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Prologue
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Montreal, 1961

She didn’t know it, but today she was going to die. By turning on the old wooden-paneled television, she was sealing her fate and condemning herself to hell. The air in the dim room felt thick as if something unseen were lurking in the shadows. A floorboard creaked, and a sudden chill brushed her skin, unsettling her for just a moment.

The speakers crackled with a fuzzy hum as she sank back into the worn-out couch, letting herself drift into the hazy oblivion that only the television could offer. A faint shiver crawled up her spine at the sound, though she couldn’t quite place why.

“From our studio in Montreal, Ontario, the CBC proudly presents

” The broadcaster’s voice carried an unusual weight, an almost otherworldly gravity that hinted at something far beyond the ordinary.

A brief flicker of static obscured the screen before clearing to reveal the dull drone of a TV announcer and a striking older woman, resplendent in a crimson dress that shimmered under the studio lights, every detail meticulously chosen to command attention.
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The host’s wide, empty grin was a stark contrast to the older woman’s smile—a smile that wavered between warmth and calculated poise, leaving the audience to wonder if it held any sincerity at all. He began his monologue with a rapid, nasal cadence, extolling the sponsors in a tone as grating as it was familiar, a fixture of the television era. Only after what felt like an eternity did he finally turn to her, anticipation palpable in the air.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I’m Tom McNamara, and it’s an honor to introduce our esteemed guest—Professor Margaret McLuhan, a pioneer whose groundbreaking work in media studies has forever changed our understanding of the twentieth century.”

Professor Margaret McLuhan acknowledged the applause with a nod, her eyes gleaming with an almost otherworldly excitement. At that moment, her years seemed to melt away, replaced by a presence that was both magnetic and enigmatic, as if she carried with her secrets that no one else could fathom. Her heart thudded with a strange joy as she waved, the rhythm echoing faintly in the silent studio, each beat resonating with an intensity that seemed to fill the space around her.

Tom’s smile was a practiced, makeup-encrusted expression as he bowed on cue. The applause faded, leaving a tense stillness hanging in the air, broken only by the faint hum of the studio lights. With the
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CBC studio falling into silence, he turned to his guest just as another flicker of static briefly took over the screen.

“Mrs. McLuhan, you’ve been studying the phenomenon of television for nearly a decade and become a celebrity overnight. I think I speak for everyone when I ask if you’re embarrassing your husband.” Tom’s voice carried a note of mock seriousness, the easy charm of a seasoned talk show host.

The audience gave a polite chuckle, and Margaret matched it with an equally polite smile. “Well, Tom,” she began, her voice wrapping around the room like warm honey, commanding attention without demanding it. Smooth, polite, motherly, and wise—all at once. She had practiced hard to master this tone.

“Rest assured, dinner is always on the table for Mr. McLuhan. And if not, well, the television is there to keep him company. I nearly think he loves it more than me.” Her eyes twinkled with a practiced mischief that disarmed the crowd.

The studio filled with laughter as Margaret deftly parried Tom’s comment, controlling the rhythm of their exchange as though she were the true master of ceremonies.

“Now, Mrs. McLuhan, you’ve gone on record with a number of inflammatory statements in your books and your very well-publicized
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television interviews.” Sticking to his script, Tom barely disguised his discomfort at the role. Margaret suppressed a sigh; his questions were as predictable as the static that interrupted the broadcast.

“And you’d like one more, Tom?” she smirked, drawing more chuckles as the audience leaned in, increasingly captivated by the professor’s charm and wit.

Somewhere else, in a shadowy room, a woman watching the screen grumbled to herself, Margaret’s words striking a nerve in a way that felt too close for comfort.

Tom either ignored the jibe or didn’t catch it, plowing forward with the “controversial” quote he’d been building up to: “Twentieth Century man has no body; he is nothing but information. Can I ask you to make sense of that, Mrs. McLuhan? Am I to take your statement at face value and act as though you and I are no more real than the pictures on the television screen?” His polished smile wavered, revealing a flicker of genuine confusion.

Professor McLuhan’s smile deepened, her eyes bright with a giddiness bordering on mischief. “As a matter of fact, Tom, it doesn’t really matter much what you say. Nothing of what you’re saying truly matters.” Her words thickened the air, leaving the audience caught between amusement and a strange unease.
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Static broke up the picture once more, louder and more insistent than before. The harsh buzz filled the studio, like a swarm of bees drowning out her voice momentarily.

“I beg your pardon?” Tom’s eyebrows shot up, his carefully constructed composure beginning to crack. He wasn’t used to a woman speaking to him like this.

She shook her head and let out a polite chuckle, soft and sweet with a sharper edge beneath it, much like any sitcom mom laughing off her bumbling husband. “What I mean to say, Tom is that an individual’s words, actions, or even writings are ultimately irrelevant next to the sheer impact of the medium. No car or car company, for instance, has as much influence as the infrastructure built around it—the refueling stations, the repair shops, the advertisements. Even Henry Ford was merely a brightly colored thread in a far grander design. In much the same way, your physical body is only a small fragment of your true self.”

Tom forced a laugh, though it rang hollow, more reflex than humor. “So, you’re saying I’m just a figment of your imagination, then?”

For all his empty-headed script reading, she might as well have been speaking to a wall. Tom’s vacant smile remained plastered on his face, oblivious to the gravity of her words. This time, Professor McLuhan’s
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laugh wasn’t forced or practiced; it broke free, genuine and unpolished, catching even her off guard.

“Not in the slightest, Tom. I think the information that is you is more real than the carbon-based body you inhabit. What you call a soul is the sum of data of your life experiences; your ability to organize that information and build upon it is what separates you from the rest of the ape family. Along with, of course, a certain handsome glow and a clean shave.” She finished with a light, sitcom-worthy giggle perfectly suited to television.

The crowd erupted in laughter, their admiration for Margaret edging into reverence. Tom’s smile tightened as he waited for the applause to settle, his script momentarily forgotten.

“Before we get too off-topic, Mrs. McLuhan, would you please clarify your earlier quote?”

Margaret registered the slight—he didn’t call her "Professor"—but she masked her reaction, maintaining her calm exterior.

A shadow flickered across the screen, a whisper of something unseen and evil, leaving a faint unease in its wake.

She nodded politely. It was a man’s world, and a lady always needed to be at her best game, especially on her worst days. She masked any
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hint of exhaustion with the practiced grace of a public figure, aware that every gesture, every word, was scrutinized.

“As I said clearly, Tom, you are your information. This transformation began when humans learned to speak; suddenly, we were no longer isolated, static beings. Then came the printed word, and oral traditions became obsolete. Print recreated individuality but didn’t bring stagnation; instead, it accelerated the evolution of the brain, reshaping our minds and perceptions.”

