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      Eventually the kicked dog will bite back... and sometimes they’ll rip your face off in the process. That’s what happens when you push the Pendragon Brothers too far. They refuse to surrender to the abuse and go gently into that good night. If you’re brave enough, follow this story of a family triumphing through life in The After!
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      Years ago I was approached by the publishers of the tabletop RPG ‘The After’ to write a short story in their world. It was to go in an anthology and be published with the Kickstarter for their initial funding. For reasons I was never told that anthology fell through, but I’d already written my story.

      When we started putting this anthology together, I knew I wanted to share this adventure with you. I approached the owners of the universe, Fainting Goat Games. This is the same publisher with whom I wrote the Blaster Bolts eZine with and they’re good people. The owners of this world graciously allowed me to publish this story without requiring me to strip the IP out of this adventure.

      The action is an exciting TTRPG about a post-apocalyptic world where humanity is struggling to exist in a world tainted with anomalies created by the aliens that invaded Earth. Two alien races fought over our land and the aftermath of the battle was devastating for humanity. In this world, the aliens are gone and now humanity is left to pick up the pieces. The After TTRPG products can be bought on DriveThru RPG and are put out by Fainting Goat Games. I highly recommend these and would love to game in this world myself.

      

      You can find out more about this setting by following these links:

      

      
        
        Core Rule Book

        Facebook Group

        Kickstarter
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      Outside Center for Aid and Comfort, 
      Worland Clan Complex, Bighorn Mountains

      “Break it up!” shouted Elder Cisca as he dodged a wild blow from one of the young pugilists.

      Swinging their arms wildly, none of the Pendragon Brothers stopped fighting.

      “I’ll stop when they do,” Lucius Pendragon growled.

      They’d suffered from years of systematic abuse, tortured by the children of the Council. Never-ending taunts about their supposedly incestuous parentage broke them down. Jokes about their perceived physical deformities fueled the fire burning inside them. They were intent on defending their family honor, driven to destroy those who spent a lifetime belittling them.

      “Stop now, or I’ll be forced to call for the enforcers,” Elder Cisca snapped, angered at the lack of respect for his office.

      Grunting in reply, Lucius grabbed the nearest spoiled Council brat and slammed his head into the cement wall. Before the body had completely slumped to the ground, he searched for his next target. Grabbing the nearest snarling brat, he could find, he punched him in the mouth. He heard the satisfying crunch as he knocked several of the kid's teeth out. Lucius whirled around when the crying boy dropped back onto his ass, looking for another target. The Pendragons were motivated; by rage fueled by their familial hatred for the Council of Twelve and their spoiled spawn. None were more motivated by their anger than Lucius. As the eldest, the burden of responsibility fell to him.

      “Lucius, help!” screamed Craddock, his youngest brother.

      Twisting around on the balls of his feet, Lucius scanned the impromptu arena looking for his younger brother. At only 17, he was already the mother and father of his younger brothers. The twins were only 12; they’d still been in diapers when his parents were killed. He’d only been ten years old when the crops had failed, and his parents had been culled. They’d been unwanted, not worthy of the resources they’d consumed. Then, stripped naked, they’d been driven out of their subterranean cavern sanctuary, left to fend for themselves in the afterlife above.

      “All enforcers in the vicinity of Level 20 report to the Center for Aid and Welfare. Low-born riots, Council member in danger,” Elder Cisca shouted into the wall-mounted intercom system, trying to be understood over the noise from the crowd.

      Lucian heard the Elder calling for help but was too lost in his rage to quit fighting. Whenever his energy waned, he thought of his parent’s final moments. They claimed that they weren’t without mercy, he thought because they generously allowed the walking dead a few moments to say their final goodbyes.

      “Council scum!” he screamed as he grabbed one of the boys lurching towards Oberon, his brother.

      Roaring incoherently, Lucius repeatedly slammed the boy's head into the wall until all that remained was a pulpy mess. Crying, he continued fighting whichever thug had managed to push their way through the scrum to get within arm’s reach. As he fought, his mind wandered back to the day he’d become an orphan.

