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Thank you for reading my book! This is the third installment in my Dystopian King Series. If you enjoy this book, please consider leaving a review wherever you get your books online.  

If you want to check out other books I have written, check out my website www.booksbymason.com.  

Thanks again for reading this book! ​
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“YOU’RE A DEAD MAN!”

A mob of inmates dove upon a scrawny Noble, kicking and punching and beating their helpless victim. They were Sabols, dressed in a mixture of rags, tattered coats, and pelts. They caught their victim stealing food. 

In the Grimway everyone steals to survive, and those caught meet a swift justice.

Shouts and death threats echoed through the air between blows and screams. They sounded outraged, they sounded furious, but I knew better. They enjoyed the opportunity to inflict pain. The rage was only a front for the deeper, purer pleasure they experienced in torturing a poor soul. 

It was the perfect distraction for me to steal some food of my own.

Nothing is more miserable than rain and soaked clothes...in winter, was all I thought as I tucked my wet coat in tighter, slithered under a tent flap and settled down in the shadows to watch the show while I picked through food supplies.  

“Please—I’m so hungry!” pleaded the man before another inmate punched him in the cheek.

“You should have thought of that before you tried stealing from the Sabols!”

Several of the gang members barked roars of laughter at their comrade’s joke. They mercilessly pummeled their victim. Someone grabbed a stone and, even with the rain, I heard bones break when he smashed it against the thief. The man screamed and coughed up blood, and I merely winced for him as I pocketed a can of peaches into my coat pocket.

Should have done a stealthier job, partner.

I scuttled over to a nearby crate, keeping low and out of sight. As the mob continued to mock and beat the failed thief, I cracked open the lid and beamed when I saw the supply of preserved food inside.

No more campfire rats this week!

I stuffed my bag, trying not to giggle like a kid at Christmas, and completely ignored the cries outside for mercy. The old Griffon would never have allowed that. The old Griffon would have stepped in and fought to save the thief. 

The old Griffon was a fool and would have died.

The selfless don’t survive in the Grimway.

I’m done playing hero. It means nothing to be one.

“Is this who you are now?” 

I spun around, my hand on the handle of my makeshift knife. A tall, slender man stepped out of the shadows. His dark hair, gray eyes, and scarred hands resembled a familiar soul.

Ziavir Yiros.

I drew my knife and snarled like a dog.

He looked past me to the gang of Sabols having their fun. Then he looked back at me like I was a child to blame for what was happening. “I expected more,” he whispered.

I lunged with the tip of my knife aimed for his chest. He moved like lightning, catching my wrist and twisting his body to throw me forward. Ziavir grabbed the back of my head as I stumbled past and he smashed my face into a wooden crate. Wood splintered, food rolled out, and I felt blood on my forehead. He twisted my wrist, snatched the knife from my hand, kicked my feet out from under me, and pressed the small blade across my throat. 

My heart skipped.

“Shall we continue this game and see where it leads?” he whispered calmly like a professor. 

“Do it!” I hissed.

Ziavir scoffed, released me with a shove forward and stepped away with my knife twirling in his hands. He inspected the blade, more rust than metal and held together by tape. He shook his head and tossed the weapon aside.

“The Griffon I knew would be ashamed to see himself now.”

“Why are you here?” I growled. “Come to kill me?”

“Today? No. Look at yourself. What does killing you gain me? I’ve got bigger matters to deal with than a thief. You can relax. I am not your enemy.”

“Everyone is my enemy here! I’m the only Outcast in this city full of Noble serial killers and psychopaths.”

He opened his mouth and then shut it. Shaking his head and grimacing, he looked disappointed. A part of me hurt to see that. Ziavir diverted his attention toward outside the tent. 

“There was a time such pitiful limitations didn’t stop you. The Griffon I remember would have fought to save that poor fool outside. That Griffon was brave. This Griffon before me...” he trailed off to stress his point.

“You have no right to judge me. I do what I must to survive.”

“Surviving...is not the same as living.”

I growled and lunged for his knees. I wrapped my arms around his legs and forced him back a step. Something heavy hit the back of my head and I crumbled, groaning as my head rang. Ziavir scoffed and walked away. 

“There’s no such thing as living in this hell,” I moaned.

“If the basis is determined on by you maintain your time, then you’re right, but thankfully that does not have to be the case for every soul here.” He looked back at me and shook his head. “You could have been more, Griffon. Maybe one day that could be true again. But for now, I’m ashamed of what you’ve become.”

Join the club.

Ziavir left me lying there. I listened to the man’s dwindling screams outside the tent. The quieter his screams became, the louder my guilt roared. Ziavir was right. The old me would have done something. Even against great odds, I would have fought to save that man, but people die when I play the hero.

People like Gabriel.

The world didn’t need me trying to be a hero anymore. That man was better off dying than having me interfere. Even if he survived there was no doctor here to help him heal. Saving him would only prolong his miserable life.

I pushed myself to my knees when suddenly the tent flap opened again. I expected Ziavir, but a Sabol entered...a Sabol with blood on his hands. He was as startled to see me as I was to see him. He looked from me to the open crate of food and back to me.

Oh, no!

“THIEF!” He screamed and went for the crude sword at his side.

Still on my knees, I scooped up the wooden crate lid that lay nearby. The man charged forward and stabbed with his blade. I shielded myself with the crate lid and the sword lodged in the wood, the tip just inches from my chest. I sprang forward and yanked the crate lid to the side, throwing both of our weapons away from us. 

His surprise left him open to my right hook. I punched his jaw and felt my fist explode with a million tiny stars. The man’s head snapped to the side, but he recovered with an uppercut in the gut that robbed my breath. I fell forward and coughed up saliva. He grabbed me by my shirt and hoisted me into the air above him.

“No! No! No!” I begged before he threw me out of the tent.

I splashed into a puddle in the cold rain, out in the open, right in front of the mob of killers still beating the last person who had tried to rob them. I lay there covered in mud and staring at a dozen men. They stopped beating the man, now dead I presumed, and turned to me.

They looked hungry for more prey to kill.  

“This one tried to steal food from us!” shouted the man who had thrown me out of the tent.

They growled like wolves and stepped forward, ready to kill. In the moonlight, blood dripped off their fists from their last victim. My stomach twisted. They drew closer, and I opened my mouth to scream.

“STOP!” a deep bass voice soaked with rage shouted out.

Oh, no. Not him!

Every Sabol froze.

I trembled in the mud.

A man emerged from a nearby tent. He was a bear in size. Long, mangy hair and matching black beard hung past his shoulders. His torso was a boulder of pure muscle with tattoos covering every inch of flesh. He wore a large fur coat with cut up tires for shoulder padding. Teeth and bones from a mixture of animal and human origin were stitched into the lining of his clothes. They jingled when he walked. A fireman’s double-bladed axe hung from a strap on his back. A head taller than every other man, he stomped forward. He was a modern-day Viking.

Rigs! Why did it have to be him?

He smiled through missing teeth—a gold tooth flashing in the moonlight. “Well look here, boys. If it isn’t the former Outcast Emissary of Chicago. Hello, Griffon.”

Gulp.​
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“I must be lost. This isn’t the supermarket, right? I thought so. This place is too confusing to navigate. I think I’ll just be going now,” I said as I backpedaled away from Rigs. 

I bumped into a wall of muscle and someone shoved me forward. I stumbled back into the center of their closing circle. I kept my eyes down and away from Rigs and his gang. Every one of them towered over me, but only Rigs terrified me. He was a Giant, a special breed of Nobles who came from the Northern Territories and were bred to be killers.  

“He’s mine to kill,” Rigs growled to his men. 

I quietly moaned.

“I’ve wanted this for too long,” said Rigs as he withdrew his axe. 

“You know, if you really wanted to chat so badly, you should have just called. I had a wonderful assistant who would have gladly put you on hold for me to ignore,” I said as I looked around for an escape.

Rigs growled and brandished his axe.

Maybe I should hold the insults until I find a weapon!