Tom’s brow furrowed slightly, his confusion evident. “What do you mean it changed our brains, Mrs. McLuhan?” Again, he refrained from addressing her as “Professor,” a choice that didn’t go unnoticed.

“Well, Tom, it’s as plain as day. Since the earliest times, our brains have adapted to new technology. With fire, the ape’s jaw was no longer necessary, making way for the vocal cords that would define human speech. The first stone bowl allowed us to store food, freeing us from the constant demands of foraging, and thus, we became the embodiment of Rodin’s  .”

Tom’s laughter rang out, a bit forced, his mind clearly struggling to process her words. “It sounds like you’re auditioning to write for those disreputable science fiction novels.”
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“I’m not a novelist, Tom; I haven’t the brain for it.” Her smile faded slightly as if she were about to unveil something darker, a shadow passing over her face. An unspoken thought surfaced, too large to be hidden by any rehearsed line.

“Mary Shelley was far smarter than I. She envisioned a world where man assumes the role of God. I believe we are already living in that world. We are our gods; we create the change we desire. The car has become our chariot of Apollo, an extension of our legs. The television is our magic mirror, transporting us around the globe—an extension not only of our vision but of our entire nervous system. Even our clothes extend our skin, as fantastic to primitive man as Jason’s golden fleece.”

The crowd was silent, leaning in, captivated. Tom shifted uncomfortably, uncertain how to respond but unable to ignore the weight of her words.

“And I believe,” she continued, her voice almost a whisper, “that this trend is only accelerating. The electronic age is poised to redefine reality. Soon, what we consider ‘reality’ will be less than television itself.”

Tom chuckled, a hollow sound that belied his unease as he attempted to regain control of the conversation.
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The announcer nodded, his vacant expression betraying just how little he’d understood, before turning to the camera. “That has been Professor Margaret McLuhan, ladies and gentlemen; we will return after these messages.”

The screen cut to a bland, tasteless commercial for a budget TV dinner branding itself as a food of the gods. Its plastic-like gravy glistened, oozing over unappealing lumps of mashed potatoes, while a poorly composed jingle blared through the speakers. A cartoon family crowded onto a sofa. Eyes glazed as they shoveled microwaved sludge marketed as a feast of prosperity into their mouths.

But the brain-numbing commercial was abruptly interrupted by the spicy scent of fire and brimstone. The woman watching TV stiffened, gripping the armrest as a heavy, acrid odor filled the air, making her eyes water. Her heart raced, a visceral dread mounting as something from beyond the screen seemed to claw its way into her reality.

Dark, pulsing veins began to snake across the wooden frame of the old-style television, transforming its surface into a grotesque imitation of living flesh. The set shuddered, emitting labored, heaving breaths through the speakers as thick, suffocating waves of carbon dioxide and the stench of rotting meat seeped into the room.
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A vile, oily liquid began to trickle from the base of the TV, spreading in dark, foul-smelling stains across the carpet. The veins on the television pulsed faster, throbbing like overworked arteries on the brink of rupture. The screen itself had transformed, taking on a raw, pink membrane that appeared disturbingly lifelike, pulsing with each breath.

The television’ labored breathing quickened as though the monstrous machine were on the verge of hyperventilation. Just when it seemed ready to burst, the breaths stopped—then, without warning, the television emitted a soul-piercing shriek, a sound that felt like nails being driven through her skull. The windows rattled, the floor trembled, and every object in the room seemed to resonate with the unholy scream. Margaret McLuhan, paralyzed by terror, felt her muscles lock, trapping her in place. Warm blood trickled down from her eyes and ears as agony pulsed through her head.

Suddenly, flames and bursts of molten light filled the room, casting grotesque shadows that danced in the inferno. The distorted image of a decayed goat’s skull flashed across the pulsing membrane in a seizure-inducing frenzy, twisting and flickering with appalling speed.

And then—silence. The chaos vanished in an instant, leaving behind a suffocating stillness thicker and more oppressive than the horror that had filled the room moments before.
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Chapter 1
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The Moon, Sea of Tranquility
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If there was one thing that surprised the first men on the moon, it was how strangely familiar it felt. The moon’s barren, lifeless landscape held an eerie stillness, like the desolate, wind-worn plains of the Mojave Desert. Neil Armstrong himself had once likened the lunar surface to that vast, dry expanse back on Earth, where only the harsh glare of the sun punctuates the silence. Here, too, there was a beauty to the desolation: the fine lunar dust, untouched for millennia, sparkled like powdered silver under the relentless sunlight, a pristine landscape unspoiled by human hands.

With a bittersweet sense of departure, the astronauts were preparing for the journey home. Their hearts were heavy with the thought of leaving this otherworldly beauty behind, yet there was joy and relief in knowing they would soon return to Earth. From inside his bulky suit, Neil took one last look at the Earthrise before him and his companion, Buzz Aldrin, had to blast off. He’d meant it when he said that this was one small step for a man. And this was truly a giant step forward for humanity as a whole.
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The whole world had been watching, but Neil was too focused to dwell on their awe. He had felt the collective gaze of millions, yet every task had been rehearsed, leaving no time for reflection, no room for marveling at the grandeur around him. Each step and maneuver was part of a carefully choreographed sequence, a routine of muscle memory and precision. For a few precious seconds, he allowed himself to gaze at the endless black sky. Every second outside the safety of their spacecraft was a gamble with death, and they were on a strict timeline if they wanted to make it home.

Neil had always been the calmest of the astronauts, NASA’s “cool cucumber.” During training, he was the one who could troubleshoot a failing simulator without a hint of panic while everyone else’s nerves frayed. His unshakeable focus and ability to get straight back to work in the face of danger had earned him a reputation as NASA’s steadiest hand. Where others might seek to escape after a close call, Neil’s response was always the same: get back to work, stay sharp, and see it through.

That’s why, when he saw something on the lunar horizon that hadn’t been there before, he didn’t startle or waver. A dark shape loomed at the edge of his vision, casting an odd shadow against the lifeless gray. He forced himself to stay calm, knowing the clock was ticking for him and Buzz to pack their gear and rendezvous with Michael Collins
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in the lunar orbit. Whatever it was, it didn’t belong there, but curiosity could be fatal on the moon. Without a word, he ignored the dark shape slowly emerging from the direction of the dark side of the moon, suppressing any urge to investigate.

“Did you feel that Neil?” asked Buzz, his voice trembling, a rare hint of fear seeping through even over the radio.

Neil shook his head in that steady, unshakable Midwestern way. “I’m steady as a rock, Buzz. Everything is going to be scheduled.” He prided himself on staying calm, even in the face of uncertainty—he’d been trained to feel steady, no matter what.

