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Chapter 1
 
Heat blasted the back of the sailor’s neck, where the damp humidity extracted beads of sweat as the tender from their main vessel rocked back and forth in the light chop near the shore. Oars splashed and pushed through the waves and current, the crew in sync, keeping a steady pace. Dean Mars looked to his left and noticed the light shade of green on Jason’s face, leaning over the side of the hull. 
Boots splashed into the shallow waters, and the crew lugged the tender onto shore, their legs wobbling awkwardly in the thick sand. Up and down the rest of the coast, the small crews of six made landfall, the sailors taking their swords, rifles, and ammunition to the tree line of the jungle for cover.
Jason leaned up against the trunk of a tree then promptly bent over, emptying whatever his stomach held of breakfast. While the rest of the family never seemed to have any trouble with the ocean, Dean’s youngest brother never managed to get his sea legs, no matter how many times he set foot on the deck of a ship. 
“You’d think I’d be used to it by now.” Jason wiped his mouth with the back of his hand then reached for his canteen and rinsed the taste of bile from his lips. “Lance would be having a field day with me right now.”
“He won’t give you as hard a time as the sea did.” The mention of their brother shifted Dean’s thoughts back home. They hadn’t received any word of his arrival or whether Rodion had attacked. The thousands of miles separating him from his people and the rest of his family had worn at the resolve in his decision to leave with so many ships and men. 
“Done redecorating the bushes?” Gabriela Ponce had snuck up behind them. For a woman, she dressed more like a man. Her eyes were just as wild and untamed as the thick black mane of curls that fell down her back. “My men are waiting for us.” The bunch of rebels that had sailed with them to the Panama coast followed her, their eyes still watching both Jason and Dean skeptically. 
Dean nudged Jason with his elbow. “Do you think it was wise to leave Ruiz with her men?” While the former Brazilian president was behind bars, guarded, and shackled, the man still had influence and money. 
“She hates him almost as much as she hates me.” Jason spit on the sand, his legs still slightly wobbly once he let go of the ballast that was the coconut tree. “And besides, we left a unit there to keep an eye on things.”
“Right.” Another decision Dean had second-guessed. With the Chinese still occupying most of the Pacific Islands with their fleet, pummeling the Australians, and Rodion’s men marching on their own territories, he was going to need every soldier and ship that he possessed. Keeping some of their resources in Rio and Lima to keep the South Americas stabilized wouldn’t help win the battles to come.
Different sizes and patterns of leaves and branches pestered Dean’s face and body on his way through the thick Panama jungle. The air was moist, and he pulled at the shirt clinging tight to his skin like Velcro. A clearing finally opened up, where a small camp had been constructed. A few dozen soldiers wielded rifles and machetes, and the smell suggested that they’d been in the location for some time. Gabriela spoke to them quietly, shaking hands, making the rounds. Dean had kept a close eye on the way the men interacted with her. She held their respect. 
“The soldiers Ruiz sent to hold the canal don’t have the numbers or resources to keep it for much longer.” Gabriela motioned to the camp. “My men have been raiding their supply lines and attacking their perimeters to check for weak points for weeks.”
“Do they know about Ruiz’s imprisonment? And the coup?” Jason asked.
“We told them, but they don’t believe us. One of the reasons I wanted to parade his head on a stake around the country.” Gabriela tossed Dean a dirty glance.
“Ruiz still serves a purpose to us alive.” Although, truth be told, Dean had no affection for the man. Ruiz’s army had slain a number of his men in battle, not to mention trying to kill his youngest brother. “Do Ruiz’s soldiers have artillery?”
“Yes.” The rebel that spoke had scars that covered his face, chest, and arms, and a few fresh wounds, hastily wrapped in tattered rags. “The main force is concentrated near the front gates. It’s the most susceptible to penetration.”
“And the least susceptible location?” Jason asked, reading Dean’s thoughts. 
“The high walls surrounding the canal make it difficult to scale, but not impossible.” The rebel pointed west. “We found a climbable route, but it’s slow going. Only one man at a time can make the trip up.”
“How many soldiers do they have?” Dean had brought a force with him that could easily take the front gate, but he wanted to minimize the number of casualties. If all they needed to provide was a distraction, they could do that from a distance.
“No more than sixty, and their garrison is running low on ammunition,” the rebel replied. “They’ve shot at us sparingly.”
“Gabriela, you take your men to the location along the walls; thirty should be sufficient.” Dean turned to Jason. “Take our men and start making your presence known. But make sure you stay out of cannon range.”
“Use your ships,” Gabriela said, cutting in. 
Dean had noticed the rebel general didn’t appreciate being drawn into battle plans in which she didn’t have a say, and while he did admire her ability for leadership, he knew she was rash and at times too blunt in both her speech and her strategy. “I don’t want to risk damaging the canal. If something happens to one of the levees, then all of this will be for naught.” The thought brought another to light. “In fact, that’s something Ruiz’s men will know too. They might try and take the levees down if they know they’re going to lose. Jason—”
“Don’t push too hard. Got it.” Jason disappeared with their soldiers and one of the rebel scouts to guide them to the front gates. 
Dean followed Gabriela, and she hung back, stopping him. “Where are you going?”
“With you.” 
“You should stay with your brother. Make sure he doesn’t get into any trouble.”
“He can handle himself.” Dean brushed past her, following the rebels into the thick of the jungle. 
Halfway to their destination, cannon fire echoed through the trees. The group hastened its speed, jogging through the jungle. Dean dodged past tree limbs and jumped over roots, rocks, and holes, his arms and legs scraping against the unforgiving landscape.
Just when Dean believed the jungle to be never ending, the walls of the canal appeared, and he saw the small, jagged, vertical cut up the wall that the rebels had described. Panting, he placed his hand against the concrete, warm from the sun and vibrating from the artillery fire near the gates. Small footholds were spaced above, some farther apart than others but close enough to make the climb manageable. 
“You have to be careful toward the middle.” The rebel dropped his pack, taking nothing with him but the sword in his belt. “The holes become shallow, and it’s hard to get any type of grip.” He hopped up, scaling the wall with ease.
Dean watched the order and placement of the rebel’s feet and hands. The movements were effortless, even when he arrived at the difficult middle section. In less than a minute, he was already to the top, and after checking to make sure the coast was clear, he motioned for the next person to climb. Dean watched a few more times, making sure he had the pattern down before he attempted to follow. The wall itself was nearly thirty feet high, built by the old engineers before the Great War, and while the fall wouldn’t kill him, it would surely break bones.
Finally, Dean rotated into line, throwing the rifle strap over his shoulder and keeping his sword tight in his belt. The long scabbard was cumbersome on the climb, scraping against the wall and getting in the way of his foot a few times. The spaces grew farther apart, and he stretched his arms, the tips of his fingers barely clinging to the holes. 
The wall rattled from the cannons, and the vibrations reverberated through Dean’s limbs and the flat of his stomach. Each climb up sent a burn through his muscles, and the next tremor that shook the wall caused his foot to slip, and he dangled from one hand three quarters of the way to the top. 
Dean swung left, aiming his hand for the open groove, but his fingertips only grazed the small ledge. Using the momentum, he swung again, this time with enough propulsion to make a grab for the hole. Arms and legs shaking, Dean pulled himself over the edge, his face red with exhaustion and soaked to the bone in sweat. 
Inside the walls of the canal, there was nothing but dead grass and long, broken slabs of concrete, weathered by time, sea, and storms. A worn staircase sat to his left that led down to where the others had gathered behind a slab of concrete, a fallen remnant of some larger structure that no longer stood. 
Most of the rebels only had swords, and the few who did possess rifles or pistols packed their muzzles tight with lead and powder. “No guns until they spot us. We want to keep the surprise as long as possible.” 
Gabriela was the last to make the climb, and once she made it over to the group, Dean made it a point to try and not undermine her in front of her own soldiers. “The garrison will be the first structure we pass that’ll have any type of guard or opposition. We want to take them out quietly to avoid being pinned back from the front gates. Let’s move.”
The repeated cannon blasts provided good cover for their quick shuffle down the canal, and Dean continued to catch himself staring into the massive levees used to transport ships across the narrow patch of land. Nearly all of the original equipment had been replaced; whatever circuitry used to operate the canal was now supplanted by either men or mules. 
Dean and the rebels walked a tight line to the water’s edge of the canal as they moved to the garrison. With all of the attention at the gate, the guards by the armory were too inflated with a false sense of security at the height of their walls to watch their backs. Dean had his hand over one guard’s mouth and the edge of the blade into his throat before he realized what had happened. 
With four slain bodies on the ground, Gabriela and her rebels raided the garrison, taking any and every gun they could get their hands on. A few moderns were inside, and they were the first to go despite having no ammunition to load them. It was rare to find a rifle that didn’t require the use of powder. 
The guards at the gates were in a frenzy, blasting their relentless cannon fire over the walls and into the jungle, their sporadic aim making the artillery more of a fearful deterrent than an effective killing machine. 
Dean tucked himself behind one of the wooden barracks and waited for the others to move into position then looked to Gabriela for the signal. When she dropped her arm, everyone jumped from cover, blanketing the guards’ backsides with lead. 
The gunfire decimated nearly a quarter of Ruiz’s soldiers before they realized they were under attack. And just as Dean thought they would, they began directing their cannon fire within the walls of the canal, killing the invaders at the expense of blasting the precious structure to pieces. 
Gabriela and Dean marched the rebels closer, rendering the cannons useless in their defense. Rifles and pistols were fired then dispensed, and steel was drawn. 
Dean burst through a cloud of smoke, sword in hand, and cut down the first soldier in his path with one swing of the blade. The acrid powder from the cannons burned his eyes and stung his nose and lungs with every breath. 
Even with the number of Ruiz’s soldiers already fallen, the rebels were still outnumbered, and Dean found himself fending off two assailants. They approached from opposite sides, and Dean kept one shoulder pointed at each of them as they circled. They lunged at separate times, Dean parrying back and forth, and after each attack they’d sling back out of reach, the soldier to his left a half second slower than the one on his right. And that’s whom Dean went after first. 
Dean lunged, the clang of steel ringing together as he smacked the enemy’s blade from his hand. Quickly, Dean spun around, deflecting the comrade closing in on him and guiding the tip of his own blade into his own man. With a look of shock on the guard’s face, Dean sliced up from belly to throat, and the two men dropped together, their blood pooling as they choked on their last bits of life. 
Dean flicked his wrist, slinging the blood from his blade, and moved on to the next fighter. His sword danced like the conductor’s wand of an orchestra. Each movement held a purpose, and each slice brought forth the howl and screams of the symphony that was dying men. 
Gabriela and a few of the rebels made for the gates, hoping to let Jason’s men inside to help finish the job, but the majority of the guards had retreated to the gates to offer their last stand. Blades parried back and forth, and the faces of the soldiers fighting on both sides strained in the concentrated discipline of combat. 
Dean joined Gabriela and the other rebels, adding his steel to the cause. The guards stuck close together, blocking out any advance that would break their human chain around the gates. Each jerk and motion from either party triggered a spasm that wavered through the rest of the groups. The shouts and clamor grew louder on the opposite side of the gate; Jason and the rest of the men had gathered, hungry to help finish the job. 
With Dean’s patience running thin, he powered his way through, using the blunt force of his blade and strength to push two of the guards back, opening a hole in their defense. While Dean kept the two at bay, pinning them up against the wall, the other rebels used the space and broke through the ranks, flanking their enemy and bringing an end to the standoff.
Steel sliced Dean’s arm, as he was too slow to dodge a thrust from an attack, and blood trickled down the fabric of his sleeve and further dampened the already wet shirt. With the dawn of defeat upon them, the guards abandoned any and all strategy and technique and slashed their swords wildly. 
Dean fended off both guards, the steel whirling in a gleaming blur as the sunlight caught the sides of each blade. The dance only lasted as long as it took for Gabriela to open the gates, and once the rest of Dean’s men flooded inside, they washed away what remained of Ruiz’s soldiers. When the last body dropped, Dean made sure to find Jason in the crowd.
“I want two teams of twelve on either side of the canal,” Dean barked. “You walk and clear out anybody that might be hiding.” The officers handled the due diligence, and Dean wiped his blade on the shoulder of one of the dead guards. “And bring out the shovels; we’ll need to bury these bodies before the stink sets in.” Gabriela walked over, and he noticed a limp in her gait. “You all right?”
“I’ll station my men along the levees to make sure all of your ships make it through.” Gabriela tossed a dismissive look to Jason and then returned her attention to Dean. “I don’t like the fact that you’re taking the engineers with you.”
It’d been a sore spot for the past week. Ruiz had been kidnapping and threatening the families of some of the most accomplished engineers Brazil had to offer. They built weapons for him that hadn’t been seen since before the Great War, and any army that possessed them would have no trouble conquering whatever land and people they desired. 
“If you want some of my ships and men to stay behind to help stabilize your country, then that’s what it’s going to cost.” Although if Dean told the truth, he would have taken the engineers with him regardless. Gabriela and her ragtag team of rebels wouldn’t have had the manpower to stop him. 
“You’ll have your ships returned to you soon enough, Governor.” Gabriela limped away, two soldiers walking with her to the main operational deck for the levees, brushing past Jason on the way. The two looked at each other but said nothing.
Jason kept his rifle over his shoulder, and Dean noticed that his hands were stained with black smudges. “What happened?”
“One of our men moved too close to the gate during the diversion, and Ruiz’s soldiers dumped tar over the side.” Jason looked at his hand, which tremored. “We tried getting it off him, but he would have died from infection with the burns.”
Dean clapped his brother on the shoulder. “You did the right thing.” The doctors wouldn’t have been able to save him, and the pain and agony of what life he had would’ve only lasted another few days at the most. Mercy killing was harder on the shooter than the victim. “It would have been wrong to handle it any other way.”
Jason nodded absentmindedly then squeezed his hand a few times, trying to shrug it off. “The engineers are getting restless. They want to know what’s going on.”
“Right.” He knew what he was going to ask of them would make him sound just like Ruiz. Dean and his soldiers needed weapons, the kind that could end this war before the number of deaths grew too high. “I suppose now is the time.”
The engineers had come with them from Rio. When Gabriela had found them, they were ragged and beaten. He wasn’t sure how long Ruiz had kept them prisoners, but from the pensive look in their eyes and their thin bodies and gaunt faces, he suspected it was for quite some time. 
None of them had spoken since they were rescued, and Dean added that to the list of reasons he put off trying to convince them to help him win this war. They needed time to find their own words as well.



Chapter 2
Alvy Hughes sat with his knees to his chest and both arms wrapped around his legs. His limbs still felt bony and thin despite the increase of meals and calories over the past week. He imagined it’d be some time before he was back to his former health, though he wasn’t sure if he would live long enough to see it. 
The quiet hadn’t changed. And despite being freed, it seemed that one cell had just been traded for another, although the new accommodations were much nicer than their previous ones. Here there were three meals a day, a straw bed, and windows. They had space too, and nearly free rein of the ship, so long as their escort went with them. The only time they were allowed to leave the cells where Ruiz had put them was to be transitioned into another cell while their previous one was washed down to dispense of their own waste that rotted on the floor. Ruiz didn’t want his precious minds to contract any diseases, so he kept the cells sterile.
The people that took him, he had no idea of what to expect from them. He knew they would eventually come and ask something of him. Generals and presidents always did. They wanted to know how to control something or how to kill something. And once they knew how to do both, they wanted ways in which they could control more and kill quicker. It was a never-ending cycle, a loop that he’d found himself trapped in ever since his first days as an apprentice.
Even at an early age, Alvy found himself able to build things that even his father, an accomplished blacksmith, didn’t understand. When he was twelve, he built an engine. It was crude, leaked oil everywhere, and couldn’t even churn the small wheel he’d attached to it, but it started, and it caught the attention of the guild of engineers in Brazil who scoured the country and the world for talent. 
There wasn’t a teacher Alvy came into contact with that wasn’t amazed by his mind. It was a question he always had trouble explaining growing up, of how he managed to see things and connect dots in his mind that others couldn’t. But the older he became, he found that saying he was “blessed” proved answer enough to his divine gifts. 
Gifts. A sour pit bubbled in Alvy’s stomach, and he pulled his legs tighter then fell to his side on the packed straw, the sunlight from the window shining down on his hands, while the rest of him was cast into darkness. 
While Alvy’s nutritional intake had improved, his sleeping had not. Most nights he lay awake, and the nights when he did drift off to sleep were tormented with the creations of death he’d designed for Ruiz. All of the lives he helped destroy, killed by the instruments of his mind, played over and over in his nightmares. 
Ruiz. The name still made him shudder. The man was nothing more than a dictator in a castle, surrounded by money and guns, both of which he used to get whatever he wanted. Ruiz dangled Alvy’s life, his parents’ lives, his siblings’ lives in front of him, threatening him to do whatever he wanted. All he wanted to do was see them again, to know they were okay. But these governors and these rebels, they took him, threw him on a boat, and hadn’t said a word. For all he knew, Ruiz had killed his family, and these people would soon send him to join them.
The door to his cabin swung open, and two men stepped inside, neither of whom Alvy recognized. However, they shared the same face, and he found his eyes drifting to their waists to check for what weapons they brought, but they entered unarmed.
“Mr. Hughes,” the shorter man said, taking a seat on a crate across from the bed where Alvy lay. “My name is Dean Mars, and this is my brother Jason. We’re the governors from North America.”
Mars. He’d heard that name before when he was younger. The name was whispered down dark alleys and in rooms where men spoke in secret. Whenever the name was muttered, it was as if people were talking about ghosts. 
“Mr. Hughes, do you speak English?” Dean asked.
Alvy searched for his voice, but it had been so long since he’d said anything that on the first try, nothing but gasped air escaped his lips. He cleared his throat then tried again. “Yes. I do.” The words were cracked and dry, like a riverbed that had seen drought for years and finally felt the first few drops of rain seep into its hard, dead earth.
“Mr. Hughes, do—”
“You don’t have to call me that.” No one had ever called him that. He was Alvy. He had graduated from three separate apprenticeships from the best physicists, blacksmiths, and chemists in the world. He’d built wonderful things, monstrous things, to help better the lives of the people around him. He never did it for fame or fortune, just simply because he enjoyed the challenge. 
“Alvy.” Dean Mars’s words were soft as he spoke. They lacked the harsh sting like that of Ruiz’s guards, but that didn’t mean the man was without violence. Those whispers Alvy had heard as a boy spoke of these men as monsters, with fangs and claws. Although so far, the rumors seemed to be false. “I need your help.”
There it is. The desperate plea for weapons was to follow. They wanted to kill, they wanted to control, they wanted more than what their eyes and minds could comprehend. “Everyone needs my help. But not in the way you think it needs to be done.”
“I know what Ruiz made you build,” Dean answered. “And I know what those weapons will do. You of all people know that we can’t let him win.”
“We?” Alvy sat up from the straw, his joints and bones popping and creaking from the sudden movement. “In all my time as a prisoner, I never considered myself a we. I was asked to work, and then when I refused, I was tortured, and then when I refused once more, my family was tortured. Is that what you will do, Governor? Is my family in the next room in chains? A blade to their throats, beaten and bloody? There is no we. There is you, and there is me.” Alvy hadn’t expected the defiance in his voice, and it wasn’t until the second governor’s hand rested on his shoulder that he realized he’d stood and was towering over Dean, who remained seated on the crate. Alvy backed to his bed and sat on the edge. 
“I am not Ruiz, Alvy,” Dean replied. “But I am a master of war. I have fought many battles, and I have killed many men. More blood has been spilt by my family than could breathe life into an entire generation. It will never be something I am proud of, but it will also never be something I am ashamed of. All men give their reasons for war, and mine have always been to protect my people, provide a better life for them and my family. Brazil is a powerful ally of trade, and diplomacy should always be, and will be, my first attempt and resolution. But not all men share that belief, as you well know.”
“All you give is words, Governor,” Alvy said. “Ruiz gave me words as well.” Alvy lifted his shirt, exposing the bruising on his stomach and chest. “He also gave me these.” He rolled up his pant legs and revealed the welts and cuts along his thighs and calves. “And these.” He turned his back to them and lifted his shirt once more, showing them the mix of old scars and fresh lashes still healing on his back. He lowered his shirt then turned to face them again. “I wonder what else you will give me?”
Dean remained silent and motionless for quite some time then finally nodded to his brother, who left. Perhaps he’s going to kill me? No, that would be too quick, easy. He knew men like these would try other methods to get what they wanted. It was just as the governor said himself: when diplomacy fails, other actions must be taken, for the good of his people.
“Alvy?”
Alvy’s heart leapt from his chest, and his arms and legs went tingly and numb. The voice was frightened and tired, but he would have recognized it in whatever form it came. “Mother.” He jumped from the hay on the bed and rushed to her, embracing her in his arms. He buried his face in her shoulder, feeling the outline of her skeleton. She felt thin, but she was alive.
His mother pulled back and cupped his face in her hands, taking a good look, tears collecting in the corners of her eyes. “My boy. My sweet boy.” She brought his forehead down to her lips and kissed him just as she did when he was a child. 
Alvy looked her over, it all seemed too unreal. “Did they hurt you? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine.” She offered a shaky smile. “Your sisters are here as well. These people have taken good care of us, although they hadn’t told us much other than you were alive.”
Hot tears burst from Alvy’s eyes, and he felt his body shake as they rolled down his cheeks. He shook his head, and his mother held him in her arms. She rocked him back and forth, rubbing his back, telling him that it was going to be all right.
“Mrs. Hughes?” Dean asked, stepping Alvy aside. “I know how important this is, but I need to continue a conversation with your son. I’ll only be a minute, and he’ll be back with you shortly.” 
His mother nodded, and Jason led her out of the room, her fingers intertwined with Alvy’s until the very last moment. The door closed behind her as she left, and Alvy collapsed back on the bed, wiping the tears from his cheeks. “So now what?” He sniffled, clearing his nose, which had forced him to breathe through his mouth. “Now you threaten me? Threaten them? Do what you want to me, but please, let them go.”
“I’ll let all of you go,” Dean replied.
Alvy lifted his head at the words, unsure of what angle the governor was playing at. “And what will that cost?”
“It will cost nothing.” Dean took a seat next to Alvy on the edge of the bed. The governor shifted slightly back and forth. “It’s funny how burdensome gifts can be. My family has birthed more killers than any should. And just as I have been burdened with my hands, you have been burdened with your mind.”
“It’s only a burden when someone turns your gifts against you.” 
“And it’s a burden that spreads to your family.” Dean sighed, looking around for some answer that seemed to elude him. “No matter what you try and do, that weight always falls on shoulders other than your own.” Dean got up, walked to the door, then stopped and turned back before he left. “I’m not here to threaten you or your family. If you choose to leave, then one of my ships will take you back to your home in Rio. You are a free man, Alvy, and your family is now safe. But I will tell you this: there is more evil than just Ruiz, and it will come to your doorstep again unless I can stop it. And it would be much easier to stop it if you chose to help me. I’ve given the same option to your colleagues. Take some time to think it over. I think we would both benefit from your meditating.”
Alvy sat there on the bed, just as Dean had found him down in the cells where Ruiz kept him, alone. There was a large portion of him that wanted to take his family, return to Rio, and leave all of this war behind. They could move to the countryside; his mother still had uncles in the farmlands. It would be peaceful there, quiet, and give him time to think, his family a chance to rebuild. 
But the nagging voice crawling from the depths of his consciousness came in the form of the governor’s words. He knew the man was right. Given the chance, evil would always spread, and while Alvy had never been the one to fight, he understood that his gifts could help defeat the evil trying to kill him. 



 
***
The moment news of Fung’s arrival reached Delun’s ears, he ordered his schedule to be cleared. The admirals and generals knew the battle plans, and Delun knew they would be pleased to hear that their emperor trusted them in handling such matters. The prospect of seeing the prototypes that Fung brought back with him couldn’t wait. 
The dock had been completely emptied per Delun’s instructions for Fung’s arrival. He didn’t want to run the risk of exposing potential military strategies to anyone who didn’t need to know them. 
“Emperor.” Fung bowed deeply, and Delun waited longer than necessary before he allowed Fung to rise. The ambassador had been gone for quite some time, and Delun wanted to make sure he remembered who held the power. When Fung finally rose, his face was red from the blood rushing to his head.
“I hope the trip went smoothly?” Delun asked.
“We ran into some Australian scouts in the Pacific, but as soon as we took a more northern route to the islands, we didn’t have any incidents. All of the weaponry I managed to confiscate made the trip without harm.”
“And the engineers?”
“Regrettably, we lost one of them in the skirmish with the Australians. A cannon blast penetrated the cabin where we held them. The others escaped with a few minor injuries, but I can assure you their minds are still intact.” 
“Then we have what we need. Show them to me.” Delun’s eye caught the massive crates being unloaded from the ships, containing the prototypes the engineers had designed. Some of them took a dozen men and the pull of horses to get them off the deck and down the docks. 
“Here they are, Emperor.” Fung gestured to four bodies huddled on the floor. They were covered in filth and smelled worse than they looked. Their skin wrapped around their bones tightly, their cheeks hollow, with dirty bandages over their wounds. “You will rise when your emperor enters!” Fung kicked one of the engineers in the leg, and the man winced.
“Enough, Ambassador.” Delun eyed him harshly, and Fung bowed out lightly. Delun knelt down to greet one of the engineers at eye level. “What is your name?” He kept his words soft, encouraging. He knew how delicate the mind could become when the body had been stressed beyond its capacity. 
“M-Manuel.” The engineer’s entire body shook as the words left his mouth. 
“Manuel, my name is Delun Ren. I am emperor here in the east.” He waited for the man to say something, anything, but Delun’s only answer was more shakes and spasms, the engineer refusing to look him in the eye. “I am not President Ruiz, Manuel. There is no need to fear me.”
Manuel looked up, his eyes bloodshot, underlined by dark circles. The sleep deprivation looked more akin to abuse than lack of rest. “M-my f-family. What h-happened to them?”
Delun glanced over to Fung, who answered on cue. “We managed to bring some of their families with us. However, not everyone was as cooperative on the journey.”
The engineers perked up, the first signs of life welling up in their eyes. They crawled on their hands and knees toward Fung, who shooed them away, then to Delun’s feet, where they bowed their heads. “Please, Emperor, please, let us see our families. We will do whatever you ask of us. Whatever you want.”
Delun forced back a smile, retaining the stoic expression he’d mastered. “I know that you have suffered.” He reached down his hand and placed it gently at the top of Manuel’s head. “But know that your sacrifices have not been in vain. Unlike Ruiz, I do not treat those with such cruelty who serve me. But”—Delun removed his hand, and Manuel lifted his head—“I do demand willful acceptance.”
Delun stepped away, and the engineers crawled forward a bit then stopped when Delun’s guard intercepted them and brought them to their feet. One of the crates that contained a prototype of the weaponry the engineers worked on rested nearby. Delun ran his hands over the cargo, the rough wood catching in the grooves of his palms. “What you have created will change the landscape of this earth. We can make it safer, better than the world we inherited. But to do that, others must understand the consequences of opposing us. Every man that fights for me, works for me, serves me, does so of their own will. I do not tolerate slaves. So, here and now I will give you a choice. Help me finish what you have built here, teach my men how to use this equipment, and you shall live like kings, and your families will become royalty. Choose not to serve me, and I will put you on a boat and return you to your homes in Brazil.”
The engineers looked to each other, unsure of what type of tricks Delun was playing. They squirmed with uncertainty. “You will let us and our families go?”
“I will.” Delun watched their expressions and the quiet murmurs they whispered to each other in their native tongue, deliberating on whether or not they could trust him. “If you need time to—”
“No,” Manuel said, rising from his knees, his malnourished body struggling with the simple task. “I wish for me and my family to return home.”
Delun nodded. “Very well, and the rest?” 
Slowly, one by one, the engineers stood then walked over to Delun and bowed. “We pledge you our service, Emperor.” Each of them took their turns bowing, offering their allegiance, and stepping aside.
“A wise choice,” Delun said then turned to Manuel. “For all of you. Fung will take care of the necessary details for each of your wants and needs. I thank each of you for your honesty.”
Fung led away those that had chosen to stay with Delun, leaving Manuel isolated. Delun dismissed the guards watching them, which left Delun and Manuel alone. The emperor walked over to the engineer and wrapped his fingers around Manuel’s thin arm, barely anything there but skin and bone. “You are married, Manuel?”
“Yes,” Manuel answered, following Delun down the docks. “My wife was pregnant when Ruiz took me. It’s been nearly a year, and I have never seen my child.” A tear cut its way through the grime on his cheek. “A child should know their father.”
“Yes, they should.” Delun nodded, agreeing. “It’s a hard life, never knowing the man that helped create you. It was a burden in my own young life. But then again, it gave me the drive to become the man I am now.”
They reached the end of the docks. Waves rolled in, lapping lightly against the wooden pillars. Delun glanced out at the vastness of the horizon, a few of the islands rising up in the distance. “We are but a small speck of dirt in the time of the world.”
“When do I get to see my family?” Manuel asked, his eyes squinting from the sunlight.
“You are a brilliant man, Manuel. What you’ve been able to accomplish will propel us forward decades, and we will continue to build upon what you’ve given us.” Delun turned to the engineer and grabbed the back of his neck firmly. “But I cannot risk your mind falling into the hands of anyone other than me.”
“But you said—”
Delun brought his other hand around and in one quick jerk snapped Manuel’s neck like a toothpick. Manuel’s body collapsed on the dock, his head rocking awkwardly in the position where his body fell. “I will take care of your family though. Your child will know me as their father, and your wife will know me in her bed. I promise you that.” Delun kicked the corpse into the water, and it splashed into the waves, where it was carried out to sea. 