“I don’t know why you’re here, but I’m going to enjoy skinning the flesh off your bones,” said Rigs. He took a step into the circle and it closed behind him.

“There’s no chance of us talking this out over some tea, is there?”

Rigs and his gang of Sabols chuckled. Not because I was funny, but because they enjoyed watching prey squirm.

“Right,” I said as I backed up. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

Rigs flashed a full grin with those missing teeth and the grin morphed into a snarl as he lifted the axe with both hands and drove it straight down to split me in two. I sidestepped and lunged forward. The axe hit the ground where I had been and splashed up mud and water. Slipping in close to Rigs, I drove the heel of my palm upward into the Giant’s nose, feeling as much as hearing his nose break as I came away with his blood on me. His head snapped back, and the sadistic Giant smiled despite the blood on his face. 

He wiped it away and stared at his hands with fascination. A chuckle, and then a roar of laughter bellowed from him as he raised his bloody hand in the air for all to see. The other men cheered and shouted with glee.

That excited them? They want bloodshed even if it’s their own! 

In mid roar, Rigs swung his axe with both hands horizontally. I dove forward in a roll through the mud under the swing. Splashing mud everywhere, I sprang up with an uppercut to his gut. I threw everything I had into the punch. It felt like punching a stiff mattress, and I think it hurt me more than him. 

His sudden backhand knocked me off my feet and into a puddle of mud. He chuckled, twirled the axe around and swung straight downward at me. I barrel-rolled through the mud just enough for him to miss me by a hair. 

I wrapped one arm around the stock of the axe handle and drove my foot into his thigh. Rigs cringed before reaching down to grab me with one massive paw. With a single hand he lifted me a few feet off the ground and shoved me painfully back down into the mud. 

Air exploded from my lungs and mud covered my eyes. Distracted with wiping mud from my eyes, I felt Rigs twist the axe out of the ground and swing it like a golf club. I rolled but not far enough to avoid the thin slice across my back and shoulder. Fire erupted along my spine. I screamed and my body contorted in pain.

A booming laugh came from Rigs as he shouted, “Loretta has tasted Outcast blood for the first time!” His men cheered and waved their own weapons in the air.

I rolled on to my back and groaned, “You named your axe?”

He gleamed and said, “Loretta is my lover.” As he wiped a hand across the flat of the blade.

He’s more barbaric here than he ever was in Chicago! No wonder they call him the Butcher of the Sabols.

“Then maybe you two should get a room!” I shouted as I drove my heel into his groin. Rigs was strong, but no man is strong enough for that blow not to hurt. He reeled forward with his hands on his knees and I pulled my foot back again to kick his broken nose. He stumbled backward, one hand covering his groin and the other covering his bloody face. 

I scrambled to my feet. Mud dripped off me, and my shoulder and back burned. But I was still in this fight.

“That was cheating,” I heard him gurgle through a mouthful of blood.

“Oh, but you fighting an unarmed man with an axe isn’t? This is the Grimway, Rigs! There’s no such thing as cheating.”

He roared and charged forward, swinging his axe like a mad man. I hopped backward, dodging left and right and rolling out of the way of his furious swings. I reached behind me into my pack and start chucking canned food at him while I screamed at him. Cans of vegetables, peaches, beans, and even a strip of salted pork flew through the air, but none of it stopped him. 

I’m not sure why I thought it would.

I backpedaled into the wall of Sabols, and one of them pounded his fist into my kidney. I fell to my knees gasping for breath as pain spread through my back. “Who’s cheating now?” I gasped.

The cheater laughed and kicked me in the back. I fell face first into a puddle of mud. Looking up, I saw Rigs charging forward, his axe raised high over his head. I looked back to the cheater and delivered a kick to that man’s groin out of spite. 

I hope this doesn’t become a habit.

The cheater reeled forward. I launched myself upward and grabbed that man by the front of his coat. Gravity and my hard yank backward pulled both of us down into the mud just as Rigs swung his axe downward. The blade caught flesh, but not mine. I had used the cheater as a human shield to cover my body, and Rigs had cut into him. The cheater’s face, inches from mine, gasped in pain and shock.

“Now we’re even,” I whispered as I kissed the man on the cheek and shoved him to the side. 

Maybe it was the shock of killing his own man, or maybe when I threw the body off me the axe was embedded and it forced Rigs to stumble out of step. Either way, when I stood up I spotted a gap in the human wall before me. Rigs was out of step behind me and freedom was available if I could move quickly enough.

In mud and pouring rain, with a gang of killers behind me and no weapon to defend myself, I figured the odds were worth the risk and took off sprinting.

“BRING HIM TO ME!” shouted Rigs.

If there was one thing the Grimway taught me, it was how to run—and run fast! Cheating is the first rule of survival in the Grimway. The second is good cardio. Leaping over barriers and toppling over crates, barrels, and everything I could to slow them down as they followed me, I quickly gained a sizable distance from the murderous gang. 

Behind me someone stumbled and cursed. Something flew over my shoulder and cut through a tent flap. 

A crossbow bolt! 

Another whizzed by. Fingers grazed my shoulder. I threw my elbow backward and contacted with someone who stumbled and crashed.

I turned a corner in their camp. More Sabols pursued through the mud and rain. I darted toward their makeshift wall and pushed every ounce of stamina into those last few yards. I kicked off a barrel and sprang into the air. Hands reached for me and missed. Another bolt whizzed by beneath me. I grabbed the top of the wall and my body slapped into it. I kicked off at the exact moment of contact and flung myself over the wall into another puddle. I was safe on the other side.

“Go around and get him before he gets away!” someone on the other side of the wall shouted. I snickered and took off running. They never caught up to me.

Still the best around, Griffon.​
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“A single can of...Brussels sprouts! Ugh! This day can’t get any worse,” I moaned as I threw the only bit of food I managed to steal on to my cot.

What a waste!

“They’re actually good for you.”

I spun around, my hand going to my hip where I once had a knife. Ziavir stood at the entrance to the storage unit I called home.

“Ziavir!” I hissed. “What are you doing here?”

Ziavir studied my living quarters with a look of disgust. He walked around as a rude uninvited guest, wiped a hand across a variety of surfaces, and inspected the discolored grime on his hands. I knew the place was a dump. I didn’t need him knowing the place was a dump, too. 

But it was my dump and I didn’t care for Ziavir’s disgusted look.

“I followed you here from the Sabol camp,” he said without looking at me. He spun the wheel on a broken bicycle and watched it turn. The wheel squeaked loudly, and Ziavir moved on to mess with the next object. He stayed between the single entrance and me. Having me trapped, he drew closer, subtly and without making eye contact. I backed farther away from him like an animal cornered in its own den. 

“Get out before I kill you,” I growled. My hands searched for a weapon.

“I see why you’ve remained hidden for months now. It was easy to keep tabs on you when you stayed close to your friends. Erikson, for all his worth, has yet to learn how to remain hidden. We track him and then we find you. Always easy, but that all changed when you went into isolation. My spies inform me you haven’t contacted your friends in months. In fact, it would seem all of you have had some sort of falling out. I found them. Watched them. But you never showed. I worried you met a cruel fate, Griffon. How sad that would have been. Never would I have thought you would be living this close to the Abysmal Sector, though.”

I snatched up a broken shard of glass and held it out before me. “I said to get out! I don’t want you here!”

“Clever living this close to those monsters. Most avoid these walls. Rumor is some get out in the night. Even the bravest in the Grimway avoid these walls. I wonder, is it bravery or self-preservation that makes you dwell so close to hell.”

“I’ve lived my entire life in the presence of monsters,” I spat.

“Before, figuratively, yes. Now, literally,” said Ziavir as he glanced outside. He smirked and pointed at a wall covered with tiny tick marks. “I see you’ve been keeping track of your days in this prison. Why are three of the marks circled?”

When I didn’t answer or lower the shard of glass he said, “Oh, come now, Griffon. If I wanted to kill you, you’d already be dead.”

“Then why are you here?”

He pointed back at the wall and said, “You answer my question and I’ll answer yours.”

