a long sleep as birds tweeting and flapping among branches alerted him to the hour of the day. 

With a groan he rolled over off the floor, uncovering himself from a hastily cleaned deer skin that still smelled of old fat and oil. It served him well in keeping the cold of the night away when wind blustered from the windows but it did little to make the shoddy floor of the house he used now any more comfortable. Aching bones and tendons, a full bladder, and an empty stomach were the first things that greeted him and even as he stretched and stood to pop his joints and ease himself to a more comfortable spot to sit, the morning ritual of wakefulness did little to truly awaken him. 

Lily was gone, and had been for a few weeks. Thankfully she had left with comfortable parting words rather than anger, having said she'd scout out into Laundun as best she could and bring Roland back with her if he wished to be a part of what she and Max had planned. 

Initially the plan was for them to go to Laundun, go to the Overking or at least one of his representatives and tell them what they knew of the Flames of Technology with the Northern Raiders, and their overall plan for bringing the kingdom down from within.

But... when they had time to stop and go over the notes they both realized that it was a worthless plan to do. Other than a few odds and ends from their time with the Flames (robe, flyer, necklace and not much else) it was their word against ghosts. Max had his grandfather's 1911, sure, as well as his necklace signifying him as Maxwell York rather than Maxwell Ferguson, but it was still his word against nothing else. Plus, having the gun while not nobility was also against the edicts of the Kingdom and thus was liable to get him thrown in a dungeon at best, killed on sight at worst.

There was no proof to back up their claims, and even less that was helpful. They didn't know any locations the Flames had control over, other than what Roland had said they control, and they were unsure if there were even other factories producing weapons. Hell, other than the recruitment place - which might have been packed up and moved to remain hidden - neither Max nor Lily knew of any actual churches or places of worship they openly prayed at other than the ancient cathedrals that tended to remain empty anyways. 

Realizing that he couldn't amble about all day, as there was work that always needed done, he slowly rose from the pile of old bags and more that he found to lay atop, and tended to the slowly eroding fire, and the dwindling supply of food within the pot.

The fire could wait. There was plenty of old wood that could create a foul enough smelling fire with little smoke. It was inside the pot that he worried about as the inside looked low on nutrient ladened food. A thin layer of fat and grease cooled and coagulated at the top giving off a grimy scent that smelled of staleness, but within the murky water were little to no meat or veggies. 

Max frowned, and went to the small cupboard they moved up there to check on their supplies. A few wild carrots and an onion were all that were left, as well as an empty tin of hundred year old sardines that he was surprised hadn't killed him when he opened it and dumped its fishy scented mass of congealed wetness into the pot and regretted consuming it later. 

Realizing that he had to get some sort of protein, or at least some other means of meals, he prepared to leave the small broken hovel for a spell before it got too late. Game out here was plenty, as he made sure that they traveled up into the deepest parts of the Epping Forest that were north of Laundun. Wild and unruly, they consisted of level three to five zones that were fraught with contamination, but the risk was worth the reward as evident by how many small game he saw and no predators to stop him. 

Geared in only a thin leather breastplate that he managed to steal some months ago, as well as a spear with a flinted tip (nothing more than a long sturdy stick, and a sharpened bit of rock he knapped into a point with another rock), he holstered his 1911 in the sack he brought with him from the Flames of Technologies munitions factory, and held it close to his thigh as he left his temporary home deeper into the woods. 

The path out of the small hamlet was simple enough as it only consisted of what looked like three old apartments, a small station that served some sort of fuel and food in the before times, and a farmhouse with an overrun, ancient garden. A broken road covered in weeds, grass, and an old rusted thing (called a car, he remembered) was the only way in and out, with a smaller path turned north to wherever else the road had led. 

Instead of taking the road, he traveled off into the woods instead, following along a small clearing he made where he had laid several traps for smaller critters several days prior. Unfortunately for Max, none of them had anything in them. None of the snares went off, and a makeshift box meant to capture a squirrel also sat empty despite the bait inside being gone. 

Undeterred, he went further in; deeper into the unknown parts that he was certain was the level five zone that only experienced hunters were allowed to go into with their licenses. An almost metallic, ozone-like smell permeated the air, almost as if iron was burning someplace off. Animal noises that were once so vibrant and cacophonous eventually died down. 

Something felt off.

Then he heard it. 

It was low at first; almost like a gurgling, guttural growl that was wet at the back of the throat. Another voice that spoke similarly to it replied in an unknown language, and then the heavy booted step of tromping feet walking through the underbrush alerted him. It was cannibals again, and they were wandering through the woods even at this early an hour. 