      After receiving their death sentence, his parents quietly hugged him. Even as a kid, he could see that they were trying to be brave. His dad had leaned in and whispered into his ear, begging him to look after his younger brothers. Lucius tried to respond but choked on his tears, only managing to mumble incoherently. In an instant, he’d become the head of his family. He had to protect four unwanted children from the reality of life in the hierarchical Worland Clan. In the span of seconds, he’d become responsible for the last of the Pendragon Clan; Oberon, Gareth, and Craddock.

      His musings were interrupted by an enforcer tackling him to the ground. He rolled aside, avoiding having the brute land on him, and quickly regained his footing. Panting, he struggled against the feelings of hunger and exhaustion. Before he could regain his footing, one of the Cox boys slammed him against the mass of bodies struggling to reach him and his brothers.

      “Low-born trash,” the faceless boy bellowed as he repeatedly punched him in the gut.

      Lucius welcomed the pain, the reminder that he hadn’t succumbed to death, and abandoned his siblings. It focused his memories on those final moments he’d had with his parents and the damnation that had followed. Not even a day had passed after the culling before putting him to work, frog-marched, along with his siblings, to the grow houses beside the underground lake. He’d been tasked with tending the crops and working the algae farms. The Council had piously told them that Pistol Pete wanted them to atone for the sins of their parents. They’d have to work to earn their grace, to fight for the right to rejoin the clan.

      Lucius and his brothers had toiled in those dark recesses of the Worland caves for a year before they’d been allowed to rejoin the other low-born citizens. They’d managed to double the yield of their assigned greenhouses, earning them time off of their banishment. As they were leaving the farm, more kids from the latest cull took their place, fulfilling the Worland circle of life. Lucius pitied them, but he had his own family to worry about.

      Seconds after they rejoined their fellow Worland citizens, the abuse started. They took the taunts, jeers, and punches from the other children. Survival instincts forced them to endure. The worst came from the Council’s progeny; the children of the sitting Council members went out of their way to torment the low-born and anyone who carried the stink of time as an unwanted. They seemed to take special joy in targeting the twins, Gareth and Craddock, his youngest brothers. That couldn’t stand, not while Lucius still had a breath left in his body. Every time the Council spawn picked on the 12-year-old boys, Oberon and Lucius waded in. As the oldest two, they had to protect their family.

      The indignities never ended; even the food his brothers ate required groveling. As the head of the remaining Pendragon children, he’d had to report to the Council weekly for charity scraps, enduring the comments from their spoiled children. He knew the charity wouldn’t last forever, nor was it enough to sustain his family. Survival forced him to explore deep into the cave system that housed the Worland Clan; he searched tunnels long abandoned, looking for anything to help support his family.

      Exploration paid off; Lucius had found exits into the world above. Instead of death, he’d seen so much more. He’d found a truth the Council hid from them. Trips into the open air had scared him; his psyche was weighed down by years of indoctrination. At first, he was convinced that he’d be entering the afterlife. But, digging deep into himself, he pressed on. His family needed him, so he’d quietly explored outward from the various concealed exits into the Above. Where he discovered a strange world that shimmered and flowed around him. A world of treasure he could trade for food.

      Fate required payment for her bounty; his latest trip had taught him that painful life lesson. Everything had been… different after that sojourn into the Breach. He’d slipped and fallen into a flowing stream, sputtering and choking on the thick water--emerging with strange aches and pains all over his body. He’d wandered around for miles, repeatedly circling the hatch into the Worland cave system. He’d walked for hours before realizing he was already where he needed to be.

      Tears flowed down his cheeks as the head pain intensified. It was the worst feeling he’d ever experienced, but he managed to reach his quarters and pass out on his bunk. Lucius couldn’t move for several days after exiting the afterlife, not even to attend to the daily necessities of life. When he’d regained consciousness, his brother whispered that someone was following him. Shortly after that trip, the tail became bolder; someone trailed him wherever he went. The man wasn’t uniformed, but it was clear he was one of the enforces for the high-born and the Council. He hadn’t been able to venture out after that, not while the Council was looking for a reason to cull his family.