Chapter 3
The man on the operating table convulsed, blood dripping from his mouth as he screamed in pain. Even with his arms and legs tied down, Kemena feared that he could still break free. “Hold him!” Two of his comrades did their best to keep him steady, but even with their help, she had trouble pulling the bullets from his leg and torso.
Kemena had pulled the tourniquets around the wounds tight, doing her best to keep the patient’s blood inside him where it belonged, but the number of bullet wounds was making it difficult to keep it that way. 
Sweat beaded on Kemena’s forehead as her steady hand maneuvered through the ragged and torn flesh. Each dig into muscle and bone triggered another spasm and scream from the soldier, his face turning pale and his lips a light shade of blue. He’s not going to make it.
“Please, god, stop! Stop it, please! AHHH!” 
Blood stained the entire front of Kemena’s apron and her arms and shoulders; it was as if she wore a crimson dress that slowly dripped to the floor. The muscle under her eye twitched as she felt the edge of the tweezers scrape the metal of the bullet, but just as she grabbed hold, the soldier spasmed in pain once more, and it disappeared behind a layer of muscle. She pushed deeper, finding it again, then yanked it out.
“Dr. Mars.”
“Just keep him still.” She moved to the next wound, digging into the flesh, a fresh layer of blood welling up from his skin and spilling over the side of his leg. She removed the bullet quickly before he could spasm once more.
“Dr. Mars,” the nurse repeated.
“What?” But when Kemena looked up, she realized the soldier was motionless. She pressed her fingers to the vein on his neck and felt nothing. “Wheel him out and put him with the rest. Who’s next?”
The other nurses brought in the next patient before she had a chance to wipe her hands. The soldier’s left arm dangled from fibers of muscle and tendon around the shoulder. He was still conscious, looking away from the wound, as if ignoring it would make it any less real. The moment Kemena saw it, she knew it would have to come off. “I’ll need tourniquets and the blade.”
“Please, no! Let me keep it. I need to keep it.” The soldier begged in the pained voice of a child, lips protruded, eyes red, face wet with sweat and tears. “Save it. Please, save it.”
“It’s too far detached from the muscle. Even if I—”
“I know you can!” The soldier’s scream echoed through the small space, fierce enough to freeze everyone in place. Only Kemena walked over to him, examining the wound more closely.
More than half of the skin and muscle had been torn, and the arm was dislocated from the socket. A portion of the collarbone had been chipped along with the connecting humerus. Some of the tendons had been sliced through, but a few remained attached. “I’ll have to put the arm back into place before we start.”
“Dr. Mars, do you thi—”
“I think you should help keep him down.” Kemena snapped then turned to the soldier. “I can’t promise you that this will work, and even if you heal properly, there’s no telling how useful the arm will be. There’s been a lot of nerve damage.”
“Do it.” The soldier answered without hesitation or fear. 
Kemena grabbed a wooden bite stick and placed it in his mouth. “Bite down hard.” She lifted the man’s arm, and his entire body shook along with his scream. With all of her strength, she twisted the arm back and up until she heard the loud pop of the joint sliding back into the socket. 
The bite stick fell from the man’s mouth as he blacked out, the rush of pain too much for his mind to handle. Kemena prodded the exposed meat and flesh with her fingers, getting a grasp for the amount of thread needed. “I’ll need a longer needle, and bring me some sterilizing alcohol.” Her better judgment told her just to hack the arm off now that the soldier was asleep. The likelihood of infection with a wound of this size was almost certain. It would be the silent killer that used the shoulder to creep into his heart and lungs, shutting him down. But she stubbornly took the needle and thread from the nurse’s hands and went to work.
Sporadic crisscross lines formed a semicircle over the bloodstained flesh, and bits of skin protruded through the threading. Kemena rinsed the wound with water and had one of the nurses wrap it. “Any other emergencies?”
“No, Doctor. Only those with a few minor afflictions now. The rest died from their injuries.” The nurse said it so matter-of-factly that Kemena could only nod in answer.
The fight with Rodion had been less like a battle and more akin to a massacre. The entire capital was evacuated, and what remained of their army helped keep watch for any of Rodion’s men that may have followed, although she was told by their scouts that more than likely his forces would stay in the capital to strategize their next move. 
General Monaghan waited for her outside the tent, and she was surprised to see him. “Governess, I need to have a word with you in private.”
“Of course.” Whatever the general planned on telling her couldn’t be positive news. His face looked just as pale and defeated as those of the men she’d treated on the operating table. It was an expression that had run rampant like a plague through the entire camp. Fear and doubt had firmly gripped everyone’s minds and caused everyone to walk with a hunch or a limp. It was at least a three-minute walk to her quarters, and in that time she didn’t see one citizen cast their eyes up from the dirt.
Once beyond the range of the ears of the people, General Monaghan gestured for her to sit. “Kemena, we don’t have enough men or supplies to fend off another assault from Rodion’s army. We need to migrate everyone east and wait for Dean and Jason to return.”
“General, over half of our population is wounded,” Kemena replied. “Anyone who isn’t healthy will die before we reach the wastelands, and that’s if they survive the journey through the mountains.”
“I understand the difficult nature of this decision, but you have to hear me when I say that if we stay, it is the end. The wasteland clans are nowhere to be seen, and without a fresh supply of men and more weapons, there isn’t anything we can do.”
Kemena knew why the general was so hard pressed for her to stamp this decision with her blessing. With Lance now gone, she and her nephews were the only surviving Mars family left. And while she was neither a military genius nor the elected governor of the region, her word carried weight. The people would move if she told them to, and they would stay if she did. “Where is his body now?” 
“Kemena, we need—”
“We need a miracle, General. Now, where is my brother-in-law’s body?”
Monaghan offered a sigh of defeat and scratched the thin white hairs on the back of his head. “What’s left of Lance’s crewmen set up his tent and placed him inside.”
“No one sees him before my husband and his brother. And do not let the boys see him. Especially Sam. He’s too young. And Kit will be too angry.” Kemena stood then removed the bloody apron. “Take me to him.”
Lance’s tent was engirded by dirtied and bloodied men, kneeling with their heads down. The scene before her looked as if a king had just died, their once-invincible shroud torn, exposing them to their own mortality. 
Inside, Lance’s body lay flat and raised on top of a wooden table. Canice didn’t look up when Kemena stepped inside; she only kept hold of Lance’s hand, cupped between both of hers. 
“Canice?” Kemena kept her words soft and quiet. She paced around to face Canice, and saw that the woman’s eyes were bloodshot, the flesh underneath puffy and swollen. Her arms and hands were covered in small cuts, but the knuckles on her right hand were the worst. Kemena reached out her hand. “You should let me look at that.”
Canice finally made eye contact and pulled her hand away, keeping Lance’s clutched tight. Her lip trembled, and she slowly slipped from her chair and fell to her knees, crying once she hit the floor.
Kemena rushed to catch her, gently removing Lance’s cold hand from Canice’s. The sobs were silent at first then wanted between random shrieks. The two women sat on the floor until Canice’s grief ran dry. 
“He didn’t see this coming,” Canice said, staring back up at the body on the table. “None of us saw this. It’s like… this was a punishment, for every terrible deed behind closed doors and the whispers down alleys. This wasn’t how it was supposed to end.”
“It’s not over yet,” Kemena replied, looking at Lance. His body lay naked, save for the stitches from the wounds that killed him. 
Canice’s upper lip curled, her grief morphing into rage as she hardened her face. “Rodion will die for this. I will make him pay. One way or another.” She clenched her fists tight till they cracked and the cuts on her knuckles pumped fresh blood. She pulled something from her pocket, a pendulum dangling from a silver chain, just like the one she’d seen Dean wear for most of his life. She took Kemena’s hand and placed it in her palm. 
“Lance gave this to you?” The silver of the pendulum was stained with dry blood. Kemena turned it over in her hands, the metal sphere warm from Canice’s touch. She’d never noticed Lance wear it before, although he spent most of his time on the ship. “Why?”
“He didn’t say.” Canice brushed the hair off of Lance’s forehead then leaned down and kissed his lips. Kemena blushed at the sight of such a private moment, and just before Canice was out of the tent, she reached out and grabbed her arm, but Canice twisted away. 
Kemena understood how much she was hurting, but there were larger stakes than just her revenge. “If you want to honor Lance, then stay with us. It’s what he would have done.”
“Don’t!” Canice thrust her finger into Kemena’s face, the rage from earlier returning. “You don’t get to twist his death into something you can use. And I have no loyalty to you or the generals here, as do none of the crewmen from the Sani. The time for honor is done. I mean to seek revenge.” And with that she disappeared, leaving Kemena alone in the tent, clutching the bloody pendulum. 
Kemena knew that Canice was sending herself on a suicide mission. And while she didn’t doubt Canice’s ability to fight, nor her stamina for fending off failure, she knew blindness when she saw it. 



 
*** 
Women’s screams pierced the air sporadically through the night. Those that hadn’t fled quickly enough were passed around the camp greedily, every man eager for his turn. The cries of anguish brought a smile to Rodion’s face as he paced through the governor’s house in the Northwest capital. He knew he would burn the entire city eventually then rebuild his own, but for now the accommodations were to his liking. 
Rodion enjoyed the fact that he was in Dean Mars’s home. He relished sleeping in his bed, drinking his ale, and eating his food. All that was left was to kill the man himself, and his occupation would be complete.
The battle had been a landslide. The swords and powdered rifles of their enemy did little against the AK-47s Rodion had provided his men. Fires still burned in the north, torching the dead in massive piles that dotted the battlefield. As much as Rodion enjoyed the cold, the warmth from that fire was better than any tundra he’d set foot on.
And the fires would continue to burn the farther Rodion marched his men south and then to the east, taking the entire continent, killing anyone that opposed him and enslaving any too craven to die by his hand. The foundation for his empire had been laid, and he would raise it higher, one corpse at a time. 
“Lieutenant!” Rodion roared from inside the house, and a round-faced officer burst through the door, bringing with him louder screams from the women in the streets. 
“Yes, General?”
“Send word to Delun. Tell him the Northwest is ours, and we require ships to keep the port.” Rodion had received no word from his ally for nearly a week. And he knew the Mars governors would return with the might of their fleet, and when they did he would be exposed on the coast. 
The wooden floorboards creaked with every step of Rodion’s heavy boot. The house had been left in haste, clothes discarded, dishes dirtied on the tables and counters. A painting of the governor and his wife hung in the living room. Rodion picked it off the wall, nearly tearing the canvas in the process.
“General!” One of the officers hurried into the house, clutching his side as he caught his breath. “General, we’ve found one of the governor’s advisors.” Two soldiers dragged an elderly man into the living room and tossed him on the ground. His face was covered in soot and dust. He spread his liver-spotted hands across the floor and struggled to push himself up. The soldier kicked him in the ribs impatiently. “Up, you dog! You stand when facing the general.”
Rodion took a few steps forward while the man still lay on his back, gasping for breath and clutching the point where the soldier had kicked him. “You work for the governor?”
“I’m… a teacher.” The words left between wheezed breaths. 
Rodion raised his brows, setting the picture down gently. “And what do you teach your governor?” 
“History.” The old man pushed himself to sit upright but then collapsed once again after a quick gasp. He writhed on the floor, his face twisted in pain. 
“Pick him up,” Rodion said, and the two soldiers lifted the professor onto a chair, where he hunched over, still unable to sit straight. Rodion towered over the old man and could see the aged skin where hair no longer covered his head. “What history have you taught the governor?” But the old man seemed to only be able to focus on controlling his own breath. Each wheezing gasp was accompanied by a light whine. “He left you behind to die. And he will not be able to come and save you. Tell us what you know, and I will promise you a quick death.”
The professor looked up, his eyes on the patch of sickle and stars on Rodion’s arm. He reached his hand up and pointed, his finger wobbling up and down. “Those symbols have been beaten before. They do not provide you with any immunity.” The finger dropped, and he leaned back in the chair. 
Rodion snatched one of the rifles from his men and pressed the end of the barrel into the professor’s skull. “This will immunize me against defeat.” He placed his finger on the trigger. “You know about my people’s history? What have you told your governor about us? Hmm? Have you fed him lies of what happened in the Great War? My people have survived. The legend of the Mars family ends with me.”
The teacher’s head trembled from the pressure of the rifle against his skull. “Dean Mars will find a way to beat you.”
Rodion knocked the butt of the rifle across the teacher’s head, leaving a gash three inches long as the old man tumbled out of the chair and to the floor, where he lay there lifeless. The soldiers picked him up and went to drag him outside, but Rodion had another plan. “Wait!”
The two soldiers froze then set the body down. Rodion stepped along the faint trail of blood from the teacher’s wound. “If this is an advisor that Governor Mars listens to, then perhaps I should have him deliver a message.” Rodion pulled a knife from his belt and cut the old man’s shirt open. He pressed the tip of his blade into the teacher’s chest and carved downward.



Chapter 4
The Pacific fleet met Dean and the Atlantic fleet along the dead coast in the south. With it they brought the news of the capital’s fall, as well as their brother’s death. It was all Dean could do to act relieved that at least his wife and nephews had survived. And the baby. 
Jason punched the wall in Dean’s cabin, cracking the wooden board in half and leaving a stain that resembled a bloodied version of his fist. “How could they let this happen?” Jason paced around the room, gently shaking his bloody hand, his eyes looking for another board to break. “How did Rodion get that type of weaponry?”
“Sit down, Jason.” Dean kept his cool demeanor, and his tone at the very least triggered Jason’s hands to release the tight clench they held. He turned his attention back to the messenger Monaghan had sent. “Where is Rodion’s army now?”
The soldier couldn’t have been older than Dean’s nephew, Kit, but the boy was significantly less confident than his own blood. Even when the young soldier stood at attention, he fidgeted. “They’ve made camp in the capital. They’ve sent out scouts along the coast and farther south, but he’s shown no movement over the past few days.”
Savoring the victory. “Anything else?”
The grunt shifted uncomfortably. “The governess requested a time for your brother’s funeral.”
Jason sat down, the rage falling with him. For Dean it was all too surreal. Having lost both Fred and Lance within the span of only a month had been the most Mars blood shed in nearly three years. “It will be discussed upon our return. For now, tell her to make what preparations she deems necessary. I have full confidence in her judgment. You’re dismissed.”
“Yes, sir!” The boy saluted and quickly left the room, the guard closing the door behind him and locking both Dean and Jason in the room alone. 
Dean found the pendulum around his neck and cradled it gently. He looked over and saw Jason doing the same. The silver sphere felt smooth and cool against his fingertips. “We’ll have to decide who will go, and soon. We can’t afford to risk another one of us dying, and I won’t put such a burden on Kit to go in our stead if we perish.”
“I know,” Jason replied. He leaned forward, letting go of the necklace, and it dangled from his neck, swaying slightly with the rock of the boat. “How the hell did Rodion get those weapons?”
“Hawthorne.” The name left Dean’s mouth involuntarily, and Jason eyed him, confused. “The professor tried talking to me before I departed to Brazil, telling me about the symbols he saw and the letter we received from Lance about the modern weapons being traded on Australia’s black market. He warned me that the Russians could have found an old factory and started producing the weapons on a large scale. I wasn’t sure if I didn’t believe him because of his proof or because I was afraid of what it would mean if it was true.”
“Well, with Ruiz pulling a fast one on us with the Chinese, there’s no reason to doubt that he was sending supplies to the Russians too.”
Dean shook his head. “It just doesn’t make any sense. The Russians haven’t had any global trading presence since the Great War. They’ve kept to themselves. If they were getting that much ore from Brazil, we would have seen it.” Dean leaned forward, resting his elbows on the finished glaze of his desk. “Do you remember Uncle Matt’s stories of his trip west from the southeast shore?”
“When he sailed to Europe?”
“Yeah.”
Jason shrugged. “Not really. I was ten when he died in the Island Wars, and he wasn’t around much.”
“He mentioned heading down to the African continent to see if there were any trading posts he could find along the coast.” The thought connected to something else Hawthorne had tried to tell him. 
“Did he?”
“No,” Dean said, disappointed in the memory. “But that was almost twenty years ago. Things may have changed since then. It certainly changed for us. If the Russians opened up a trading line with the Africans, then that could be where they were getting so much of their supplies. “
“Then where have the Africans been in this war? It’s just us, the Aussies, Chinese, Brazilians, and Russians. If they had an alliance with Rodion and Delun, you’d think they’d be inclined to offer soldiers or ships, neither of which we’ve seen.”
“We’ll have another chat with the professor when we go ashore.” But even as the words left Dean’s mouth, he couldn’t help but feel troubled by the churning pit in his stomach. If the losses were as great as Monaghan had written in his message, then they couldn’t help the Australians until they’d reclaimed the ground they’d lost. Rodion still didn’t have a navy, and as long as Delun stayed near the islands, they had time to regroup. 
Dean and Jason both ascended to the deck, and Dean’s confidence was further solidified by the might of their fleet behind them. The farther north they sailed and the closer they moved to the coast, the faster Dean’s heart beat. He couldn’t explain his nervousness or the sense of foreboding that plagued his mind. It could be the unknown of just how vast Rodion’s army was or the fact that for the first time in half a century, there were weapons greater than what his soldiers possessed. At least for now.
The southern-coast clans had no real port to speak of, so when Dean’s fleet arrived, they were forced to anchor offshore and take the tenders onto the sandy beaches and hike their provisions up the cliffs. It was slow going, a few of the horses and men nearly losing their footing on the way up. 
When Dean arrived at the camp, his heart sank at the sight of his people, huddled in tents and huts, taken from their homes and forced into exile. The melancholy was palpable, and more than once Dean caught the nasty snarl of rage cast his way. He was losing their trust. If the deterioration of their faith continued, Dean wouldn’t have just Rodion’s army to worry about.
“This can’t be real.” Jason snuck up behind Dean, his face and clothes already covered in a light layer of sand, kicked up from the coastal winds. 
“Governors.” General Monaghan’s was the first friendly face they saw, and he walked over with haste, accompanied by a few of his officers, all of whom kept their hands on the hilts of their swords. Dean wondered if they were already having issues with keeping the peace. “It’s good to see you alive and whole.”
Dean clasped the old general’s shoulder. “And you as well.” He turned back to Jason and the rest of the captains he’d brought. “I want you to bring up the provisions from the fleet. Food and medicines first, then ammunition.” The people need to remember that we’re here to help.
Jason seemed to understand the tone and quickly echoed the orders to the others, while Dean followed the general to the tent. The walk allowed the people to see that their governor was still alive and was a chance for him to see how they felt about it.
The sentiment amongst Dean’s people was mixed. Half the faces he passed wore expressions of hope and gratitude. The others tossed their grunts and begrudged moans as the governor walked by. There hadn’t been this much dissent among his people since before the wasteland-clan wars. 
But the moment Dean saw Kemena, every burden washed away. They clutched each other hungrily, their bodies pressed tight. Even through the thick wool of her dress and his clothes, he felt the heat from her body, a warmth that he’d longed for over the past weeks. When he pulled his face back, he watched her wipe a tear from the corner of her eye quickly. 
“Governor.” The general waited at the entrance to his quarters, eager to debrief him on the climate of war but doing his best to keep a gentle hand in front of Kemena.
“It’s okay,” Kemena said, cupping the rough beard that had grown on his cheek. “I’ll be here when you get out.”
Dean kissed her then gently placed his hand over her stomach. At the entrance to Monaghan’s quarters,  he turned back to see her still standing in the same spot, and again he saw it, the lighthouse on the coast, guiding him home, letting him know that no matter how bad things were or how bleak they would become, he could always find his way back.
General Monaghan immediately went to the map, the figures of their enemy swarming over the capital and much of the lands to the south. “Governor, the losses we suffered during Rodion’s first wave of attack were crippling. We held the capital for as long as we could, but his advanced weaponry was too much. He has armored vehicles, automatic weapons, and the radios to communicate his battle efforts in real time. With the casualties at the capital, our fighting force is down sixty percent.”
The number nearly collapsed Dean into his chair. “How many wounded?” He knew they couldn’t withstand another assault from Rodion’s men. Without more men and weapons, their next battle would be their last, even with the efforts of their fleet.
“Five percent,” Monaghan said, shrugging. “It was much higher, but the lack of medical supplies brought it down significantly. Sir”—Monahan moved closer—“we can’t keep control of our own lands.”
“And what of the clans?” Dean asked. “Did they suffer the same casualties as us?” 
A few of the officers glowered angrily and others cast their gaze down, but only Monaghan looked him in the eye. “Sir, the clans never arrived. We haven’t heard a word from them since the fighting began.”
Dean smacked the figurines off the table, sending them flying into the cloth tent walls and then crashing to the dirt and sand. Half the map hung from the table, while the end with Rodion’s forces kept the parchment anchored. “Craven bastards.” 
The clans had pledged their alliance, swore they would fight together. If they had shown, it could have been the difference between retreat and victory. It would have easily pushed the number of soldiers in battle back to their favor. They could have flanked Rodion, taken his weapons, turned the tide, they could have—
“Governor?” Monaghan asked.
Dean’s knuckles whitened from the hard grip on the table. His entire was body tense, his spine so stiff it could snap in half. “Has Rodion made any demands? Any attempts to send an emissary?”
“No, Governor.”
Dean didn’t expect Rodion to; the Russian was winning handily, and Dean had no idea when Rodion would order his soldiers to march. Time was of the essence. Dean regained his reserve and pulled the map back up to the table, the officers helping replace the fallen figurines. He tapped the Northwest port, clear of any of Rodion’s ships. “We’ll send the fleet north to the capital and bombard Rodion’s forces by sea. If we’re lucky, the Australians have given Delun enough trouble for him to call back the ships he leant Rodion to ferry his men across the Pacific. We’ll need to outfit each vessel with as many long-range guns as possible. There’s no way of telling what other technology Rodion may have at his disposal.”
“We think he’s already shown us his hand, Governor,” Monaghan said. “Rodion doesn’t strike me as a man to hold back.”
“Nor do I, but with the casualties at what they are, we can’t take any chances.” Dean moved his finger to Jason’s region in the east. “Have we received any word of attacks in the southeast?” God help them if Rodion had managed to already send forces. It was their last remaining stronghold.
“No, sir. The southeast has yet to be touched.”
“Let’s hope it stays that way. I want supply lines opened up immediately, whatever support can be lent will be had. If Rodion chooses to advance before or even during our naval bombardment, then we won’t have the ability to protect our people from slaughter, and continuing south will only take us farther away from food and water. There isn’t anything in the deserts that can help us.”
“And the wasteland clans?” the general asked.
The fact that they had gone back on their word and left Dean’s people to fight alone was cause for concern. Rodion may have reached out to them, bribed them, but that didn’t fit the general’s profile. “I’ll ride out and meet them myself, try and discover what happened.” He hoped it was nothing more than a lack of communication, but the fact that they’d received no word at all didn’t give the belief much weight.
Jason entered, and the generals and officers gave a slight bow. He looked over the map then to Dean. “Gentlemen, I need the room.” The tent emptied, and Jason took a seat in the corner, his knees bouncing uncomfortably, but remained silent. Finally, just before Dean was about to speak up, Jason broke his silence. “I want to take a team into the camp and kill Rodion.”
“Jason, that’s folly. You’d be dead before you made it past the sentries.” Dean waved the idea off, but his brother kept pushing.
“We get some of our best men, ones that know the land better than we do.” Jason rose from the chair, inching forward, keeping his voice hushed. “We go at night. If we can get rid of Rodion, the rest will be too scatterbrained to mount any type of strategy, and we can pick them apart.”
Dean rounded on his younger brother, shoving him hard in the chest and pushing him back. “Lance isn’t even in the ground yet, and you’re looking to join him?”
Jason’s temper flared, and he flipped the table, the figurines crashing to the sand and earth. His face flushed red and the vein along his neck pulsated with rage. “Two of our brothers are dead! Killed by the order of the same man!”
“This isn’t just about our brothers anymore, Jason, it’s about our people, our land! We are holding on by a thread! You don’t think I want revenge? You don’t think I want to see Rodion’s head on a spike after I take it from his body with my own two hands? You’re being foolish, brother, and I won’t allow your own follies to kill what family we have left.”
Jason lunged at Dean, tackling him to the dirt. They toppled over one another, and the generals and officers rushed back inside and peeled them off one another. It took three soldiers apiece to keep them at bay. “No!” Dean shoved them back. “Let him go.”
“Governors, this is no time—”
“Let him go!” Dean’s orders rolled through the tent like thunder, and the officers complied. Jason lurched forward, his fists raised, his collar hanging loose from his neck. “If this is how you want it to be, brother, fine.” Dean charged, barreling into Jason, pummeling his ribcage with his fist, until Dean’s assault ended with a knee to his chin.
Dean’s head popped up, blood and spit flying overhead. Another blinding hit connected with Dean’s left cheek, spinning the room into a blur. He landed on all fours in the dirt, his ears ringing and a sharp pain in his jaw every time he swallowed. When he looked up, Jason was already on him, but he tripped his younger brother, pinning him to the earth in a headlock with his legs wrapped around Jason’s waist, immobilizing him. Jason gurgled, his skin purpling from the lack of oxygen. He smacked Dean’s arm, twisting, flailing his limbs to free himself. Finally, Dean felt Jason’s body relax, the fight slipping from him, and Dean released his grip, tossing Jason to the side. 
Jason gasped for breath, his body shaking from the rush of adrenaline. Dean pushed himself off the ground. He was covered in dirt, his face a bright red where Jason had hit him, and blood dripped from a gash in his chin. “Send for the doctor. My brother seems to have lost his breath.”
Jason rubbed his throat, his face still flushed, and spit dripped from the corner of his mouth. “We can’t let Rodion win.” He rolled to his back in the dirt, the general and officers still in the room. “I can’t let him walk out of this alive. Even if it kills me.”
Dean shared the same rage that ran through Jason’s veins. War was in their blood, and vengeance was just one of the many symptoms the affliction caused. “He won’t win. Not if you go to the vault.”
While Jason clutched the pendulum at his neck, the generals and officers looked at each other questioningly. Monaghan was the first to speak. “Governor, what are you talking about?”
Dean walked over to his brother and extended a hand, pulling Jason out of the dirt. He removed both his and Fred’s necklaces, letting them dangle from his fingertips. “The old installation, General. It’s time.”
Monaghan shook his head. “Dean, whatever is inside that place no longer has any function. Your grandfather tried that years ago. The knowledge is lost.”
“The Brazilian engineers can help us,” Jason replied. “And for what they’ve built for the Chinese, we’ll need it.”