I squeezed the shard until it bit into my flesh. A small trace of blood pooled in my palm. I looked at the wall and set the bloody glass shard back on the counter. 

“Attempts to escape.”

Ziavir scoffed. “Now it makes sense. If I’m not mistaken, this last circle is also the last time you were in communication with your friends. Been a few months now. Am I right?”

I snarled.

“Two months of isolation since your last attempt...living here in this...dump.” He wiped a finger along a green sign that read, “Welcome to Manhattan” and came away with a trail of dust and a look of disgust.

“You can always leave,” I said.

A deep feral growl suddenly echoed outside. Ziavir spun around with a knife suddenly in his hand. I never saw him draw it. He moved into a crouched position along the wall. Real fear thrived in his eyes. I laughed. 

“Those would be the monsters you are so afraid of, Ziavir. Relax, there’s nothing to worry about. None of those creatures ever get out of that cage.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Ziavir whispered.

I opened my mouth to argue when one of those monsters outside screamed, “Poor blood!” 

More growled similar cries in a hissing feral tone. I knew they were calling for me. They could smell the blood in my palm. They were attracted to the scent of blood, and my blood was different than anything they have ever tasted.

“They’re monsters of Adam’s creation, but I don’t understand why he puts them here,” I said. I feigned confidence, but a shiver went down my spine as another growl echoed outside.

“Oh, it’s not Adam who makes them. They are born and bred here in this place. They are the children of the Grimway.”

“You don’t seriously expect me to believe someone in this prison is creating those monsters? Who would do such a thing?”

Ziavir didn’t answer but instead asked, “How do you sleep near those creatures?” He seemed to relax, maybe embarrassed by his show of fear before me. The knife never disappeared from his hand, though.

I shrugged. “Got used to it. I needed some place to hide in this prison where nobody would stumble upon me. I’m the only Outcast in a prison full of Nobles. Only here is there something that terrifies them enough to avoid finding me.”

“Is that wisdom or folly?” whispered Ziavir.

“It’s survival. Now why are you here?”

“We need to talk.”

“No, we don’t.”

“We do. Gabriel—”

“—Don’t say his name!” I interrupted with a shout.

“Gabriel’s dead! Avoiding that truth won’t change anything. He died so you could live.”

The monsters outside screamed when my shout caught their attention. The louder we became the more active they grew. They pounded against the reinforced concrete wall separating us. They cried out with hungry desire, going mad.

Relax, Griffon. There’s nothing to worry about. Not one of those monsters has ever escaped. 

“What a life I’m living then. Real grateful for his sacrifice if this is supposedly better than death,” I whispered.

“You don’t believe that.”

“Oh, I do.”

“Then why try to escape so often? Why isolate yourself away from your friends.”

“I have no friends here,” I growled.

“Because you abandoned them!” Ziavir shouted. The monsters outside roared. “You’re less than the man you were. I need the old Griffon, not this one.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re alike. We are a part of the only few in this world who know what Adam is trying to do outside these prison walls, and we are both part of the few who know the secret that can undo Adam’s power.”

“And what secret is that?”

“Chamberlain’s true identity.”

I stiffened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You’re still a bad liar.”

Outside some of the monsters tore into each other. It was sickening to hear. Both Ziavir and I shuddered.

“So that’s what this is all about. You just want to get to Chamberlain! To kill him, is that it?”

“No! Look, I might hate you, and I struggle to understand why a man like Gabriel would die for someone like you, but the truth is that I need Chamberlain, and you’re my only connection to him. Gabriel placed his bets only on the two of you. He told me that the day he died would be the time to work together with you to make Chamberlain king. I promised Gabriel, but long before that I made a promise to another—Chamberlain’s mother—that I would do the same.”

“You lie! You’re working for Adam. You want Chamberlain dead.”

“He wouldn’t even be alive if not for me!”

I stepped forward and jabbed my finger at Ziavir. “You’re a selfish liar and a killer. I want nothing to do with you, and you will have nothing to do with Chamberlain as long as I live. Speak his name again and I will kill you.”

Ziavir moved like lightning, pressed the point of his knife against my chest and opened his mouth to return my threat, but another roar came from outside. 

“POOR BLOOD!”

It sounded raw and hungry, a mouth full of spit and razors. The air was heavy and the weight of a predator’s eyes crushed down upon me. Most of all, the scream sounded like it came from a being that was free. 

Ziavir and I both turned to look outside the storage unit at both of our worst nightmares. 

There, standing outside of the walls that once held it, was one of those terrifying, carnivorous, blood thirsty monsters that lurked in the Grimway. This was a creature of hell, designed to hunt and devour souls. It was a man-made demon, locked and stored away for the end of the world, and now free from the chains that bound it. Its features were disguised by shadow and darkness. It stood at nearly two meters tall. 

“Poor blood,” The monster whispered, hunger lacing its venomous words. 

Then it charged!​
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I’ve never been one to run from a fight. 

I’ve stormed a fortress of armed killers, parachuted through windows, fought against dangerous assassins, challenged the might of an entire mob while suffering from the effects of a flesh-eating virus, and fought with broken limbs against armed Imperial soldiers. Not once did I flee or turn my back on an enemy. Not once did I back down or lose any ground. Brave? Maybe. Foolish? Most definitely. But I was at least a brave fool.

Now? I fled in terror from the monster.

My feet splashed through puddles in an alleyway, splattering water everywhere and bringing to my nostrils the sour smell of urine, mildew, and something much fouler that could only describe this urban pit. Had I sniffed pollution, I might have thought I was back in the Stinks before it was burned to the ground.

I judged the distance between my pursuers and me by how long it took them to splash through the same puddles. I heard first a small splash on the heels of my own and then in a terrifyingly short gap I heard the massive stomps of a much bigger predator on my tail.  

I darted down alleyways as fast as my legs would allow, cutting through abandoned storefronts and restaurants. Still my pursuers remained close, crashing through obstacles to keep up. I had no clear direction or destination, only the desire to escape. My heart raced so loudly I could hear its thrumming in my ears, but it wasn’t loud enough to drown out the hungry prowls of the monster behind me. Sweat clouded and burned my eyes. The old wound in my thigh pulsed with pain. 

What would those claws do in comparison? 

Fools look behind them when they run. Any experienced runner or coward would tell you as much. I had never considered myself the latter until I came to this prison...until I met the monsters lurking here. I wasn’t the same Griffon, and while every instinct told me not to look back, that it would do me no good and would only slow me down or risk a fall, fear reduced me to foolishness, and I turned my head around to see my pursuers close on my heels.

Ziavir Yiros, a devil in tongue and blade, was a hand’s reach away. Calm and collected, a perfect predator, he carried a knife in his run, a lunge away from severing my spine. My terrified reflection gleamed in the cold steel of his blade. 

The monster was behind him.

Something inhuman and larger than a man crashed into a dumpster in the dark behind Ziavir. Metal rang as something sharp tore into the dumpster. A feral howl of pure madness that twisted the spine and locked knee caps roared through the air. 

Momentum and fear kept me going, pushing myself past the breaking point. I frantically dodged down every street and opening that appeared. Much like a gazelle out races a cheetah by taking frequent turns, I banked left and right as much as I could and was rewarded with constant crashes behind me. It did nothing to slow down Ziavir. He was always there, effortlessly matching my pace, always with that knife in his hand close to my back.

He’s waiting until I tire out so I’m easier to kill and leave behind for this monster!

A hard left and right had me exiting a maze of alleyways and entering an open field of splintered asphalt and vegetation.

No more turns!

The turns were all that were keeping me alive. I couldn’t turn back. I ran straight ahead, leapt over a street railing, and crashed through bushes. I tripped and rolled down a slope. The world spun around me. I landed, coughed up dirt, and scrambled back into a sprint. The monster drew closer. I felt its breath on the back of my neck. I heard its growl. I smelled the saliva dripping from its razor-sharp teeth.