“That’s not what I meant,” Buzz replied. “I just got this spooky feeling. I feel like someone’s watching us.” His words hung in the air, heavy and unsettling, amplifying the silence around them.

Neil hefted a crate in the low-gravity environment, the task deceptively simple in the moon’s gravity. He moved it with practiced precision. The weight was nearly nonexistent, but his actions were deliberate. “Two billion people are watching us, Buzz. Nobody’s ever had that many eyes on them. Ignore the stage fright.”

“It’s not that,” Buzz said as the two men began their moon hops toward the lander, carrying the last of the precious samples and equipment. Their movements, though efficient, felt clumsy against

[image: ]

the eerie backdrop of rising unease. “I think I saw something coming in from over there.” Buzz nodded subtly toward the dark side, where shadows gathered in an impenetrable void, swallowing all light and giving an impression of boundless depth.

Overhead, the sun burned silently in the black sky, casting stark shadows. The silence of space pressed down on them, a heavy reminder of their isolation and fragility.

For the first time, Neil felt something disrupt his usual composure—an ancient, primal fear bubbled up, foreign and unwelcome. It touched a part of him buried under layers of training, discipline, and his pilot’s instinct to face the unknown without flinching.

“It’s nothing, Buzz,” he said, forcing his voice to remain steady, willing himself to project a calm he didn’t quite feel. “Just keep walking.”

Radio silence ensued, and then, disturbingly, a hiss of static began to crackle in their ears. The sound was strange, like distant whispers or murmurs, almost as if a long-forgotten voice were reaching out from beyond.

“What the hell?” Buzz muttered, irritation masking the unease that threatened to take hold. They had only minutes left, and now the radio was acting up.

[image: ]

Neil said nothing, though he felt a nagging disquiet. The static was lowering in volume, shifting from painful to a faint, almost teasing hum—but the way it faded didn’t feel right, as if silence itself were lying in wait. Some instinct urged him to look toward the horizon. The moon’s greater curvature warped his sense of distance, creating the illusion that things were closer than they actually were, an effect that heightened his sense of exposure.

For the first time since landing, he felt an unsettling claustrophobia. His chest tightened, and the inside of his helmet felt stifling, as though the glass and metal walls were closing in. The shadows cast by lunar rocks seemed denser. The dust clung to their boots with each step as if the very ground resisted their movements. Each moon hop felt strangely sluggish, like moving through thick, invisible syrup.

Individually, any one of these sensations might have been shrugged off, but together, they painted a picture that even the calm Neil Armstrong couldn’t ignore. A chill ran down his spine, and a deep-seated instinct—older than humanity itself—whispered that something lurked in the shadows, watching them and waiting for the right moment to strike.

The moon itself had turned hostile, poised to strike. Every shadow seemed to crawl, and the lunar dust swirled faintly as if whispering warnings to the two men. But it wasn’t as if the moon had become a
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vengeful god ready to smite them. No, something else had taken up that role—something far more bizarre.

The figure that Neil and Buzz had spotted on the horizon, stealthily creeping along the lunar rocks, was a pirate.

A pirate squatted on the bottom rung of the lunar lander’s ladder, a flintlock pistol in one hand and a bottle of rum in the other. His ragged, salt-stained clothes seemed wildly out of place against the stark, sterile lunar landscape. His tattered cotton shirt, inexplicably, protected him from searing temperatures over two hundred degrees Celsius, and he had no protection against the vacuum or radiation. It was as if reality itself had been hijacked, the laws of physics bending around him.

For the first time, Neil felt icy fingers of panic grip his heart. If it had been a little green man lounging there, he might have waved and said, “Hi.” But this was a full-grown man—a pirate—casually existing in the most inhospitable environment imaginable. His disciplined mind struggled to make sense of this surreal tableau, settling briefly on the possibility that he was hallucinating, a symptom of oxygen deprivation.

The pirate sensed their apprehension and flashed a menacing grin beneath his bushy black beard, his rotting teeth gleaming through the
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visor’s glare. He cocked the flintlock pistol and leveled it at Buzz’s helmet.

There was no sound—just an impossible flash of gunpowder in the vacuum, followed by the raw, silent horror of Buzz’s scream as the bullet punched a hole through his visor. Buzz’s scream was abruptly cut off as the vacuum claimed him, stealing the breath from his lungs and misting his visor with a crimson fog. His hands clawed futilely at his helmet, a grotesque instinct of survival, but within seconds, the thrashing ceased, leaving his body to crumple forward, lifeless, into the lunar dust. A thin sheen of rapidly evaporating blood dampened the ground beneath him. The silence that followed was absolute, a haunting void that swallowed the horror whole.

The pirate dropped his flintlock and reached into his coat, producing a primitive grenade. With an eerie calm, he lit the fuse from cords smoldering within his beard, glowing like embers from some infernal fire. Defying all known science, the fuse crackled to life. He lobbed the grenade toward Neil, but the weak lunar gravity skewed his aim, sending it sailing past and landing near the American flag.

For a split second, Neil’s heart raced, then his instincts kicked in as he braced himself for what was to come. The grenade lay there by the flag, hissing faintly, a surreal and absurd threat in the silent, empty landscape of the moon.
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Neil heard nothing as the explosion tore through the American flag and hurled him backward, his suit rattling from the shockwave as he tumbled helplessly through the low-gravity dust. His heart nearly stopped when his visor slammed against a jagged rock, the razor-sharp edges scraping across the glass. A spike of fear shot down his spine as he gasped for breath, his mind racing with the knowledge of how close he’d come to disaster.

The pirate silently laughed, the soundless mirth mocking the very vacuum that should have killed him. He polished off the last of his rum and drew another flintlock pistol from his belt, striding toward Neil with an unsteady swagger, silently cursing the moon’s low gravity for spoiling his menacing approach.

“Blasted moon, blasted dust,” grumbled Blackbeard, scowling at the lunar dust scuffing up his newly bought shoes. Even in this hellish lunar nightmare, vanity was the pirate’s primary concern.

Taking a final, exaggerated step, Blackbeard propelled himself toward Neil, but Neil rolled over just in time, leveling a double-barreled shotgun. His fingers trembled as he braced the gun, adrenaline-fueled resolve sharpening his aim. Neil’s jaw clenched, his eyes locked onto his target, and a cold fury replaced the initial fear.
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With steely precision, he pulled the trigger, unleashing both barrels. Shock flashed across Blackbeard’s sunburnt, dirty features as two shells of buckshot tore through his chest, exploding in a cloud of spectral mist. He flew backward, limbs flailing wildly like an actor in a bad Hong Kong action movie, and crashed into the side of the lunar lander before slumping into the dust.