 
***
Once Dean departed to speak with the wasteland clans, Jason was left with the task of leading the engineers to the vault. In reality, it was a fortified room deep in the belly of the mountains just to the northeast. It had been built by the leaders before the Great War and for a brief time was a place for protection. But a lack of food had caused Jason’s grandfather to lead his family and what people survived the bombs of the Great War and travel to the west coast, where they eventually settled in the northwest where the capital of the region resides today.
Jason’s grandfather had kept the vault a secret. While much of the equipment there was no longer functional without a working power grid, he had the hope that one day they could restore some of their past. And if war started again as it had in the Great War, then the vault would be a valuable asset in that fight.
An armed escort followed Jason and the engineers, but he insisted that it be a small party. He knew the camp couldn’t afford to lose too many resources with the march east. However, he did appreciate the extra guns. The sect that guarded the vault did so at all costs, and he wasn’t sure what he would be walking into.
The engineers kept huddled together in the middle of the soldiers Jason brought. The trail to the vault was treacherous, the pathways narrow, and one peek over the side to the jagged rocks and cliffs thousands of feet below was enough to disorient any man. 
The winds threatened their pace and their lives, trying to blow them back down the side of the mountain. The higher they rose, the colder it became. Jason’s fingers grew stiff around the rifle barrel he kept close. He maintained vigilance, constantly scanning the horizon for lookouts or any marauders that still lived in the mountains. 
While most of the population was centered in the northwest and southeast regions and along the wastelands, there were still stories of those that lived in the mountains. The original sect that stayed behind to guard the vault had split in two a long time ago.
Half of the sect wished to remain loyal to their cause of guarding the vault Jason’s grandfather contracted them to keep safe; the other half wished to move on with their lives. Every few years his father would send a rider to check on the vault, and only half of those men ever returned. It was never truly clear who killed the messengers. Whether it was the half that had deserted their post or an overactive response from the vault’s sentries, they could never be sure. 
Jason turned a corner, and in the distance he saw the path narrow to the point where only one man could cross. It was so tight he would have to hug the mountain, but once across, he would be rewarded with the vault that rested less than one hundred yards from where he stood. 
Jason clutched the pendulums around his neck, all four of them clanking together. He tucked them into his shirt and looked back at the engineers, all three of them quivering. “I’ll go over first and secure a rope, but you’ll have to be careful when you cross.”
“And if you fall?” Alvy Hughes asked, knowing full well they wouldn’t be able to enter the vault without the pendulums he possessed.
“Then make sure you find my body quickly.” Jason scooted his first foot onto the narrow ledge, the width of his boot too large for the small patch of rock. He shouldered the rifle, grasping the side of the mountain as he inched forward slowly. Each scoot sent another tumble of gravel down the mountain, and Jason’s fingers searched for grooves along the rocks, pulling himself forward.
Twice he slipped and nearly fell to his death, his fingertips flushed white as he clung to safety. Jason slid his foot forward, his legs trembling from the strained effort of balancing on the tight wire of rock. At points the ledge itself completely disappeared, and Jason stretched his foot across the empty void, his toe scraping the ledge of the next footing, then leapt over the stretch of space, nearly twisting his ankle on the landing. 
Finally, the ledge widened, and Jason arrived on the other side. He untied the rope from his waist and anchored the end with a spike into the side of the mountain. He tied another spike to the opposite end then flung the cord across the ravine, one of the soldiers catching it before it fell. “Tie it off, and let me know when it’s sec—”
The bullet that whizzed by Jason’s left ear nearly deafened him, and the ricochet off the mountain nearly killed him. Jason slammed into the rocks for cover, but the protruding angles offered little protection. 
Jason eyed the horizon, reaching for his rifle, searching for the shooter among the cliffs and jagged rocks, but saw nothing. He looked back behind him, the soldiers all aiming their rifles along the rocks, looking for the shooter as well. “See anything?”
“No, Governor!”
The air was dead quiet save for the wind that blew through the mountain passes. Jason listened for any slide of rock, any click of hammer, but heard nothing. He stepped out from his cover, and another bullet ricocheted next to his head. But this time he saw the shooter’s position and fired. “To the left of the vault!”
Gunshots echoed behind him as the soldiers fired at the ridge but were soon cut short by another volley from their aggressors, two of his men taking bullets while the engineers pulled the wounded to cover. The gunfire increased, and Jason sprinted for the vault, bullets splintering off the stone around him. He slid to a stop near the vault’s entrance and fumbled for the pendulums around his neck. He’d need at least three other hands to open the door; the locks were too far apart. “I am Governor Jason Mars!” The gunshots ended, and Jason reloaded his rifle. 
“Son of Luke?” The voice echoed off the rocks. 
Jason slowly emerged from the side of the mountain with his hands in the air, still searching for the shooters. He looked over to the soldiers and engineers, motioning for them to keep their guns lowered. Finally, a man rose from behind a wall of rock. He kept a modern rifle crooked under his arm and the barrel aimed at Jason’s head. “I am.”
Four others emerged from the surrounding rocks, all wielding the same type of rifles, and kept their guns up as the leader made his way down the side of the mountain. His clothes were old, worn, bulky, and built for colder weather and the rough terrain of the landscape. Yet while his body looked old, his face still exhibited the tight expressions of youth. “My father told me of Luke Mars.” The young man jumped the last few feet and landed gracefully on the same ledge of rock where Jason stood in front of the vault. “He died up here protecting whatever’s under this rock. Told me to do the same.” He eyed Jason suspiciously, his comrades staying in their positions on the high ground. “I was told Luke Mars had four sons.”
Jason slowly reached for the pendulums around his neck and untucked them from the collar of his shirt. All four silver spheres dangled over his chest. “He did. My brother Dean and I are all that’s left. War is upon us.”
The young man kept a bead on Jason as he plucked one of the silver spheres and pinched it between his fingers, then pressed the rifle’s barrel against Jason’s stomach. “Did your father tell you what’s inside?” The words left his mouth in a tone of wonderment, soft. 
Jason stepped back, removing both the rifle’s barrel from his stomach and the man’s fingers from the sphere. “No. He didn’t.” Jason slowly moved his finger to the trigger but kept the rifle at his side to avoid any knee-jerk reactions from the others. 
“Fathers tend to protect us from that which they think will kill us.” The young man finally took his gaze off the pendulum and looked Jason in the eye then lowered his rifle. “All clear!” The men lowered their weapons, and Jason exhaled, the tension built up in his body releasing. “My name is Fuller.” 
Jason turned back to his men and the engineers across the ledge. “Is there another way across?”
“Yes,” Fuller answered. He gestured to the southwest, back from where they had come. “A small path diverts about a mile back. It’s hidden, and the unknowing eye wouldn’t see it. It starts off hard, but after a quarter mile it opens up into an easy walk.”
Once it was determined the wounds on his soldiers were nothing more than flesh bites, they started the trek back down the mountain with the aid of one of Fuller’s scouts. Fuller then sent the others back to camp, telling them of Jason’s arrival. “It’ll be big news for everyone. There hasn’t been a Mars here in nearly thirty years. Most of those that had seen one are dead.”
“How many of you are up here?” Jason didn’t imagine it was a large community that could survive in this landscape. He saw nothing but rocks. No water or soil to grow food. Any provisions that were sent up would have been depleted long ago.
“About a hundred, but with winter coming, that number will plummet with the temperatures.” Fuller sat on a rock, resting his rifle across his lap, then started dismantling it. “Our people don’t live to grow old up here.” He wiped down the parts, cleaning each piece with a dirtied rag. “We were wondering if the Mars family even existed anymore.” He motioned over to the vault; the metal and steel looked aged and worn compared to the hard rock intermixed around the large bolts and joints. “There won’t be a man or woman in our village that won’t want to come see it open. Half of us believe that it’s empty.”
“And the other half?” It was a question Jason himself had pondered. While his father had described some of what would be inside, he’d never seen the contents firsthand either. What lay beneath the tons of mountain might be nothing but dust now. 
“The other half believe the moment that vault is opened, hell itself will be released back onto earth, devouring all that’s left of our world.” Fuller chuckled after the words left him.
“Is that what you believe?” Jason asked.
Fuller took a moment to weigh the question, slowly putting his rifle back together. It was a modern Jason had never seen before, better than any of the weapons in their arsenal. From the look of the weapon’s sights, Fuller had missed hitting Jason on purpose. “I believe that you are here because you need something. Whatever lies in that mountain, you think it can save you. Whether it will, well, that’s another story entirely.”
Once the rest of Jason’s party returned, he offered one key to Alvy, one to his lieutenant, and the other to Fuller. Jason twisted the sphere on the pendulum until a small key protruded. The others mimicked his motions, and each found the grooves of the lock on the thick steel door. “On three.” Jason looked at them spread out across the vault’s surface. “One. Two. Three.” 
All four men twisted their keys at the same time, and the resulting coordination was a loud clank that thudded through the thick vault door, gears turning and whining as if they would break and crumble from their lack of motion in the past fifty years. 
The latches locking the door in place burst from the rock, bits of dust falling from each mechanism from the top all the way to the bottom. Jason stood back as the vault door creaked open. The weight of the door rattled the rocks of the mountain as it opened. 
A rush of cold air greeted Jason as he stepped inside. The only light offered was from the rays of sun behind him. The ground felt smooth and even under his feet. He walked as far as the light would take him then stopped, groping the walls for guidance.
“What do you see?” Fuller asked, shouting from the vault’s entrance.
“Nothing.” Jason’s voice echoed through the darkness. The walls felt smooth under his hands as well. No bumps or grooves. He’d never felt a stretch of rock this smooth for this long. He looked behind him, and he’d walked so far that the light at the entrance had nearly been consumed by darkness. “Bring in some lanterns! I don’t know how far this hall go—”
White light blinded Jason, and he squinted his eyelids shut, which did little to block out the luminous rays bursting around him. He held his hands over his eyes to help shield himself, and he was deaf to the shouts of his men screaming at the vault’s entrance.
Slowly, Jason opened his eyes, his pupils adjusting to the brightness. He blinked furiously, shaking his head. Blurred figures suddenly took shape, but their forms were unlike anything he’d ever seen before. The tunnel he’d walked through had suddenly opened up into one enormous room, stretching farther than his eyes could see. 
“Governor!” Fuller shouted, coming up from behind, but then he stopped dead in his tracks as his eyes fell upon the same sight, the line of men behind him shuffling to a halt, everyone in awe. 
Stairs led to the bottom of the room, which was at least one hundred feet down and lined with hundreds of old relics from the past. Machines, vehicles, even planes dotted the massive hole carved out of the stone.
The walls were supported by massive columns that ran like veins in the rock of the mountain, keeping everything in place. Jason walked over to a dust-covered box nearly a foot taller than him. They stretched all along the walls, thousands of the same size, color, and shape. Jason was the first to walk down, being mindful of his footing. As grandiose as the structure was, he knew it was old, yet from the design it looked as though it would stand for another thousand years. 
A few of the planes and vehicles Jason recognized from his grandfather’s stories, but his grandfather’s descriptions paled in comparison to the awe of seeing the feats of engineering for himself. Once on the floor, he turned around and saw everyone with the same admiration as his reflected on their faces, particularly Alvy and the two other engineers, and that’s when reality returned to him. “Can you use any of this?”
Alvy brushed his fingertips down the side of one of the planes, cutting a path through the layers of dust, then rubbed the dirt between his fingers, watching the small granules fall to the floor. “What lies in this tomb hasn’t been seen for over half a century.” He kept his eyes on the plane then shifted his gaze to Jason. “It will take time. But yes.”
“Then do what needs to be done. Bring down the supplies.” While the engineers set to their work and research, Jason continued to walk down the floor, passing under the shadows of the wings of the planes, veering between huge armored carriages fifty times the size of any horse, all with guns he’d never seen. 
“So they were right.” 
Jason turned to see Fuller standing behind him, his palm pressed against one of the thick-armored hulls of the metal carriages. “Who was right?”
Fuller gestured around him. “These structures, these steel beasts—a general who equips his men with these weapons could rule the world, conquer and crush any opponent that stands in his way. War is hell. And if this is the pinnacle of war… then we truly did open up the gates of hell.”



Chapter 5
The expedition to the Black Rocks camp was no more than a three-day journey, so when they arrived in the wasteland clan’s territory on the third day and Dean found no trace of the tribe, a mixture of fear and panic struck him. 
All that remained of the camp was ash and caved-in mounds of dirt where huts once rose from the earth. Farther north, smoke was seen on the horizon, and Dean led his men through the abandoned camp, his eyes keen for anyone who may have lingered behind. 
The reasons for Chief Irons’s broken commitment eluded Dean, though he tried to make sense of it. The farther they rode, the more doubts clouded his mind. Even when he found the clans, he still wasn’t sure what he would tell them, how he would react. He didn’t have enough men to war with them, although if the tribes were on high alert, he might not have a choice. 
The closer they moved toward the smoke, the thicker the columns became, and with the scent of fire and ash that the wind brought also came chants of song and war. Dean ordered his men to slow their pace, and before they moved too close, they were greeted by a group of riders sent to intercept their course.
All of the clansmen were armed, and Dean found himself relieved that it was the Black Rocks, and Chief Irons himself had ridden out. His face was painted for war and his clothes dirtied and bloodied from battle. “Chief, it is good to see you alive.”
“Governor Mars, I thought you to be dead. My scouts have told me your capital burns.” Irons’s horse whinnied and stomped its hooves, agitated by the fact that they had to remain still. 
Dean wanted to choose his words carefully, but the lack of time and the length of their journey had eroded what patience was left in him. “Then I suppose you know that you and your men never saw the massacre of my people. You swore to me you would fight, Irons.”
Chief Irons growled and bared his teeth, the primal response welling up from the very depths of his soul. “The Scarvers made that pact as well, Governor. And they also swore peace with the Black Rocks, but on the eve of your battle they came in the night, burning and tearing apart my village and my people. I had no choice but to war with them. And we war with them still.”
Of all the clans, the Scarvers had been the most reluctant for any peace, but after the Wasteland Clan Wars the simple fact that they were so outnumbered threatened their existence. It was either peace or annihilation. Now, it seemed Chief Fullock had chosen the latter. “Where are the Scarvers now?”
“Retreated,” Irons said, spitting at the ground. “They turned back to their lands. Tomorrow I will lead my riders and kill them all.” The young chief had bloodlust in his eyes, war the only known cure. 
“And what of the other clans?” Dean asked. 
“The Scarvers have been pillaging and burning what they want. I have spoken to the other chiefs, and they will ride with me into battle. This ends tomorrow.” Irons spoke with a finality that Dean had not heard before.
“But at what cost?” Dean asked. While the prospect of wiping out the Scarvers was promising, Dean needed the rest of the clans in one piece to fight Rodion. Every life was valuable. “We have to think beyond Chief Fullock and his clan. The army that took my capital could turn farther southeast any day, marching over your lands. Wasting time and resources on this is foolish.”
“He killed my people!” Irons roared, his horse lifting itself on its hind legs then crashing into the dirt, smacking its hooves on the earth. “I will not let that go unpunished!”
Dean spurred his horse, brushing his stallion against Irons’s, bringing him nose to nose with the young chief. “Your need for revenge will kill your people, threaten everything we’re trying to build.” He leaned in close and made sure the young man knew Dean was not coming from any place of fear or cowardice. “You have to be stronger than your thirst for death. With Rodion ready to march at any moment, that thirst will be quenched soon enough.” 
A calm soothed Irons’s expression as Dean’s words settled in the young chief’s mind. He shifted in the saddle and motioned for Dean to speak in private. The two men galloped away from their men, the fire and smoke from the Black Rocks’ war traditions still raging on the horizon. “What do you propose I do, Dean? I cannot allow the Scarvers to go unpunished, and my men will never fight alongside them again. The only course of action that I can see is to kill them, once and for all.”
“The Scarvers are only as strong as their leader. Chief Fullock is a madman; you and I have known it from the start.” Dean shook his head. Deals with the devil for the sake of peace. “I know your honor is at stake, but I am the one who brokered the peace between the clans, and it was I who called for aid. The burdensome shame in this treachery is mine.”
“What do you propose, Governor?” 
There was only one option for Dean to take that would preserve both his soldiers and the rest of the clans. He knew Fullock would agree to it; he had despised Dean from the moment the two met. The Scarver chief would jump at the chance to rip his head off. “Tomorrow I will challenge Fullock to single combat.”
Irons simply nodded and looked back to his people, chanting their songs of battle and praying to their gods for victory. “Chief Fullock is a fierce warrior. He has never been defeated in single combat. It will not be an easy fight, Governor.” He looked back, lines of worry on his face. “But then again, your family has never chosen the easy route.”
Both leaders returned to their men, and Dean politely declined the offer to stay in the Black Rock camp. He didn’t want to become distracted by the traditions of the clan. He needed his own time to prepare. His way. 
Like most nights before battle, Dean found himself restless. But instead of fighting it, he chose to gallop east, past the Black Rock camp. Once he was miles away from the chants and chatter, he dismounted and gazed at the night sky. 
The stars were plentiful, and he recalled the memories of his childhood when he and his brothers would camp outside, the cool night air forcing them close to the fire. He, along with all of his brothers, was always restless growing up. Everyone always had to be moving. It was a restlessness that plagued them even as grown men. But those times when they would camp, in the dead of the night, with the fire raging in front of them, there was a calming stillness among them all. 
Every eye watched the flames wavering and popping against the wood, turning it from life to ash. There was always something mesmerizing about those fires they created paired with the talks of glory and girls he shared with his brothers, Lance’s raucous laughter, Fred’s playful touch when they wrestled. With all the death that surrounded them in war, at their hearts they were men of life, so much so that Dean took for granted that façade of immortality. Now, all that was left of Lance and Fred was in those memories. Both of them had returned to the earth like the falling ash of the logs in the fires they built all those nights with their deft hands.
Dean stayed by himself until the first rays of sunlight peeked over the horizon, casting the sky into a grey haze. He dressed for battle, forgoing the pistol and rifle, only keeping his sword in his belt. He mounted then joined his men, all of whom were already awake. With the sky lightening to a blue, they rode north to engage the Scarvers, with Irons and his men in pursuit. 
It was nearly three hours before they finally came unto the edges of the Scarver camp, where two scouts quickly returned to their people to warn the chief of their arrival, and it wasn’t long until Chief Fullock rode out with his men to meet them on the battlefield.
The Scarver clan was the smallest of the wasteland clans, but their warriors were fierce. The Scarvers had always boasted that one of their fighters was worth ten of any other men. The force behind Chief Fullock was at least two thousand strong. 
Dean spurred his horse and rode out to meet with Fullock by himself. He watched the chief depart from the pack of warriors and ride out alone, and the entire way across the battlefield, there was only one face that crossed his mind. He just hoped that he’d get to see it again. 
On his mount, Fullock looked a giant to the small creature underneath the saddle. His shoulders were as wide as a door, and his fists clutched the thin reins, making them look like pieces of thread in his massive hands. “You ride with the Black Rocks, Governor?” The words left his mouth with distaste. “It will take more than you and those cravens to defeat my men.”
“There will be no battle of armies today, Chief.” Dean kept his stallion calm compared to the restless beast under Fullock. “You have broken two treaties with me. You know the price of those betrayals.”
Fullock smiled, exposing his yellowed teeth, many of which had been filed down to resemble fangs. “You wish to fight me, Governor?”
“Your trial will be by combat. Choose your blade.” Dean dismounted then smacked his horse on its hindquarters and sent it galloping back toward his men. 
When Fullock dismounted, the ground shook. The chief stood at least half a foot taller than Dean, with an added fifty pounds of muscle. Each movement Fullock took accentuated the pulsating muscle along his shoulders, legs, and chest. He unsheathed the massive double-sided battle-axe and twirled it in his hands effortlessly. “I will soak the earth with your blood, Governor.”
Dean kept his defensive stance, gliding to the left in a half circle around Fullock, who stood leisurely. He’d seen Fullock on the battlefield before, and even with a force of six men trying to bring him down, the giant would not fall. It appeared that no amount of lead inflicted into his flesh would kill him; if Dean meant to win, then he would have to take the chief’s head.
Fullock exploded forward, swinging his battle-axe down, and Dean pivoted left, the edge of Fullock’s blade grazing the threads on Dean’s sleeve. The Scarver chief yanked the blade from the dirt with his right hand then tossed it lazily to his left. “You scurry like a rat, Governor.” Fullock swung horizontally, and Dean ducked then thrust his own blade forward, which Fullock knocked away with the armored shielding over his arm. 
Swinging at the giant was like trying to hack down a tree with a hunting knife, but Dean kept his footing, circling the warrior, using his speed to his advantage. The blade was light in Dean’s grip, his wrists, arms, and shoulders loose and fluid. His eyes watched Fullock’s feet and shoulders, anticipating the next move. The axe whooshed through the air as Fullock chopped downward, which Dean blocked. Fullock brushed the deflection off then quickly swung again, moving the heavy-ended axe effortlessly. 
The clang of steel rang through the empty field, both armies silent as they watched their leaders duel. The longer they fought, Dean realized that the chief would not tire. On Fullock’s next swing, Dean caught the axe with his blade then forced it to the dirt, and he jumped and landed both feet into Fullock’s stomach, knocking the behemoth backward and wrenching the axe from his hand. 
Dean scrambled to his feet, his hand reaching for his sword, which had fallen, before Fullock could return the favor. When Dean’s sandy palm was on the hilt of the blade, Fullock barreled into him, tackling him to the dirt. 
Fullock’s weight and strength pinned Dean on his back, and the chief’s giant hands clutched around Dean’s throat, squeezing the life out of him. The pressure in Dean’s head felt like his skull would burst at any moment, spilling his brain out of his eyes and nose. 
Dean squirmed his legs from the dirt to Fullock’s stomach, then his chest, seeking leverage to push the giant off of him. Dean drove through the heels of his feet, and he felt the pulse of Fullock’s heart against his foot. The muscles in his legs burned, and his knees and hips cracked and popped from the chief’s weight. 
The pressure in Dean’s head reached a crescendo, and he felt his face grow hot. With one final burst of strength, he shoved Fullock off him and rolled backward, stumbling to his feet and gasping for air. Spit hung from his mouth, and his blurred vision wandered for his sword. He shut his eyes hard, only for a second, trying to stop the ground from spinning beneath him. When he opened them again, Fullock was two steps away, axe in hand above his head, ready to swing. 
Dean sprinted to his right, avoiding the death blow. Fullock gave chase, swinging wildly at his defenseless prey. Dean backpedaled, his heart hammering in his chest. Each swing brought the blade’s edge closer and closer to ending the fight, ending the war, ending his life.
Sunlight reflected off a surface to Dean’s left in the dirt, and he quickly lunged in the same direction. Soil flew from the earth as Dean lifted the sword, blocking a swing from Fullock just before it connected with the side of his neck. 
Fullock’s blows grew angrier and faster, forcing Dean backward with each steel-shattering hit. The vibrations from Fullock’s attacks rattled Dean’s bones, and each earthquake that ran through his body seemed to split him apart a little further, piece by piece.
Dean hurried backward, trying to offer himself a rest before Fullock’s next attack, but the chief stopped, his massive chest heaving up and down, his right hand white knuckled from the grip on the battle-axe. 
“You are a strong warrior, Governor.” Fullock panted heavily between each breath, sweat dripping down his face and neck. “I have faced no greater opponent. My gods will honor you when you are dead.”
Dean pushed his right foot back slowly, bending at the knee, coiled for attack. “Your gods will not have that honor today.” He lunged forward, forcing the chief to take the defensive. The tip of his steel edged close to the chief’s armorless stomach. Dean kept within an arms reach, forcing Fullock to awkwardly handle the battle-axe in close range. Dean’s arms and shoulders burned and his hands ached, his concentration waning with every second that passed. 
Fullock tried to retreat quickly to gather space for a swing, but Dean seized the opportunity and sliced his blade across the chief’s stomach, sending him to his knees. With the battle-axe still clutched in Fullock’s hand, Dean thrust the tip of the sword through Fullock’s stomach, the axe falling to the dirt. 
Blood spurted from Fullock’s mouth, and he gasped for breath. His bloodshot eyes found Dean, his mouth twisted in rage. He slammed his empty right fist into Dean’s cheek and knocked him to the ground.
Dean spit out a tooth, and his ears rang from the vicious blow. He looked up to see Fullock pulling the blade from his stomach, a bloodcurdling cry bellowing from the depths of his body. The blade exited slowly; inch by inch it retreated, dripping with blood and bits of the chief’s innards. When Fullock finally had the sword out, a spurt of blood followed, and the exertion caused the chief to slump, but he kept hold of the hilt of Dean’s blade.
Dean eyed Fullock’s battle-axe in the dirt and lunged for it, needing both hands to wield the heavy weapon. His arms and shoulders burned on the swing toward the chief, who blocked the attack with Dean’s blade. Dean pivoted awkwardly with the large axe, trying to leverage the momentum with each swing, but his hands slipped, and the axe missed its target.
Fullock’s swings with the blade were slower now, his blood and energy draining from him with each movement, but even with the lack of vigor, the warrior chief refused to quit. He shuffled his large feet forward, his thick thighs keeping him off his knees and the rage in his eyes refusing to diminish. “You cannot kill me, Governor! The burned gods will never let my ashes touch the earth!” He sliced the sword down, Dean deflecting the blow with the edge of the axe.
Dean quickly scooted inside and thrust the end of the axe into the hole where the blade had opened Fullock’s stomach and knocked him off feet, the force of the blow sending Fullock to his back. Dean lifted the axe’s head high above him then brought the heavy blade down and lodged it into the chief’s chest, the crack of bone and slosh of blood ending the motion.
Fullock convulsed, choking on his own blood and last few breaths of life, while Dean fell backward into the bloodied sand, his body fatigued and aching. His ears could make out the cheers of his men behind him, his mind was too tired to recognize the adoration. All he could concentrate on was breathing and keeping a watchful eye on the grimace-faced Scarver clan that had just watched Dean kill their chief.



 
***
Delun ended the conversation with Rodion swiftly. All he needed to hear was that the capital had been taken and what forces hadn’t been massacred had turned on their tails and retreated to the opposite end of their country. With the Northwest secure, he ordered the ships used to transport Rodion’s men back to the Pacific Islands, despite the general’s protest.
With the news of Ruiz’s fall in Brazil, Delun knew that he would need every ship in his armada to finish off the Australians before the Americans tried to regroup. While Rodion had taken the capital, the Mars governors still had the might of their navy, which posed the only real threat to Delun’s plans. 
But amidst all of the news, the piece of information that brought a smile to Delun’s face was the fact that another Mars brother had fallen. The merchant who’d waged war with the Australians had met his end on the battlefield of his homelands. With two of the brothers dead, the North American constituents had to start believing that their family of war were not the immortals they had been led to believe. 
Loosening the grip on the Mars family’s hold on that country was a pivotal step in swaying their opinion. Without the confidence of the people, the Marses would lose their power, and powerless men were much easier to defeat in battle. 
“Emperor.” A lieutenant entered, his head bowed low. “The African sultan is here to speak with you.”
“Show him in.” Delun removed himself from the work of his desk and greeted the smiling tradesman with a bow himself. “Sultan Tobaygu, I thank you for your audience.” 
Tobaygu flashed a pearly-white smile, his ebony skin dressed with fine, colorful silks. Gold and silver, studded with diamonds, flashed over his neck, wrists, and fingers. “Emperor.” He matched Delun’s bow. “It was an honor to receive such an invitation.”
Delun guided him to a table where food and drink had been prepared for his arrival. “I trust the journey went well?”
Tobaygu picked at a grape as he sat then tossed it in his mouth, savoring the taste of the cool fruit in the humid islands. “Aside from a few squalls, it was quite enjoyable. Of course, the companionship that was offered did cause the time to pass quickly. When we made port here, I was tempted to order us back across the sea to enjoy the fruits of those women again!” He slapped his leg and offered a hearty laugh then picked at another grape and helped himself to the wine one of the servants had poured. 
“I’m glad you found their skills useful.” Delun had long ago understood that a man who was well relaxed was easier to negotiate with. And there was no one trained better at the art of relaxation than the whores he had sent to accompany Tobaygu. “You would be glad to know that your friend General Rodion has taken the lands from the Mars brothers.”
“Ah, the good general does love to conquer.” Tobaygu swirled his drink then took a sip. “Although he does not share your finesse in handling people.” He flicked one of the seeds from the grape off his finger, the air of playfulness evaporating from his face. 
“I take it you and the general have not shared a mutually beneficial relationship?”
Tobaygu offered another smile, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “You and I both know the nature of my relationship with Rodion.” He leaned back, wagging his long, slender finger up and down. “You’re a very clever man, Emperor. But you need to work on your subtlety.”
Delun crossed his legs and reached for a stack of papers on the ground next to him. He set them in his lap and drummed his fingers over the top. “I’m sure that with all of the ears you have to the ground, Sultan, you’ve learned of Brazil’s coup and that President Ruiz has been removed from power?”
“I had heard rumblings of dissent for years about Brazil. Greed is a powerful enemy.” The silver and gold on Tobaygu’s wrist clinked together as he took another sip of wine. “But it also has its uses.” 
“The Mars brothers had a hand in the coup, and they now control all three major ports in the South Americas, with that puppet rebel they helped into power. My trade with Brazil has been integral, and with the potential for this war to last some time, I will need a new partner, someone with the resources to ensure my soldiers do not run out of weapons.”
“Is your faith in General Rodion wavering, Emperor? If you know about my relationship with Rodion, then you also know that my agreement is to trade with only him.”
“And I also know that agreement was based off of your life.” Delun rose, setting the stack of parchment on the open space of table in front of Tobaygu. “You’ll find that a contract between two partners is much more beneficial than a sword to your neck. Give it some thought.” Delun poured another glass of wine then placed it in front of the sultan. “And if you require additional attention from the girls, let my men know.”
The moment Delun shook Tobaygu’s hand and saw the smile creep up the corners of his mouth, he knew the deal was done. With Delun able to offer protection from Rodion’s wrath while simultaneously cutting off Rodion’s one resource pipeline, he could choke the general out. Of course, Rodion would have enough supplies on hand to finish off the Mars army, but it would weaken him. Then, once Delun finished off the Australians, he could focus the might of his fleet on the Mars navy. After that, it would only be a matter of time before Brazil fell into line, and he would make Tobaygu so rich he would swear his allegiance in a heartbeat. All that was left was the execution.