      He wasn’t concerned about that; he knew he’d be exiled soon. He was merely trying to buy his siblings more time, to give them a few more precious breaths of air. He’d known in his gut the minute his family had been declared one of the unwanted that exile was coming. No family ever truly recovered from that stain. That fact helped the Council maintain order. None of the low-borns wanted to do anything that would drop them to the unwanted status; it was a death sentence. Every single unwanted was eventually exiled, left to die in the irradiated world above them. But only after the Council and the citizens of the Worland Clan worked them on the farms.

      “Least they let us reach our majority first,” he muttered, before a blow to his flank reminded him that there was a brawl to win.

      Cursing bitterly, Lucius felt his rage grow. Whenever he thought of his family, the anger burned with a white-hot intensity. With a joyful growl, he punched the boy in front of him. He’d hit Spencer harder than he’d intended, knocking the boy onto his pudgy ass. Somehow his action had allowed him to see into the boy’s mind. Spencer was in shock. Stunned, he stuttered while holding his hands over his bleeding nose. He kept pulling his hands back to stare at the dull blood gushing from his crushed nose, shocked by the hit.

      “My da’s the Senior Elder! He’ll exile you for sure,” Spencer whined.

      “Step back from the boy,” Elder Cisca bellowed.

      The old man’s shout brought Lucius a moment of rapture and returned him to the fight in front of him. He felt a burning sensation in his head as his rage took over. He’d been born different; at least, that’s what they’d always told him. He knew that wasn’t true, it was the above that had changed him. The Elders said it was because he’d been born to an intra-familial coupling. Lucius knew that some higher power was punishing him. The change was recent, though he hadn’t figured it out yet. He’d tried to keep his new abilities to himself, afraid that he’d give the Council a reason to kick his family from the only home they’d ever known.

      I can’t be one of the Changed, they’d exile my brothers too, he told himself. He didn’t know who he was praying too, he’d long since given up praying to Pistol Pete. He wasn’t sure that the icon the Worland Clan prayed to was even a god; he’d never answered the prayers of his family.

      “I said break it up!” shouted Elder Cisca again, this time restraining the twins, but leaving their opponents free to continue assaulting them.

      “They started it!” screamed Craddock Pendragon.

      “I demand satisfaction!” Oberon Pendragon said through gritted teeth.

      “Low-borns have no honor,” Cisca snapped. “You’ll get no satisfaction here.”

      The arrival of the Enforcers punctuated his words. The burly men surrounded the older brothers, restraining them too.

      “I do have honor,” screamed Oberon, spittle flying from his lips as he kicked at the legs of the man restraining him.

      “You don’t even have a daddy,” chortled one of the Council spawn.

      “Pistol Pete is our real dad,” Craddock said, his prepubescent voice crackling under stress.

      That declaration set off a new round of laughter and heckling from the spoiled children of the Council. They surrounded the brothers, battle lust upon them, a pack of wolves braying for blood. Even the stodgy Elder Cisca smirked tauntingly behind his scruffy greying beard, feeding the mob’s appetite to dish out pain. The taunts continued, building into a crescendo as more high-born children became emboldened and enlisted into the mob. They punched and kicked the restrained Pendragon Brothers, until Lucius couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Enough!” he yelled.

      The fighting continued, egged on by the cheering crowd. The feral mob hooted and hollered while they mercilessly beat the restrained brothers. The stoic response of his captive brothers enraged the throng of pampered kids, driving their lust for violence to ever higher levels. Soon, even the brutish arms of the enforcers couldn’t support them, and one by one the Pendragon Brothers slipped into unconsciousness.

      “Arghhh!”

      Cobalt flames shot from Lucius’s open mouth, following his scream of rage and anguish. The flames nimbly danced through the crowd, targeting the enforcers. Several uniformed brutes caught fire, creating panic among the onlookers. The bravest among the crowd continued kicking his unconscious brother; their war cries spewing forth from mouths foaming with their impotent rage. Wading into their midst, he shoved those boys into the unforgiving stone walls of the tunnel.