Neil’s senses were heightened, every nerve buzzing, his hands shaking from the surge of adrenaline. His wide, crystal blue eyes scanned the horizon; pupils dilated as he broke open the shotgun, letting the smoking shells fall to the regolith. As he fumbled for fresh ammunition, he caught a glimpse of movement and froze in disbelief—Blackbeard was getting back up.

The pirate silently cursed as he dusted off the harsh lunar soil, his face contorted in annoyance. The gaping hole in his chest didn’t seem to bother him; it was the buckshot that had ruined the careful trim of his beard that had him truly incensed. The beard he’d so lovingly groomed now sported unsightly, charred gaps. He’d make Neil pay for every ruined hair.

With a nasty grin, Blackbeard began pulling an endless supply of grenades from under his jacket, the fuses blazing like demonic embers that defied every known law of physics. Iron orbs, lit and
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ready, tumbled from his hands like a conjurer’s trick, descending on Neil like the hammer of an ancient god.

Reacting on pure survival instinct, Neil began to moonhop away, each leap agonizingly slow in the low gravity as if he were moving through molasses. Explosions flared behind him, and black powder flashed, sending shrapnel ripping through the thin lunar atmosphere. Neil’s stomach twisted, fear clenching his gut as he felt the warmth of involuntary terror spread within his suit, realizing that one well-placed shard could end him, just like it had ended Buzz.

“Houston!” he shouted desperately, his voice cracking. “Houston!” But only static met his plea, a cold reminder that he was truly alone in this fight for survival.

A sudden gunshot snapped him back to the moment—a nine-millimeter round struck Blackbeard in the shoulder, causing him to spin and snarl, his eyes flaring with a hellish rage. Neil, still clutching his nickel-plated emergency pistol, took a steadying breath as Blackbeard fixed him with a bloodshot glare, baring blackened teeth in a feral grimace.

The pirate sprinted forward, each lurching step almost comical in the weak gravity, though his cutlass gleamed dangerously in his hand, accompanied by a handful of throwing knives pulled from the depths
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of his coat. Neil’s hands shook as he aimed, struggling to maintain control as the relentless pirate closed in.

Bang! A round struck a rock near Blackbeard’s head. Neil gritted his teeth, his pulse pounding as the pirate’s eyes narrowed, and with a snarl, he threw his knives.

Bang! Neil fired again, shattering one of the four knives mid-flight.

Bang! He missed the next one, but the knife, in a surreal twist of fate, struck Blackbeard square in the eye. The pirate stumbled, his face contorting as his left eyeball sagged from its socket, trailing a sickening string of fluid before it fell, leaving only a gaping, oozing cavity.

But Blackbeard didn’t flinch. He continued his advance, the empty socket glaring at Neil like a portal to something far darker, something not of this world.

A knife struck Neil’s visor, and cracks raced outward, fracturing his view into a thousand jagged shards. His heart pounded as he struggled to see his vision fractured and warped. Three heavy thuds hit his chest, and a red light blinked urgently on his suit’s control panel—his cooling system was compromised. Almost immediately, heat flooded the suit, and sweat poured down his face as his systems began to falter.
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Suddenly, Blackbeard’s cutlass bounced off his visor, expanding the cracks and sending Neil sprawling backward, his head slamming against the back of his helmet. Stars danced in his vision, and pain shot through his skull, leaving him dizzy and disoriented.

As he tried to regain his footing, Blackbeard advanced, preparing to drive his sword into Neil’s fractured helmet. But just as the blade was poised to strike, Neil fired a shotgun blast that ripped the pirate’s right arm clean off. The arm exploded in a spray of spectral blood, drifting in crimson mist through the vacuum. Panting heavily, Neil held up the shotgun, his hands shaking as he squeezed off another round, blasting Blackbeard’s face. The impact knocked the pirate backward, but moments later, he rose from the lunar dust, blood and chunks of skull leaking from the buckshot holes. His lone remaining eye swiveled wildly while broken shards of bone jutted from his skull.

Edward “Blackbeard” Teach stumbled forward like something out of

a movie that had haunted Neil since childhood. The idea of a human shell driven by inhuman hunger had terrified him then, and now, that nightmare stood before him, blood-soaked and relentless.

The bloody, undead pirate broke into a grotesque charge, limbs flailing in the low gravity, his cutlass swinging wildly. His jaw opened to an unnatural width, ripping his cheeks and exposing shattered
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black teeth. Blood and bile spewed from his mouth as he charged at Neil.

Bang! Neil’s bullet struck Blackbeard in the thigh, but the monster kept coming, unfazed, hatred gleaming in his single eye. Neil cursed under his breath as his shot failed to slow him down, a cold dread pooling in his stomach.

Click! He squeezed the trigger again, but the gun was empty. A chill washed over him as he realized he was out of options. Logically, he knew he had no time to reload before Blackbeard would reach him.

Just then, Neil felt something bump against his back. Panic surged through him, but his hand brushed the cold metal of the lunar lander, and a desperate idea sparked to life.

Blackbeard was closing in, his one remaining eye blazing with psychotic rage. All rational thought was gone, replaced by an unholy fury stoked further by the sight of his spilled rum seeping into the regolith. His hatred was so consuming that he didn’t notice Neil reaching into the lunar buggy and pulling out a chainsaw.

With a scream that echoed in his helmet, Neil raised the chainsaw, sweat streaming down his face in the stifling heat of his damaged suit. The saw roared to life, vibrating in his hands as he brought it down with every ounce of strength he had left.
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The chainsaw struck true, tearing into Blackbeard just below the hip, the spinning blades devouring flesh and splintering bone. The pirate’s torso dropped like a felled tree, his piranha-like jaws snapping open and shut, severing his tongue in a grotesque flurry.

In one final act of defiance, Blackbeard’s mouth opened wide, and Neil plunged the chainsaw into it. The saw chewed through jawbones and ligaments, ripping into the pirate’s skull before emerging from the back of his neck. Neil screamed, his vision blurring as the unbearable heat turned his suit into an oven. His stomach twisted, and he vomited into his visor as he drove the chainsaw deeper, pinning Blackbeard’s writhing body to the lunar surface.

Blackbeard’s legs and remaining arm thrashed spasmodically, his severed jaw flopping grotesquely, spraying blood and saliva into the vacuum. The chainsaw’s spinning teeth tore through intestines and flesh, hurling chunks of gore across the moon’s surface. The pirate’s limbs continued to twitch with an unnatural intensity as though possessed by a mind of their own.

Even without sound, Neil could swear he heard a high-pitched scream emanating from Blackbeard’s bisected body, a shriek that defied the void around them. The chainsaw tore through, severing him at the neck, and last, the twitching stopped.
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A few feet away, the top half of Blackbeard’s head lay on the moon’s surface. His lone eye, full of unyielding hatred, focused on Neil with a rage so fierce it felt as though it could burn through his very soul.