Chapter 6
Wires, circuits, bolts, screws, washers, scraps of metal, and an array of tools surrounded Alvy as he pulled apart the components on one of the old missiles that they had removed, clumsily but successfully, from the aircraft. 
There was enough technology around Alvy to study for the rest of his life and still not be able to replicate what the engineers of the past had done. The complex innards of these machines were far beyond his capacity to understand, but much of what he saw confirmed hundreds of theories that he’d only been able to guess at, and that was more valuable than the gear itself at the moment.
Alvy knew what the Mars brothers wanted from him. It seemed like every leader he’d ever met craved power, but what they wielded it for and how they wielded it differed with each man. Governor Mars was the first to give him a choice, the first to let him decide as a free man. And keeping his family safe only solidified his reasons. 
A schematic rested just beyond Alvy’s reach from where he sat, and he leaned forward, his fingertips grazing the edge of the paper. Just when he was about to grab it, the paper was snatched away. When he looked up, he saw that Jason held it.
“I could look at this for the rest of my life and probably never understand what it means.” Jason shook his head then extended the schematic down to Alvy. “I suppose it’s a good thing we have you on our side.”
“Yes,” Alvy said, taking the paper. “I suppose it is.” He returned to his work, checking the design he’d created, and then located the necessary components scattered around him. When Jason’s shadow didn’t move, he looked back up. “Can I help you with something?”
“You know, I’ve spoken to the other engineers.” Jason walked around the circle of materials in which Alvy was centered. “They say the devices you created for Ruiz were some of the best pieces of technology they’d ever seen.”
“The technology isn’t half as impressive as the theories behind it.” Alvy returned to his work, picking apart the materials. “Ruiz was concerned only with the results I gave him.”
“That you’re still giving him?”
Alvy dropped the copper wire in his hands and stood. The Mars brother had at least six inches in height on him and close to sixty pounds, maybe seventy. Alvy knew he was a small man, but his mind had kept him alive this long, and he didn’t expect it to fail him now. “You think I’m still working for him? After what he did to my family?”
“After what you said he did to your family.” Jason took a step closer. “Ruiz was an ambitious man. He always stacked the odds in his favor, and if there was one thing I learned about him, it was his persuasiveness. He was a magician, really, showing one hand and then stealing your wallet with the other.”
Alvy rolled up the sleeve of his shirt, revealing raised bumps in odd designs on his flesh. “This was given to me when Ruiz’s men first came to my home after I refused to go with them or let them take my family.” He dropped his arm and pulled up his shirt, revealing a line of scars over his abdomen. “They carved the skin just enough to make me bleed but not enough to penetrate the organs when I told Ruiz that I wouldn’t design weapons.” He left his shirt untucked then pulled up his left pant leg, where a chunk of his thigh was missing. “And this is where he set a dog on me when I demanded that my family be set free.” He kicked a cluster of circuits when his pant leg fell, breaking the tight circle of gear he’d created. He thrust his finger into Jason’s face. “Whatever he asked for I gave, but no more.” He snatched the paper up from the ground, pointing at it furiously. “Do you have any idea what this is?”
Jason remained stoic before answering, “No.”
Alvy started picking up the material he’d kicked away, and Jason helped. “The radios I designed for Ruiz had more than just an application of communication. The simple premise of sending a signal from one device to another can be applied to literally anything given the right connection.” He made his way under the wing of one of the aircraft, where a bomb was still attached. “Imagine being able to put a cannonball anywhere then detonate from miles away in safety.”
“You can do that?” Jason asked.
“I could,” Alvy answered. “But what makes you different than Ruiz? He too became paranoid toward the end, killing anything and anyone that posed a threat or who he believed was dangerous.”
“The difference is I brought you here,” Jason said. “The difference is my brother trusts you. And I trust him.” Jason picked the paper off the ground and handed it back to Alvy. “Don’t make me kill you by breaking that trust.”
And with that, the Mars brother walked away, leaving Alvy to his work. It was a mixture of fear and awe that coursed through his veins whenever he spoke to one of the governors. He could feel the power radiating from them, an immeasurable force he couldn’t comprehend. But just as with the science around him, he only needed more time to unlock its secrets.



 
*** 
The ride back felt longer than the way out as Dean slouched in his saddle, the bruises and cuts along his face and body barely healed from the fight with Fullock. But behind him rode twenty thousand clansmen from the Black Rocks, Boulders, Flayers, Molthays, Fulkers, and even the remaining Scarvers. In the Scarver tribe, whoever defeated the reigning chief in combat inherited the conquered chief’s territory, along with any other possessions. In addition to the warriors, it seemed that Dean also inherited six wives, which he immediately divorced, as was his authority to do as chief.
Once the fight with Rodion had ended, Dean had every intention of forgoing his position as chief and letting the clan’s top two warriors duel for the honor of the title. But for now, they would fight as he instructed them to. 
Dean dismounted, and the first face he saw among the crowds was Kemena. He felt her arms wrap around him gently, and he buried his nose in the scent of her hair. When she kissed his lips he winced, and she immediately pulled back. He smiled. “I’m fine.”
Kemena looked him up and down then grabbed him by the hand and marched him to the infirmary. “You are not fine.” 
The sick and wounded that Dean passed smelled of death, and he did his best to hide the nausea as Kemena put him in a private room. He sat on the makeshift examination table and watched her move swiftly throughout the room, grabbing the necessary tools and equipment to mend him, although he noticed the lack of supplies, which was concerning. 
Kemena dipped a cloth in alcohol then pressed it firmly against the cut on his brow. “It looks like you were beaten up by a gorilla.”
“Close to it.” Dean gently wrapped his fingers around her slender wrist and pulled her hand down so he could get a good look at her eyes. “How are you?” He could sense the fatigue in her, and the disheveled hair and dress only added to his worry.
The pillars of strength slowly gave way as Kemena slumped her shoulders and leaned into Dean on the table. “We’re not going to be able to save everyone, Dean. We’re pressed too thin.”
Dean rubbed her back gently, holding her up. “Jason will return from the vault. What’s there will give us an edge.” 
And as if Kemena sensed the very doubt in the back of his mind, she added, “And if it doesn’t?”
He pulled her face to where they were eye to eye. “It will.” He smiled, but the exertion pained the bruises along his cheeks. “Where are the boys?” He hadn’t seen them upon his arrival, which he found odd considering their fascination with the clans.
Kemena let out a sigh. “I suppose they’re at their quarters, trying to find some way to outsmart the guards General Monaghan keeps on them night and day. They’re restless, Dean.”
“Probably more so than anyone in this place.” Both Kit and Sam had been as patient as two boys could be given the circumstances. Especially Kit. Dean knew how much the boy wanted to fight, and what made the desire worse was the knowledge that the boy would be a gifted soldier. He had the strength, courage, and tenacity to win many battles. But Dean wanted something more than war for his nephew. Kemena remained silent, reserved, holding something back. “What?”
“We need to have the funeral, Dean.” The words flooded out of her like a river breaking loose from a dam. “People want to pay their respects.”
Dean slid from the edge of the table and landed on his feet, wobbling slightly from the movement. “I know.” With Fred barely in the ground a few weeks prior, he’d been reluctant to bury another brother. He slid to the floor absentmindedly, where Kemena joined him. 
She laced her fingers between his and huddled close, their foreheads gingerly touching one another. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”
It could have been the fatigue over the past weeks, the wounds from battle, the weight of his people bearing down on him, or the soft tone in which Kemena said the words, but he felt water collect in the corners of his eyes then roll down his cheeks, following the line of his jaw to his chin then dripping to the floor. The grief poured out of him, his body convulsing from the expulsion of pain he kept balled inside. “I miss them, Kemena.” The words fled his mouth just as spontaneously and abruptly as the tears. “I miss them so much.”
Kemena kissed his cheek, her lips intermixing with the wetness of his skin. “I know how difficult this has been for you.” She cradled his head in her palm, easing the weight off of him. “You’re nearly done now.” She brought her lips to his ears. “Just a little bit longer.”
She spoke to him like a child. He was grateful to have her there. He clung to her arms and shoulders until his eyes ran dry. Once it was done, he made sure to clean and erase any notion of the weakness from his face. Kemena was right, just a little bit farther now. And now wasn’t the time to let his people see him in such a state. “Let me see him.”
Lance’s body had been dressed and preserved, although Dean knew the body wouldn’t last much longer in the heat. It was odd seeing his brother so still, and Dean reached out and touched Lance’s hand as if he would wake. But Lance’s body only remained cold and stiff. He turned around to Kemena, but she had already read his mind once again.
“I’ll give you a minute.” She smiled and quietly left.
Dean found a chair next to the table. “What have we done, brother?” He eased himself into the seat, knowing Lance could offer no answer. “Jason’s gone to the vault.” Dean smiled. “I know how much stock you put in that place.” 
While Lance had kept the pendulum close, his brother never truly believed they offered any practical solution. Nothing more than words to rouse the troops. A part of Dean had always believed that, but with the odds stacked against him, he never wished his brother to be more wrong than in that moment. 
“I could use your counsel,” Dean said, rubbing his cheeks with the palms of his hands. “The navy could use your counsel as well.” The thought angered him. “You should have stayed in the military once the wars were finished. Yours was a mind wasted in the merchant trade.”
Lance had turned down the governorship in a heartbeat. His victories had cemented him into more of a legend than Dean. It was Lance’s name they chanted at the end of the Chinese War, and it was Lance’s name that echoed through the streets once the wasteland clans had been subdued, but Dean’s older brother had always shied away from the spotlight, only accepting the burden when there was no one else to take the mantle. Lance never complained about it, never denounced the call to duty, but Dean had always noticed the glint of fear in his eyes, as if there was something he knew that Dean had not. I think I understand now, brother.
Dean lingered a while longer, but the dead made for poor companions. He wasn’t sure what he expected to find, but whatever it was, it offered no comfort. Whatever was left of his brother was nothing more than the decaying flesh on the table. The mind, the skill, the voice, and the strength had long since disappeared.
“Sir?” The quiet tone of Monaghan’s voice startled Dean. The general had scarcely looked so timid in their war meetings together. 
“General, what is it?”
Monaghan moved his lips fruitlessly but expelled no words. He shook his head, cleared his throat, and simply motioned for two soldiers to come inside, carrying a body-shaped tarp. “We received a message from Rodion while you were away. I thought it best you see it immediately.”
Dean walked to the covered body slowly and knelt, his nose burning from the smell. He lifted the tarp back and his voice caught in his throat. Professor Hawthorne’s cheeks were a pale grey, lifeless. Dean’s grief shifted to rage. “What is his message?”
“Pull the tarp lower, sir,” Monaghan said.
The mangled flesh that had been cut across the professor’s chest and stomach was crudely done, but once Dean had the entire tarp off, he couldn’t help but read the words aloud. “Your people, your family, your name will burn.” The wounds had festered, and the blood dried and the flesh gone brittle where Rodion had worked the blade. Dean covered Hawthorne, resting his palm on the old professor’s forehead. “We bury my brother, then ride upon Jason’s return. Prepare the men.”



Chapter 7
The turnout was massive. Tens of thousands gathered to pay homage, many of whom couldn’t even see the casket. Elbows and shoulders bumped against one another, shuffling uncomfortably in the heat of midday. But even with the thousands around her, Canice saw only one face in her mind: Rodion. It was a face that haunted her dreams when she slept and her consciousness when she was awake. No matter how hard she tried to rid herself of the image, it remained. 
Canice barely heard the words spoken by Dean and the priest that presided over the funeral. There was talk of bravery and courage, of gods and sacrifice, of eternal life and death. The words almost made her laugh. The dead care little of the living. The funeral had been the final tie keeping her ashore, but now with it done, she was released to act her vengeance.
Once the formalities had been spoken and dirt thrown onto the casket, the crowds dispersed, slowly heading back to their lives, their families, but not their homes. No one would go back to their homes, at least not today. Rodion had made sure of that. Canice stayed and watched the casket lowered and buried until the last granule of dirt had been patted down by the gravediggers. She had been so lost in thought that she didn’t notice how long Kemena had been touching her shoulder.
“How are you holding up?” Kemena asked, her face covered in a black lace veil. 
The attire triggered Canice to examine her own garb. She owned no black, no lace, no veil. She’d never attended a funeral before today, at least not on land. She had dressed as she always had on the deck of the Sani. The way Lance had always seen her. “When is it happening?”
Kemena furrowed her brow, confused. “What do you mean?”
“The attack on Rodion. I saw Jason return.” Canice kept no tone of grief or pleasantries; all of her concentration was geared toward the vision of her blade across Rodion’s throat. 
“Canice, if you go back to the capital, you will find no peace there.” Kemena took Canice’s hand, holding it gently between her own.
For how slender Kemena’s fingers were, Canice was surprised at how strong they felt against her own. She’d always expected her to be weak, simply a wife of the governor who practiced healing as a hobby. Canice pulled her hand back, taking herself out of the moment. “I’m not interested in peace.” 
Canice stomped away, ignoring Kemena’s calls from behind her. She pushed her way through the crowd, marching toward the governors’ tents centered in camp. Two guards stopped her from entering. “I need to speak with the governors.”
“I’m sorry, miss. We’re under strict orders to keep everyone out. The brothers wish to be alone to mourn Lance’s death.” The guard was middle aged, built thick around the chest and shoulders, but when Canice sent her heel into the side of his knee, buckling him to the ground, all of his strength left him. 
Before the second soldier could lift his rifle, she thrust her hand into his throat, sucking the air right out of him. He dropped the rifle and bent over, joining his comrade in a world of pain. Canice walked inside to the sight of both governors and General Monaghan looking over a map on the table. “I won’t stand by and do nothing. I will be a part of this whether you like it or not.”
One of the guards crawled inside after Canice, but Dean ordered him out. He motioned for her to join them, and when Canice got a good look at the map, she saw a number of odd-shaped figures spread around the capital. They were neither soldiers nor mounts nor artillery units. “What is this?”
“These,” Dean said, gesturing to the obscure objects, “are how we’re going to take back the capital.”
“The plan looks more impressive when you know what they are.” The voice came from the corner of the room and slowly took the shape of a short man, all skin and bones. 
“Oh, good. For a second I thought you were going to base your strategy on throwing rocks at them.” Canice made no effort at hiding her mockery. She was in no mood for games. Not today.
“Canice,” Dean said, his words eerily calm. “This is Alvy Hughes. He was one of the lead Brazilian engineers for Ruiz.”
“Not by choice, I might add.” Alvy inched closer to the table and gave Dean a look that asked if he could explain, and, when the governor gave the nod, rested his palms on the edge of the table, his bony fingers tapping the parchment. “They’re bombs.” He tilted his head to the side. “Well, they’re modified missiles reconstructed as bombs.”
“Explosives?” Canice asked. “Are we launching them from the cannons?”
“No, the devices are too delicate for a device so crude as powdered cannons,” Alvy answered. “We’re going to walk them inside and place them in Rodion’s camp.”
“We’ve confiscated a number of Russian uniforms from their dead. My brother and I know these lands like the backs of our hands,” Dean replied. “All we need is a good ship to sail us up the coast.”
The beast caged inside Canice’s soul rattled the bars, aching to be set free. It took all of her concentration to focus on fully understanding the complexities of what needed to be done. “Even if we could sneak in and plant the bombs, we’d be caught before we could set the fuses.” 
Alvy reached into his pocket and pulled out a small case covered in buttons and switches. “Radio waves. The same kind that Delun has used to communicate with his generals and officers from anywhere in the world, in real time. This device sends a similar signal to the bombs, which will detonate upon activation.” He rested the device gently on the table. “The signal has a range of ten miles. Once the bombs are placed, the team inside gets out, and we detonate from a safe distance.”
“We’ll have our navy off the coast, bombarding any of Rodion’s men that survive, and have the rest of our army, along with the clans, to the east, pinning them against the coastline,” Dean said. “Each bomb has a blast radius of twenty feet. You multiply that by a hundred, and we can put a serious dent in the number of soldiers left to fight.”
Canice picked up one of the small bomb-like figurines and pinched it between her fingertips. Striking the camp where all of the soldiers were in one place would solve a lot of their problems, but there was no guarantee they’d make it out alive. “You mentioned you needed a boat.”
“And a captain to sail her,” Dean replied.
Canice placed the figurine back on the map, the lock keeping the beast at bay whining as it swung open, and the animal took its first step into freedom. “When do we leave?”



 
***
It was nightfall when the capital’s port came into view, and the cloudy sky provided the perfect cover for the Sani on its approach. The vessel had been outfitted with sails to make their infiltration less noticeable, and cruised quietly up the coast. 
Jason stood at the bow and closed his eyes, listening to nothing but the waves and the wind and trying to keep the queasiness in his stomach at bay. It had been decided that Dean would stay with the army and put them into position. Jason didn’t have the same clout with the clansmen as his brother did. 
Aside from the sickness, he never minded sailing, but luckily this trip afforded other distractions to keep his thoughts from wandering. The Russian general was responsible for the death of two of his brothers and an alliance with the man who had tried to kill him. He looked to Canice, who sat just a few feet away, her eyes fixed on the same horizon as his, and wondered who would get to Rodion first. The woman had a vendetta, and Jason would have to be quick if he were to kill the general before she did.
“Your brother told me you never liked sailing,” Canice said, sensing his gaze. 
“He always told me that the sea was life. That everything that was ever good came from it, and everything that he loved the most lived on it. I never heard him speak about love before until that moment, and I wasn’t quite sure what he meant by it. Now I am.” 
Canice broke her steely gaze in front of her and shifted it to Jason. The stoic stone across her face cracked. “I loved your brother.” She quickly wiped a tear from her eye, trying to stop the dam from bursting. “And I know you did as well. We both want the same man dead.”
“Whoever gets to him first will have the honors.”
Canice gave a faint nod and regained the composure of vengeance she’d carried since the funeral. For some reason, standing there watching her, Jason’s mind drifted back to Gabriela. The ease with which his mind shifted startled him. But what astonished him most was not that he pictured her on the dance floor, in the flowing blue dress with flowers in her hair, but as Gabriela the general. She held a machete in her hand and had a rifle slung over her shoulder, her thick black hair pulled back in her hat and an entire army behind her.
Strength. It was the foundation of Jason’s entire family. It wasn’t the wars or the blood or the legend; it was the quiet, calm, ever-present security of strength. The only reason his family had been known for war is because they were born into war, but whatever the environment, they would always succeed. 
Canice grabbed Jason’s shoulder, shaking him out of his daze. “We’re ready to dock.” She disappeared in the darkness of the ship’s deck, and Jason was left alone. 
This is it. The main Northwest port was heavily guarded by Rodion’s men to keep watch on any of their approaching fleet. As much as the Russian general held a strategic advantage on land, by sea he was vulnerable. But what neither the general nor his scouts understood were the number of natural ports along the coast. 
When Lance was still an officer in the navy, he’d commissioned a small group of sailors, which included himself, to search the coast for any hidden alcoves that they could use in times of war. The objective allowed them to know where they could exploit their natural barriers and potentially where their enemies could as well.
From the deck of a ship, it would look as though they were about to crash into a cluster of rocks, but the small alcove was deceptively deep, albeit narrow, and only a captain that knew the path would be able to enter. And it was Canice that had helped Lance map the area. 
Jason kept to the railing as they passed by towering jagged pieces of rock, the waves of the Pacific crashing into the ancient cliffs, its salty waters slowly eroding the stony walls. White foam splashed upward with the waves, and Jason covered his nose with his shirt as the scent of bird shit intermixed with the salty air.
The path Canice followed led them to a small cave, just large enough for one ship. The high tide allowed for the Sani’s deck to be above the flat ledge of rock they used to tie off and unload. While the crew of the ship was well over one hundred, only six would be infiltrating the camp. It was agreed that the smaller the number, the easier the deception.
Jason grabbed his sack of bombs, each device no larger than his fist, with wires protruding both out and around the brick-like explosive. It was hard to believe that something so small could produce what Alvy had described, but now wasn’t the time to question the engineer’s abilities.
The Russian uniforms that they’d managed to get their hands on smelled as bad as they looked. They were all common infantry. While they thought of stealing officers’ uniforms, they decided it was best to remain low key. The more they blended into the masses, the less attention they’d draw to themselves.
Once all of the bombs had been loaded into their packs and the plan walked through one more time to ensure everyone understood the drop-off points, they made their way up the steep rock, slick from the ocean spray, and toward the capital. 
Jason kept them close to the shoreline, hugging the coast to steer clear of the bulk of Rodion’s scouts positioned in the south, using the crashing of the waves to cover any of their noise.
Even from a few miles away, Jason could see the twinkling fires of Rodion’s camp, dotting the horizon like the rising of a morning sun. Tens of thousands of fires, all with men sitting around them, armed with the most advanced weaponry an infantry had possessed in more than fifty years. 
Voices murmured to Jason’s left, and he froze, crouching low in the brush. Canice and the rest mimicked his motions. Jason squinted his eyes into the darkness, trying to locate the scouts’ location. The thick Slavic accent easily gave away their identity.
Canice pointed through the brush to a cluster of trees, where Jason watched the outlines of two soldiers pass by, their leisurely pace offering no fear of attack on their patrol. They stayed low until their voices faded in the distance, then Jason gave a nod and continued their trek north. 
Half a mile from the main camp, the six members split off to their points of entry. Before Canice took off, Jason grabbed her wrist and pulled her close, keeping his voice low. “The mission comes first. Then we take Rodion.” It was hard to tell in the darkness whether or not Canice’s expression was one of understanding or defiance, but Jason let her go regardless, watching her disappear soundlessly into the night. 
Jason kept his head down along the back side of the tents where he penetrated the camp. He pulled his cap low and gripped the cord to the sack over his shoulder tighter. All around him, soldiers laughed, drank, and fought, bragging about the number of men killed in battle. But Jason knew it took no skill to squeeze a trigger that pumped ten rounds a second into the chest of your enemy. 
Jason pulled the first device from his pack and tucked it under the shelf of a few rocks stationed next to the garrison then moved on to the barracks, many of which had been the homes of his people. He maneuvered through the thick crowds and drunken nonsense, the bag over his shoulder becoming lighter and lighter. 
Finally he made his way to the main quarters, where most of the officers were stationed. The closer he moved toward the officers’ units and away from the grunts, the less rowdy the crowd became, and the more eyes he felt on him as he walked through the camp. 
It was slower going once around the officers’ camps, but Jason’s bag had finally emptied. He discarded the sack and started to make his way to find Rodion when gunfire erupted behind him. Shouts and hysteria followed as Jason kept to the edge of the crowds gathering at the officers’ tents. 
With most of the paths into the camp blocked, Jason hurried around the sides, looking for a way to cut in without trapping himself in the hordes. When he found a path between two tents, he sprinted then skidded to a halt as he watched Canice being thrown into a circle of soldiers as they howled and chanted around her.
Then he watched Rodion push his way through the cluster of soldiers, towering over Canice, who struggled to get to her hands and feet. Jason cursed under his breath and looked around, the growing crowd dipping into the hundreds now.
“This bitch came into my tent, trying to kill me!” Rodion bellowed then fed off the jeers and curses spit at Canice, whose forehead bled profusely. He reached down and yanked her up by her braid, nearly snapping her neck in the process. “Should we fuck her before we kill her?” The men cheered wildly while Rodion tore at the collar of her shirt.
Jason tried pushing his way through the soldiers, but the crowd had grown too thick. He reached for the rifle over his shoulder but stopped. We’d both be dead before I made it to her. He backpedaled, frantically looking for something, anything he could use as a distraction. His heart pounded in his chest as the Russian chants grew louder. 
Canice screamed as Jason pulled the rifle from his shoulder and took aim into the crowd until his peripheral vision caught something on the right side, where he suddenly remembered the last explosive he’d laid and what Alvy had said about the device. It needs a signal or a sudden combustion to detonate. He pivoted his aim to the bomb, brought it between his crosshairs, and fired.
The explosion knocked Jason back three feet, the percussion of the blast deafening. He rolled in the dirt, bits of debris raining down on him, and the cluster of soldiers surrounding Canice sprinting away from the blast site. 
Feet and legs scurried past Jason’s face, a few of them stepping on his arms and hands as they ran by. Jason pushed himself up, the ground wobbling under him. He stumbled forward, his shoulder smacking into a number of fleeing Russians. The rifle was gripped in his hand as he saw Canice on the ground, her shirt torn from her, unconscious. Towering above her, barking and shouting orders to the men, stood Rodion. Jason blinked, bits of dirt falling from his eyes. He brought the rifle to his shoulder, his finger on the trigger, ready to end the general then and there. 
But before Jason enacted his vengeance, the entire camp erupted in explosions, the detonation of bombs thundering like the voice of God. Once again Jason was dropped to the ground, his entire body rattling from the percussive blasts. 
A lull in the explosions provided Jason enough time to return to his footing. Canice was still unconscious, now covered in dirt, the earth around her head stained a darker black in the night. But Rodion was nowhere to be seen. Jason scrambled to Canice, knowing they wouldn’t have much time until the navy started raining down lead with its long-range guns. 
Jason tore off his jacket, wrapped Canice up, and scooped her from the ground. He sprinted as fast as he could through the campsite, where he passed the dead and dying, mangled and dismembered bodies.
A soldier barreled through two of the buildings in the town and crashed into Jason’s shoulder, sending him, Canice, and the fleeing Russian to the mud. The Russian jumped to his feet and sprinted away shouting curses, and it wasn’t until Jason heard the thunder of cannons from the coast that he understood why.
A cannonball exploded into one of the nearby houses then detonated upon impact, collapsing the building into toothpicks. The long-range cannons had been modified with explosive artillery, an upgrade compliments of Alvy and the engineers.
The cannonade was relentless, the earth erupting around Jason like volcanoes. Geysers of limbs, dirt, wood, rock, blood, and bodies spewed from the earth with every explosive contact. Jason scooped Canice in his arms, which burned with fatigue. His legs turned to jelly, his knees nearly buckling twice on his sprint through the chaos. He felt Canice’s blood drain from the wound on her forehead, the warm liquid staining his shoulder, chest, and arms. 
Roars and shouts coming from the east suddenly intermixed with the booming thunder of the cannon fire, and Jason knew that Dean had ordered the attack. All Jason focused on was putting one foot in front of the other, blocking out the pain, the tiredness, the fog that slowly engulfed his mind, trying to find safety.
A unit of Russians rounded the corner from a surviving section of the camp, heading toward the front lines to engage his brother in war. Jason veered right, trying to stay out of the Russians’ path, but a group of them broke off at the sight of him carrying Canice.
“Hey!” A short, stout Russian with a broad face wrapped his chubby hands around Jason’s arm, yanking him backward. When the second and third soldiers crept up on him, he dumped Canice to the side and pulled his rifle. The bullets tore through their soft flesh and dropped them to the ground just as another unit sprinted by, witnessing the carnage. Before the soldiers had a chance to fire, Jason dragged Canice behind the cover of the building, which quickly turned to Swiss cheese. 
Jason reached for another magazine of ammunition, the boots of the Russians stomping in the mud down the alleyway to finish the job. He clicked the magazine into place just as the first soldier turned the corner. He fired, sending the Russian slithering back behind the cover of the building. He kept his finger on the trigger until the firing pin signaled he was out then chucked the rifle away and shoved Canice’s body in the tight space under the building and drew his sword. He charged the corner, thrust his blade into the first body he encountered, and shoved the bloodied Russian into his comrades. Gunfire flashed from one of the muzzles, and Jason ducked left to evade it, knocking the rifle away with his saber in the process, then silenced the gunshots and the soldier with quick slice of his throat. 
With the remaining three on the ground, Jason hacked off one head while the Russian knelt and drove the heel of his foot into the face of another. The very last Russian backpedaled on all fours, his face twisted and begging for mercy, but he received none. The Russian Jason had heeled in the face flopped on the ground, moaning as he crawled for one of the rifles just a few feet away. Jason drove the steel into his back and ended the Russian’s struggle. 
Jason returned to Canice and pulled her from under the building, her body covered in a gritty mixture of dirt and blood. The gash on her forehead had clotted, but her face was pale, and she still lay unconscious. “Canice!” He checked her airway; she was breathing, but barely. He checked the rest of her for any injuries then cleaned the gash on her forehead with a canteen from one of the dead Russians and wrapped it with the cleanest part of his shirt that he could find. 
Jason carried her back to the coast, the sound of war still raging behind him, and he didn’t stop until he saw the ship in the Pacific, its long-range cannons chasing the Russians north. Once he made it back to the cove where the Sani was harbored, the crew helped carry Canice the rest of the way, and Jason collapsed on the deck, exhaustion finally catching up with him. He looked down at his arms and chest, unsure of whose blood was whose.