Fear drove me forward and into a park where a small camp lay. There, small buildings, made of tin sheets and dirt floors, hardly taller than a man sat tightly packed together where inmates lodged together for protection. The small shanty town glowed as moonlight reflected off the tin strips. I knew of the place, and while I, the only Outcast in the prison, avoided serial killing Noble inmates, I saw no other option for survival in this moment as I rushed into the camp.

I bounced and bumped down the hill that led to the shanty town’s entrance. Inmates stirred as I crashed through their homes. Shouts and curses echoed through the air. Someone made a swipe at me but missed. While I zig-zagged through the tightly constructed neighborhood, Ziavir proved  too nimble to lose. I recklessly knocked everything over in my wake, but my light-footed pursuer moved like a ghost over every obstacle. The monster blundering behind him was nothing of the sort and the night rang with crashes behind me. Repeatedly, I glanced back, each time seeing only the glistening knife and flashes of the monster bulldozing behind us.

And then like the ghost he was, Ziavir disappeared.

Real fear grabbed me. I was more terrified not knowing where Ziavir was than knowing he had been feet from skewering me like a fish with his knife. 

Only the monster followed me now.

It barked like a dog when it got a clear sight of me and bounded after me all the more rapidly. Heavy footsteps pounded above me. Metal crunched. The monster had taken to the rooftops of tin structures. I glanced behind me and there I saw it finally in the moonlight in all its terrifying glory.

The monster was humanoid. Its frame was so slender I could count its many ribs. It stood taller than I did, likely close to ten feet tall, and it eerily stood on two legs that were bent backward like a wolf’s hindlegs, while still using its other arms to propel itself forward. It had four arms. A pair of arms were like the arms of a full-grown man except they came from the middle of the creature’s torso and looked more like the extra appendage some insects have along their bellies. Its main arms were disproportionate for its body, arms too long, hands too wide, fingers too long, and nails too long like sharp talons. 

Thick, pasty flesh covered its massive body with random mangy patches and strands of hair hanging from its scalp and spine. Saliva dripped from lips that encircled glistening fangs. It lacked eyes to see as skin covered the sockets just above vertical slits that I assumed were nostrils. Its pointed ears were pressed in close to the skull. Though seemingly nothing more than skin and bones, the monster moved with the incredible speed and ferocity of a mad wolf that had been caged and finally set free.

With monstrous speed, but lacking grace and agility, the creature leapt from its rooftop in hopes of cutting me off. It soared through the air, with its claws extended like a hawk to swoop down on me. I dove forward into a roll as claws grazed through the hair on my head. The monster crashed directly into a tin shelter sending wood and metal and plastic crumpling through the air as it howled in rage. 

Watching the monster flail about nearly killed me. I lost focus, stumbled as the path diverged, and slammed into one of the shelters, knocking down its tin walls and falling forward on top of a sleeping inmate. The man shouted curses but I didn’t listen to him as I scrambled back to my feet and took off sprinting. 

The monstrosity darted after me into the same tiny shelter. The inmate I had fallen upon hustled to his feet. He lunged for a club against the wall but wasn’t fast enough. The monster came in hard, laming the inmate with the first strike of its claws and disemboweling him with the second. The monster used all four arms and claws in a mad horror. The inmate screamed but I abandoned him in the crumpled shelter, looking back only long enough to see blood spray through the air as the monster ripped into its prey. 

The inmate’s high-pitched shriek of terror and pain bounced off the sheets of tin around us so loud that every ear within the shanty town heard. Inmates rose from their sleep and poured out of their makeshift shelters. One by one they caught sight of the monster killing one of their own and panic exploded.

“STALKER!!!” screamed an inmate, and the call echoed down the camp.

I brought horror to their doorsteps. Inmates scattered into every direction like ants from a disturbed hill. Items and homes were abandoned. Inmates pushed and shoved each other into the path of the Stalker without restraint. Nobody took up arms to fight the monster. No leader emerged to coordinate an escape effort or attempt to rescue those caught in the path of the Stalker. Blind panic and desperation drove them as much as it did me.

The Stalker, finally realizing it caught the wrong prey, screamed out over the panic in a foul voice, “Poor blood! I find you!”

It couldn’t see me, but it had my scent and it tracked me down amongst the fleeing crowd by the smell of my blood. The Stalker tore and crashed through shelters, cutting a direct line to me. It flung inmates through the air, smashing through anything that got in its way. Countless inmates scattered around me, running in every direction to flee. 

I looked back and saw the Stalker pounce. It busted through a tin siding like ribbon and hit one inmate—killing him upon impact—and driving its own body and the inmates into me. It was like being hit by a freight truck. If the dead inmate hadn’t taken the initial impact of the Stalker’s claws I would have been immediately impaled. The blow launched me off my feet, and the Stalker and I rolled, or maybe I should say, bounced down a slope.

We tumbled over each other. The Stalker clawed at me as we rolled. Our momentum saved me from the shredder, slowing the Stalker just enough for me to twist the monster into the path of each makeshift shelter. The shelters took the force of each crash and halted each of the Stalker’s deadly swipes. We hit the bottom of the slope and crashed to a halt. I slid into a ditch, eating a mouth full of dirt and skinning exposed flesh. The Stalker sailed ahead, its size and momentum carrying it forward into another shelter.

I wanted to just lie there and hide in that ditch, even if I died there. Everything hurt, but I couldn’t stay, even if every bone in my body ached. If I survived that ordeal, I knew the Stalker did, too, and it was as keen on devouring me as I was on getting away.

Why didn’t God create humans out of rubber?

With one shaking hand after another, I climbed out of the ditch, coughed up blood and dirt, and found a moment of bliss in the cool night air just before the Stalker punted me like a football. His kick sent me flying and screaming through the air. I flipped and flailed and smashed into a shelter that exploded into shards and broken rubble upon impact. The pain was unbearable. I swore I was dying.

But the Stalker was approaching, marching on two legs like a victor—a predator confident it had caught its prey.

“Poor blood gonna die tonight!” It flexed its claws and rubbed two ugly palms together.

I tried to crawl away. The Stalker pounced and landed right over me. Grabbing me with one hand to hold me in place, it raised a claw into the air and slashed down at me. At that exact moment, I rolled over and slid a sheet of tin between us like a shield. The claws punctured into the tin but failed to go all the way through to my flesh beneath. The Stalker yanked back, struggling to get its claw free, while I stabbed a piece of metal into its calf. 

The Stalker howled in pain and tore into the tin sheet with both claws. It pounded down on top of me, crushing me beneath that small barrier. I screamed as my tin shield shredded till I lay there exposed on my back under the monster and its hungry claws. 

I was a dead man.

The Stalker lifted a claw, a hand so large and claws so sharp it would rip me into pieces with a single swipe. 

I never saw Ziavir approach until he was right there, driving his knife below the monster’s chin up into its skull. It was a deadly blow for any creature. The Stalker’s eye rolled back and the monster collapsed backward into a dead heap, his mouth open in a silent scream as it filled with blood.

What just happened? Did Ziavir just save me?

Ziavir and I shared a look. He stood over me holding a knife glistening with fresh blood. Eternity stretched before us. Maybe he too wondered why he just saved me. I did, and maybe he considered whether or not to kill me with that knife. 

There was enough evil in the man’s eyes to make me suspicious of anything. 

Before either of us could say or do anything, the night lit up with countless flashlights coming from several armed guards. There were over a dozen, and each was highly equipped and armed for battle. They tackled Ziavir to the ground, grabbed me, and together we were arrested, knocked unconscious, and whisked away.

Just another night in the world’s worst prison.​
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They call it the Pit for a reason. It is a deep hole from which the world’s darkness is birthed. An unseen evil resides in that darkness, choking souls in a blanket of whispers from the gates of hell. They say victims hear the ghosts of hell moan as they pull on your limbs with their burning touch. Prisoners hang in chains, suffering in deadly quiet as lungs burn and guilt crushes bones. In the Pit, where God abandons men and women to face their hells, the soul and reality merge into one twisted horrified feast for the demons. 

I heard these rumors about the Pit, but I assumed that is what they were—rumors and stories inmates tell around bonfires. I never believed there was a place that birthed evil, where darkness devoured darkness and twisted its agents for pleasure. Never once did I believe. 