Armstrong gripped the chainsaw, straining to pull it free from Blackbeard’s thrashing body. The blade resisted, caught in sinew and bone, before finally wrenching loose with a jolt that left his arms trembling. Choking on the acrid stench of his vomit, Neil fought to keep his composure. Panic clawed at the edges of his mind, threatening to consume him, but he forced it back, clinging to the years of training that had kept him steady through every crisis. He could be calm again—he just needed to end this.

His breaths came in labored gasps, sweat stinging his eyes as the relentless heat of his compromised suit drained his energy. Vision blurring, muscles aching, Neil looked down at the twitching, monstrous cadaver with utter contempt. Raising the saw, he brought it down with brutal force, slicing off Blackbeard’s remaining leg. The severed limb hit the ground but continued to writhe, twisting in spasms like a beheaded snake, mocking any hope of stillness.

In the back of his mind, Neil found himself wondering where the other leg had gone. The absurdity of the thought almost made him laugh, but the grim reality held him back. A shadow shifted near his feet, and he glanced down, dread pooling in his stomach.
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There it was—the missing leg, crawling across the lunar dust toward him. In his shock, Neil misstepped, his right foot landing on an unstable rock. The stone turned beneath him, and pain shot up his leg as his ankle twisted. Arms flailing uselessly in the low gravity, he felt himself tipping forward in a slow, helpless fall.

The jagged edges of lunar rock loomed closer, ready to meet his visor. Time seemed to stretch as he descended, the cracked glass splintering further under the impact. The fractures spidered out one last time, and then the cold, merciless vacuum of space began to pull at the precious air inside his suit. The hiss of escaping atmosphere filled his helmet, a loud rush as the pressure vanished, leaving him disoriented and gasping.

In those final moments, Neil couldn’t even think to scream. The chill crept over him, and there was no room left for fear—only a cold, resigned calm. He’d always been a calm man.

And as the darkness closed in, Neil Armstrong’s final breath drifted silently into the void.

Quantico, Virginia, 1992

The TV screen flickered to a grainy blue as the video cassette finished, casting a ghostly, ultramarine haze across the sterile room.
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Moments later, the fluorescent lights buzzed to life, cutting through the blue glow with a harsh, clinical brightness that made the room’s inhabitants squint and rub their eyes, adjusting to the sudden glare.

In one uncomfortable plastic chair, a middle-aged woman with straight black hair and Han features blinked awake, flicking a long, precarious ash from the end of her cigarette. The acrid smoke curled lazily around her head, defiantly twisting past the “No Smoking” signs plastered on the walls.

Across from her, another woman—graying and impeccably put-together—shot a disapproving glance at her compatriot’s smoking. Her lips pressed into a thin line as she adjusted her glasses, irritation flashing behind her carefully neutral expression.

A chubby man in a beige suit shuffled in front of the two women and reached for the TV, his slumped shoulders betraying the weight of his position. Sweat darkened the collar of his shirt as he punched a button, triggering the familiar click-whirr of the cassette ejecting. He turned to the women, the tape in his hand, his expression serious.

“Ladies, what you’ve seen is highly classified; I just want to remind you,” he said, his voice heavy with the gravity of state secrets.

The smoker yawned and took a lazy drag from her cigarette, exhaling smoke with an air of detached indifference. “Uh, it’s very interesting.
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It’s nice, sir,” she replied, her voice flat, barely concealing her boredom.

The older woman, seated with perfect posture, adjusted her meticulously combed hair and smoothed her flawless lipstick with the practiced grace of someone who never tolerated imperfections. “The special effects are impressive. The anatomy of the disembodied man was flawless, and his internal organs all seemed to be in perfect condition, shape, and order, given the limitations of the video source,” she noted clinically, her tone as detached as if she were critiquing a medical exhibit.

“It’s nice,” the smoker repeated, rubbing the sleep out of her puffy eyes, her expression a picture of barely concealed boredom.

The man, wearing a badge that identified him as the FBI director, was visibly unimpressed with the smoker’s lackadaisical assessment. His jaw tightened, and a vein pulsed visibly at his temple as he fixed her with a stern look. “Is this funny to you, Agent Wu?”

Agent Wu sighed, putting out her cigarette in a personal ashtray, the stale scent of burnt tobacco lingering in the air, mixing with the clinical sterility of the office. She went to light another cigarette. “No, Assistant Director Higgins, I’m not amused by this. I just fail to see why you need my opinion on it.”
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The assistant director’s gaze hardened, his eyes narrowing as a muscle in his jaw twitched. “This video has come directly from the US government, and they’ve tasked us with analyzing it.”

Sitting with perfect posture, the older woman raised her hand in a measured, respectful gesture.

“Assistant Director, I must concur with Agent Wu. Her specialty is Computer Forensics, and I am a biological anthropologist by training. Neither of us is qualified to conduct a full forensic analysis of video footage.”

“Your concern is duly noted, Special Agent Cho,” Higgins replied, his tone clipped as though he’d had enough of their objections. “However, my orders come from the Director of the National Security Branch. After a review of potential agents, you two were deemed the best to lead this investigative effort.”

Wu inhaled sharply, irritation simmering as her lighter flickered. “Uh, Assistant Director, I’m currently pulling double shifts to bust an online pedophile ring, and I’m also helping Criminal Investigations track a suspected serial killer. Frankly, I’m swamped.”

“Duly noted, Agent Wu; your cases are being reassigned to qualified agents,” he replied.
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Wu’s jaw tightened as she took a defiant drag from her cigarette, exhaling smoke in a long, slow stream. “Yes, sir,” she said, her voice resigned, her shoulders slumping as her eyes lost focus.

Cho nodded, her voice calm, her posture impeccable, betraying no emotion. “I am at your disposal, Assistant Director.”

Higgins’s glare was sharp enough to cut glass. “Then get to work.”

Wu got up from her chair without asking for permission, striding briskly toward the door, her sneakers squeaking slightly against the linoleum floor as she left. In her semi-comfortable high-tops—fraying at the edges, with soles thinning and worn out from hours on the job—she strode down the hallway, too lazy to replace them but comforted by their familiarity.

The click of heels behind her raised her hackles, and she gritted her teeth, biting down harder on her cigarette filter. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Cho catching up to her with precise, graceful steps.

Cho, a head taller, moved with robotic precision as she closed the distance between them. “I understand you had a personal attachment to your previous assignment, Agent Wu,” she said, her voice calm but with a hint of forced optimism. “I, too, had several projects I was invested in. But I hope we can focus on the future and work through this video analysis quickly and efficiently.”
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“Yeah. Amazing!” Wu rolled her eyes so hard it almost hurt. She glanced down at her empty wrist, where a watch should’ve been. “Oh, look at the time—I must be off.”