      Every moment in his life had led Lucius to the struggle at hand, his mind snapping with a deafening pop. Years of abuse and neglect, the oppressive responsibilities forced upon his young shoulders, it was suddenly too much.

      “I said enough!”

      Lucius’s voice boomed again, echoing outward from every pore of his body. The flames suddenly extinguished as his yell bounced down the cavernous main tunnel. What was once the passageway that separated the haves from the have-nots was now a scene of carnage. Moaning enforcers lay smoldering on the stone pavers, their pitiful cries fading to a whimper as the spark of life extinguished. He watched all of it, his mind linked to the flow of energy around them. He felt all of it but couldn’t muster an ounce of remorse for the men who’d so brutally enforced the will of the Council.

      Thoughts of the governing body of the Worland Clan brought violent memories to the surface of his mind. Sparks crackled along his arms as his eyes began to glow, a brilliant purple color illuminating the normally dim caverns. Relief carvings long hidden from view became apparent, paintings and carvings all that remained of a long-dead society. Lucius took it all in before pointing his finger at the wall and obliterating it with a ray of light that melted the rockface etchings.

      All around him, the children of the Council began to shield their eyes, sheer terror halting their assault. Lucius could still feel Spencer’s shock, the boy’s terror soothing the rage bubbling under the surface of his consciousness. Diving into the boy’s mind, Lucius imagined gripping it with both hands and ripping it in two. He watched the scene in his mind as he triumphantly held the two bloody halves up, a taunt aimed at his vanquished foe.

      Suddenly Lucius’s connection to Spencer was cut, leaving a void that he tried to fill with himself. He doesn’t wanna play anymore? Stupid brat! Looking down, he saw the boy’s body briefly twitch at his feet. Watching with rapt fascination, he saw the spark of life gradually dim before vanishing forever.

      “Serves him right,” he muttered.

      Undeterred by the dead body, Lucius focused on the emotions rolling off the surviving children of the Council. After so many years of abuse from the huddled brats, he wanted vengeance. He tried advancing, but someone had him in a bear hug. Cursing, he shrugged off the grip of the enforcer who’d managed to come up behind him as he continued struggling towards the brats who’d tormented his family.

      The second Lucius became aware that the man had grabbed him, a distortion wave shot out from his spine, ripping the man in two. The enforcer’s shredded body dropped to the stone floor, blood pooling around his twitching carcass. Lucius ignored it all; his focus narrowed to one simple objective; obliterate his bullies.

      “Vengeance belongs to Pistol Pete, the Great Protector,” Lucius said grimly.

      Advancing, his mind narrowed its focus to the tormentors in front of him. Flaming corpses sputtered out, plunging the cavernous tunnel into darkness. Light shone from his eyes, standing out in the oppressive gloom of the newly darkened battlefield.

      Stopping in front of the kids, Lucius projected his voice outward. It boomed from his throat with more force than human biology allowed. Blood began streaming from the kid’s orifices as he spoke.

      “I am vengeance personified. I am Pistol Pete. I’ve judged you unworthy… of being unwanted. Let the culling begin!”

      Lucius’s final proclamation scared the tormentors; he felt their emotions, all of them. He could feel them collectively and individually; it felt good. He lost himself in the feeling, pouring more of himself into the Other, the place where he drew his newly discovered godhood. It felt good like he was floating detached from his body, staring down at the mere mortals below. He could see the world around his physical body, while simultaneously watching it from above.

      Daddy should’ve killed them all when they had the chance.

      “You first,” Lucius whispered as he pointed his finger at Councilman Byler’s son.

      Bolts of neon light shot from his outstretched hand, dazzling color amid the dim tunnel. Weaponized, the unearthly light shone outward from his finger. The energy moved toward the whining kid, energy sizzling from the tightly focused beam of energy, pausing momentarily before punching through the Byler boy’s skull. There was an audible splattering sound as the sizzling remnants of grey matter covered the other children of the Council huddled around the spasming body.

      He can’t treat us like low-born bastards.