Chapter 8
Delun burst through the doors of the engineers’ hut, all of them turning at once upon his entrance, their heads bowed in submission, but not before Delun caught the look of surprise on their faces at the sudden intrusion. “Delays?” The word rolled off of the emperor’s tongue and into their ears like a blade piercing flesh. “Have I not given you the necessary resources?” Delun walked around the group, their heads still bowed. “Have I not given you the time? The patience?” Once he made a full circle, he stopped then pounded his fist on the table, rattling the tools and parts that rested on top. “Have I not given you trust?”
The first engineer that spoke kept his head down. “My emperor, you have, but these systems are complex, and with many of our tools still in Brazil, it has been difficult with the replacements you have given us.”
Delun gripped the engineer by the throat and yanked his head up, his fingertips digging into the man’s skin. “Your excuses will not win me this war.” He spoke through gritted teeth as the engineer’s face turned a light shade of red from lack of oxygen. “Your ignorance will not keep my enemies at bay! Nor yours!” Delun shoved the man back, and he crashed into the table of gear behind him, gasping for breath. The rest of the engineers kept their heads bowed, every last one of them quivering. “I want those weapons outfitted on my ships by the end of the week. Do you hear me?”
“It can’t be done, Emperor.” The engineer on the far-right side spoke quietly, his voice shaking with every syllable. “It will take more time.”
“More time?” Delun raised his eyebrow. He walked over to the engineer calmly then placed his finger under the man’s chin and lifted his face. “What is your name again?”
“Marco, my emperor.” 
Delun let the man’s chin go. He patted the back of the engineer’s head then gestured to one of the soldiers behind him. “Ah, yes, Marco. You have a son, if I’m not mistaken.”
Marco offered another shudder at the mention of his family. “Yes, Emperor.”
Delun snapped his fingers, and a soldier dragged Marco’s boy inside by the scruff of his neck. Delun grabbed the boy and dropped him to his knees. He was barely sixteen, old enough to be a soldier, but Marco had asked that his boy not fight in exchange for the engineer’s services. “Death does not wait for time, nor time for death.” Delun turned his back to Marco and bent down to look his son in the eyes. “Your father’s lack of confidence will be painful.”
Delun smacked the boy across the chin, and he hit the floor. Marco lunged for Delun, but the soldiers held him back. The boy whimpered on the ground, trying to crawl away, blood dripping from his lip. Delun turned the boy around and punched him in the nose, knocking him backward onto the floor.
“No! Please! Stop!” Marco writhed fruitlessly in the guard’s control, tears streaming from his face as he helplessly watched Delun strike his son again and again.
The warm gush of blood covered Delun’s fist with each punch, the light crunch of bone and cartilage slowly morphing to pulp from each blow. His knuckles ached, and his shoulder grew tired, but Delun continued the beating until the boy’s body went limp on the floor, blood dripping from his knuckles.
Marco was finally released and crawled to his son, cradling the boy’s beaten face in his lap. The father looked up, tears and pain dripping from his eyes, and he shook his head. “Why?”
Delun knelt down and grabbed the father’s face, smearing his own son’s blood on his cheeks. “Because I am the emperor. My word is law, and anyone who does not abide by it will die. Outfit my ships by the end of the week, or I’ll drag in your daughter next.” He shoved Marco backward then looked to the rest of the engineers. “And that goes the same for all your families. I will not tolerate laziness, excuses, or failure. Work or die.”
All of the engineers kept their heads bowed except for Marco, who lay sobbing on the ground, clutching his son, praying to whatever gods he believed in to save his child. 
The news coming from Rodion’s retreat from the capital had left a sour taste in Delun’s mouth, and the fact that the Australians had begun raiding some of the smaller islands, testing their limits in warfare against Delun’s navy, had left him irritable. He knew the game the Aussies were playing. They wanted to draw him out, make him come to Australia once again to fight on their land, their terms. The western Australian city of Perth was one breath away from being retaken by the Australians, ending Delun’s foothold in the country. He knew it could be retaken once the bulk of his fleet returned from the Bering Sea, but it would cost more resources than he was willing to part with. 
Delun’s nerves were frayed by the time he returned to his quarters, and he ordered everyone out so he could think in quiet. Rodion’s failure in the west wasn’t nearly as concerning as the weaponry he’d described now in the Mars brothers’ possession. No doubt the engineers that Fung had failed to bring him were now working for the governors. It was astonishing how much frustration one family could bring. 
Delun rubbed his temples then made his way over to his books and plucked the first spine his hand touched. Reading had always calmed his mind, and he needed to slow his thoughts, corral the chaos into a more ordered stream of consciousness. 
Where do they derive their strength? The answer to that question had eluded Delun. Was it their naval superiority? Their army? Their generals? Weapons? People? Land? Alliances? What was their purpose? 
Delun knew that every man had a driving force, a renewable energy that fueled his actions, pushed him beyond the realm of his own capacity. For Delun, it was his mind; for many of his soldiers, it was their weapons; but for the Mars family, he could not place it.
Family. The word tickled the back of Delun’s mind, and he shot up from his chair, pacing back and forth, doing his best to cultivate the small spring welling up in his thoughts. The Mars family had rooted itself by means of war, but that wasn’t what kept it growing, flourishing. It was a tree that never ended and would continue to grow until the roots had been ripped from it.
But what were the Mars roots? Delun sent for the communications director at once, hoping the intelligence they’d gathered would prove useful. He had eyes everywhere, albeit he found that in that particular line of work, trust was a delicate balance. Perpetual deception was a life not everyone was capable of living. 
When the communications director entered, he bowed, the long tip of hair stretching from his chin remaining as straight as an arrow from the thick balms he used for grooming. While the man’s facial hair may have been angular, everything else about him was incredibly round. “My emperor, I thank you for your invitation.”
“Rise, Tao. You’ve brought the correspondence?” Delun kept his tone calm, doing his best to hide the growing anxiousness inside.
“Of course.” Tao pulled a cluster of letters from his pockets and opened them for Delun on the desk. “Lance Mars had only sent one letter to his brothers, while Dean Mars had sent two.”
The writings offered nothing more than news Delun already knew, and he tossed the letters away from him in frustration. “There has to be more than this, Tao. You assured me we would have eyes on them. I need something I can use.”
Tao remained hesitant, and Delun could sense the conflict running through his director’s face. “There was one piece of information that one of our scouts learned from Rodion’s occupation of the Northwest capital.” 
“Speak, Tao. Or you will regret biting your tongue.”
Tao fidgeted his fingers nervously then found a seat next to the emperor. “It was before the battle started. With the large number of North Americans fleeing into the city, we believed it to be the perfect cover for our people to get a closer look. But with the governor away, they trailed his nephews and wife.”
“And?”
“Although it was never confirmed, we received word that the governess had a miscarriage several years ago. It was a personal devastation to both parents, one that took years for the governess to overcome.”
Family. The word grew stronger in Delun’s mind. Exploiting the weakness of the governor’s spouse could be useful in triggering the Mars brother to sail before he was ready. A hasty decision in a moment of passion often led to failure.
“The same source provided another piece of information. Something few know outside of the Mars family.” The smile that curved up Tao’s cheeks twisted with a mischievous evil. “The governess is pregnant once again.”
Delun rose, and Tao quickly did the same, bowing his head. Keeping the pregnancy secret meant the governess still harbored hesitation from the miscarriage. And where hesitation rested, fear resided. “The Mars family still wishes to grow even amidst the chaos of war and death.” That was the dagger to the governor’s heart. Lay barren what was left of his roots, and he would die with the rest. “Do we still have our scouts with Rodion?”
“Only one, Emperor. The rest were killed in battle.”
“Send him word, and see to it that he has whatever his heart desires. And make sure he understands what fate will await him if he fails.”



 
***
Smoke from the wreckage of the capital drifted into the morning sky. The tired, worn faces of the people of the Northwest slowly walked through the rubble that was once their home. Families sifted through ash and broken pieces, looking for anything they could use to rebuild, but Rodion’s men and the bombs Jason had placed had done their work well.
Burning the city had been Rodion’s final cry of defiance as he fled to the north, seeking the safety of the wilderness before Dean’s men relinquished their chase. The dead still littered the ground as soldiers hauled off body after body into the mass graves they’d dug on the outskirts of the city.
With his home burnt to the ground and the Russians still a threat, Dean planted his quarters at the front lines, where he reestablished the ranks of his army. He wanted to make sure that his people knew where he was and what he meant to do to make sure they kept what was left of their homes and their lives. 
The war council hadn’t rested since the planning of the bombs, and Dean could see the ragged faces sagging over the map as General Monaghan pointed out what strategic options Rodion had available to him now that he was on the run. “Delun has called back his ships, and our scouts say that they don’t have any inclination to return to the general’s aid.” Monaghan guided his hand along the Alaskan wilderness, deep into the north. “Rodion’s men are used to the cold, and all that’s left to him is the tundra north. Governor, he’s cut off from supply lines, the Chinese are thousands of miles away, and he has no way to get back to his home country. I say we let him starve himself up there.”
The canvas walls of the tent had been pulled up, offering a clear view of the capital’s ruins behind them. Dean gestured to the ashes. “Do you see that, General? Rodion left his mark on our people, on our land. He came to conquer us, and I can promise that he will not starve. If we let him go, then he will return, and it will be with a vengeance we may not be able to stop. We will pursue him, and we will kill him.”
Monaghan gave a slight bow, and Dean dismissed them, leaving him alone with Jason. “Monaghan has a point, Dean.” Jason offered his opinion carefully. “Chasing after Rodion may be what he wants. He’ll have the advantage in the cold.”
“Not with the weapons the engineers are designing for us.” Dean snapped his words more harshly than he intended them to be. The surge of adrenaline that accompanied retaking the capital had not been able to shake the lust of war from his bones. “Rodion was responsible for our brothers’ deaths. I will not allow him to live while I still have breath in my lungs.”
Jason gripped Dean’s shoulders and spun him around. “Dean, our people still need you to lead them. Kemena still needs you, and Kit and Sam. If you keep trying to avenge every death, you’ll have nothing left of your soul. And I can’t carry the weight of rebuilding once this war is done. I need you, brother.”
The last bit loosened the war vise in Dean’s mind, the tunnel vision of Rodion’s head on a spike slowly fogging, as he turned his attention to what was in front of him: family. He let out a sigh and gave Jason a light pat on the back of his neck. Just before Jason left, Dean called out to him. “How’s Canice?”
“Kemena worked on her last night. I’m going to check on her now.”
“If she’s awake, send her my regards.”
“I will.”
Dean leaned back on the table with the war map still resting on top, and he felt the creak of the wood under his weight. It seemed he’d grown heavier over the past few weeks, though he had shed weight from the stress of battle. 
“Escalation.” The voice came from behind Dean, and he whipped around to see Alvy standing at the edge of the canvas, half his face and body cast in light, the other in the shadow of the tent. He took a step inside. The clothes he wore were far too big for his small frame. “It’s hard to say when it ends.” Alvy crossed his arms and joined Dean by the table, watching the people of the capital slowly try and pull their lives out of the rubble and ash. “It’s a shame war is only measured in battles won and lost. If we started tallying up the cost, I would think we’d war less often.”
“We wouldn’t.” Dean watched another body be tossed into the mass grave a few hundred yards to their left. “Men are violent because we are taught to be violent.”
“There are other ways to combat violence, Governor.” Alvy picked up one of the figurines meant to represent a unit of soldiers on the map. “Life is too precious to let it starve in war.”
“Is your impartation of wisdom the only reason for your visit? Or do you have something else in mind you would like to ask me?”
“I heard about your professor and what Rodion did to him. I was told he was a valued advisor.”
“He was.” A well of anger rose from him at Hawthorne’s memory. If he’d just taken the time to heed the old man’s counsel from the start, then perhaps all of this could have been avoided. 
“I’d like to replace him,” Alvy said, keeping his voice even and calm.
Dean turned to him sharply, trying to feel out the engineer’s motive. “Well, let’s start now, then.” Dean turned to the map behind them and pointed to where Rodion had fled. “My war council tells me that I should let Rodion starve in the north since he has no supply lines and no way to get home. I want to go in and finish the job. What is your advice?”
Alvy turned to study the map and picked up a few more figurines before placing them back where he’d found them. “When I was held by Ruiz in Brazil underneath his palace, he would let us out once a month to see our families. It was always a very stressful day, and it either offered my mind pain or relief, but never any joy. Ruiz eliminated that joy with the strict deadlines to produce his weapons, and he waited until the day we saw our families to tell us whether or not we met them. If we did, our families would leave unharmed. If we didn’t… then we’d be forced to watch our family be tortured.” Alvy’s eyes grew wet, but no tears fell, even as he tilted his head to the side. “You gave me a choice, Governor. That was never an option with Ruiz, because he was evil, and the men he associated himself with were evil; you spoke of that evil the day we met. I never knew this Russian general, but I know that if he was working in concert with the Chinese and Ruiz, then he shares that same viciousness. And the only way to stop that evil from growing is to kill him.” Alvy picked up the figurine meant to represent Rodion’s men and placed it in Dean’s palm. “Make sure there’s nothing left of him, Governor. You’ll lose more men, but if you let him live, you’ll lose your mind waiting for the day he’ll come and find you.” He patted Dean on the shoulder and then made his way to the door.
“Thank you,” Dean called out just before the engineer was out of earshot.
“For what?”
“Telling me what you thought instead of what I wanted to hear.”
“That’s an advisor’s job.” Alvy gave a smile then disappeared into the crowd of soldiers and townspeople. 
Dean examined the figurine in his hand. With Alvy’s words still fresh in his mind, he crumpled the figurine in his fist then tossed it aside. 



Chapter 9
Another soldier collapsed to the frozen ground, the wind and snow burying him in a thin blanket of cold, freezing the man’s blood. Haggard and worn faces ignored their fallen comrade; the sight had become all too common during the retreat north, and Rodion slowed for no one. He sat at the front of his army, only a third of what it had been when he began his conquest and limping forward on its last leg. 
Rodion reined up, the snow thick in his beard. The stallion underneath the saddle whinnied with a puff of frost blowing from its nostrils. He adjusted the AK-47 strap on his shoulder then dismounted, his legs buried in the snow up to his shins. “We make camp here for tonight.” Rodion’s orders echoed down the line, followed by a collective exhausted sigh from the men as they stopped. 
Rodion squinted into the fading evening sky, the snowfall keeping a steady pace. He no longer had feeling in his cheeks and face, and he flexed his fingers to work out the growing stiffness from holding the reins. Never in his life had the cold disagreed with him so much. 
Camp was constructed sluggishly, and when Rodion’s officers arrived to debrief their general on the casualties of the ride, he broke the jaw of the first soldier who spoke. “I don’t care how many die; thousands more will perish before this is over. I would sacrifice every one of my men if it meant victory. Get out of my sight!”
The ring of solitude Rodion created for himself continued to isolate him from even his closest advisors and officers. All of their pleas and reasoning fell on ears that heard only excuses. Never in his life did Rodion wish to return to the fighting pits of his youth to rid himself of the aggressive rage that stoked his fire. He picked up the rifle and trudged off into the wilderness, hoping a hunt would provide a temporary quencher to the growing thirst of death in his mouth. 
The snowfall thickened and shortened his field of vision to less than six feet. The snowdrifts grew taller the farther north he marched, the cold freezing his veins. Rodion felt himself grow short of breath, and he stumbled in the thick snow, burying himself in the wet slush. 
Rodion punched the ground in a fit of rage, his fist cutting through the icy soil, sending spiderweb-like lines around each crater fisted into the earth. He should have chased the Mars governors down when he had the chance. His arrogance had cost him, and now even his beloved cold sought to kill him. I will not die here. The words came to him like the slow surge of a wave, building momentum the closer it grew to shore and cresting at its peak before crashing into the coast.
Rodion pushed himself from the ground, the wind howling in the black night. He closed his eyes, letting the icy air fill his lungs and permeate to the very depths of his body. Every breath burned like fire, but each painful breath filled his body with life. He grew stronger, and he picked up his rifle from the snow, the piece of steel frozen like a block of ice. 
The Mars governors were back in their capital, waiting for Rodion to either die in this frozen land or come crawling back for surrender. But there was still an army at his back. Whatever was left in his last breaths he would use to slaughter as much of his enemy as possible.



 
***
It felt like it was the first time seeing him, standing in his cotton white shirt and tan pants. Canice knew his clothes were dirty, but the smile on Lance’s face nullified the attire. He stood there on the deck of the Sani, the sun on his face and wind in his hair. The corners of his eyes crinkled as he looked back at her, but something wasn’t right, and suddenly Lance’s smile twisted in pain. His white cotton shirt had become bloodied, and he collapsed to the deck. 
Canice sprinted toward him, but the harder she ran, the farther away Lance became. He was screaming for her help, his hand reaching out to her, but never getting closer than a graze with her fingertips. She felt the hot burst of tears burn her cheeks, and suddenly a pain ripped through her own body, and she felt short of breath, the life being choked from her.
A pair of massive hands had wrapped around Canice’s throat, and the face the hands belonged to was Rodion’s. Blood poured from his eyes, and he roared with laughter, the grip around her neck tightening harder and harder. 
Canice awoke, covered in sweat, the pain in her throat gone but the rest of her body aching. All of her muscles cramped, and every movement stabbed a cluster of knives into her. She felt hands groping her arms and voices dulled from the screaming pain her body shot back at her. The faces in front of her were blurred. “Where is he?” The words left her mouth involuntarily, and she heard herself repeating it over and over again.
“Who? Canice, can you hear me? I need you to calm down.”
The blurred faces and dulled voices suddenly became clearer, and Canice recognized Kemena, her face tired. Her mind slowly went through the accounts of the battle against Rodion, the bombs, sneaking into camp, finding Rodion’s quarters, and the gunshot that killed the servant that stepped in front of her bullet meant for Rodion. After that, the scenes started to blur together. “How did I get here?”
Kemena’s hands seemed to have minds of their own as one prepared some type of needle and the other checked her pulse. “Jason.” She plunged the needle into her patient’s stomach, and Canice winced from the intrusion but bit her tongue on the scream. “You were nearly dead when he brought you here.” She pulled back on the syringe slowly, draining a pussy area of Canice’s stomach. “You need to rest.” She placed a gentle hand on Canice’s cheek, which felt oddly cool.
Canice’s mind wavered back and forth between consciousness and sleep, between pain and rest. The dreams continued, but for how long she was bedridden, she couldn’t be sure until she woke in a jolt, the once-busy room she was held in suddenly replaced with a calm quiet and the faint whisper of voices outside the walls of her quarters. She pulled the blanket off her and found that the pussy wound around her stomach had been cleaned and dressed in a white bandage. 
When Canice went to swivel her legs off the side of the bed, her entire core seized up, transforming her graceful exit from bed to an avalanche of limbs crashing into the floor. She clutched her stomach, feeling as though her very insides would spill out of her if she tried moving too quickly again. 
Two girls rushed inside at the sound of her commotion and gently helped her back up to the bed. They asked Canice questions, but the pain rushing through her body blocked any chance at understanding what they wanted. 
“It’s okay, ladies. I’ll keep an eye on her.”
Once back in bed, Canice tried lifting her head at the sound of the familiar voice but couldn’t muster the strength. It sounded like Lance, but… but…
“How are you feeling?” Jason asked, his face invading her line of sight to the ceiling above. He pressed his hand against her forehead. Even with the light touch, it still felt heavy on her skull. “Your fever’s gone down. That’s a good sign.”
Canice brushed his hand off her and shut her eyes hard. “How long have I been out?”
“Two days.”
The dreams that had filled that time felt much longer, and hoped that the torments that plagued her during the fever wouldn’t return. As she lay still, slowly, she subdued the pain, letting her mind clear. She quickly opened her eyes. “Rodion. Did he—”
“He got away.” Jason spoke calmly, placing his hand on her arm as the words left his mouth. “My brother means to chase him down. He won’t live much longer.”
“I have to come.” Canice attempted to prop herself up but was immediately pinned down by the rippling ache in her body. She could barely lift her head, let alone fight. She pounded her fists by her sides, gritting her teeth. “I can’t just lie here.” Canice squeezed her hands tight, her knuckles turning a bright white from the pressure. “I have to help.” The anger slowly gave way to grief when Lance’s face penetrated through the thick clouds of rage in her mind. “I’d never loved anyone like your brother before, nor will I love anyone like him again.” The words blurted out of her like a geyser, quick and unexpected. 
“Do you remember how he was when he was younger?” Jason asked. He picked at his fingernails as he stared into the wall. “I’ve been trying to remember him before he was soaked with war, but I was too little. I see the hard face of a sea captain but nothing of the brother Dean remembers.”
“War didn’t change him; it just made him tired,” Canice said, suddenly thinking about her dream, when Lance smiled at her, right before it turned into a nightmare. “He’d always been reserved, but the times when he flashed a smile, it was like watching dawn break.” The tears in the corners of her eyes reached the precipice then spilled onto her cheeks, streaming down unashamedly.
Jason offered a light kiss on Canice’s forehead then made for the door. “Get some rest. I’ll keep you updated on when we ride for Rodion.” He was halfway out the door then stopped and turned back inside. Struggle etched his face, as if he wasn’t sure if he should speak. “Lance, he—” Jason shook his head, looking as though he would turn away, but stopped himself once more. “I know that Lance loved, that he felt it, even though he wasn’t good at showing it. If there was anyone he wanted to be with, it would have been you, Canice.” 
Once alone, Canice found the pain in her stomach replaced with something else. It was empty, a void that pulled her inward, a force that she couldn’t stop any more than the steady stream of tears running down her face. The realization of what she’d lost finally sank in. And now she was burdened with finding the strength to live without it.



 
***
The table was set for four, but only three filled the seats. Kemena stared at the empty chair across from her while Kit and Sam took small, slow bites from their plates, unsure whether to keep eating, stop, or speak. Kemena looked over to Kit, who hadn’t taken off his uniform since he’d made it through basic training with the latest group of recruits. Luckily, Dean had the good sense to make sure the boy was stationed close to General Monaghan, mainly working with the artillery units.
Sam kept his head down, picking at the chicken on his plate. Kemena hadn’t even seen him crack a smile in days, no matter how many times she tried to cheer him up. The war spared no one, draining the youth of their energy, and the silence was deafening. 
The tent flaps were flung open, and Dean stepped inside, marching hurriedly to the table. Kit shot up out of his chair, standing at attention, as was customary for all soldiers when the governor entered a room, but Dean waved the boy down. “It’s all right, Kit. Consider dinnertime off duty.” 
Kemena noticed the forced smile from both as they took their seats. She knew Kit was grateful to finally have his chance at war but was resentful that he couldn’t choose which branch to join. In reality, none of the men who joined could, but she knew Kit believed that his uncle had something to do with the fact that he was stationed in the rear with the artillery unit instead of the front lines.
Not much was said for the rest of the dinner, and Kemena noticed how blatantly Dean avoided her gaze. He would depart in less than two days, heading north into the tundra wilderness to finish off Rodion’s forces. She’d let her disapproval be known upon the news, but Dean wouldn’t budge. 
With dinner finished, Kit returned to the barracks with the rest of the soldiers, offering his brother a hug, his uncle a handshake, and Kemena a light kiss on the cheek. She watched him until the back of his head was beyond her vision and then felt a tug on the back of her dress and turned to see Sam looking at his feet. “What is it, Sam?”
The boy’s blond locks were a mess on top of his small head, and he fiddled with his fingers awkwardly. “Are you going to leave too?” He looked up, his blue eyes a glistening wet. 
Kemena bent down and scooped him up, Sam wrapping his arms around her neck and squeezing tight. “No, of course not.” She pulled her head back and made sure she looked him in the eye when she spoke. “You don’t have to worry about your brother and your uncles. They will come home. Everything’s going to be okay.”
Sam sniffled and nodded his head. Kemena wasn’t sure if the boy believed her, but it was enough to finally manage a grin out of him. She set him down and kissed his forehead. “Now, you go and help clear the table. When you’re done, we’ll see what we can find for dessert, okay?”
Another quick smile, and the boy sprinted inside, carefully balancing the plates with some of the servants as they walked out the tent’s side entrance. Kemena went to look for Dean and found him out back, disassembling a rifle. He kept his back to her, focusing on the weapon. “You need to speak with Sam before you go.”
“The boy will be fine, Kemena.” Dean clicked two pieces together and examined the sights of the rifle. It was one of the moderns from the vault the engineers had refurbished. 
Kemena stepped in front of him then snatched the rifle from his hands and tossed it on the ground. “The boy is not fine, Dean. We are not fine. You are not fine. The people are not fine!” She kicked the dirt, sending a spray of earth over the weapon. 
Dean stood, picked up the rifle, and started disassembling it once more, cleaning the parts that had been dirtied. 
Kemena spun around, her lips trembling in anger and fear. She ran her hands through her hair, feeling the shaking of her own fingers through the thick, wavy curls. “You don’t have to go. You know you don’t have to.”
“It’s not about what I want,” Dean said. “It’s about what’s best for our people. Those people you mentioned that are not fine. They won’t be fine until this is done.”
Kemena turned on him so fast that he nearly dropped the weapon to the ground again. “And when is it done, Dean? When does this end? What new enemy will seek us out tomorrow, or the next day, or the day after that?” Her pulse raced, and she felt the heat radiating from her cheeks. “When does it end?” She stomped her foot and shoved her husband hard in the chest. 
Dean set the rifle down, his expression stoic and his motions slow. “I don’t think there is an end, Kemena. And if there is, I’m not sure if I’ll live to see it.” Dean grabbed the rifle then headed back inside the tent.
No emotion, no feeling. Kemena stepped back from the stranger in front of her. “You can’t leave us!” She clutched her stomach then fell to her knees as short gasps of air left her sobbing in the dirt. Every step Dean took forward was one more away from her, from their child, from home. 



Chapter 10
Nearly two hundred ships trailed Dean and Jason in their vanguard. The armada cut through the cold waters of the north Pacific like a horde of iron beasts searching for land. Dean had ordered every last soldier in their army to board the vessels, along with the clansmen. Even with Rodion limping in retreat, Dean knew the Russian general would not go down easily or willingly. 
But with the combined efforts of the refurbished moderns from the vault along with the AK-47s they’d managed to confiscate from the retreating Russian horde, every single sailor and soldier was armed, and combined with the might of their navy, Dean knew the Russians wouldn’t stand a chance.
They drew port at what was left of the Alaskan fisheries. Dean and Jason led his men through the burnt wreckage of the village and toward the tree line, where they would gather the bulk of their strength. General Monaghan walked alongside the governors, all three men pulling their coats tight about their collars, shielding themselves from the wicked cold. “I want scouts sent ahead to confirm Rodion’s position while we mount our offensive. It’ll take a few hours before the army can march, and I don’t want to waste any time finding him.”
“I’ll send riders out with the first wave of horses, governor.” Monaghan stopped with Dean and Jason at the edge of the forest. Snow clouds were growing overhead. “Sir, I understand the need for a quick resolution on this, but perhaps it would be wiser to wait for—”
“We will not wait, General. Now see that the preparations are taken care of.”
Monaghan dismissed himself, and Jason followed Dean to the edge of the forest. A sea of trees and compact snow and rocks lay before them. “He’s out there, Jason.” A cold wind blasted Dean’s face, and he closed his eyes, the frigid breeze causing neither a flinch nor a shiver. 
“The general’s right, Dean. We need to wait for the storm to pass.”
“There’s always a storm, Jason. Or the potential for a trap, or lack of supplies, lack of soldiers, ammunition—there’s always a reason to not go.” Dean turned to Jason, neither disappointed nor angry. Despite everyone’s worry, he was seeing more clearly than he ever had before. “But there is always a more important reason to push on.” He clapped Jason on the shoulder and found his horse.
“And what’s that?” Jason asked, shouting, his breath puffing with frost.
“The preservation of life.” The snow fell as Dean met with the scouts before they departed. A layer of white frosted his beard, and he watched the riders disappear into the wilderness, the clouds above spitting a thicker sheet of snow the farther they rode. Dean knew that what evil was left beyond that forest needed to die. And he was the man to kill it.



 
***
Rodion thumbed the last round of ammunition into the magazine and set it aside. Piles of snow grew taller around him, and his entire army had been dusted with the weather, which seemed content to let the snow swallow them whole while they huddled and shivered under blankets and tents. No fires burned, and the only advantage the snow offered them was camouflage to any of the governor’s scouts. 
Rodion placed his hand on the frozen stack of ammunition to his right, all that was left of his own supply. But he knew that bullets would be of little help if the North Americans arrived with more of those weapons that had decimated his army.
Craven attacks in the middle of the night. The deception reminded Rodion all too well of Delun’s games; it was tiring, and Rodion was done playing. He pushed himself off the frozen earth and trudged his way through the growing snow piles. He found one of his officers under a lump of snow-covered blankets and kicked him awake from his frigid slumber. “Gather the men.”
The colonel was too tired or too frightened to ask any questions, and the men were stirred against their will while Rodion squinted through the growing snowfall. The sheets of white waved through the air, wind gusting and shifting the flurries in all directions, creating a fog of snow. “We march west!”
Each step forward brought back memories of Russia, the unforgiving cold, the dark skies, and the heartless landscape that would just as likely kill you as offer something to save your life. The snowfall grew so thick that Rodion nearly smacked into a tree before he came to a stop. He looked to his left and right, and through the falling sheets of ice and snow he saw the tree line that signaled the end of the tundra. 
Rodion dropped the rifle to the ground and replaced it with the handle of an axe. He gripped the worn wood handle and swung wildly into the first tree in his path. Ice and snow chipped off the bark with every swing, and Rodion felt the splinter and crack of wood, the wedged blade of the axe digging deeper into the tree trunk until the tree wavered and crashed into the icy earth. 
Rodion’s muscles burned in the cold, the sharp sting of fatigue pulsating through his arms and shoulders, quick puffs of frost revealing a labored breathing from the effort. He turned back to his men, raising the axe high. “We will not hide from our enemy! If they seek to find us, then we will welcome them with the lead from our guns and the steel of our blades!”
One by one, officers, soldiers, anyone with a blade hacked down the forest in front of them, felling tree after tree then breaking up the long trunks into logs, which were thrown into a pile. Rodion had those without blades or axes search for kindling.
The flames started small, the wind preventing the initial sparks from catching the tinder, but it wasn’t long before tall columns of smoke wafted into the sky, penetrating the sheets of icy sleet raining down upon them. The fire grew with every log and branch tossed onto the flames, reaching twenty feet high. The heat from the fire burned with such intensity that it melted the snow around it, even the flakes still falling from the sky that ventured too close to the fire. 
Rodion felt the heat from the flames on his back as he hacked down another tree, the snow and ice on his face, beard, and clothes mixing with his sweat, slowly soaking him to the bone. Rodion would set fire to the entire forest if he had to, whatever it took. No more waiting.