She reached the elevator and hit the button, the open doors feeling like a small victory. As she stepped inside, she took a drag from her cigarette, only for Cho’s arm to shoot out and hold the doors open.

“Agent,” Cho said, her voice softening, betraying just a trace of vulnerability. “If you need anything, just let me know.”

Wu rolled her eyes and blew a stream of smoke directly into Cho’s face. Cho flinched, her eyes watering slightly. “Look, I just worked a twelve-hour shift. I’m exhausted. I was finally making real progress on my case, and now I’m yanked off it. I need to eat, shower, and sleep, so just...fuck off, and I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

Cho released the doors, and they slid shut. Coughing from the smoke, she waved the fumes away, dabbing at her stinging eyes with a tissue, careful not to smudge her makeup. “I am sorry, Agent Wu,” she murmured to the closed doors. Then, with military precision, she turned on her heels and marched off, her head held high, refusing to let any discomfort show in her carefully composed steps.
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​Chapter 2
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The Lady and the Dragon

Calgary Farmer’s Market, 1993

Agent Wu looked around, the acrid stench of charred flesh hanging heavy in the air, mingling with the earthy scent of rain. She stared down at the human body, burnt so badly it resembled a briquette. "What the hell are we doing here?" she demanded, her voice tight, brows knitted together in disbelief as she addressed the local RCMP officer.

Beside her, Agent Cho gazed impassively at the body, her face a mask of professionalism, though her eyes scanned the scene with clinical precision. "From a preliminary examination, it seems this man was covered in some kind of metal plate before he burned. Oddly, nothing else around him shows signs of burning or heat,” she noted, as if the fire had singled him out, ignoring the rain-soaked surroundings.

"I have no idea," muttered the RCMP officer, his umbrella barely holding off the storm's relentless downpour. Raindrops drummed against its canopy as he shifted uncomfortably, clearly unconvinced of their usefulness in the investigation. "I was ordered to open this
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investigation to you, but this building has no security cameras, no footage to analyze. And with the presence of explosives, I'd much prefer a counter-terrorist expert from the FBI over... you ladies."

Six hours ago

The farmer’s market was alive with kids from the local high school, their energy filling the air. The buzz of laughter and chatter mingled with the mouth-watering aroma of sizzling food. It was Friday, and the excitement of exotic lunch options added a welcome break from the dullness of the school day.

Laughter and shouts rang out as students drifted from stall to stall, oblivious to the ticking clock. Nearly three-quarters of them would be late getting back, swept up in the carefree chaos. Over by the crepe stall, a strawberry-blonde girl waited for her order, her eyes darting nervously around the crowded market as she wiped a small hand over her sweaty brow. Her stomach twisted with impatience, the ticking clock in her head growing louder.

She glanced down at her book, skimmed a few lines, then looked up again. The staff at the tiny crepe stall bustled with orders, but it felt like her food was caught in a time warp. Every sizzle and clatter from the griddle seemed to mock her impatience. The hands on her watch warned her that her window to get back to class on time was
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shrinking fast. Her heart thumped harder as precious minutes slipped away, and though she’d never say it aloud, she wished they’d hurry up behind that counter.

Suddenly, a woman appeared next to her, as if out of nowhere, making her jump. "Hello, can I help you?" she blurted, glancing up at the imposing strawberry-blonde woman towering over her. The woman radiated an aura of raw strength that was hard to ignore.

It was almost as if she’d materialized out of thin air, bypassing Melanie’s watchful gaze entirely. The woman didn’t speak immediately; she pursed her lips and adjusted the rough-spun wool cloak wrapped around her shoulders. The heavy fabric looked ancient, strangely out of place in the bustling market.

Wait—a wool cloak?

Melanie’s eyes widened as she took in the woman’s unusual, slightly anachronistic attire. The woman’s nose looked like it had been broken multiple times, crooked like the lines on a map, and one eye was partly swollen shut. Despite her scars and rugged exterior, there was a regal, almost tragic beauty about her, as though she’d stepped straight out of a history book.

“Can I... help you, lady?” Melanie asked, her voice wavering and betraying her discomfort.
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The question seemed to snap the woman out of her trance, and her hard gaze softened, a hint of motherly warmth filling her one and a half open eyes. “May I sit? I’ve been walking for a very long time.”

Melanie’s fingers fidgeted with her book, opening and closing it—a nervous habit she couldn’t quite stop. "Uh... okay. I guess nobody else is sitting here. Will you just... sit for a short time?" She winced, cringing inwardly and wishing she could take back her words.

The woman brought out a muscular, scarred hand from beneath her cloak and pulled up a chair. Her hand looked as if it had seen countless battles, each scar telling a story. “No, I’ll only be a few minutes.” She looked at Melanie with a hint of sorrow in her expression. “You remind me of one of my daughters.”

Melanie forced a laugh, but her discomfort seeped through, her smile failing to reach her eyes. “I... don’t know you,” she said, her attempt at friendliness coming off awkward and strained.

With a weary sigh, the older woman lowered her head and rubbed her half-shut eye, her shoulders slumping as if carrying an invisible weight. “I’m sorry for disturbing you. I haven’t been myself lately. Let’s start over—my name is Boudicca.”

Boudicca extended her left hand for a handshake, the sight of her missing pinkie finger and half thumb making Melanie’s stomach
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lurch. A wave of nausea washed over her, but she forced herself to smile. "My name’s Melanie." Cringing but afraid of being impolite, she held out her right hand, giving an awkward shake to Boudicca’s scarred hand. "Hello... Miss Boudicca."

“I’m sorry, Melanie,” Boudicca murmured, her eyes brimming with an unspoken sorrow. “I’m supposed to meet someone here, but I’ve just dragged you into this.”

To Melanie’s shock, the Celtic Amazon put her face in both hands, her imposing figure crumpling as if the weight of the world had finally broken through her armor. "I wish it hadn’t come to this."

Thoughts of lunch, books, schoolwork, and everything else faded as Melanie felt a twinge of pity for this strangely dressed woman, a pang of compassion piercing her growing fear.

Strangely dressed. It dawned on her that this woman was actually wearing chain mail. Melanie rubbed her eyes, half-expecting the medieval vision to disappear, but the metal links remained, glinting stubbornly in the daylight.

Swallowing hard, Melanie closed her book, marking her place with trembling hands as she tucked it under her arm like a flimsy shield against the madness unfolding. "Are you okay? You mentioned your daughter just now. Should I... call the police?"
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Boudicca’s regular eye stayed closed while her damaged half-eye focused blankly on the skinny, clueless schoolgirl. The unfocused stare sent a chill down Melanie’s spine. "Police can’t help you. Nobody can."