How could such a place ever exist? It must be a lie, a deception to keep the inmates submissive. I had seen evil. I had seen hell and it was not a place; it was a state of living and a world we, man, created. 

Not once did I believe the stories of the Pit... until it was my turn to hang from the chains within.

Icy steel hoisted me high in the darkness and burned my bones with a bitter touch. Darkness suffocated my breath and twisted my spine with scratchy fingers. I labored to breathe as I forcibly lifted myself those few insufferable inches at a time to take a breath of that sulfuric air. It burned the nostrils and had me gagging away the air I fought so hard to secure. With each effort to breathe, tiny thorns nicked at my flesh, licked with a rough tongue at my exposed skin, and sapped my strength. 

My lungs burned. My skin burned. My soul burned. 

The physical torture wasn’t the worst part. An evil mocked me in that Pit, something that could only be demonic. It delighted and fed upon my suffering with ample helpings of my regrets and faults and weaknesses. Everything was exploited in the darkness. Nothing stayed sacred and untouched in the Pit.  

Despair slithered up next to me like a familiar lover. Into my ear she whispered stories of due justice—stories of a fate deserved. My mind’s eye saw her take shape into a serpent that slid around my waist. I felt her scales slither over me in the dark. A thorn—a tongue—flicked at my ear and carried crippling whispers of pain, failure, suffering, and abandonment. That serpent, Despair, sunk crippling fangs into me, cutting through bone and marrow to pierce my heart—my soul.

Her kiss petrified me. No amount of fighting, of reasoning, or trickery awarded me victory. I tried to lie, but even to myself I am a poor liar, and Despair laughed at my weak attempts. No escape, no rescue came for this dark night of the soul. Despair feasted upon my dying soul till all that remained was the cold husk of my regrets and me.

The stories were true. Hell does exist. It was my home. 

For months I fought to remain hidden in the prison, hunted by any who knew my name. Left to starve on numerous occasions. Beaten and crushed and then left for dead three times. For months that was my reality. Alone, I hoped and prayed for a deliverance that repeatedly neglected me. Each day took something from me. 

There was no hope of escaping the Grimway. There was no hope of escaping the Pit. Hope slipped through my grasp like water through tired fingers. Despair used this against me, warping my reality, making me believe in my uselessness. 

She told me I was unloved, and her lies proved more convincing than my own. 

A jingle of chains echoed elsewhere in the Pit.

Is someone else here?

Despair quickly snatched that thought from me and that jingle vanished from reality. 

My mind is playing tricks on me. How long have I even been down here? Hours? Days? Weeks?

Despair struck at my exposure, telling me this had always been the state of my existence. Memories clouded my mind. Images fought Despair’s deception. Some part of me still fought to win a losing battle. A deep fog filled me. Despair latched on tighter the more I resisted, telling me I had always been alone, that loneliness had always been the state of my soul, and only now my body suffered what my soul had always endured. I tried running from it and yet here I was, lost and helpless like a lamb for the slaughter. 

Maybe I’ve always been in this Pit.

Perhaps I had always imagined everything else in order to survive and pretend I wasn’t in the Pit. Maybe I had never actually seen the outside world. Had I never seen a sunrise? Never heard the laughter of friends? 

Friends...?

Despair bit onto that thought like a starving dog. She whispered to me the horrors the friends in my imagination—in my dreams—faced due to my actions. They were accused of being terrorists because of me. Their names were blackened through all history because of me. They were dead because of me. 

“Heroes only create chaos and suffering,” Despair said at the center of my soul. “There is no good. There is only the Pit. There is no fighting injustice, there is only succumbing to it.” 

Chamberlain has forgotten about me.

Chamberlain has abandoned me.

Chamberlain is dead.

Is injustice always destined to win in the end?

Academically, I knew Despair was a liar, that my past wasn’t a dream, that there was a life outside of the Pit, but her accusations weren’t wrong. Emotionally, I agreed with her. I tried to be a hero and this was my reward. My friends suffered worse fates. Chamberlain, Alison, Michael, and Evelyn were lost. They could be dead...

And then there was Thomas... Lorre... and even Erikson.

Their suffering at my expense was only increasing. 

Only Gabriel’s suffering found an ending.

The thought of Gabriel sent a shiver of thorns scratching down my spine. His execution secured my place here. He wanted me to live, to find a new beginning in this place, as if this was better than death. It didn’t make sense. 

Good men don’t die for men like me.

Gabriel had been capable of changing things—all my friends were. They had life and greatness and love and the world was a better place with them in it. It was not a better place because of me, the Pit and Despair told me that. My friends were creators. I am a destroyer. Creators don’t die for destroyers.

Chamberlain has forgotten about me.

Chamberlain has abandoned me.

Chamberlain is dead.

Despair, turning over with glee, pounced and spilled her secrets into my head. She blamed all the negative outcomes for my friends and my community on my selfish desire to be a hero. 

Who was I to think that a poor orphaned thief could stand against the darkness, against the monsters of this world, and think he could easily overcome them without suffering, without defeat, without allowing that which he fought to invade him like a parasite?

The terrifying thing was that the more Despair whispered into my soul, the more and more her voice sounded like my own until it was no longer her saying anything. I did the talking. She won and had everything she needed to tear down an already defeated man. 

Chamberlain has forgotten about me.

Chamberlain has abandoned me.

Chamberlain is dead.

Somewhere in the dark, chains rattled that were not my own. The sound was...odd...and unnatural...and the longer I thought about it the less I believed I ever heard those chains. Again, I let the idea go.

I’m not sure how much time passed in the Pit. Tracking time was impossible as the struggle to take one breath after another felt like eternity. When I was certain I lacked the strength for one more breath, suddenly, a light shattered the darkness.

Despair vanished, but the impression of her fingerprints lingered long after her absence. I shied away from the light like a cockroach. I cringed and gasped in actual pain from its touch. Something sharp cut into my flesh the moment I moved and I released a breathless scream as the light blinded me.

A mocking voice called from outside the Pit, “You two enjoying your stay down there?”

Two?

“Punishment’s over. You to get to return to your miserable existence. We hope you enjoyed your stay in the Pit.” Voices laughed above me.

Punishment never ends. More will come.

Gradually my sight returned and I saw my surroundings afresh. Everything looked different. The structure and the sight of the torture was the same, but something seemed different until I realized it was I who was different. Just as the Grimway had changed who I was, the Pit had done the same in a shorter, more terrifying way. I was broken past my limits and continuing to crumble. 

I didn’t really care to study the details of the Pit. I didn’t want the image to be burned into my nightmares. I knew I would relive the experience for the rest of my life, and I didn’t want to remember what my torture chamber really looked like, but I did focus on my fellow sufferer in this Pit.

Ziavir Yiros.

The devil didn’t look nearly as terrifying this close to hell. He resembled an average soul, a man as weak and beaten as I was and yet...different. He hung, wearing nothing but orange prison slacks. His bare chest was marred by scars of varying degrees of intensity, and fresh cuts from the thorns around us covered his body. Sweat dripped off his flesh and matted his hair. 

By outward impressions nothing seemed different between the two of us, but looking into his eyes I saw something I had long sense forgotten existed in this prison.

Life.

Right then I knew that this man, Ziavir Yiros, had faced the same demons I had, but unlike me he came out the victor. We hung yards apart from each other, neither speaking a word as we looked into the other’s soul.  

If I see life still in him... what does he see in me?​
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The guards dropped me off in an office instead of back on the streets. Strange. Normally, guards and soldiers enjoy one last round of beating on me before dropping me off anywhere, but they restrained themselves this time. That worried me even more after I realized where I sat. 

The Warden’s office.

I personally knew who ran this prison.

We were old acquaintances. 

His old office in Chicago contrasted his new one here. His office in Chicago had been filled with highly valuable pre-Abandoned War replicas and antiques meant to show off his wealth and prestige. Extravagance was flaunted and used to show power. 