 
***
The scouts returned nearly an hour after Dean had seen the flames. At first the orange glow to the east looked almost like a sunrise, but as it grew larger, Dean knew it was no sun. He ordered Monaghan to wake the men. 
“Governor Mars.” The scout called out to him and dismounted before the horse even came to a stop. “The fire stretches for nearly half a mile. We couldn’t see anything beyond the flames, but with the way the forest had been chopped down, it had to be the Russians.” The scout was covered in a mixture of snow and fallen ash, the black soot staining and contrasting against the pristine white. 
Jason appeared out of the darkness, already dressed for combat. “You found no trace of Rodion’s men?”
“No, sir.”
“Rejoin the ranks, and make sure you have ammunition,” Dean said then sent the scouts along their way before any more doubt crept into his mind. 
“Dean,” Jason said, “it could be a trap.”
“Rodion’s not clever enough to set a trap. He wants us to find him. That fire is his taunt.” Dean slung the rifle strap over his shoulder, his eyes unable to remove themselves from the bright-orange ball in the darkness. The flames entranced him, calling to him through the darkness. “We came here to end this. Tonight.” 
Before Dean could turn away, Jason grabbed his brother’s arm, forcefully swinging him around. “Dammit, Dean, enough!” Jason’s face was illuminated with the fading light of the distant flames and the shadows of the night, accentuating each expression. “You and I both need to come home from this war, and that’s not going to happen if you keep pressing forward like this.”
Dean shoved Jason off him, pushing him out of the light of the fires to where he became faceless. He looked around at the officers and soldiers, only the outlines of their bodies visible. Faceless men.
All of them. “You see that?” He pointed to the dusty-orange glow through the trees. “Fire, ice, steel, and lead await us. And those instruments will decide who lives and who dies.” He turned to his brother, making sure Jason knew he was looking at him. “I will not die.” A swell of rage and energy flushed through him as he turned to the rest of the men, their faces slowly taking shape the closer they moved to the fire. “Do you hear me? I will not die tonight. Nor will you if you choose to believe it! This is not just a war! This is our survival! We will not die!” Dean thrust his fist into the air, which was punctuated by the shouts of his men. “We will not die!” 
With the swell of war beating in the heart of their army, Dean and Jason mounted, leading their soldiers through the thick of the wood, toward the raging fires in the west. Dean kept a steady pace until halfway, when the snow and ice from the storm finally let up. Clouds dotted the sky, blocking the moon and stars, but the light from the fire in the distance guided their path. 
Pops and cracks echoed through the forest from the burning wood, and the flames flickered the long fingers of shadows through the night. The heat melted the snow and ice from his coat, a mixture of water and sweat dripping from the tip of his nose. 
The stallion gave a whinny and grew wary the closer they moved to the flames. The snow falling over them was soon replaced with the falling black ash of the fire, staining the earth as black as the night sky. 
Dean saw Jason to his left, keeping the lines tight, but no sign of Rodion or his men. He signaled Jason to ride north, and Dean headed south, hoping to run into their enemy along the way. 
The fire raged to Dean’s left, the steady thump of his men’s boots against the snow drowned out by the roaring flames. Dean pulled his rifle, tucking the stock under his shoulder for support. Once they rounded the corner of the fire, Dean let go of the reins, and the warhorse kept the path without any guidance, the familiarity of war returning to the animal easily. 
Dean scanned the horizon through the rifle’s metal sight but saw nothing but flames to his left and darkness to his right. He lowered the weapon, and the horse stopped. “Captain, send a unit out to scan the forests—make sure Rodion didn’t march south.”
“Yes, si—”
Gunfire exploded, bullets slicing through the captain, his blood staining the blackened snow a shade of crimson. Dean’s horse reared, nearly kicking him off, but he grabbed the reins just before he fell. 
Dean returned gunfire to the enemy clustered in the darkness. The muzzle flashes from their guns were the only indicator of their location. “Lines! Hold your lines!” Dean kicked his heels into the horse and sprinted forward into battle. He squeezed the trigger, bullets flying from the muzzle faster than the beat of the hooves under his stallion. He trampled over bodies, and the crunch of bones intermixed with screams piercing the night.
Gunfire burst close, and the horse whinnied, its legs buckling underneath him and then crashing into the snow and ice, flinging Dean from the saddle and skidding across the slick tundra surface. He kept hold of the rifle and awkwardly pushed himself from the ground. The fire behind him offered the only beacon of reference, and when he turned, he saw the bulk of Rodion’s men marching. The shadowed figures clustered together then separated at will, swarming one another like demons engulfed in fire. 
Dean snapped out of his stupor, and he ducked behind the dead horse for cover, bullets tearing into the animal’s flesh. He used the stallion’s rib cage to steady his aim and returned fire into the darkness. His elbow wavered slightly on the animal’s hide, and each squeeze of the trigger sent recoil to his shoulder. 
Shell casings littered the ground, and he nearly slipped on a cluster when he sprinted back to the front lines, jumping over fallen bodies, keeping his footing on the icy ground. The heat from the fire and cold of the snow ricocheted his body temperature up and down. Snow fell, impairing his vision, and soon Dean couldn’t tell what was snow and what was ash. 
A cluster of Dean’s men was pinned down by the flames, the Russians backing them into the fire. Dean fired but only felled two of the six enemy soldiers before his ammo ran out. Not slowing from his sprint, he tossed the rifle aside and reached for his blade in the same motion, both hands working independently of each other. Before two of the guards turned around, he hacked their legs. 
Dean knocked away the muzzle of the first rifle aimed at him, the soldier firing wildly into nothing but air and darkness. The light from the fire danced wildly off the Russian soldier’s body, consuming it in shades of orange and black. Dean watched the Russian raise his rifle, his finger already on the trigger, and suddenly he felt the veil of immortality lift. 
“Dean, down!”
The reaction was instantaneous: Dean hit the ground, and he watched the chest of the Russian fill with lead. Dean turned and saw Jason, clouds of frost puffing from his breath, the full light of the fire illuminating him. Jason extended his hand and helped Dean up, the gunshots growing more infrequent. “We’re running out of ammo.” 
“I know,” Jason said, ejecting his magazine and tossing the weapon into the blood- and ash-stained snow. He pointed back behind him. “Rodion split his forces, half of them in the north. We’ve pushed them back, but I’ve seen no sign of the general.”
Dean and Jason marched on, the fire still roaring strong in the night air. Behind the flames there was nothing but the open tundra of the great north, stretching for miles and miles, offering nothing but cold, death, and darkness. 
The light from the fire behind Dean slowly faded with every step. The man thrives in the cold, and this is where he will die, buried in the ice. Dean stopped, the long fingers of light flickering from the heart of the fire barely able to penetrate the darkness. And that’s where Dean saw him. 
Rodion stood motionless; the only sign of his presence the puff of frost radiating from his lips with each breath. Snow and ash settled on his shoulders, where a rifle strap hung. He clutched a saber in his right hand. All that was visible was his silhouette, but Dean saw no other soldiers around him. “It is a cold night to die, Governors.” Rodion’s thick accent slurred the English words as he stepped forward, sliding the rifle from his shoulder to the ground, concentrating his efforts on the blade in his hands.
Dean and Jason circled around Rodion, the brothers in sync with every step. The wind howled and the rush of cold burned Dean’s eyes. “It’s over, Rodion. Your men are dead or dying, and you’ve no resources or allies to come and save you.” He and Jason were angled to Rodion’s left and right, the general unwavering in the relentless onslaught of the harsh blizzard. 
“I will never yield.”
“Good.” Dean sprinted forward, blade in hand, and sliced at Rodion, who dodged the attack, swiveling left, then thrust his own blade, which Dean parried. 
Jason joined the assault, the cold accentuated each smack of steel, and Dean’s bones felt as though they would snap in half with each strike. His fingers grew stiff around the blade’s hilt, but his mind overpowered whatever fatigue and pain his body protested. 
Boots slid across the icy ground, yet Rodion kept his footing better than Dean and Jason, who both nearly collapsed twice trying to cut the Russian down. The snowfall thickened, and the wind picked up, bringing with it the embers and ash from the massive fire. The tiny orange flecks of light danced through the air, swirling around the storm of blades between Rodion, Jason, and Dean, bringing with them a mixture of warmth and cold.
Dean squinted his eyes, trying to keep both the embers and the snow from blinding him. Rodion’s pace quickened, the Russian general slicing his blade left then right, the back-and-forth diagonal cross challenging Dean’s skill. With Rodion using his right hand to press his attack with the saber, he swung his left fist sporadically, Dean evading the assaults. 
With Dean taking a step back, Rodion used the space to press Jason. The Russian smacked the blade from Jason’s hand, then smashed Jason’s nose with the sword’s hilt, who fell disoriented to the ice, blood gushing from his nose and mouth. 
Dean sprinted to his brother’s aid, blocking the death blow Rodion brought down. Jason scrambled backwards, searching for his sword in the snow while Rodion and Dean locked their steel together. Fire ran up and down Dean’s arms, his feet struggling to keep traction on the ice. Rodion pressed, moving the blades closer to Dean’s face one struggled inch at a time. Dean twisted left, trying to fling the Russian off him, but Rodion held tight, pivoting with Dean effortlessly on the slick ice. Snow and ash collected on both their shoulders, toppling down their arms when the piles grew too large. 
Jason found his blade in the drifts of snow, then rushed to join Dean, and Rodion stepped backward, giving the Russian space as both brothers regrouped. “I’m not sure your brothers put up this much of a fight,” Rodion said, letting a smile crack along his face of ice. “I was told both were killed quickly.”
Jason thrust forward, taking on the Russian alone. Dean pivoted to the right, trying to get an angle on Rodion himself, but unable to find an opening that wouldn’t hurt his brother. Jason wailed in the night, the clang of his steel matching each pained groan that escaped his lips.
Rodion exploded forward, skidding Jason backward, then tossing him aside, and Dean replaced his brother seamlessly, offering Rodion no rest. Dean’s fingers froze to the hilt of the blade, the joints along his arm fighting off the stiffening cold. 
Jason rejoined the assault, the three of them pushing deeper into the tundra, the walls of snow and ice raining from above slowly blocking the glow of the fire. Suddenly, with his heels digging into the icy earth, Rodion roared, smashing his forehead into Dean’s skull, the sharp crack of bones sending Dean to the ground and his sword falling from his grip. 
Dean landed hard on the ice, and his head swam back and forth, as if his mind was caught in the rolling waves of an ocean during a storm. He brought his foot underneath him then slipped on the ice, his chin smacking into the hard frozen earth, numbing his jaw. 
Dean squinted into the darkness, the snow so thick he could no longer see more than a few feet in front of him. “Jason!” Blood dripped from the bridge of his nose onto his lips, the wind freezing the fluid before it had a chance to drip to the ground. “Jason!”
A gurgled shout echoed from behind him, and Dean spun on the ice, turning to witness Rodion on top of his brother, the Russian’s thick hands around Jason’s neck. Dean sprinted into Rodion, knocking the general down, the two tumbling over one another, a flurry of legs and arms. 
The two men swung at each other, exchanging blows, each strike fracturing their frozen bones one hit at a time. Dean’s body went numb from the cold, numb from the punches, numb from the fatigue of war. Jason stumbled, joining the assault on Rodion, all three men void of their swords, relying on their bare hands as the only weapons left to them.
It took both brothers to keep Rodion pinned to the ice, the Russian’s strength seeping onto the snow with every blow. In a last attempt, Rodion clutched both of their throats, his massive hands squeezing the life from both of them. “I will leave your body here to freeze once you’re dead.” Rodion spit the cold words through gritted teeth, blood speckling his chin, his massive arms and shoulders bulging through his sleeves. 
Dean choked for breath, his mind and body numb, the cold filling his lungs, aiding in Rodion’s suffocation. He fruitlessly beat his hands against the Russian, Jason mimicking the same. Dean could feel the end, here and now, the cold cloak of death finally covering his body. 
“You will not save your people,” Rodion whispered, and Dean felt the heat of his breath. “Death waits for no man or woman”—Rodion smiled—“or child.”
The words sparked a flame in Dean’s soul. He lunged for Rodion’s face, his fingers catching the general’s beard and he pulled with what strength was left, bringing the Russian’s face to his knee, releasing Dean from the stranglehold upon contact. 
Rodion fell backwards, and Dean rounded on him, pounding his face into the tundra, each blow more vicious than the last, splattering the snow around him with blood. The fire roared within him, ending the cold, ending the battle, ending Rodion’s life. 
It was Jason who pulled Dean from the dead Russian’s body, his voice screaming into the blizzard, the sprays of frost like dragon’s breath from his mouth. He felt Jason’s hands on him, and heard his voice, but all he could think of were Rodion’s final words. Kemena. I left her alone.



Chapter 11
Kemena lay awake in the makeshift bed the guards had put together in her husband’s quarters. While she had her own space, she preferred to sleep here, much to the guards’ dislike, since Dean’s tent was centered close to the soldiers’ barracks. She noticed that the men shrouded themselves in reserve while she was present, no doubt a sign of respect for both her and their governor. 
A queer sensation radiated from her stomach, spreading throughout the rest of her body. It sent a shiver down her back. The quiet. I’m just not used to the quiet. Ever since Dean’s departure north to track down Rodion, all that was left in the ruins of their capital were a few of her personal guards, the elderly, women, and children. But out of those groups there was no laughter, no smiles or joy at the fact that they were now home. Their lives had changed, and the taste of war had left a bitter sourness on every tongue.
Kemena saw it in the streets when she walked past people who cast quick, sideways glances. There was resentment in their eyes. They had trusted her husband to keep not just their families safe but also their homes, and all that was left to them now crumbled in their fingertips as they scooped the ash from their plots. 
A breeze rushed through the tent, flapping the canvas lightly, and Kemena shifted to her side, clutching her stomach. She rubbed her belly gently, the swell underneath growing every day. The life inside her offered the resolve to push on. She circled all of her concentration around that idea, that whatever despair or loneliness she felt, none of it mattered so long as she stayed strong for her child. For our child.
Another breeze blew through the tent, and the winds brought two thuds with it from outside. The noise startled Kemena, jumping from the bed, slowly backtracking to the rear of the tent. 
Dean’s quarters was split into three separate rooms, all with a sheet acting as barriers to provide privacy. The bedroom was in the very rear, and Kemena stopped when she felt the ripple of canvas against her back. She crouched low, her eyes able to make out only shapes in the darkness. She shortened her breaths, and she listened for anything, but only the still quiet of night answered. 
Kemena’s eyes were glued to the bedroom’s entrance. Wind rippled the sheets gently, and with each gust, she felt a sudden jolt that shook her bones. She drew in a breath, holding it tightly. When she couldn’t take it anymore, she finally exhaled, softly. She relaxed, feeling foolish over the fear that had consumed her. She pushed herself up from the ground, the earth lumpy and cold. She reached for the bed, and when she pulled back the sheets, two hands violently covered her mouth and squeezed her throat.
“Scream, and I thrust this dagger into your belly and kill whatever seed grows there, understand?” the voice whispered in her ear. Calluses and bits of dirt scraped against Kemena’s cheek, and she gave a light nod. “Good.”
The man’s words sent a hot tickle into Kemena’s ear, and she squirmed and writhed uncomfortably in the foreign arms that held her. Even though she’d agreed to his terms, the man still kept a hand over her mouth, and they slipped out the back of the tent into the night. Her feet stumbled forward, and she did her best to keep pace with the kidnapper’s rapid strides. She found herself glancing at the tents they passed, praying someone, anyone would step outside, but the assassin was skilled in silence, and each time she thought about screaming for help, she was reminded of the man’s threat as she felt the sharp point of steel against her belly. 
They made it all the way to the shoreline, and once they were away from the bulk of the city and the people that could hear her, the man released his hold and shoved her forward. In the darkness, it was difficult to make out his features when she turned to look back at him, but from her first glance, she thought the man was Chinese. “Delun sent you?”
The man pointed to the rocky edge where a narrow path opened up to guide them down to the shore. “Walk. And keep quiet.” 
Kemena glanced over the ledge, and at the shore below she saw a rowboat beached in the sand, and farther out into the Pacific rested a small shadow, bobbing up and down in the waves, no doubt the kidnapper’s vessel. “You mean to sail me all the way to China? For what? Ransom? If you think my husband will—”
“Quiet.” 
The man held the dagger to her throat once more, and both of them froze in the night. Dogs barked from the direction of the city, and Kemena felt her heart leap from her chest. “They know I’m gone. You won’t make it out of this alive.”
The speed with which the kidnapper was on her with the dagger to her stomach was faster than her eyes could process. Her spine stiffened as he applied a light pressure that tore the fabric of her nightgown, the cool ocean breeze slipping into the dagger’s hole. “If I die, so does the child.”
Kemena looked from the dagger at her stomach to the direction of the dogs barking, growing louder in the distance, which now carried the shouts of men. She took a step back, separating her belly from the dagger’s tip, then made her way down the narrow path, the kidnapper following closely behind. While Kemena complied with the assassin’s demands, she offered no haste on the descent. With any luck, the scouts would spot the ship in the waters and send word to the warship Dean had left in the harbor. Right now that was her only hope.



 
***
The sight of the warships in the bay filled Delun with a reassurance he hadn’t realized he needed. The fleet he’d loaned to Rodion had finally returned, restoring his armada to the full fighting force he would need should the Mars governors be foolish enough to sail against him. 
And the day continued to be filled with more good news, as his generals informed him that the north port of Brisbane had been retaken from the Australians, giving Delun another foothold in the country in addition to their occupation of Perth in the west. The gains in the Australian outback had been slow but effective. The Aussies were running out of supplies, despite the New Zealand territory offering its support. The blockade of shipments from Brazil had proved to be too much, and it wouldn’t be long before the people of the country wanted food more than their freedom.
“Emperor.” Fung gave a deep bow as Delun watched his fleet pour into the bay from the Pacific. “I have news from the engineers. They wish to see you immediately.”
Delun smiled. “Threats and fear can do wonders in motivating the unwilling, can’t they, Ambassador?”
Fung raised his head, flashing a look of concern. “Have I done anything to dishonor my emperor?” The words shook off of quivering lips, and Fung lowered his head back down, facing the docks. 
Delun rested a hand on Fung’s shoulder and felt the ambassador shudder at his touch. “We will soon see.” He kept a brisk pace to the ship, where the engineers awaited his arrival. All of them remained bowed until he spoke. “Show me.”
The engineers took to their positions, standing on sides of tarps that covered the massive pieces of tech with which they’d been outfitting six of the ships. Marco took the lead in speaking, the hollowness in his voice matching the dark circles under his eyes. “My emperor, we offer you a weapon worthy of your conquest.” He gave a nod to the others, and they ripped off the sheets, revealing ten missiles. 
Delun walked over to the weaponry, running his hand down the smooth metal of one of the devices, which towered six feet over his head. “And the guidance systems?” He turned back to Marco, the tone in his voice offering no hint of appeasement. 
Marco bowed lightly and gestured toward the ship’s wheelhouse. “Follow me.” The inside of the cabin had been retrofitted with a new control panel with a system far more complex than its predecessor. “We’ve integrated most of the missile features into what existing technologies the vessels already had in place. Radar and communications will lock the target for the missile, and additional vents have been installed in the engine rooms, along with a separate turbine, to provide the system’s power. Your officers have been briefed on the procedures, and all six ships are complete and ready for testing.”
Delun placed his palm on the cool steel of the control panel; he glided his hand across the smooth surface. “I want the officers in training formations now, and I want you to commandeer something large enough that floats and belongs to the locals. I don’t want to waste any of our own ships in testing.”
It was less than ten minutes before soldiers had stolen a handful of fishing boats from the shore, a cluster of angry Philippines residents glowering their displeasure, and piloted them into the bay. The light chop offered easy sailing, and the captain of the vessel steered toward the harbor’s exit. “No.” Delun held up his hand, and the captain removed his grip from the wheel. “I want the tests done in the harbor, where the people can see.” 
Marco stepped forward. “Emperor, it would be wise to—”
“Will the missiles work, or won’t they?” Delun snapped, and Marco stepped back into line, bowing his head. He turned back to the sight in front of him. “Do it. Here. Now.”
The captain flicked switches, starting the launch sequence. Delun watched the missiles turn and pivot on the deck, adjusting to the coordinates being fed into their guidance systems. He glanced back at Marco; the engineer’s face was as pale as a ghost. 
“Target locked.” The first mate looked to the captain, who gave the nod. “Fire away.” The first mate flicked the switch on the far left, and Delun watched a trail of smoke twist into the sky, clouding the entire deck in white. The missile soared faster than Delun could track it. The entire ship seemed to draw in a collective breath as the system guided the missile to its target, and once the explosion lit up the harbor, sending a rain of splinters from planks and old fishing gear, the breath was released.
Everyone on deck cheered and roared, but all Delun could hear was the sound of the Mars fleet erupting into flames and ash.



 
***
Dean marched along the Alaskan coast quickly, his feet tripping over rocks and his ankles buckling from sinking into the snow-like shore. The ships were already being loaded, and Dean hadn’t changed out of the clothes from the night before, with blood and black ash still staining most of his attire. Dark circles formed under his eyes as he fought a weight crushing his shoulders, trying to bury him in the Alaskan tundra. 
Bits of crumpled paper protruded from the cracks of Dean’s fingers as the sheet lay balled up in his fist. He hadn’t let go of the letter telling him of Kemena’s capture since the moment he’d read it. He glanced back out at the ships, his men toiling to make sail, one of his warships already giving chase to the speedy Chinese vessel that carried his wife and unborn child. They need to move faster. I’ll start whipping anyone who slacks. This type of setback cannot be allowed. 
“Dean.”
He turned, barely glancing over his shoulder, as Jason trotted up behind him, his hair and coat wet from the bits of ice frozen in the locks of his hair. “We should have set sail hours ago.” The words spit from Dean’s mouth like venom. He walked to the edge of the shore, where he caught a faint reflection of his face. He recoiled at the ragged man staring back at him, not recognizing the lifeless eyes and aged face. He shook it off, veering toward Jason. “Has the ammunition been loaded?”
Jason sighed. “Our men are still scouring the fields for the dead, finding what Russian weapons are still functional to add to the armory. And we’re still burying our dead.”
“Burn them.” While Dean’s words prompted the use of fire, there was no warmth in them. “The dead care nothing of war.”
“Dean, they have families back home. People who will want to know that they were taken care of prop—”
“Our people will believe what I order them to believe. Now, I said burn them!” Spit flew from Dean’s mouth, and the cold air froze it before it hit the ground. 
Jason reared on his brother, wrenching Dean’s collar. “And is that the command of Governor Mars, or Emperor Mars? You think the men will continue to follow you while you berate them whenever they do something that displeases you? Soldiers follow men, not twisted lunatics willing to kill anything in their path.” He shoved Dean hard, nearly dropping his brother into the cold waters of the Pacific. 
“This is war.”
“I know it’s war!” Jason’s voice shattered the air, rattling the very bones of the winter hell that circled them. “Our men know this is war! Our people know this is war! But winning this war does nothing if we lose everything! You’re twisted, brother.” The last words deflated Jason, the brief glimpse of rage subsiding. 
The first thought that came to Dean’s mind was thrusting his own sword through Jason’s beating heart, and the knowledge of that atrocity collapsed him to his knees. He clutched his chest and leaned over, his forehead touching the frosty ground. All of the grief and pain and doubt and greed and lust that had bedded themselves in his soul were uprooted and thrust into the open with every teardrop that stained the earth. “I’ve lost myself, Jason.”
Jason bent to his knee and reached under his own collar and into his shirt. He removed the four silver sphered pendulums that belonged to their family. He took two of them off and placed them around Dean’s neck. “You are the third-youngest son of Luke Mars. Brother to three. Governor of the Northwest Region. Husband to Kemena Mars. And father of your unborn child.” 
Jason’s words shook loose the icy grip on Dean’s mind. His wife, his love, his child, all of it was sailing away from him into the clutches of a man who meant to kill him and his entire family. If Dean couldn’t pull himself together, then Delun would win.