Melanie held up her phone, fingers clenched tightly around it as if it were her last lifeline to sanity. "Lady, I don’t know what’s wrong with you or who you are, but if you start anything, I will call the police."

Bright cerulean eyes regarded the girl, piercing and unyielding, as if looking right through her. "Maybe I’m not making myself clear. I’m used to being in a position of power, but let me speak in a way you’ll understand, you disrespectful twat."

Melanie’s cheeks flushed with indignation, and her fingers fumbled with the keypad. "Last chance, lady; I’m calling the police."

Boudicca nodded and grinned, her mouth a mess of broken, yellowed teeth—a macabre reminder of violence survived and inflicted. "Good!" she yelled loud enough to turn heads across the crepe stall.

"I’m out here to kill a man! I’m going to drive my sword through his face and watch him die, and I’ll enjoy every second of it."
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With a sudden, violent movement, Boudicca stood and flipped the table, sending napkins and silverware scattering like shrapnel. She’d rested enough.

Screaming at the top of her lungs, she unsheathed a sword from her belt, brandishing it above her head in a deadly arc that gleamed in the midday sun. "Don’t you people understand?

––––––––
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Melanie tumbled out of her chair, her phone and book slipping from her hands as she scrambled backward, her limbs clumsy with terror. Her heart pounded as she crab-walked away, her only focus now on self-preservation.

The market erupted into chaos as Boudicca stormed through, flipping over chairs and tables, sending people screaming in all directions. She drove her sword into a large tub of crepe batter, the gooey, sugary mixture spilling across the floor in a sticky mess, a cruel mockery of normalcy as its sweet scent filled the air.

Howling like a wild animal, Boudicca began throwing frozen strawberries and chopped walnuts at passersby, as if daring anyone to doubt her instability. Fruit and nuts rained down in a bizarre assault, and onlookers ducked for cover.
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After a frenzied assault, Boudicca stopped to catch her breath, her shoulders heaving, sweat soaking into the rough wool of her cloak. Her eyes narrowed as she scanned the crowd; some people had run, but many others were still watching, their vacant-eyed stares igniting a fresh wave of fury in her, as though she were some caged animal put on display.

Grinding her yellowed, chipped teeth, she looked ready to explode again, her jaw clenching so tightly it seemed as though her teeth might shatter.

Five minutes ago

The farmer’s market was bustling with kids from the local high school, their chatter filling the air along with the mouth-watering aroma of sizzling food and the occasional burst of laughter. It was Friday, and the novelty of exotic lunch options brought a small reprieve to the monotony of the school day.

Into the busy scene, a man strolled with a spring in his step. His carefree demeanor seemed almost jarring amid the crowd’s bustling energy. Long, shiny black hair spilled out from under his security guard’s hat, and a handsome, well-groomed mustache gleamed under the faded halogen lights. His smile seemed too wide, too bright, as if masking something darker. Whistling a jaunty little tune, he exuded an
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unsettling cheerfulness. Every day was a holiday to him, a reward in itself, as he moved through life under what he believed to be God’s light.

A small silver cross dangled from his neck, occasionally clinking against a hidden metallic object beneath his wrinkled dress shirt, which gleamed ominously through an improperly buttoned gap.

He bounced down the crowded aisles of the concrete building that housed the market, shoving people out of his way with a gleeful elbow. People stumbled, scowling at him, but his smile remained unwavering.

“Watch where the fuck you’re going!” someone shouted after he’d jostled them aside. The security guard’s grin only grew wider, his whistling louder, as if the hostility fueled his cheer.

A woman—a schoolteacher on a rare break—caught his elbow across her chest. Her face flushed with a mix of shock and anger. "Prick!" she yelled at him, her voice trembling with indignation. His reaction was a charmingly unsettling grin, one that didn’t reach his eyes. Without a word, he turned and smashed his fist into her face, the grin never leaving his face as a sickening thud echoed through the market.

Kissing his knuckles, he smirked as he spotted a strawberry-blonde woman entering the building—her ancient wool cloak and chain mail
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unmistakable. His eyes lit up with a manic gleam, as if he’d just spotted his prey. Ignoring the shocked stares and muttered curses from onlookers, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small remote control.

He pressed a red button, only to frown and mutter a silent curse as it failed to respond. For a split second, his cheerful facade cracked before he pressed the button again. This time, the loading bay doors began to slide shut, cutting off the exits.

His grin widened, feverish excitement gleaming in his green eyes as he pushed through the crowd, shoving students aside. Under his breath, he hummed a psalm, his pious words clashing disturbingly with the chaos he was about to unleash. People continued to curse him, but his gaze was fixed on the front doors he’d previously chained shut. Now, there was only one way in or out of the market.

His song of faith grew louder as he approached the entrance, his voice a twisted melody of Christianity, God, and judgment. The sound of Boudicca’s rage somewhere behind him only deepened his grin. The time was nearly here.

With a quick movement, he drew a length of chain from his belt and a padlock, shoving a few students to the ground as he slammed the
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doors shut. The students yelped, scrambling out of his way, wide-eyed and alarmed as he swiftly locked the final escape.

“Hey!” a man shouted, grabbing the security guard’s shoulder and spinning him around. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” His face was red with rage, his grip tightening as his gaze flickered protectively to his wife and their crying infant in the stroller.

The security guard’s grin stretched wider, a predatory gleam in his eyes that made the hairs on the back of the man’s neck stand up. He gave a mocking flutter of his eyelashes, clicking his teeth in twisted amusement. “Sir, your baby looks delicious. How much would you sell it to me for?”

An unreasoning rage filled the new father, his protective instincts flaring as he drew back his fist, his body coiled with fury.

The guard savored the father’s anger, his eyes dancing with sadistic delight as he pressed the red button on his remote once more.

BOOM!!!

The ground shook with a deafening roar, a wave of heat and chaos ripping through the market. Screams filled the air as debris scattered, and the once-bustling market was transformed into a scene of devastation and terror.
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An explosive fireball tore through the farmer’s market, slicing through the air with brutal, concussive force and shredding everything in its path. The blast wave flattened stalls, turning produce into deadly shrapnel, and filled the air with a thick, choking smoke that stung eyes and lungs. Over by the children’s play area, the joyful scene of toddlers and families was obliterated in an instant, as the hidden C-4 charges vaporized innocent lives. Brightly colored toys lay shattered and melted, a haunting contrast to the horrific carnage, their vibrant colors smudged in soot and blood.