Here it just covered the emptiness.

The Warden’s office had dull steel walls with pipes running along the sides. Antique art and tapestries hung over nearly every inched of exposed wall, overlapping in some places. Layers of exotic rugs hid the solid concrete floor beneath my feet. Massive bookshelves housed a whisper of the former antiques and artifacts he once owned. The notched and scratched mahogany desk drew the eye away from the emptiness creeping through the gaps between pieces of art. All of it was meant to distract and convince the Warden he was not just as much a prisoner here as I was. 

I only saw a gray cell surrounding me. I wasn’t fooled by his facade. 

“Griffon Nightlock.”

He purred my name as though he were a cat who’d caught a mouse. The former Mayor of Chicago and now Prison Warden for the world’s deadliest Noble prison city strode into the room like a peacock showing off its feathers. He flawlessly wore an expensive suit and tie, though both were drastically cheaper than the ones I remembered him wearing before. His hair was styled in the exact same way as the last time I saw him. Not a single strand was out of place. He lacked the expensive jewelry he used to flaunt, and despite his smile there was a depressing weariness behind his eyes. 

The politician has lost his glory.

“I must say you’ve developed quite an element of...macabre since our last chat. Drab and destruction drape down your depressing display. You can at least attempt to present yourself with some dignity. Sit up straight, boy, in that chair! Do you have any idea how expensive and difficult it is to get an original one of those these days? It’s pre-Abandoned War—an antique worth a fortune—and you are lounging in it like a sloth! Have some respect,” said Warden Josephus Kraine.

I wanted to say something sarcastic, something to crush his spirits and spit in the face of his pride. After all, the old Griffon would have done that. These days I just didn’t have the heart for it. I knew the words to say, words that would wipe the smug look off his face and probably get me beaten by the guards in the room, but I lacked the spirit to let the words leave my lips. 

Keeping silent, I shamefully readjusted myself in the seat. Kraine looked smug, like he was expecting a classic remark from me and was satisfied with my silent submissive defeat.

Kraine sat down behind his desk and leaned back in his chair. He studied me quietly. He wanted me to speak first, but I said nothing. The silence bothered him more than it did me. When he couldn’t take the silence any longer, he leapt forward in his seat, jabbed a finger in my face, and spat in shouted in my face.

“You have been nothing but a disappointment to me! Since I last saw you, you’ve become a murderer and an extortionist. I almost couldn’t believe the stories that you would be a terrorist. If it were up to me and not my uncle, you would be dead instead of enjoying the luxury of a Noble’s sentence. But now you and Ziavir have freed and led a Stalker into a housing sector of inmates. Now that whole sector is on edge and out of control.”

Before I could blink Kraine slapped me across the cheek. Kraine was a weak man compared to most Nobles, but he’s still got that genetic strength in his arm that made bells ring in my head under the force of his blow.

Kraine continue, “Do you have any idea what this has done to my reputation? I hired you as the first ever Outcast Emissary for Chicago. I took a chance on you. My reputation was staked on you. I gave you a job, money, and power. I took you under my wing like a son—which means what you do reflects negatively back on me—and this is how you’ve repaid me, by ruining my good name? What was I ever thinking?”

He sounded angry, but I knew Kraine. He wasn’t upset about a few dead inmates. This prison city was so remote, surrounded by nuclear wastelands, that whatever happened here could never tarnish his already ruined reputation. People died every day in the Grimway and nobody cared. Often their bodies were left lying out for days before a guard ever came by to collect them off the street, if the animals or cannibals didn’t get to them first. Even the existence of the Stalkers was kept a secret outside of the prison.

Kraine wasn’t upset about anything I might have done in this prison or outside of it. He was simply flexing his strength and showing he was in control and dominant here. It was all for show and meant he wanted something from me.

I wiped at my lip, tasting blood from his slap. I moved my tongue around my teeth as I straightened back up in my seat. A fire burned inside of me that tore through my cold exterior. I might be broken and numb inside, a different man who I was the last time I saw Kraine, but rage made all things new. Resilience washed over me like a waterfall. I was finished being pushed around by him.

“You ruined your own reputation. You got everything you deserved, Kraine. Your hands are as dirty as my own. You’re not a Warden—you’re a prisoner like me,” I whispered with venom in my words.

“Excuse me?” he snapped. He sounded offended, but the spark in his eye told me otherwise. He wanted this. He wanted to know what was inside me.

“Everyone knows what you did, Kraine. The only reason Adam didn’t kill you was because you’re his nephew. You’re just as much a prisoner here as I am. You’re a manipulative cockroach who got what he deserved.”

Kraine chuckled. “I made you what you are. You were nothing—had nothing—until I gave it to you.”

“You wanted a puppet to control! That’s why you chose me. You thought I could help you take the throne or be the fall guy when your plans failed.”

Kraine snickered. He didn’t even try to deny my accusation “Are you trying to condemn me? We both know you understood what you agreed to. Politics. It’s nothing personal.”

“Yeah, I’ll remember that.”

Satisfied, he leaned back in his chair and propped his feet up on the table. He glanced at something on a hand terminal and scrolled through some sort of digital report. This was just another part of Kraine’s game. He didn’t bring me here to spit in my face, nor would he have admitted to his sins if he didn’t have some other agenda. Even now, feigning boredom with me as another ploy at manipulating me. 

Knowing I could outlast him in patience, I let him squirm in his own game. Moments passed in awkward silence, but I had grown use to silence. It comforted me. It did not do the same for Kraine. The world moved too fast for Kraine, who delighted at the push of a button.

He wouldn’t last a day in my hell. 

The gears of something dark turned in his eyes. He needed me for something. He wouldn’t have been honest with me otherwise. Already I felt the stirrings in another game I was being thrown into.

And with his smile, I knew there was no way I could avoid it.

Back into the frying pan.

I break my vow of silence, not because I was impatient but because I know what he wants and I want it over with. “What’s the job?” I grumbled. 

He flashed me his perfectly practiced smile as he slowly lowered his feet off the table and leaned one elbow against his desk. “Clever. What gave it away?”

Testing my intellect now?

“I’ve been here for months and not once have I ever been brought before you or reprimanded for breaking any rules, and that’s because there are no rules, no regulations. I could kill another inmate and that’s no crime here. Your guards are only here to make sure nobody escapes—including you.”

He shrugs and grimaces in approval and I continue. “Months here, and this is the first time I have been brought before you, only after I encounter Ziavir and that...monster. As a prisoner here yourself, naturally, you would be looking for your ticket out of here and who better to use than the individual you tried to use last time, but you need leverage and visibility in order to make it out safely. Otherwise, you’ll be a fugitive and a hunted man. You’ll only ever escape in the good graces of your uncle and a fancy promotion. If I am here, then you’ve figured out how to do that, but you need someone to put his neck on the line to help you get it. Correct?”

“Very clever. Anything else?” 

“That Stalker didn’t escape the Abysmal Sector. Someone let it out.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“You let it out of the cage and sent it after me.”

Kraine looked hurt at my accusation, and if I hadn’t known better I might have been convinced. “Was it not my guards that swooped in to save you?”

“Ziavir saved me,” I countered.

He smirked. “If I desire to give you a job that would benefit the both of us, why would I risk your life beforehand?”

To put me in your debt, for starters.

I smiled. “You’re right. Doesn’t make sense for you to do that. I guess it got out on its own.”

He beamed, convinced I thought him innocent of such a crime.

“So, what’s the job?” I asked again.

Kraine clapped his hands and said, “You really do have an impressive mind for observation...for an Outcast. I was worried that your time in this prison would have taken away some of that spark in you. You are, of course, right; there is a job in need of your talents. Not only do I ask of you, dear Griffon, my boy, but also your government has come asking for your assistance. Yes, our beloved Emperor, Adam Rythe, personally requests your service in a matter of national security.”

Didn’t expect that.​
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I immediately spat in disgust upon Kraine’s desk.

“Adam can go to hell!”