 
***
Jason stayed with Dean for as long as he could, but General Monaghan had need for at least one of his governors to prepare for the fight against the Chinese, so Jason left Dean on the shore, wrapped in furs and blankets so he wouldn’t freeze to death. He’d never seen his brother dip so high and low. The steady, levelheaded rock that he’d once known seemed to be eroding before his eyes. 
Monaghan gave Jason the rundown on their supplies, casualties, wounded, and number of able bodies still worthy of war. The only positives that Jason managed to find were the fact that they to salvaged a lot of ammunition and weapons from the Russians and that their entire navy was still intact, which hadn’t been at risk in the battle with Rodion anyway. 
The Alaskan earth consumed twenty thousand men that day, a quarter of which were their own. And the wilderness did not take their burial willingly. Shovels snapped and bent as soldiers dug graves in the hard, frozen tundra of the north. It would have been preferable to pack the bodies with ice then send them south for their families to bury them on their own land, but there was no time, and Jason couldn’t sacrifice the ships. With a portion of their fleet still aiding Gabriela to keep order in Brazil, he would need every vessel against Delun’s armada that waited for them in the south Pacific. 
The idea of the naval fight nearly caused Jason to relinquish his breakfast. Never in his life did he wish for Lance to be alive more than right now. While his brother had never had a penchant for diplomacy, out of the four of them he was the most gifted in battle. It was because of Lance they had managed to defeat the clansmen in the Wasteland Wars and turned the tide in the Island Wars against the Chinese. The strategic naval plans Monaghan left for Jason to look over might as well have been a foreign language. 
Jason leaned back in his chair, rubbing the fatigue from his eyes, and closed the collar around his neck, the biting cold not agreeing with him. It suddenly had him longing for the sweltering-hot jungles of Brazil along with the woman he’d shared a bed with one night. His mind had often drifted to Gabriela. The two had kept up correspondence since his departure, both parties relaying what strides they’d made in regard to their respective battles but neither mentioning anything beyond their professional agreements, despite his desire to speak his mind. 
Jason was so lost in thought he didn’t notice the messenger until he spoke up. “Governor?”
When Jason raised his head, he was surprised to see his nephew, dressed in uniform, his face dirty and his hair ragged. “Kit, what are you doing in here?”
The boy extended an envelope, which Jason placed on the table. He kept a proper military stance that befitted a soldier of his rank when in the presence of his superiors. “Sir, with the number of casualties, the artillery unit has been aiding in certain administrative duties.” Kit kept his chin up and his eyes focused on the wall in front of him.
Jason admired the formalities, but at that moment he wanted to speak with his nephew, not the artillery grunt delivering his mail. “At ease, soldier. Have a seat.”
Kit obeyed and sat across from Jason, his hands folded in his lap and his back as rigid as a board. “Is there something else you need, Governor?”
“You can drop the formalities, Kit. It’s just us.” Jason could tell his response flustered Kit. He knew how much teasing the boy had endured. Everyone knew who his father was, and as the nephew of his peer’s military superiors he was bound to receive a good ribbing. 
“Uncle Jason, I should really get back to the communication post.” While the rigidness in Kit’s voice had disappeared, the posture remained unchanged. “We lost more than we should have against the Russians.”
“Been studying strategic warfare, have you?” The question triggered an involuntary blush from Kit’s cheeks. As a soldier, he knew he’d spoken out of turn. “What did we do wrong against the Russians? And that’s an order.” 
“Governor Dean led the men into a trap, willingly. While the soldiers followed, I can tell you there was dissent among a lot of us.”
“Dissent is common among soldiers, but it can’t play into a leader’s strategy for war.”
“It can when the soldiers are right. Uncle Dean knew the Russians had no supply lines and no aid from their allies. We should have flanked them, made them come to us.”
“But with the Chinese growing stronger in the Pacific, time was a resource we couldn’t afford.” The countermove left Kit quiet for a moment, the boy racking his brain for a response. Jason was glad to see him thinking before he spoke.
“The Chinese asset is their navy. The pursuit of Rodion in the first place was foolish. We should have left the bulk of the army here, or whatever number of soldiers could have handled what was left of Rodion’s men, and then sailed our entire armada to engage the Chinese. Yes, we would have been split, but the proportion would have been in our favor, and the move would also put the Chinese on their heels, expecting us to wait until we had the full strength of our army behind us.”
Jason nodded his head. “An interesting gambit. But”—Jason put his finger in the air, and Kit’s smirk vanished—“what if someone killed Sam? Murdered him in cold blood?” 
The color faded from Kit’s cheeks, and he shook his head. “I… I’d find the person who did it, then kill them.” Kit clenched his fists murderously.
“And what if the person who murdered your brother had an entire army behind him, and you knew they were coming after your family?”
Kit remained silent, the complexities of the new issue too vast for him to comprehend. Jason stood up and walked over to his nephew, cloaked in a solemn quiet. “Dean chose this route not because it was the most strategic but because it was what needed to be done. There is evil in this world, true evil, Kit. And it will not stop until someone has ripped its black heart from its body. It’s a tough decision, but sometimes it’s one that you have to make.” Jason leaned closer. “No matter how many of your soldiers think it’s a bad idea.”
“I’m sorry, Uncle.” Kit lowered his head. “I didn’t mean to speak out of turn.”
Jason clapped Kit on the back. “I asked you to speak freely. No apologies are necessary.” He grabbed the strategic map that Monaghan had left for him to study, which contained all of their naval plans against Delun. “I’ve spent the past hour looking these over. What do you think of them?”
Kit took his time examining the map. Jason watched the wheels turn in Kit’s head and the effort with which he held back a thought he would have previously let fly too soon. “We’ll be outnumbered in the north, in the heart of the Chinese coastal stronghold.” Kit guided his finger south, to the port of Brisbane, now under Chinese control. “If we’re going to wedge the Chinese, then a lot of that plan depends on the Australians, and they haven’t done well in keeping Delun out of their own hair. I think it’s a risk to put the lives of our men on the line when they depend on a crippled nation.”
“Blunt but well thought.” The same concern plagued Jason’s mind. It had been Lance who always held the relationship with the Aussies. He knew his older brother had faith in them, but he was skeptical of whether their navy and soldiers could hold together an assault long enough to keep Delun busy in the south. If they couldn’t deliver, then Delun could overwhelm them, and if they lost too many ships, they wouldn’t be able to regroup. 
“The soldiers are talking about what happened to Aunt Kemena.” Kit blurted the words out unexpectedly, and the look on his face was regretful the moment he did. “Is Uncle Dean all right?”
Jason wasn’t aware that the news of Kemena had spread that quickly, but while the seal was confidential, he expected it to leak eventually. “He’s taking it how a husband and regional governor should.” Jason rolled up the map and placed it in the corner. “You should head back to the communications post.” 
“Yes, sir.” Kit returned to his previous military stature and marched to the tent’s entrance but stopped just before stepping outside. “Uncle Jason, the soldiers may complain, but they’ll still follow you anywhere. And so will I.”
“I know.” It was amazing how quickly a boy turned into a man after military service. While Kit still showed flashes of his age, most of the insecurities had been replaced with a hard callus, one that Jason remembered himself growing once he was enlisted. A mixture of pride and sadness filled him, knowing that once the transition was made, Kit’s childhood was lost. But since the boy had lost his father and mother, Jason suspected those memories had already faded. 
A coat landed with a heavy thud on the table, breaking Jason’s concentration. When he looked up, Dean stood there, still damp with ice and snow. “I’m not going to let her die, Jason.”
Jason unfurled the map he’d rolled up and set it on the table, but Dean motioned it away. “Prefer the Cliffs Notes version, then?” It didn’t take long to have Dean up to speed, and after it was said and done, Jason couldn’t help but chuckle when Dean uttered the same words Kit had spoken just moments ago. “Must run in the family.”
“He’ll be keeping her in the heart of his camp, at the Philippines port. We’ll have to cut through hundreds of ships before I even get a glimpse of her face.” Dean circled the port on the map gently, as if Kemena could feel his touch. 
“The ships will be ready by day’s end.”
“Good.”
Jason hesitated for a moment, biting his tongue. He wasn’t sure how Dean would respond, but he had to bring it up. “We’re going to win this, Dean. And when we do...” Jason paused, looking down at his feet. “When we do, it has to be you that makes it out alive.”
Dean offered the concerned looked Jason’s older brothers had always given; it was a look Jason was glad to see returned. “We’re both going to make it out of this alive.”



Chapter 12
Delun stood at the rocky tip of the harbor, watching his fleet disappear onto the horizon. He’d sent the bulk of his fleet north, where he knew the Mars brothers would try to penetrate, relying on their dying Australians in the south to do their part, but Delun wasn’t concerned with their efforts. Nearly half of the Aussie continent was his, and his soldiers were closing on Sydney. It was only a matter of time before the Australians fell.
Once the North Americans were dispensed with, Delun would need to focus his attention on Brazil. With the Mars brothers backing the coup to overthrow Ruiz and his people, it would take time to weave Ruiz back into the fold. While his new relationship with Tobaygu promised to be fruitful, if Delun could retake Brazil’s resources, he would control nearly all of the trade across the globe, a pivotal move in securing his empire. The Mars brothers had taken care of Rodion, as he’d expected they would, but were fatigued from battle. The Russian had played his part well. 
“Emperor.” One of Delun’s stout generals presented him with a message. “She’s arrived and is waiting for you in your personal quarters as requested.”
“Excellent.” Delun waited until his ships were nothing more than a few blips on the horizon then made his way to meet with Kemena Mars. He’d learned as much as he could about the Mars family and the strong women that kept it growing. 
Delun stepped inside, finding Kemena already seated at a table lined with food, her plate empty, her water untouched. “I thought you would be hungry after your trip, Doctor Mars.”
Kemena remained silent. Delun joined her at the table, helping himself to a few chicken legs, rice, buttered green beans, and chilled mango surrounded by a bucket of ice. “I hope the trip over was comfortable.”
“Cells and chains rarely are.” Kemena kept her words short and cold, her eyes drilling through Delun.
Delun dropped his fork, exuding nothing but expressions of concern and apology. “I gave strict instructions on your well-being, Doctor Mars. You point out any of my men that made your journey woeful, and I will see that they are punished accordingly. I do not stand for the torture of women.” Delun glanced down at Kemena’s stomach. “Or children.”
Kemena wrapped her arms around the small swell of her belly, her body tensing. “Tell me, what do you think will happen once my husband arrives?”
Delun picked his fork back up, and steam rose from the chicken on his plate as he tore the skin from its meat. Some of the grease dribbled down into the whiskers on his chin, which he quickly wiped away. “I apologize for the savagery with dinner. I haven’t had much time to eat.” He washed it down with a swig of wine and cleared his throat. “Your husband will sail here in a blind rage, and he will risk everything to save you and the unborn seed that rests in your womb. But he will not survive, Doctor Mars, if he chooses to continue this futile war. I have more ships, better weapons, and most importantly: you.”
Kemena lifted the table on her end and sent the plates, silverware, food, and wine to the ground, ruined in the sand, Delun’s dinner among the casualties.
Delun remained in his chair and picked up the cloth from his lap, dabbing the corners of his mouth. When he rose, he walked to Kemena slowly, his eyes never breaking contact with hers. “I have been hungry my entire life, Doctor.” He stopped only inches away from his nose touching hers. She smelled of the soaps and oils he’d let her shower in prior to their meeting. He reached up and grazed the side of her cheek with his fingertips, Kemena recoiling at the touch. “You truly are beautiful. And with a mind as experienced as yours, it makes for a rare woman in this day and age. I must say I found myself jealous that you’ve wasted your talents with the governor.”
“I waste nothing.” Kemena took a step back and with it the intoxicating scent. 
“I think you’ll find you’re wrong about that. Guards!” Two soldiers immediately entered. “Take the Doctor to her quarters. See that all her requests are tended to.”
“All but my freedom.” 
“Freedom is an illusion of the mind, Doctor. You are no freer than I am. We are all slaves to some deity larger than ourselves.” Delun snapped his fingers, and the guards seized Kemena by the arms, dragging her out of the tent. He looked down to the spoiled food and laughed. The things men waste for a woman.



 
***
Dean and Jason chose to ride in separate ships, hoping that dividing their efforts would make it harder for Delun to capture them both. Dean wasn’t under any illusions of what would happen if they both fell. General Monaghan had the mind to fight wars but not the skills to run a country. If they died, then Delun would have his empire.
The trip was uneventful, the seas cooperating in their hasty journey. Dean found his mind drifting to thoughts of Kemena, to his fallen brothers, and his father, long since passed. Was it worth it, Father?
The wars, the planning, the sacrifice? Your family always in danger, one breath away from death?
“Governor Mars,” General Monaghan said, disrupting the quiet of Dean’s cabin. “One of the scout ships has returned.”
“Only one?”
Monaghan nodded. “The crew is in bad shape.”
Dean nearly trampled the general on his way out the door, and the sailors on deck steered clear of his path as he made his way to the crew climbing aboard. From the looks of it, both the vessel and the men had seen battle. The dents and blows to the hull were matched with the wounds and missing limbs of the sailors seeking medical attention. 
The captain of the ship was no better than his men, half his face bandaged and a red blotch placed where his eye should have been. “Governor, we need to speak in private.”
“We can use my quarters.” Once below deck, Dean offered the captain a glass of whiskey, and the sailor tossed it back in one gulp then poured himself another, leaving the bottle next to his glass on the table. Dean called in Monaghan and some of the other advisors along with a messenger to send word to Jason once the meeting had ended. He white-knuckled the edge of his desk, leaning as the captain spoke.
“They outnumbered us two to one, and they attacked before we could even smell them.” The captain took another sip, the corner of his mouth twitching from the sharp kick of the booze. “They only sent five ships after us, but what I saw on the horizon was a wall of steel, Governor. And they had… something.” The next sip drained the glass, and the captain reached for the bottle once more but paused. “I think they let us get away so we could tell you.”
“What did you see?” Dean, along with the rest of the room, seemed to draw in a collective breath, everyone leaning, hoping to understand what unfolded.
“One strike.” The captain poured another glass, the liquid splashing over the rim. “It was only one explosion that brought down the whole ship. A direct hit on the center of the deck.” He brought the glass to his lips then stopped and looked up. “Came right out of the sky.”
Dean shook his head, trying to make sense. “What do you mean it came from the sky?” Delun couldn’t have aircraft. It wasn’t possible; not even with all of Brazil’s resources could they make something like that. 
“It was fired from one of the ships. It left a trail of smoke from the collision, all the way back to the deck where it was fired. It was a bull’s-eye from at least a mile away.”
“My god.” Monaghan rubbed his forehead raw, shaking his head back and forth in disbelief. “Governor, we need to send word to Jason, tell him what we’re up against. If they can see us coming and Delun has all of his ships outfitted with these weapons, then we can’t separate our forces. We need one coordinated strike.”
“If Delun had all of his ships outfitted with those weapons, then he would have defeated the Aussies by now.” Dean removed the bottle of whisky, nearly half gone now. “The ship that chased you, did they have any odd outfitting that you could see?” Dean’s mind drifted back to what Alvy had told him of the device he created for Delun. It seemed the other engineers had finished his work.
The captain shook his head. “Not that I could tell. Standard cannons, from the look of it. Small ship, but quick. Like I said, they let us go.”
If Delun had the number of ships that the captain claimed, then he knew some of them had to be less formidable and with green captains. Lance had sent him word of his battles once the blockade ended and stated that while the force was overwhelming, most of it was new in the arts of war. “I want all ships at full steam. If we’re lucky, the wind will be with us. Send word to Jason to continue his route but to get there quickly.”
“Governor,” Monaghan said. “We need to consolidate our forces.”
“No, that’s what Delun wants us to do. He wants to cripple us all at once. But if we can draw the bulk of the fighting away from Jason’s point of entry, he’ll have a better chance at striking at the heart of the islands. And a better chance of saving my wife.” While Dean knew Monaghan to be a proven general and stubborn in the ways of strategy, he was also a husband, and while the general grumbled, he followed orders.
Dean rested his hand on the captain’s shoulder. “Get to the infirmary. They’ll need to change that bandage on your eye soon. And keep it clean. I’m still in need of good captains to sail.”
The sailor grabbed the neck of the bottle on his way but left the glass. “Governor, we may be worked over a bit, but we won’t quit on you. We will never quit on you.” He saluted then disappeared back up to the deck, leaving Dean once again in quiet and solitude.
Dean clutched at the pendulums around his neck. His mind drifted to Lance and Fred. Stay with me, brothers. Stay with me till the end.



 
***
Jason gripped the railing for support and focused all of his concentration on the horizon, which slowly dipped and rose above his line of sight. His lunch rested uneasily in his stomach, but for the most part he’d weathered the journey fairly well. But when they’d received word from Dean to push the engines full steam, the ride became significantly rougher.
A wall of steel.
And Dean’s sailing right into the brunt of it. Dean’s message flapped in the breeze, Jason pinching the corner between his fingers. He loosened his grip, and the paper took flight, staying airborne for a few moments before losing altitude and crashing into the ocean. “Captain!” Jason’s words were echoed across the deck, and it wasn’t but thirty seconds later that the ship’s captain arrived. 
“Yes, Governor?”
“Tell the scribe to meet me in my quarters. Immediately.”
“I’ll send word right away, sir.”
Jason stood at the railing a bit longer, thinking of what he should say, but nothing came. When he made it back to his room, where the scribe was waiting outside the door, he let the young man inside. “Have a seat.”
The scribe was no older than Kit but lacked the large fighting build that his nephew possessed. The messenger was thin, and his freckles dotted a pale complexion. Glasses, which he adjusted frequently, rested unevenly on the bridge of his nose. Jason wasn’t sure if it was because the eyewear was broken or if the boy was nervous. “Did you bring what you need to write?”
“Oh, yes, sir.” The boy fidgeted with his bag, pulling the quill and ink from the page. He pinched the quill tightly. “Whenever you’re ready, Governor.”
The wood on Jason’s chair offered a light groan as he leaned back. He looked down at the blank paper then to the young man. “What’s your name?”
“Um, Tom, sir.”
“And how long have you been in the service, Tom?”
“Well, technically, I’m not in the service. The officers came into town and started recruiting everyone based on skill set. I was one of the only boys of age that could read and write, and they said they were in desperate need of scribes. So here I am.” Tom flashed a nervous grin and tapped the quill against the edge of the table.
“I suppose you can thank me and my brother for your current predicament.” Jason rubbed his face, fatigue suddenly taking hold. All of the wars he’d ever fought seemed to connect in one seamless battle, a trail of youth buried behind it. 
“I wouldn’t beat yourself up too much over it, Governor. I’ve always wanted to sail to another place, although I have to admit I never really wanted to sail into a war.” Tom laughed awkwardly, and the hint of fear slowly replaced the grin. 
“You have family back home?” Jason asked, hoping the change in subject would disperse Tom’s hesitation. “A girlfriend maybe?” He nudged Tom’s arm, and the boy flushed red.
“I wouldn’t call her a girlfriend. A hopeful prospect, maybe. She might be more willing to pay attention to me if I come back a war hero.”
“When we get back, I’ll make sure you have a commendation for aiding the governor in battle.”
“For what?”
“We’ll think of something. Whatever it is, I’m sure it’ll get this girl’s attention.”
Tom lit up and nearly knocked the quill and ink from his desk, stuttering so fast that Jason wasn’t sure if the boy would ever talk right again. “Governor, sir, that would be... I just... wow, thank you.” 
“It’s the least I can do for… well, whatever it is we’ll say you’ll do.” The look on Tom’s face was pure joy, and for a moment Jason forgot that he was in the belly of a warship, steaming toward an enemy that meant to crush every last one of his men. 
Tom reached for the quill once more, the formalities returning once the excitement had subsided. “Sorry about that, sir.” He drew a deep breath and set the tip of the quill to the paper. “So what did you want me to write?”
Gabriela. Jason knew he hadn’t heard from her in more than two weeks. “I should’ve tried to find her that night.” 
“Find who, sir?” Tom pinched his eyebrows together, lost in the sudden change of subject. 
“You can leave the paper and ink, Tom. I’ll write the message myself.” Jason stood, and Tom shot up from his chair. “I’ll send for you again once I’m done.”
“Of course, Governor.”
Jason shook Tom’s hand. The boy had thin fingers but a strong grip, and Jason found himself hoping he wouldn’t have to grab the stock of a rifle or the hilt of a sword. He hoped Tom would be able to return to the Northwest and see that girl, marry her, and raise children. Maybe he could work at the school, teaching others to read and write, helping educate a generation that wouldn’t be soaked in the blood of war.
With Tom gone, Jason sat at the table, slowly reaching for the quill, hovering it just above the ink, the words still eluding him. Finally, he plunged the tip into the ink then scratched her name on the parchment. Then he dropped the pen, crumpled up the paper, and tossed it across the room. Whatever words Jason had for Gabriela would be spoken in person. 



 
***
“Governor! Enemy spotted! We have engagement on the left flank!” The captain burst into Dean’s quarters red faced and gasping for breath. “The front line…” The captain’s eyes bulged from his skull. “Sir, there are at least three hundred ships.”
Dean leapt from his chair, sidestepping the captain in the door frame, and rushed to the deck, the captain struggling to keep up. “Any sightings of the weapons the scout described?”
“No, Captain. Nothing yet.”
Dean had sent word to every ship in the area informing them of the advanced Chinese weaponry. He didn’t need captains scrambling over one another, wasting time and resources, bickering over what type of assault they were taking on when their concentration should be on the battle at hand. 
Cannons thundered in the distance, and Dean found his eyes glaring at the horizon. My god. The scout captain had made no exaggerations about the size of Delun’s armada. The sunlight shimmered and reflected off the iron sides of the fleet. A wall of steel.
“Governor.” Monaghan had joined Dean on the bow, his glance switching between the sight of the fleet and Dean. “I know you want to be at the forefront of the battle, but with the weapons Delun has—”
“What is he waiting for?” Dean asked, squinting at the endless number of ships. “We’re well within a mile’s range.”
“Sir!” Monaghan gripped Dean viciously and spun him around. “We need to get you behind the front lines. There will be time for you to fight once we’ve penetrated the bulk of the fleet.”
Dean removed the general’s hands from his shoulders calmly. “You and I both know it is not in me to stand behind my men. This is where I belong. And you with me.”
The old general twitched his mustache. “I warred with your father for many years, Dean. He was killed in battle, leaving behind a wife and four sons. I gave him the same counsel I give you now. Please, heed it.”
“Will you fight with me, Jake? As you did with my father?” 
Monaghan paused, and Dean looked past the fear and hesitation in the general’s eyes to the resolve of war. Monaghan nodded. “To the end, Governor.”
“Full steam ahead! Man the cannons! We sail to war!” Dean barked the orders, and the sailors aboard the ship burst into action. The wind brought the scent of salt, smoke, and lead. To his left, a cluster of his warships kept pace, and to his right, a group was gaining speed. 
The first enemy ship within range was spotted just to their starboard, and Dean gripped the railing as the vessel shifted course to intercept. The rest of his fleet began to spread out, the closest ship to him now at least one hundred yards away, all of them ready to penetrate Delun’s forces. 
Dean found the captain at the helm. “Enemy ship within range. Keep engines holding steady then slow on my mark.” The captain went through the motions easily, the crew following his commands effortlessly. “Fire!”
The hull of the ship vibrated as lead ejected from the starboard sides, hurling toward their target of the nearest Chinese vessel, the cannonade ripping apart the wooden craft, which volleyed an attack before disappearing into the waves, its crew clambering to stay afloat in the wreckage, and those that didn’t drown were fired upon from their deck, sending any survivors to the depths of the sea.
Most of Delun’s first wave was a combination of older ironclads and wooden ships that tore apart easily. Dean watched the carnage unfold, his fleet penetrating the first wave. Every inch of their advancement was clouded by the glaring question in Dean’s mind: Why pull us in? Delun had clearly let it be known that he possessed weaponry superior to their own, yet none of that force had been shown. 
Dean left the ship’s helm, returning to the bow, Monaghan following him with every step. The air had thickened with noise in the heart of the battle. The air grew dense with smoke from cannon fire, burning his lungs. 
Ship masts and hulls came in and out of view, the smoke growing heavy, thicker, casting everyone into a haze until Dean could no longer see more than a few feet beyond the deck of his own ship. Only the sounds of war reverberated across the ocean and the agitated sea crashing waves into their hulls. “They fired from nearly a mile away.”
“What was that, Governor?” Monaghan asked.
That’s why Delun’s forces drew him in; that’s why they didn’t expose their weaponry in the beginning. He wanted to lure us closer, to try and cluster us. “Brace for impact!” Dean screamed the words involuntarily, running across the deck of the ship. “Brace for—”
The explosion sent a blast of heat and force that knocked Dean to the ship’s deck. A high-pitched whine filled his ears, and for a moment he believed it was his own ship that was hit, but when he managed to place two wobbling feet under him, he saw the fire to his left through a cloud of hazy smoke, the ringing in his ears replaced by the screams of men.
“Evasive maneuvers!” the captain shouted from the helm. “Man the cannons!”
But amidst the captain’s orders and the sailors scrambling on the deck, more explosions rocked the starboard and port sides, the thunderous booms echoing ominously through the smoky haze. 
Dean stumbled to the side of the ship, a gash bleeding from the side of his head. He patted the sweat- and blood-infused hair and pulled back his fingers, now wet with a claret tinge. The wind shifted in different directions as the captain maneuvered the ship through the chaos. Dean tried to keep count of the number of explosions but lost track. 
He looked to the sky, white streaks cutting through the smoke above him, then looked down into the ocean as wreckage from ships floated by along with the bodies of the dead. Some were face down, others face up, some missing limbs or disfigured, but all of them were motionless.
Dean knew the smoke would clear soon enough, but whether or not he would still have a navy once the assault had finished was uncertain. In that moment, he could do nothing on the deck of the ship but listen to the sounds of men dying.



 
***
“Reload and focus all your efforts on the vanguard ship! Break the tip of the fleet off and send them scattering!” Jason stepped over the massive lines of rope holding the cannons in place in the gunnery beneath the deck of the ship as the crew scrambled to action. 
The Chinese fleet seemed to have come out of nowhere, and while the number of ships Jason had seen heading toward them was significantly less than what the scouts had described, he had no way of knowing if the fleet he was about to engage had any of the weaponry described by Dean’s scouts. 
Jason peered through one of the portholes, the small opening offering its limited circular view of the Chinese vessels in their battle formations. Sunlight filtered through the portholes, illuminating the dark underbelly of the cannon holds, where the air was stifled with heat and there was always a fine layer of dust from the gunpowder. 
The first ship came into view, and Jason held up his arm, the crew waiting for his signal. Muscles tensed, a breath was drawn, and there was a brief moment of silence before the sounds of war deafened the entire ship. “Fire!” Jason dropped his arm, and the resulting volley blasted the enemy, but not before the Chinese launched their own attack.
The inside of the hull rattled like a bell with every knock of lead thrust into the ship’s side. Jason felt his bones shake and looked at the white-knuckled grips of the crewmen as they braced for the blows, unaware of when a piece of lead would penetrate the hull and kill them. 
“Reload!” Jason stumbled down the lines, shoving men back to their posts. “Just because they fire at us doesn’t mean we stop and do nothing. This isn’t a war of courtesies! Fire at will!” 
Sporadic blasts echoed from the hull, and Jason returned to the deck, which offered a more expansive view of the battle at hand. The Chinese vanguard had broken off, separating itself from the rest of the pack and triggering a jagged, broken line down the center of the armada, with the bulk of the fleet following the vanguard. There’s our path.
But Jason needn’t relay his thoughts to the captain, as the ship was already on course. The brunt of their force needed to be focused on the port side, where the vanguard lay. He descended back into the hull, cannons rolling back and forth in quick jerks, the ropes holding them in place growing taut from recoil with every blast. 
“Heavy on the port side!” Jason echoed the orders down the line, his back hunched over low in the crowded gunnery. “Heavy on the por—”
The cannonball burst through the hull just four feet from where Jason stood, tearing apart two men, splattering their limbs and innards across the belly of the ship and knocking the heavy iron cannon to its side. Jason fell backward, the sunlight piercing through the punctured hull blinding him. A solid ringing filled his ears, and the quick scurry of feet and legs flashed by his head while he lay on the wet floor. 
A face appeared over him, shouting something but unable to penetrate the high-pitched din in his ear. “Governor! I need to get you on the deck!”
The sailor lifted Jason off the floor then helped keep him steady as another enemy cannonball invaded the ship’s hull. The noise on the deck was no better, the cannonade from the enemy ships tearing steel and flesh. Jason wrenched himself free from the sailor’s grip and stumbled backward. The sailor reached out a hand, but Jason knocked it away. “I’m heading back down.”
“Sir! I can’t let you do that!” The sailor grabbed the hilt of his sword.
“If you think you can bring me down, sailor, then I suggest you draw that blade quickly.” Jason stood resolute, his spine stiffened, and the young man finally backed down. “You tell the captain to keep course. He does not deviate from any action he would take should I not have been on board.” 
The guts and blood in the gunnery sloshed back and forth with the rocking of the ship, some of the men sliding in the gore as they struggled to stay in the fight. Jason quickly grabbed a crate of powder and started replenishing the supplies near the cannons. On his way, he grabbed the necks of two young sailors huddling in the corner from shock. “You two with me, now!”
Jason wasn’t sure if it was the boom in his voice or the fact that they knew who he was, but the two boys followed quickly, and Jason shoved the crates into their stomachs. “The cannons always have powder. You see anything that’s low, and you fill it. I want constant patrols up and down the port and starboard lines, understood?”
Two shaky heads nodded back at him, then the boys set to work. Jason continued up the lines, the sea rocking back and forth violently in time with the growing intensity of the battle. “Hold steady, men!”
Cannonballs rolled across the floor as reload teams worked tirelessly to ensure they always had a fresh stock of ammunition at the ready. The two young sailors Jason had set to work on refilling the gunpowder were now covered from head to toe in soot. 
The longer the battle raged, the more the crew transformed from their human selves to mechanical beings. The shock of the cannons, the screams of the dying, the blood, the lead, the gore, the fear, all of it slowly faded away, and in its place stood a kind of apathy. But it wasn’t an indifference to death; no, every sailor aboard that ship wanted to live. However, all of them knew the importance of motion. As long as they moved, as long as the task at hand was accomplished, they would live.
And so it went, slowly, Jason’s fleet pounding away at the Chinese, ship by ship, until the enemy was either sunk or boarded. Jason rose from the belly of the ship covered in soot, blood, and sweat, his eyes squinting into the sun now high in the sky, and, for the first time in six hours, the clear path of ocean, unobstructed by ships. Somewhere on the horizon, Dean was waiting for his aid. Jason just hoped his brother was still alive when he arrived.