The hairs on Max's neck stood up, and the sickly sweet stench of rotting meat hit his nostrils immediately. They were close, and he needed a place to hide. Luckily, an old stone shed with a caved in roof covered in heather and moss was within view, and he quickly dove for cover beneath the broken door as he shoved himself inside and made himself as small as possible while still being able to watch outside from the interior shadows.

No sooner had he gotten comfortable than they came out. They were pale and grisly looking, almost different in appearance from normal people. Their sallow skin was hairless save for long strands of stringy, greasy hair atop of their heads. Wide yellow eyes, sharp cracked, snaggled teeth in their mouths dripping with ichor made them look so grisly and unkempt. Untreated hides covered them, and was the source of their stench. They wielded large knives made of hammered rusted metal, and Max stared ahead at them, feeling a deep infernal fear inside of his core that he hadn't felt in years.

Gods above and below and of the people of the past. How he hated them. This wasn't the first time he had encountered them and certainly wasn't the worst. When Lily and her Mother were first kidnapped years ago by his brother Jameson York, he had come across the cannibals on his way to Portsmouth from Sampton, and had luckily survived. He saw where they dwelt deep in the earth using old tunnels that people had used in the before times. 

Out here in Epping though, which was a level 5 sector used by the Hunting Guild in the kingdom, it meant that there were possible tunnels nearby. Where they went he didn't know, and didn't care to find out. Max had seen them several times in the last few years he had been out here and once was enough. 

Clenching his gun till his knuckles burned white, Max tried to calm himself as that fear, worry, and panic rose up from his stomach to his lungs. His breathing deepened and relaxed, pulling back from shallow pants as his chest ceased its heaving and his muscles unclenched, but tightened in preparation. They didn't know where he was and he preferred it that way, but knew he couldn't be out here too long. Not if they smelled him, or wanted to use the shed for anything themselves.

As his knees throbbed, and lower back screamed at him to move, Max watched as they shambled around the small clearing that they were in. 

He started to think of ways to move, and attack if he needed. Already formulating ways to run and back track through like a Fox so they wouldn't follow him. Cannibals were slow, and sluggish, often using the night to get their prey and drag them kicking and screaming into the dark, and towards their hellish domains. 

But as soon as he thought to wait till their backs were turned, one of them - what would have been a woman, had she been a part of human society - stared at the shed. Max felt himself lock eyes with her for a second and fear curled his spine like a cold finger on a chilly wintery day. She stared back at him, as if able to see in the darkness. She turned without a word or gurgle, and walked towards where he was. 

Once again Max clenched his 1911, and prepared to fire. He aimed the barrel down the sight towards her face and his eyes widened in both fear and determination.

With a click, he turned off the safety, and just as he was about ready to pull the trigger an arrow whizzed out of the other side of the forest and struck the cannibal woman in the chest, and another arrow embedded itself in her throat.

With a screech that was silenced with blood she grabbed at herself and fell back onto the grass as spurts of black blood streamed from her wounds and stained the ground. The other four turned where she yelled, but instantly were under assault. Several more arrows shot out and a yell from a group of people ordered a group of people to rush in and take them down. 

From where Max cowered, he saw the battle emerge. Three men and a woman rushed out of the woods with spears at the ready, dressed in hunting leathers while the woman stopped, prepared her bow and arrows, and fired at one of the cannibals in the back.

The battle took less than several minutes. As soon as the group pushed to the cannibals they speared a target each, stabbing furiously while one of the cannibals tried to flee, but was shot down with an arrow. One of the larger, paler monsters raised his rusted knife to fight but was blocked; the weapon smacked away while a second hunter rammed and speared the cannibal from behind. Suddenly the stench of the black blood filled the air with an almost putrid stench akin to putting one's head in a chamber pot, and it was over.

The cannibals laid dead on the ground, ruining the earth where they fell. 

For a second Max didn't move, too stunned to really do much before he eventually put his 1911 away, and crawled out of the shed. The grind of stone and breaking wood caused the group to turn with their bloody weapons at the ready, eyes wide with the victory of the hunt. 

Raising his hands, and sweating profusely, Max yelled at them to keep them from attacking. "Don't! I'm a human! Don't attack me, I was just hiding from them!"

Visibly they relaxed, and one of them walked over to him to tentatively extend his hand. "Friend or foe, I guess it doesn't matter. We got here in time, yea?"

"Yeah you did," Max replied, feeling the relief wash over him like a cold shower as he took the hand and shook. "Few more minutes I would have been found."

"Oh I don't know. None of us thought to look in there and we humans are a great deal smarter than them," the hunter said, turning to look at the corpses before staring back at Max from the corner of his eyes. "Far from home?"

"Something like that," Max admitted, releasing his hand. 