Kraine sighed, conjured a handkerchief from inside his suit jacket, and diligently wiped my spit off his desk. Without looking at me he said, “Yes...and one day he will, but today you have the opportunity to serve the throne with honor.”

“Serve the throne with honor?” I laughed. “Right now, I’d rather see it burn.”

“I think it’s safe to assume neither of us are pleased with the direction my uncle leads, but we are still both subjects to the powers governing over us...if we wish to survive. How about we don’t think of this as working for my uncle, but as you working for me again. How does that sound?”

“I want nothing to do with you or your uncle’s business.”

“Really? You don’t even want to hear the details?” asked Kraine with a sly smirk. Something didn’t seem right in his tone. I missed something here. He didn’t appear worried about my disinterest, which made me interested. In fact, he seemed confident despite my rejection. 

What am I missing?

“I can see it in your eyes, Griffon. Curiosity will have its way with you,” he purred.

I’m sure. That’s what happened to the cat.

He stood and moved towards the large glass window. He gazed out over the prison city of Grimway. It won’t be long now before the morning sun rose over the crest of the Black Wall surrounding the city. Kraine was silent for a moment, taking in the full grasp of the prison city. He sucked air like a smoker sucking on a cigarette, held it, and blew it out in one large puff.

“We’ve kept a close eye on you since you arrived here with your merry band of misfits. You’re the first Outcast in thirty years to ever be imprisoned. Do you know that? There used to be more equality and fair treatment for your people back when Emperor Bretton ruled. My uncle corrected that error, and yet here you are still. You are special to my uncle. I’m a bit curious as to why, particularly as he is mobilizing his army to round up your people. Did you know that? He claims he’s ensuring safety in segregation as he takes your people to camps on the outskirts of radioactive wastelands. He does not share the details of his agenda with me, not anymore, but I am no fool. I can see what looms on the horizon.”

“Have you brought me here to talk politics and policies?”

Kraine smirked. “I admire how you’ve kept your identity a secret in this city. Far too many killers and slavers live here. Imagine how they would react if they knew what you were. Out there they would kill you for sport—like hunting deer! No, not a deer. A unicorn—irresistible to every killer and hunter. That goes double for the Stalkers that occasionally slip past our barriers.” He turned back to me and flashed his teeth as he said, “A prized unicorn amongst poachers.”

Well, that’s clearly a threat. 

I straightened in my chair and tried to hide the fear quaking in my bones. If Kraine wished to announce my identity and status as an Outcast, I wouldn’t last a day. I had no source of protection against such a revelation. 

Kraine slowly turned back around to look out the window. Dark visions swarmed behind his eyes. “Yes, it would be interesting indeed to see how that story would play out.”

I looked around, wondering if I should try to attack Kraine, but two guards with automatic weapons stood just yards away. Plus, I wore the prison’s special handcuffs that, if Kraine so wished, would either magnetize me to the nearest metal object or slice my hands and ankles clean off with the flip of a switch. I liked my hands and ankles, so I chose to behave. 

Fight with your words, Griffon! It’s what you’re best at and all you got!

“You’ve had help, though, in remaining a secret...haven’t you? Reports suggest that every Noble that discovers you ends up dead—not by your hand but by one of Ziavir’s agents. Funny. I thought the two of you hated each other. He about killed you in my ballroom, if I recall correctly, but here he kills for you.”

“I want nothing to do with him,” I whispered.

“A man like Ziavir doesn’t protect free of charge. You might not want anything to do with him, but he clearly wants something to do with you.”

To kill me himself probably.

Something clicked in my head and I said, “And you want that to happen? You want me close to him? Why?”

Kraine smiled, pleased with my small deduction. “The Empire is changing, Griffon. Dissonance between our people grows every day. According to the media and my father, your people want to kill mine. Reports tell of the Outcast Legion expanding daily with fighting breaking out along the border. Your people want war, and my uncle is getting what he has always wanted. Genocide. A civil war will easily usher it in. You played a part in that inevitability, Griffon.”

Always the bad guy.

“But you could still save your people. Show them a better example of an Outcast serving his empire to dissuade your people from further violence. I’m offering you the chance to be an example. You can be an emissary for your people once again on a much larger scale than before.”

“What do you mean?”

“My uncle worries about radicals like Ziavir Yiros and what is left of Nebula. It remains to be seen where groups like them will fall during this unrest. My uncle believes that since the passing of the former Director of Nebula, Ziavir has taken charge. Nebula threatens lives and they must be dealt with, immediately,” continued Kraine.

“You have him locked up. You could simply kill him and solve the problem.”

“Yes, I could, but we’d miss out on a unique opportunity. Say I kill Ziavir. Someone outside these walls and outside of my reach will take over the organization. Why kill one man when we can destroy the entire operation from the inside out?”

Kraine turned back to look outside. He was silent. Though I couldn’t see his face to be sure, something lurked under the surface of Kraine’s words. There was always an unspoken agenda with Kraine. He probably wasn’t interested in saving lives, but he knew I was, or at least I once was. He wanted something else and he wasn’t telling me. 

Without looking at me, he whispered, “Ziavir has something planned. I know it. A man like him doesn’t turn himself in without a reason. He wants to be here, but why remains a mystery.”

“How does this have anything to do with me?”

“Maybe you’re not as intuitive as you like others to believe. What we need is a mole within Nebula’s operation reporting everything back to us: names, locations, plans, everything their organization needs to survive.”

“And you think that individual to be me? You’ve lost your mind, Kraine.”

“We both know you’re the best man for the job.”

I scoffed and crossed my arms. “Nebula hates me and wants me dead and they know the feeling is mutual. They would never trust me. Find your mole somewhere else.”

“You and Ziavir share a unique and graphic history with one another, if my report is correct. That puts you in a unique position and rather valuable for this operation.”

“I’m not going to be your puppet again.”

Kraine chuckled. “My uncle said that you would refuse. Maybe this will change your mind.”

A hologram projector fired up in the corner of the room and showed me Chicago’s city park. A massive crowd swarmed around a stage. In the center stood Sig, the minister who officiated Chamberlain and Alison’s wedding. He was a Giant from the Northern Territory, except slimmer and lankier than the typically barrel-chested Giants.

I barely recognized him now. I remembered his skin being pale like marble, his eyes large and dark. I remembered there being a natural health and vitality about the man in everything he did, but now I barely recognized him. He stood hunched over wearing handcuffs. The natural spark of intelligence in his eyes was veiled by a troubled soul. He looked weathered and beaten with a swollen face and blood in his matted hair and on his lips.  

The hangman’s noose squeezed around his neck.

Suddenly Emperor Adam Rythe appeared on the screen. He wore an elegant dark suit with red buttons. He walked up to a podium, looked around the crowd, and began his speech.

“I look out over this great city ravaged by two terrorist attacks in less than a year, and I am hurting with those who have suffered. Before me, I see a people injured and looking for healing. I see a people lost and looking for direction. I see a people wrongfully abused and wanting justice. Citizens of Chicago, I feel your pain. You’ve been betrayed by those you trusted, by those living in your own neighborhoods and with whom you’ve had dinners. People you trusted to be good showed their true colors to be wicked. No blade cuts as deeply as betrayal. Justice, we demand. We will find no other means of healing unless we seize for ourselves justice for the crimes against us—for the crimes against the Noble people! 

“My arrival here has always been about bringing you justice, fairness and what you deserve. I am here to serve you, to heal you, to guide you and give you what you need. That is what I bring before you today! Spies have been discovered within the comfort of our walls. Our enemies are everywhere. The warlords of the Northern Territories have slipped their members amongst us. They have aided in the attacks against this city. They have enjoyed our luxuries and blessings while simultaneously plotting our demise. They gained our trust only to take from us. One by one we have sought them out, turning over every leaf and the names of those responsible have piled up day by day.”

The crowd rumbled with an echoing disdain and disgust. The feeling of betrayal and abandonment could be felt wafting off the crowd, and Adam fed into it to press his agenda.