Those unfortunate enough to face the explosion directly were blinded instantly, while those farther away clutched at their heads as the deafening sonic boom ruptured their eardrums.

In the middle of the devastation, the fake security guard stood his ground, his eerie calm contrasting with the chaos around him, as if the destruction was nothing more than a backdrop to his twisted purpose. With a disturbing ritualistic precision, he threw off his jacket and ripped open his shirt, revealing gleaming medieval plate armor and a fully functional bastard sword beneath. The clash of ancient armor against the modern world around him was grotesque, like a nightmare breaking through reality.

A twisted grin spread across his face as he turned toward the angered father  who  had  been  thrown  to  the  ground.  With  sickening
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deliberation, Vlad Tepes swung his sword, cleanly severing the father’s head. The man’s expression of shock was frozen as his head rolled across the concrete. Vlad turned his attention to the man’s wife, who didn’t even have time to scream before he thrust his sword through her mouth, the blade piercing the back of her skull. Her eyes widened in a silent, final expression of terror.

When he turned to the baby, he regarded it with cold disinterest. Not worth the effort. With a swift, brutal motion, he slammed his heavy boot down onto the toppled stroller, stomping repeatedly until thick, red blood seeped out from beneath the innocent periwinkle blue fabric—a cruel and grotesque contrast to the carnage unfolding around it.

Dipping his fingers into the growing pool of blood, Vlad closed his eyes in perverse delight, a twisted ecstasy lighting up his face as he savored the taste. How long had it been since he’d tasted such pure, innocent blood? The hunger within him surged, an insatiable beast awakened from a long slumber. Growling low in his throat, he scraped the blood and remains off his boot, his eyes locking onto a redheaded Celt woman shakily rising from the ruins of the crepe stand.

He licked the last of the blood from his fingers, his eyes gleaming with savage hunger, and held his sword like a lover, caressing the
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blade as though it were an extension of his malice. “Hold on, my lady. The Impaler is here to play.” And with that, he took off after Boudicca, his every step a harbinger of the violence to come.

The Celtic queen shoved the pile of folding chairs off her, wincing as blood trickled down her face from shards of frosted glass embedded in her skin, stinging her eyes and painting her vision red. It was a low blow to start with a bomb—and especially foul since she’d been standing next to an ornamental sheet of glass when the explosion hit.

This sort of trickery reeked of Roman cowardice. Their betrayal still haunted her, echoing in her mind with the screams of her people. In her time, war had been brutal but honest, decided by sheer strength and skill. The Romans, though, had brought with them double talk and deception, promising friendship and wealth but delivering nothing but the brutal deaths of her people. The memory of her husband’s blood-soaked body as he fell to their treachery still burned within her, a grief she carried like a brand.

Shaken but unbroken, Boudicca began to search for her sword amid the ruins of the farmer’s market. Twisted metal and shattered glass surrounded her, a strange and brutal war zone of modern chaos mingled with the violence of her past. Her bad eye caught the hazy shape of a man charging toward her.
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Grabbing a steel folding chair, she raised it in front of her like a makeshift shield just as a heavy bastard sword swung down in a vicious arc. The blade whistled through the air, swift and unrelenting. The impact nearly knocked her off her feet, and she sucked in a sharp breath as the finely wrought steel bit through the flimsy metal of the chair, slicing down until it nicked the top of her scalp. A line of fire seared her skin, and warm blood trickled down her neck.

Though the sword’s momentum stopped, the man behind it did not. Vlad plowed forward, a wall of muscle and fury, bulldozing her backward as if she weighed nothing. She was a head shorter than him and nearly half his weight, with no hope of matching him in brute strength. Vlad drove onward, emboldened by her gasp of shock.

Pain exploded in her lower back and hips as the charred remains of the crepe counter halted her backward momentum. Her spine jarred painfully against the splintered wood, the impact forcing the air from her lungs as she fell to the grimy concrete floor.

Burning with bloodlust, Vlad clenched his sword, his knuckles white with barely contained hunger.

All around the battling royals, people screamed and pounded desperately on the locked exits. The metallic thud of fists against doors echoed through the smoke-filled air. The wounded stumbled,
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soaked in blood and caked with soot, their eyes wide and vacant as they struggled to comprehend the horror around them. Tears cut paths down soot-streaked faces, mingling with blood as hopeless sobs blended into the cacophony of terror. Amid the chaos, a few brave souls dug through rubble, desperately trying to reach survivors. But the shrapnel from Vlad’s bombs had done its job well—razor-sharp fragments had torn through flesh and bone, leaving crimson trails and shattered lives in their wake.

Meanwhile, the Impaler Vivode vaulted over the counter, poised to deliver a killing blow, when a plastic bag of crepe batter flew at his head. In a desperate last-ditch move, Boudicca hurled it, her grip slick with sweat. Instinctively, Vlad swung his sword at the bag, wedging it in the cramped cooking area and splattering his face with cold, sticky batter.

He cried out, clawing at his eyes, trying to rub away the mess, when Boudicca struck him over the head with a copper pan as hard as she could.

GONG!

The metallic clang reverberated through his skull, scrambling his senses. Though the pan was light, the ringing in Vlad’s ears was real and debilitating, disorienting him. With a snarl, he wrenched his
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sword free from the cash register, swinging blindly at Boudicca, who deftly blocked his clumsy attack with the pan.

Fueled by rage and survival instinct, Boudicca swung the pan overhead, clobbering the medieval warlord in a fierce attempt to rattle his brain and hopefully inflict some lasting damage. Each strike was accompanied by a fierce, primal shout—a reminder of the warrior queen she once was. Vlad staggered, his vision swimming, batter clinging to his face as his brain rattled painfully in his skull. He swayed like a tree in a storm, refusing to fall, his resilience almost as terrifying as his strength. It was as if he had a metal plate in his head; but if he did, Boudicca intended to put it to the test.

Switching tactics, she ducked under another wild swing and delivered a devastating punch square to his nose. Her knuckles crashed into bone, and she felt a satisfying crunch beneath her fist. Fresh blood gushed from Vlad’s nose, filling his mouth with the metallic tang of his blood—a taste he had forced upon so many others.

––––––––
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Snapping her knee up, Boudicca slammed it into Vlad’s crotch. Her knee met the unyielding metal of his codpiece, a shock of pain shooting up her leg, but from the give in the metal and the bulging in
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Vlad’s green eyes, the strike had done some damage. A strangled groan escaped his lips, his face contorting with pain.

Not wasting a moment, she threw a scarred fist at his throat, her punch landing with brutal force, crushing his windpipe and forcing a choked gasp from his lips. Vlad crumpled, the tables turned, transforming the predator into prey.

Her eyes darted frantically over the rubble-strewn floor until she spotted a large knife among the
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