 
***
Gone. That was all Dean could repeat to himself as the smoke and haze of battle started to clear. Nearly half of his fleet burned, broken, or sunk in a matter of minutes. The sight of fires and carnage and the sound of men’s screams dotted the ocean, and the Chinese horde was now sweeping into place to finish those that had survived the initial onslaught. 
The vessels had used whatever weapons Delun outfitted his ships with, Dean was sure of it, and the approaching reserves, the best ships of Delun’s fleet, were on their way to wipe the rest of them off the face of the earth.
The deck of Dean’s ship was alive with sailors and crewmen sprinting back and forth, either preparing for the approaching attack or helping the wounded, which, due to their lack of medical supplies, was little more than comforting the dying. 
“Governor, we still have time to turn back.” Monaghan’s words left him painfully, and while the general understood what a retreat would cost them, he couldn’t seem to abandon the hope of saving Dean. “We can still send word to Jason. It’s not too late.”
Dean turned to the line of Chinese warships closing in on them, the bows of the vessels protruding through the smoke and wreckage, seeking to end what remained of the only opposition left to them. “We do not retreat. At any cost. If we die, then we take as many of the ships as we can down until Jason arrives. We need to give him a fighting chance.” He looked back to Monaghan, his face grey and solemn. “No retreat, General.”
“Yes, sir.” Monaghan answered with the same military programming that he’d adopted over the past thirty years of his career. 
Dean let the shock of the initial Chinese attack roll off him, focusing all of his attention on the task at hand. With the number of enemy ships in the water, he knew that their chances of success were minimal. The Chinese formations were typical battle patterns, clustered groups of six fanning out into smaller groups to swarm and surround Dean’s men. He sprinted to the wheelhouse, finding the captain at the helm, positioning the portside cannons to engage the enemy. “We board.”
“Sir?” Confusion spread across the captain’s face. “If we use the long-range guns, we’ll be in a better position to extend the fighting. If we can just wait—”
“We won’t survive the next hour if we play the cat-and-mouse game. And I don’t mean to destroy the ships; I mean to take them. If we can keep the fighting close and commandeer some of the Chinese vessels to use against their own people, we not only extend the fight, but we add more cannons to our cause.”
A smile curled up the side of the captain’s face, then he turned to the rest of his crew. “Full steam ahead! Load the forward cannons, and have the men on deck with their boarding hooks! This is war, you scallywags. To arms!”
A sudden burst of adrenaline overtook the ship, a focus in every crewman’s eye. Dean made his way to the armory, the quickened pace sending wind through his hair. He stepped in line with a few of the other sailors and grabbed one of the AK-47s they’d taken from Rodion’s men then waited by the railing with the rest of the crew, the thunder of cannons ripping through the air.
Cannonballs ricocheted off the front bow, skipping into the water. From the railing, Dean had a solid view of the broad side of the enemy, each puff of smoke followed ceremoniously by the massive balls of lead smacking into the neighboring ships. 
Dean ducked when one of the shots skidded across the slick deck until it slammed into the stern wall. “Steady, men!” Dean gripped the railing of the ship, holding tight as the captain started to swing the heavy-steeled boat, showing the cannons on its starboard side. “Hooks at the ready!”
The crewmen along the side of the railing lifted the iron grappling hooks and harpoon, their arms and bodies coiled like a snake before striking. With the Chinese vessel now in full view, the enemy offered one last volley, taking with it nearly a quarter of the men along the rail. 
“Now!” Dean thrust his own hook over the side. The heavy-sided steel ships rubbed against one another, the ropes and chains locking them in place. 
Dean aimed and squeezed the trigger, answering in kind for the number of deaths that they had received. In less than ten seconds, Dean had cleared a path, his boots smearing Chinese blood as he took aim at the fleeing sailors. The quick gunshots recoiled against his shoulder, vibrating his entire body.
A wake of bloody boot prints spread across the deck as more of Dean’s crew joined the infiltration of the Chinese vessel. He maneuvered through the chaos, taking cover by a stack of wooden crates as a group of enemy sailors gathered to protect the wheelhouse. 
Bullets splintered the wood, and Dean waited for more of his own men to arrive. With a slight lull in gunfire, he spun around, pivoting on his right foot, tearing apart the cluster of Chinese at the helm like papier-mâché. 
Dean crouched outside the door, and the moment his fingers touched the door handle, machine gunfire erupted from inside, six pieces of led bursting through the door as Dean ducked back behind the wall for cover. Shouts of the Chinese followed the gunshots, and while Dean didn’t speak the language, the message came across loud and clear. 
One of the sailors that followed Dean up the stairs had a bomb belt strapped around his waist. Dean motioned for the device and pulled the ignition pin, keeping the lever held down to prevent the spark. He inched closer to the door and slammed his heel into the corner, and after it flung open, he sent the bomb belt inside, where the Chinese captain’s screams ended with the loud percussive bang of the explosives. 
Smoke wafted from the door as Dean stepped inside, where his nose met with the repugnant smell of burnt flesh and the heavy odor of hot metal. Most of the fighting on the deck had ended, and Dean took stock of the controls, which were mostly intact but painted with the innards of their former captain. Dean pointed to a young sailor slick with sweat. “Tell the captain to send over his first mate along with a bare-bones crew that could pilot this ship. I want it up and running as quickly as possible.”
“Yes, sir!”
The young sailor sprinted out of the wheelhouse, and Dean motioned to the floor. “See if we can wash some of this out.” Dean stepped back out onto the deck to the sight of three more of his ships sinking but just as many already boarding the Chinese vessels. With his fleet so close to the enemy, it had caused the rest of Delun’s ships to cease fire, not willing to risk shooting their own ships. If they could keep this up, then they might just make it out alive.



Chapter 13
Kemena paced the floor of her quarters and periodically checked the front entrance to her tent, where two guards remained stationed at all times. Still, even with the security, she was surprised by the fact that she had so much space and remained unchained. She squeezed her hands nervously, a tic she hadn’t been able to stop since she arrived. The sounds of the camp filled her with dread, as she heard no tone of desperation, no hint of fear in any of Delun’s men. Surely they knew Dean was coming, with the might of the governors’ entire fleet. 
A bed lay in the corner of the room, and she made her way over to sit down, forcing herself to clear her mind. She placed her hands over her stomach, breathing deeply, slowly. Her heart rate slowed, and the worry in her mind eased. Whatever Delun was going to throw at Dean, she knew her husband would win. He doesn’t know how to lose. Kemena rested her head on the pillow, the weight of all her thoughts and fears falling with her. 
Kemena repeated the mantra to help drown out the foreign tongues and conversations happening just beyond the thin layer of canvas in a world she didn’t know, with no friends or family to comfort her, no one to help ease the burden of her own fears. She found herself wanting to reach out and grab a hand to help pull her up like so many of the hands that reached out to her on the battlefield, begging her to save them. She wanted someone to do that for her, but no one came. 
Kemena pushed herself up from the cushions, forcing her legs and arms into coordination, and made her way to the front of the tent. When she stepped outside, both of the guards at the entrance stopped her, blocking her path. “I want to speak with Delun. Now.”
The two guards looked at one another, and Kemena wasn’t sure if they understood English, so she added “emperor,” which seemed to do the trick. She stepped back inside and waited until Delun finally appeared.
“Governess, what can I do for you?” Delun gave a slight bow, though the tone in his voice suggested that he seemed annoyed at the summons, and Kemena found it odd that she wasn’t brought to him.
“I want to spend some time in the infirmary. If I’m here, I might as well help those that are sick. But I will not treat your soldiers. I want you to understand that I have no sympathy for the men who die at the hands of my husband.”
Delun remained silent for quite some time, looking Kemena up and down. “You understand my hesitation. While I appreciate the hands of a skilled doctor, it will be hard for me to contain you in such an environment. I can have the patients brought here, if you like.”
It wasn’t the answer Kemena hoped for, but at that point she’d take whatever distraction she could get. “Fine. But I’ll still need all of the proper examining equipment, the best of whatever you have.”
Delun bowed. “I’ll have it brought to your quarters immediately. But I will remind you, Doctor, that while some of the instruments that will be in your possession are sharp, there is an entire army surrounding you, all of whom know who you are and what your escape would mean. And if one of my men were to fall ill to any of your… practices, I’ll make sure your actions are returned in kind.” He looked to her stomach, and Kemena stepped back. “Good day, Governess.”
The equipment was brought in nearly instantaneously, and once Kemena had inspected all of the gear, ensuring that it was in proper working order, she called for her first patient. It was an elderly woman, delirious with fever from an infection she received from a cut on her leg. Kemena cleaned and dressed the wound, giving the woman some of the medicines at her disposal but using them sparingly, not knowing how many people she would need to treat or the amount of resources that could be refilled once they were depleted. 
The hours ticked by steadily, Kemena’s mind focused solely on the patients in front of her. She crowded out the thoughts of her fear with diagnoses and treatments for all of the wounded brought to her attention. Before she realized it, the sun had long since dipped beneath the horizon, and it was well into the night. She instructed the guards to bring no more patients, and she peeled the gloves off her hands and collapsed on the edge of the cot. 
Kemena wiped her brow, her skin slick with sweat and grime. She thought of calling for a bath but decided against it, not knowing how honorable Delun’s men would be should she disrobe. She simply curled up on the bed and let her exhaustion take hold of her mind. 



 
***
Delun crushed one of the military figurines on the strategic map with one quick strike of his hand, and while the small statue was now broken, it left a red gash at least half an inch long. He cursed, using the end of his sleeve to staunch the bleeding. Hong, the sword master and one of Delun’s most trusted advisors, offered his aid, but Delun shoved him away. “Whoever ordered the retreat, I want their head by morning, do you understand?”
“Yes, Emperor.” Hong gave a slight bow. “But with our forces in the south now backtracking and reports of the Mars brothers joining together in the north, we’re in a very delicate situation.”
“Even with the ships they commandeered, the Mars brothers still lack the numbers to take us in the islands.” At least that’s what Delun had hoped for. He had jettisoned all of the tech the engineers had worked on to stop the Mars fleet in the north, but with the governors still somehow sailing south and winning battles, an unfamiliar sense of doubt crept up his spine. “I want patrols doubled in the waterways, and the moment we hear from the admirals in the north, I want to hear about—”
“Emperor!” The colonel rushed inside, doubling over on his knees to catch his breath. “My emperor, the Mars brothers have entered the island waterways.”
Delun backpedaled until he bumped into the table where his map lay, knocking over the rest of the military figures. The doubt spread to his legs and arms, clutching his chest. It paralyzed his breath and cut off motion to his body. 
“Emperor?” Hong asked, taking a step forward. 
Delun shut his eyes, shaking his head, shaking loose the anxiety that took hold of him. “Inform our men. Prepare them for battle. If the Mars brothers want to end this, then we will do it now.” 
The colonel bowed then disappeared, while Hong eyed Delun carefully. “The Mars brothers seem to have found a momentum. Perhaps it would be wiser to let their bloodlust fade before we engage.”
“The Marses are a family of war. And you’re forgetting one very important detail, Hong. I have Dean Mars’s wife.” Delun picked the military pieces up and placed them in their locations on the map. “He simply needs a reminder.”



 
***
The waterways between the islands grew narrower the farther south they sailed, and the artillery fire from the shores was growing increasingly thick, but Dean gave no order to slow their pace. Jason walked up behind his brother, patting him on the back. Dawn broke behind them, and the captain bellowed to Dean and Jason on the bow between the cannonade from the shorelines. “Less than three miles, Governors!”
“Thank you, Captain,” Jason answered then turned to Dean, the two of them alone on the deck. The range of the cannons on shore was too short to reach their hulls, and the cannonballs splashed lazily in the water a few dozen yards from their position. “You’re sure you want to go through with this? We could still send an emissary. We have Delun on his heels now.”
“No.” Dean spoke with finality. “The only negotiation will be done in steel and lead. Diplomacy is done.”
“And what about Kemena?” Jason asked, leaning into his brother. “You don’t think Delun will be keeping her close? You don’t think that he won’t use her against you?”
Another cannonball splashed closer to the ship’s hull, this one sending up a spray of seawater onto the ship’s deck. Dean looked ahead to the shorelines. “Have the cannons start hammering the artillery units on the shore. I want to make sure Delun hears me coming.”



 
***
The Philippine port bustled with activity, soldiers and sailors rushing to and from the docks, the boom of cannons thundering in the early-morning dawn. Kemena had woken from her sleep at the first sound of the cannonade. When the guards saw her peeking through the front, they escorted her forcefully back inside, and this time they stayed with her. But each booming thunder of the cannons only caused her boldness to grow. “That sound? Those screams? My husband is coming. And there won’t be enough of you to stop him from getting to me.”
“That’s where I think you’re wrong, Governess.” Delun walked into the tent briskly, a flank of guards following him inside. 
“You won’t be able to use me to get to him.”
“Oh, I think I will.”



 
***
Dean left a portion of the fleet to continue the bombardment of the blockade surrounding the port while the rest of the forces made landfall just south of the harbor. They took heavy fire, even with the ships providing cover with the cannons. Bullets zipped past him, but Dean pressed toward the shoreline, firing into the Chinese ducked behind their palm trees and bushes. Both Dean and Jason plunged into the waters, and their boots sank into the soft sediment as the rest of the crew pulled the boat ashore. 
Two Chinese sprinted to the shoreline, and Dean shot them down, their bodies lying tangled and bloodied in the sand. The heat from the jungle blasted Dean’s face, and his body broke out in a sweat that shimmered off his skin in the sunlight. Leaves and bushes scraped his arms and legs as he moved closer to Delun’s camp, gunfire and cannonade filling the air.
Bugs swarmed Dean’s face and body, sticking to the heavy coat of sweat before he could brush them away. Dean kept his rifle up, scanning the horizon and thick cluster of trees that had the potential to provide cover for the Chinese soldiers. 
Dean held up his hand, stopping the platoon behind him, then dropped to his knee, his men mimicking the motion. He listened carefully in the silence between the artillery fire coming from the coast and kept his eyes focused on the iron sight at the tip of his rifle. 
There was a quick flash in the bushes to Dean’s left, and he pivoted in the same direction and opened fire. His unit followed suit, and a cluster of Chinese soldiers was caught in the crossfire, chucking a handful of grenades in a last desperate attempt.
“Everybody down!” Dean leapt for cover then covered his head as the earth erupted in geysers of soil, flesh, and blood. The ground rippled with percussions, and Dean’s ears rang as he rolled onto his back, where he checked his limbs and body for any shrapnel or injuries. When he appeared to be clear, he pushed himself up. “Jason!” 
Most of the men lay lifeless on the ground, some of them in more than one place. When Dean took a step forward, more gunfire exploded to his right, and he ducked, returning fire. He rolled along the dirt and low-lying brush until he made it to the cover of a tree.
Vibrations from each bullet rippled through the tree trunk, and Dean checked his ammo count. He waited for a lull in the gunfire then planted his right foot just outside the cover of the tree, turning, his rifle aimed at the cluster of Chinese, taking out three of the five before his ammo ran out. But just before he jumped back behind the tree trunk, more gunfire erupted from Dean’s left and dropped the two remaining Chinese soldiers.
“Jason.” The word dripped with relief as Dean watched his brother limp over, his left pant leg damp with blood. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah, a piece of shrapnel just grazed me.”
Dean looked back toward the lifeless bodies of their platoon. “Head back to the boats. We should have an established beachhead by now. Get some medical attention.”
“I’m not leaving you here alone.”
Dean led the two of them through the jungle and kept a slower pace to allow time for the rest of their soldiers landing on the shore to catch up with them, bringing with them fresh ammo and bandages that Jason used to clean the cut on his calf. 
The trek through the jungle was painstakingly slow. The island trees and brush only grew thicker the closer they moved to Delun’s camp. Every few hundred yards, a Chinese scout team would cross their path, but the Mars contingent managed to take them out before they had a chance to sound any alarms. 
Dean slowed his pace, the units behind him crouching down, as he approached the edge of the jungle where Delun’s camp was stationed. Foliage blocked most of the view, but the sheer number of bodies he saw rush back and forth in the opening told him they’d arrived. He signaled the rest of the unit to spread out, creating a front line to cut through whatever defenses Delun prepared. He would have normally sent a scout team, but with Kemena in Delun’s hands, he didn’t have time. Every moment wasted was one more in which her life was in danger. He needed to get her out. And he needed to do it now. Dean dropped his hand, and the soldiers sprinted from the jungle, bursting through the foliage, firing into whatever enemy crossed their path.
The Chinese were caught off guard, and the lull in action offered Dean and his men an opportunity to advance deeper into the camp until the long, growing din of the alarms brought the Chinese out of their stupor and finally initiated a response. 
Bullets zipped back and forth, and Dean and Jason stayed close together, the brothers watching each other’s backs as they moved through the camp. Dean looked to the coast, where he saw the Chinese ships that were a part of the blockade go up in flames and the first vessel of his fleet break into the port, cannons thundering from its starboard and port sides, the trailing fingers of curled smoke falling into the corpse-filled waters below. 
“Dean!” Jason grabbed his shoulders and shoved him down, bullets thumping into the crate they used for cover. More of their soldiers appeared from the jungle’s edge, their units slowly pushing forward. “We need to get to a better vantage point. Kemena could be anywhere.”
Dean heard his brother’s words but felt a delay in his response. His mind grew static, cloudy. The ground began to feel uneven under his feet. He gripped the side of the crate for support, shaking his head, trying to rid himself of the uneven queasiness growing in his stomach.
“Dean?” Jason asked, gripping his brother’s shoulder. 
Sweat rolled down the tip of Dean’s nose as well as his forehead, dripping into his eyes, stinging his vision. “He’ll keep her close, in the heart of the camp.”
Jason grabbed Dean’s chin and forced his brother to look at him, but Dean knocked Jason’s hand away. “I’m fine.” He tucked the rifle into the crook of his arm and edged to the corner of the crates. “Let’s go!” And before Jason could protest, Dean turned the corner, blanketing fire on the cluster of Chinese pinning him down. 
The surge of adrenaline from the gunfire renewed Dean’s focus. His heart rate spiked, his motions more fluid, his mind running through every detail of the battlefield. Three o’clock, two armed assailants, pivot, squeeze the trigger, eliminated. Nine o’clock, four assailants en route to vehicle, aim for tires and engine, vehicle eliminated, roll right, plant foot, fire into the assailants, two down, push forward, aim, squeeze trigger, two more down.

It was all nothing more than a systematic grid, each section needing to be cleared as quickly and efficiently as possible. Dean stepped over the limbs of fallen Chinese, hunting down what was left of their comrades, all the while his heart rate increasing, the adrenaline coursing through his body causing a tremor in his left hand. 
Everywhere Dean looked, no matter where he turned, bullets pierced flesh, the dying cries of men filled the air, and the scent of blood and lead was heavy in the dense moisture of the island climate. Every soldier crawled forward, trying to stay alive, looking for one more breath, one more beat of his heart, one more step on solid ground. 
A body collided into Dean’s back, tackling him to the dirt. He grappled with the force that hit him, blind and deaf to the shouts and face until Jason took hold of both Dean’s wrists, pinning them to the earth. “We’ve found her.”
It took a moment for the words to process, but as soon as they sank in, Dean scrambled to his feet. “Where?”
“In the rear of the camp. We have men on them, but Delun is requesting you.”
A lump caught in Dean’s throat. “Kemena. Is she—”
“She’s alive.”
The news nearly caused Dean’s knees to buckle, and he gripped Jason’s shoulder for support. He hurried through the camp, some of the Chinese still putting up a fight but most of the forces slowly surrendering. Jason led him to a large encampment, closely guarded by Delun’s men, and spiked, armored walls erected behind them. 
Dean’s men had positioned themselves behind crates, entrenchments, dirt piles, anything they could use as cover, all of their guns aimed at the Chinese, all of whom remained standing, unharmed, clearly in the open. “What is this?”
“Delun is inside those walls with the governess, sir. He said that if any more of his men die, then he’s going to kill her.”
Dean turned to his brother. “Order our men to stop. No more bloodshed.”
“Dean, we can—”
“Do it!” The viciousness of the words dripped from Dean’s lips as he wiped away saliva then turned back to the circle of guards. He took a step forward, and Jason grabbed his arm, but Dean yanked it away. “I’ll finish this. In whatever way I have to.”
The Chinese soldiers did not move when Dean stepped out into the open, nor did they show any signs of aggression. “Delun!” His voice rang high into the air, and Dean suddenly became aware of the lack of gunfire behind him. “It’s over. The war is done!”
“War is never done, Governor. You and I both know that.” Delun’s voice sounded muffled and faint through the walls. 
“Kemena?” Dean asked, yearning to hear her voice, wanting the firsthand knowledge that she was alive and unharmed.
“I’m here, Dean!”
He waited for more but received nothing else. “Let her go, Delun.”
“History often gives the portrayal of heroes to the victor, since the pages are always written by them. Did you ever study Chinese history, Governor? My people have a long history of warfare and of oppression. More than a millennium ago, the Mongol horde conquered the Chinese but not without a great cost to their military and to their own dynasty. The Mongols were an interesting people, and at one point their dynasty stretched over all of Asia. They shared a tradition in which many cultures across the world partook in warfare: single combat. Two men, representing the best of their military, would fight to the death, and the victor would inherit the loser’s titles.”
“You have lost, Delun. Return my wife to me, or I swear to you if any harm comes to her, you will beg for death before I am finished with you.”
“My terms on nonnegotiable, Governor. You fight, alone. Or she dies.”
The last word hung in Dean’s mind, taking hold of all of his senses, his controls, his will. The fatigue of battle had worn him thin, but he could not trust another with the fate of his people or his wife. He looked back to his brother, expecting Jason to tell him to back away from the folly, but he only nodded his head. And that was all the confirmation Dean required. “Name your warrior.”
The Chinese guards surrounding the wall opened the steel gates but only enough for one person to squeeze through. Dean gripped the hilt of the sword and marched past the guards, his boots being sucked into the mud with each step. Once inside, he saw one man, armed with nothing but a sword, and Delun, who held Kemena by the arm, close to his side, the point of a gun to her head.
Dean fought every urge to engage, but with Delun’s finger on the trigger, he knew it was too close. The guards from outside filed in behind him, engirding the structure, trapping him, the swordsman, Delun, and Kemena inside. “Is this your warrior?”
“Hong is my master of swords,” Delun answered. “The combat will be with the blade of your choosing. No guns. Should I win, your wife will act as my security to your brother. Should you win, my men will lay down their arms.”
Dean drew the blade from his sheath, the sharpened steel gliding effortlessly in his own hands. He sidestepped to his left, keeping an eye on the sword master. He focused all of his attention on the warrior in front of him until Delun thrust Kemena away and into the arms of one of the guards then drew his own sword. 
“But considering your family’s history in warfare and the fact that you’ve been difficult to kill, I thought I would help even the odds.” Delun circled around to Dean’s rear, and Dean pivoted with him, trying to keep both men in his peripheral vision.
“Was this how the Mongols fought, Delun? Through treachery?”
“They won by any means necessary,” Delun answered. “As will I.”
Delun and Hong sprinted forward at the same time, with Delun attacking Dean’s legs, while Hong sliced for the head. Dean eluded Delun’s attack then blocked Hong’s blade, but the force of the blow sent him to the ground. Dean rolled backward, away from the steel blades seeking to end him. 
Sand and dirt kicked up behind Dean, and as he rolled to his feet, both men were on him once more. Dean parried left then right, his reflexes struggling to keep up with the lightning speed at which both men attacked. Every thrust, strike, and blow added to the burning fatigue in his muscles. The weeks at war, the lack of sleep, the stress, the injuries—all of them were reaching a crescendo.
The three swords locked together, each man applying the pressure to cut the other down. Slowly, the blades inched closer and closer to Dean’s head, the spine of his own sword nearly touching his forehead. Quickly, he swung his left foot, tripping Delun, then shifted the brunt of his strength against Hong, pushing the man backward, separating the allies.
Dean attacked viciously, but for every thrust and slice he offered Hong, the sword master deflected effortlessly then shifted into offense. Dean backpedaled, Hong’s blade dancing swiftly through the air, inching closer to the tender flesh along Dean’s neck. He glanced behind him just long enough to see Delun back on his feet, charging right for him. Dean shifted his feet clumsily in the sand, the stumble costing him a gash across his right arm, compliments of the sword master’s blade, but worth the price paid to deflect Delun’s attack. 
With both Delun and Hong working together once more, Dean was forced back into the defensive. Sweat grew slick on his arms and hands, and he felt the hilt slipping from his palm, sliding across his skin. The awkward grip caused Dean to haphazardly block a swing from Hong, and Delun capitalized by punching Dean across the jaw. 
Dean blindly lifted his sword, barely blocking Hong’s strike, then swung wildly through the air, stumbling backward. His attackers coiled and readied themselves to strike once more, approaching slowly.
“I want you to know that I will spare your wife, even let the child in her womb grow,” Delun said, stepping side by side with Hong. “But should she give birth to a son, I will have him put to slaughter. If it’s a daughter, I’ll bed her myself when she’s of age.”
Dean squeezed the hilt of the blade tighter, the pain in his body rolling off of him like the blood dripping from the gash in his arm. He planted his feet, bending at the knees, the tip of his steel aimed at the gap between Delun and Hong, and Hong froze, but Delun kept walking.
“Emperor!” Hong dashed in front of Delun just as Dean thrust, deflecting Hong’s parry and piercing the soft flesh of Hong’s stomach. Hong jolted from the assault, his blade dropping to the ground, blood trickling down the front of his pants, and he collapsed to his knees. 
Dean yanked the blade from Hong’s stomach and reared on Delun, who was scrambling to his feet. His fingers grazed the hilt of his sword when Dean rammed his steel through Delun’s throat. The emperor gasped and choked, blood bursting from the veins and arteries along his neck. He gurgled on what last bit of life he had left and collapsed into the sand, convulsing until his body lay motionless. 
Dean’s legs gave way, and he fell to the dirt next to the two slain Chinese, exhausted and drained. He felt hands on him, and when he opened his eyes, Kemena was there, tears streaming down her face. He looked to his right; the Chinese soldiers knelt, dropping their weapons, as Jason stormed inside with their men. Kemena was muttering something, but all he focused on was that she was alive, their child was alive; his family lived. 



Chapter 14 – 7 months later
Dean paced the room back and forth, his nephews bouncing their legs anxiously, their eyes focused on the floor. All of the warring and battles of Dean’s past—nothing compared to the anxiety coursing through his veins at that moment.
Dean perked his head up at the sound of an infant crying, and the room doors swung open, the young nurse smiling, sweat covering her face. “It’s a girl.”
Kit and Sam jumped from their seats and nearly tackled Dean to the floor, then the three of them stumbled inside the delivery room, where Kemena lay red faced and sweaty, holding a bundle of white, soft cloth that was wrapped around a pinkish-red, crying baby girl.
Dean kissed Kemena on the forehead as she cleaned the infant. “I love you so much.” He smiled, tears dripping from his face and onto Kemena’s shoulder.
“I love you too,” Kemena answered.
“What are you going to call her?” Sam asked, trying to peek over the side of the bed to get a good look at his new cousin.
“I was thinking Luana,” Kemena answered. “After your mother.”
“Luana.” Dean spoke the name softly, scooping the child up from her mother and cradling her gently in his arms. He kissed her softly on her forehead, repeating her name to her like a song, one that he would never grow tired of hearing.



 
***
The palace walls had been redecorated since the last time Jason had visited Rio, but the occupants were far more welcoming than during his last visit. Gabriela sat across from him at the table while he looked over the new trade agreements she’d drawn up. “I don’t suppose you’re willing to bend a little on the dock taxes?”
“We’ll renegotiate next year,” Gabriela answered. “I need the income to keep the ports stocked with soldiers to keep the peace. Ruiz’s loyalists still seem to be hanging around, although I don’t know why. Ruiz has been dead for months.”
“Old habits die hard.” Jason signed and sealed the documents, ushering in a new age of trade for the North Americans, one that he hoped would help ease the recovery of his people. One of Gabriela’s men picked up the documents and left the two of them alone. “I hear you’ll be having your elections next month.”
“The first truly free and properly represented elections in over thirty years. I hope it’s worth the wait.”
“I still don’t understand why you’re not running.” Jason leaned back, shaking his head. “With your coup over Ruiz, you would have won by a landslide.”
“My expertise is war. There are better candidates to lead the country now that we’ve gotten a stranglehold on corruption. My job is done.” She looked around at the palace walls, her face itching with disgust. “And I wouldn’t want to live here after what happened.” 
The two walked through the halls together silently until they arrived at the courtyard, where Jason’s guards waited for him. He lingered at the entrance, looking down at Gabriela, who kept her gaze elsewhere. “I look forward to seeing you again in our negotiations next year.”
“Yes, as do I.” Gabriela kept her words short and extended her hand. When she finally looked up at him, her arm shook, and Dean leaned to kiss her, but she smacked him across the face then kissed him hard.
When she finally pulled back, Jason shook his head; a lightness filled him that he hadn’t felt since their night together on his ship. “Maybe next year is too long a wait.”



 
***
The hot sun and desert winds kicked up sand that pelted against Tobaygu’s cloak. He quickly left the docks, the peddlers at the port begging him to stop and look at their merchandise, but he kept his attention focused on the group of men waiting for him at the end of the docks. “Gentlemen.” He flashed his trademark smile as his own men pulled up behind him, struggling under the heavy weight of the crates they carried. “Do you have a place we could talk in private?”
One of the men gestured into a nearby tent, which had already been emptied. Tobaygu entered first, followed by his new friends, then his own men bringing in the crates and setting them down ever so gently. “I thank you all for your audience.”
“What is it that you want, Tobaygu? We have no time for your games.” Chief Wantubay shifted uncomfortably, and the rest of the war chiefs mimicked his disdain.
This was the first time in living memory that all the war chiefs of the north had gathered under one roof, and Tobaygu did not want to waste it. “We have fought each other for a long time, my brothers. We have squabbled over land, water, and food, but what I have brought us will put an end to that.” He nodded to one of his men, and the servant cracked the crate open, spilling out strands of hay.
Tobaygu walked over to the crate and gently lifted an AK-47 from the box and rested it on the table, where the chiefs flocked to the rifle eagerly. “This is a weapon of the west, my brothers. This is what has kept them in power for so long, and now I have the means to make these myself. I have brought us technology that will reshape our continent. Reshape our people. Reshape the world.”



 
***
The ruins of the old cities had not changed since the last time Dean had visited them. The sand and earth were still dirtied under his feet, the old buildings still sagged and crumbled, the ocean air and waves beating away whatever bits of life remained in them. 
But this visit felt different. He couldn’t explain it other than the fact that he was now a father. That and the peace he’d enjoyed since Rodion’s and Delun’s deaths. While there was still much work to do in rebuilding his country, as well as the world of his allies, it was the first time in his life when he’d felt the warmth of peace. 
The burden and weight of power, war, and fear had been lifted from him. All he saw on the horizon were possibilities of what a life for his daughter could be. He knew it would not be without trials, but he also knew it would not be without its treasures.
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