Adam pointed to Sig next to him and said, “Here next to me is one of them. He has been masquerading as a figure of hope to the masses. This treasonous leader of the people has been found guilty of smuggling out enemies of the state and conspiring against the throne. He hid away criminal Outcasts and Illegals, threats to Noble security. Because of him, the Illegal and terrorist known as Chamberlain Blair was able to flee across Imperial borders!”

The crowd erupted into screaming curses at Sig, who hung his head low in a beaten state. Adam gleamed and raised his hands to the crowd, encouraging their outrage at Sig and any Adam said were their enemies. 

They are like lambs following the wolf.

“I believe the people have spoken and found you guilty minister!” Adam cried over the roar. “Let it be known that any individuals who associate themselves with this Illegal, and other criminals of the state, will share your fate. You have attempted to steal our identity. You have sought the destruction of innocents. You have assumed Nobles to be weak and defenseless, but I am here today to tell you that you are wrong. You have failed. This city is not weak, and our people are not weak! We are strong. We are Nobles. We are determined, and our enemies will be found, exploited, and punished for their crimes.”

Just like at a sporting event, the crowd turned berserk, screaming with glee and excitement at the tops of their lungs and consumed by hate. They cried for blood. They cursed Sig and spat at him. They pressed against the stage and clawed for him. They threw all sorts of matter at him, soaking him from head to toe in various liquids and trash. Pastor Sig never said anything. He kept his face hung down, hurt by a people he loved so much.

They hated Sig and Chamberlain because Adam told the people to hate them, because he decided Sig and Chamberlain were a threat and an enemy to his regime, and the people blindly followed Adam without a second thought.

Madness follows madness and the innocent suffer for it.

I nearly threw up. 

Adam waited momentarily for the cheering to settle before he continued, “I promise you, by the powers invested in me as your Emperor, that those who seek to take our lives will be persecuted and hunted until they face the judgment we celebrate today.”

Immediately the stage beneath Sig collapsed. 

He fell. 

A good man died.

And the people cheered.

It was like watching Gabriel die all over again. I gasped, sucking in breath as I watched it leave Sig’s lips, and shouted hopelessly at the projection till my lungs burned. Tears fell from my eyes. My chest ached and my gut twisted. I felt my soul rip open and what was left of me pour out. The world spun and blurred. I choked as agony forced a dry scream from my lips. 

Sig didn’t deserve this. Good men don’t deserve to die for doing good things. All he ever wanted to do was to help people, and the city he had invested his life into serving was gloating over his dead body.

There is no one righteous in a world like ours.

Everyone in the room with me watched me carefully, afraid of my next decision. They judged me as weak, pathetic, and vulnerable, on the verge of doing something foolish and dangerous. They mocked me with snickers and whispered jokes, but their fingers never left their triggers. 

I didn’t care. My eyes were glued to the screen as I watched another innocent friend die. Adam Rythe looked straight at the monitor and began to speak again. A sinister smile stretched across his face.

Somehow, I knew his smile was meant for me.

“A new and better future approaches. Our enemies will stop at nothing to prevent us from ceasing it, but we will prevail. My Noble people, we must be diligent. Difficult choices will need to be made in these dark times, but have no fear, my people. I will lead you through the dark valley and into the light.”

Adam Rythe killed another innocent friend of mine, and the world praised him for it.​
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The holographic projection vanished. Kraine sat on the corner of his desk and faced me. “That was shot fourteen months ago, just a few days after you arrived here. My condolences. I was told you knew the traitor.”

“Go to hell!” I screamed.

“Relax, Griffon. I’m not the one who killed him. I am merely acting as a messenger for my uncle. Believe me. I hate my uncle almost as much as you do. I’m on your side, Griffon; however, what you need to do is open your eyes to the bigger picture here and gain a fresh perspective on things.”

“Oh yeah? And what would that be?” I snarled like a dog.

Kraine sighed and continued, “Adam is sacrificing great time and resources trying to hunt down a single Illegal. It’s been fourteen months and he has turned nothing up. It’s making him appear weak. People will start questioning his authority and sanity. Now, I don’t really know or care for this... Illegal, Chamberlain, or why he holds my uncle’s attention so strongly. But I don’t care about some insignificant Illegal.”

You should.

I manage to keep a smirk from showing on my face as Kraine continues to speak. “My uncle believes you might know something of where to find Chamberlain. He’s ordered me to get that information out of you by any means necessary, but I don’t think you know anything. I do, however, think you have the opportunity to find out...and for both of us to get everything we’ve ever wanted.”

“What are you getting at?”

“It’s simple really. I think your Illegal friend was taken by either the Outcast Legion or by Nebula, the only two organizations in this hemisphere with the power and resources to hide someone from my uncle—and you have connections to both. I’m betting it was Nebula, who has your friend locked away somewhere, which presents us the opportunity to benefit one another. You want out of this prison. So do I. You want revenge on Nebula. So do I. You want my uncle dead. Well, so do I. I propose a partnership. You act as my spy, gathering intelligence on their organization. I use that information to dismantle Nebula outside these walls. Together we bring down Nebula. I’ll use that to undermine my uncle and get us both out of here.”

“What about Chamberlain and the rest of my friends?”

“When you get the information of their whereabouts from Ziavir, I will personally organize a rescue operation to save them. They will be kept secret and safe until you are released from this prison; you have my word. Then when we work together to make me the next Emperor, I’ll clear you all of all charges.”

“You get the throne, and I get my freedom?” I asked.

“It’s that simple. Adam wants a mole inside Nebula, and you are the best candidate for the job. He gets his mole, but you’ll really be my double agent. We destroy Nebula, something we both want, I use it to discredit Adam, and you walk out of here and back to those you cherish, safe and secure.”

He makes it sound so simple. But there is nothing simple with Ziavir involved.

Kraine returned to his seat and said, “You are free to refuse this partnership, of course. Then what will happen is that each time one of your friends is rounded up and publicly executed for their crimes against the Empire, I will bring you into this room. You will sit there where you are now and, together, we will watch the execution live. Afterward I will present you this same offer until you accept. Refuse and we repeat the cycle. You never know, more of those Stalkers could escape in the time it takes you to accept this opportunity. A real tragedy. I am quite interested in how many lives it will take before you are willing to cooperate.”

Can I really take that risk with their lives?

The odds were against Chamberlain and my friends. If Adam didn’t find them, then either Nebula or the Outcast Legion would. Nebula had attacked the facility where I last saw my friends. Maybe Kraine was right. Maybe Nebula really did capture them and had them locked up somewhere. 

If there was at least a chance for their survival, was this not the right thing to do...even if it meant selling my own soul? Ziavir would no doubt immediately smell a rat. He would kill me if I were caught. 

But if there is a single chance to save my friends, is it not worth a shot?

It just meant working to make Kraine an Emperor and destroying the one organization that might keep him in line.

“How can I trust you to keep your word?” I asked.

“I honestly don’t care if you trust me or not. You don’t have much of a choice. What I am offering you is a chance to make sure things you benefit as much as I will. Trust has nothing to do with it. It’s about playing the long game.”

I was silent for a moment as I thought over his proposal. I felt there was no real choice before me. “You promise that my friends will be shown mercy...and that not only will no more Stalkers be sent after me, but also that I will be released from this prison?” 

“You said it yourself. I am just as much a prisoner here as you are. I want out of here just as badly as you. That makes us partners, and I look out for my partners. I promise that if you do this, then the both of us will walk away from here as free men. It’s not just the empire that’s changing. This prison is as well. It is destined for ruin and fire. I believe we can avoid this sinking ship, together. So yes, a deal is a deal.”

A politician’s promise. What do I have to lose betting on that?

“One other thing I would like. I want a meeting with your uncle, face to face.”

That caught Kraine by surprise. “It will be extremely difficult to convince him of that.”

“Those are my terms. If you can promise those things then you’ve got your mole.”

Kraine looked at me in hesitation, tapping his fingers on the desk, before he smiled. “It’ll take some time, but you’ve got yourself a deal...partner. Let me warn you, though; if I feel you have crossed me, there won’t be a safe place for you to hide anywhere within these walls. To show you I mean business...”
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