      “I hear you, Glenn Berger,” Lucius said grimly, projecting his thoughts into the boy’s mind.

      The boy’s color drained from his already pale face as Lucius sent waves of terror into the quivering mind. The fear increased, but he wasn’t satisfied; he pushed more energy behind the emotions. He kept pushing more power into the mind until the kid’s heart couldn’t take the strain and exploded inside his chest. Turning to another huddling kid, he pried into the boy’s mind.

      The enforcers are going to make him pay for this.

      “I am the enforcer now, Spencer. Go tell your bastard father that his Council has no authority here.”

      Neither party moved as Spencer Cox stared dumbfoundedly at the brilliant light emitting from Lucius’s orifices. Lucius’s light turned Spencer’s broken nose into a ghastly sight. The blood had dried, but the crinkled mess that had once been his dignified nose stood out. Smiling, he twitched his fingers and broke Spencer’s nose in another spot. Laughing contemptuously, Lucius gestured toward the tunnel leading to the upper classes' housing quarter. Spencer still didn’t move.

      “Go!” Lucius shouted as he projected a strong desire to flee.

      Spencer began mumbling incoherently as he scrambled away from his huddled peers. When he was nearly out of sight, Lucius turned toward the remaining bullies and smirked at them.

      “Time to enforce the Sacrament of Equality,” Lucius said. “I speak for Pistol Pete, and he’s not happy with you bullying brats.”

      Waving his arms, Lucius became the conductor of his own private symphony. He danced around the crowd, waves of energy crackling and radiating from every pore of his body as he lost himself to the feeling of righteous fury. When he couldn’t take the pressure anymore, he raised his arms and brought them down dramatically. At once, a forceful wave of energy exploded outwards.

      Boom!

      The universe was born anew. A concussive wave reverberated from Lucius, his godlike powers making him the Great Creator.

      “I am Pistol Pete, bow down before your god,” he intoned.

      There was nobody left alive to respond to his proclamation. What was once the children of the Council was now a pulverized mass of gore. Individual bodies were indistinguishable, invigorating Lucius’s feeling of righteous fury. Thoughts of the dead rolled off his back, their silenced lamentations energizing him. Whirling on the balls of his feet, he looked for more perpetrators to punish. Nobody moved, not even his brothers.

      “Craddock?” Lucius called out. “Gareth? Oberon?”

      There was only silence.

      Diving downwards, Lucius desperately returned to his body. He wanted to reunite with himself, to become whole enough to save his brothers.

      “Arghhh!” he groaned.

      A wall of pain waited for him the second he returned to himself. It was too much for Lucius, settling on him like a thick fog until darkness dragged him down into unconsciousness.
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      Two Months Later, Council Meeting Room 
      Worland Clan Complex, Bighorn Mountains

      Gong.

      The sound echoed throughout the cave system that housed the Worland Clan. It was the first sound Lucius heard as he woke up from his long sleep, strapped to a table and locked inside a metal cage. He tried turning his head, but restraints prevented any movement. Instead, his entire world centered on the cracks in the stone ceiling. He heard the repetitive dripping of the moisture that accumulated everywhere.

      Drip, drip, drip.

      The sound slowly lulled him back into complacency as his eyes drifted slowly shut. He focused on the smell of the mold and dust that permeated the entire cave complex. He heard a distant murmur from behind him, voices indistinct from one another, blending into perfect harmony. He envisioned them singing him lullabies like his mom had before the culling.

      “Lucius, where are we?” Oberon asked, his pubescent voice cracking under the emotional strain.

      “It’ll be okay, we’ll be okay,” Lucius assured him, startled at the interruption.

      Re-grounded in the moment, he heard his younger brothers start whimpering at the sound of his voice. Before he could answer the twins, a booming voice came over the speakers.

      “Silence!” intoned Senior Elder Cox.

      A dizzying rush followed the command as the table quickly flipped upwards. The old gurney groaned and creaked, unused to the weight of a full-grown male. It finally thudded to a stop when his prone body was fully upright, facing the front of the room. Looking around, his eyes scanned the room for any information he could glean while restrained. The sight of the massive stone desk in front of him brought back a wave of memories. He was in the Council Courtroom, the place where they’d sentenced his parents to die.