"Come, let's make a fire far away from the smell of the corpses. Tend to you and everything and see how you are.'

To max that was enough of an invitation and one he didn't want to turn down.
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Chapter 2 - News And A Return
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A campfire was made in a clearing further away from where the Hunters killed the cannibals. 

It seemed wrong to everyone to camp atop the corpses they made, but it was even more wrong given how evil the smell permeated the air. Not that Max complained though. Putting distance between them and himself was more ideal and he was sure that there was something here in the woods that would desperately want to eat them anyways. Boars made for good food when hunted, and ate just about anything, including garbage.

The fire smelled better anyway, and the small hazy heat calmed Max's joints as he sat upon the smooth grass and relaxed a bit. The other five sat around him, tending to the fire, and putting up a small mixture of camp and cooking equipment.

The leader of the expedition was an older, grizzled black man named Jared; a higher level member of the Hunters Guild from Laundun. His second in command, or at least the one who dealt with the supplies was a paler caucasian bald man named Myron who served in the guards with him years ago. The other three were Canton, Jenelle, and Fraiser; all of whom were younger, with varied levels of experiences in hunting, and plainly ordinary to look at. Even Jenelle, who had closely cropped auburn hair but with freckles that reminded Max of his daughter. 

"Glad we managed to save you from those cannibals, old man. But that doesn't explain what you're doing all the way out here by yourself," the youngest of the group, Frasier, said, pulling out a small sack of gathered herbs and mushrooms. 

Max waved his hand and shook his head a bit as he relaxed. "Told you, I live out here. Had for years, even after the previous Overking declared that all citizens were to move to the townships. I figured it was where my parents lived, so why go somewhere I wasn't familiar with?"

It was a lie of course, but none of them needed to know the true reason for the deception. Frasier scoffed at that but didn't say anything, given how he was too young to remember the previous Overking and his rule. Though it wasn't as if Max was all that old himself, given he was only forty two years old.

Jared laughed, but didn't seem perturbed despite being older. "Honestly you're pretty brave, man. Hunting out this way is one thing. We're only out here for maybe a week at most. But to live out here far from civilization? You're either one hell of a survivalist, braver than anyone else here, or just crazy."

"Eh, I can be all three," Max replied, offering a slight smile. 

Several chuckles rug out, and a pot was placed over the fire while a canteen of sour smelling beer and another of chalky water was dumped into the pot. As the water boiled, several bits of food was placed within, and field rations were shared among the five. At first Max declined to eat, since he had nothing to give to them in return, but soon gave into their insistence when his stomach loudly squirmed and begged. 

The small cup of broth with a few unpeeled potatoes was enough for him. It tasted like dirty water, but the potato itself was soft and pleasant and as he chewed, he mulled over their conversation with one another. 

They talked of things that went on in their lives. Mundane relationships, plans for the future, what they hoped to catch and more. But when they had mentioned avoiding the northern borders he swallowed his half chewed tater and coughed, bringing it up as casually as he could. 

"So what's happening now? I'm sorry but living out here for as long as I have I don't really get much news about what's going on in the surrounding towns or the kingdom itself."

"Oh, you haven't heard?" Myron asked, perplexed as he knelt, and stirred the pot of stew. 

"No. News doesn't travel out this way and the cannibals make for poor conversationalists."

Myron laughed, but nodded and tapped the pot. "Lots of things going on in Laundun. About thirteen or fifteen years back when I was a kid, Sampton and Portsmouth went up in flames. Ever since, the Northern Raiders have been getting bolder, raiding out of Glass Glow. I hear there's even some war up in the highlands north of them but not like anyone is brave or dumb enough to be up there. So they've been pushing down further and further, adding pressure to Laundun."

"I had seen a few of them out this way," Max mused. It was only half a lie. 

"Not too surprising. Might have left you alone because you don't have anything worth taking, no offense."

Max waved his hand and dismissed it, and Myron continued. "But anyways, they've been raiding the old world before time caches. Specifically they keep targeting towns with nobles and going after them, ransacking the nobles' towers or walled off mansions and making off with what they could grab. In fact, they've been seen close by, up by Ambasham Township."

"I did hear something about a satellite town once?" Max ventured, easing out more information the only way he knew. Myron sighed with a bit of a hot grumble, and firmly sat down atop a fallen log behind him. 

"Yeah. South western part of the city. Had family out that way. Luckily they survived. Was three years ago maybe, or at least around that time. One of the first times they had ever hit so far into the Kingdom. Rightly scared a lot of people, and it hasn't stopped. Refugees for the last three years have been pouring into Laundun, pushing the city to its breaking point. To make matters worse, there's supposedly cult activity happening in the underbelly of the city."
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