      Movement on the periphery of his senses told him that Senior Elder Cox would soon be joined by the other members of the Council. Their silent processional into the room was unnerving. Slowly they advanced up to the dais and into his field of vision. One by one, they took their seats and stared straight ahead. Nobody spoke, but their eyes drilled holes into his soul. They knew he’d killed their sons.

      “Let my brothers go,” Lucius demanded.

      None of the Council responded to his grim demand. All of them stared at him, until he couldn’t stand their silence any longer.

      “Let my brothers go,” he said again.

      “Soon enough,” snapped Councilman Cross.

      “Help us,” Craddock called to his brother.

      “Silence!” the senior elder roared.

      Frustrated, Lucius tried to reach inside of himself again, but nothing happened. He couldn’t figure out how he’d managed to use the power before, and now he was left to face the consequences without the ability to protect himself. Cursing to himself, he stared straight ahead as he struggled to calm himself. I won’t bring shame upon my family, he repeated. The mantra gave him strength, an inner resolve to bear what was to come.

      Crack.

      The makeshift gavel slammed onto the table with an ominous finality. The official court hearing was in order. There wasn’t any doubt in Lucius’s mind that the Elders of the Council had reached a decision before entering the room. He was no stranger to these ritualistic meetings; they always ended badly for somebody. And I’m not just somebody. Somehow, I killed their sons, I’ll be lucky if they just banish to the land above.

      After saying a quick prayer to whatever higher power was out there, he bit his lip and stared impassively ahead.

      “You may begin,” Lucius said. “You’ve my permission to end your show trial.”

      “Lucius Tiberius Pendragon, you stand accused of 15 counts of capital murder of prominent citizens of the Worland Clan,” said Senior Elder Cox.

      “They attacked us!” screamed Gareth Pendragon.

      “Silence!” bellowed a nearby enforcer.

      Lucius watched with grim satisfaction as the burly man seemed to fear him and his younger brothers.

      “Further, you killed 29 enforcers who swore an oath to carry out the lawful orders of the Council. You demonstrated mutant powers incompatible with life, as laid out by Our Father, the Great Pistol Pete. How do you plead?” intoned Senior Elder Cox.

      “We acted in self-defense against the malicious behavior of your devil spawn. Your families have terrorized the lower-class citizens of this clan long enough!” Lucius shouted.

      We’re not gonna walk away from this in one piece anyway, he reasoned.

      “How do you plead?” Senior Elder Cox asked again.

      “Not guilty,” Lucius replied.

      “You deny that two months ago, you entered into the passageway outside the Center for Aid and Welfare and murdered your betters?” Cox asked incredulously.

      “He said it was self-defense!” Oberon snapped.

      “Wait, two months?” asked Lucius.

      “You were in some sort of mutant-induced coma. We waited for you to resume consciousness before we started the Pendragon culling. After considering your plea, given the needs of the subjects of the Worland Clan, we sentence your family to death,” Cox said as he slammed his gavel onto the table.

      Turning to his left, Cox spoke to the enforcer. “Escort them to their ultimate demise.”

      Stealing his heart, Lucius ignored his brother’s tears. He’d need to be strong if they were to live in the land above. He’d entered the crazy afterlife for valuables, but he knew there were patches of normal space further from the exits. The Council was either lying to the people or was unaware of what existed outside their fiefdom.

      And I know how to get back into the clan caves, he thought. I can raid food if I need to.

      “Unchain me, we’ll exit your slave pens without further incident,” Lucius said.

      The enforcers ignored him, flipping him back to the prone position and pushing the wheeled gurney toward the elevator. The other unwanted kids called it their death box, telling grand tales about what happened inside. He knew better; the culling’s were just the Council’s way of ensuring that the Clan never grew so large it couldn’t support itself. Were it not for the tyrannical social hierarchy he could’ve rationalized the official position. The low-born had spent years arguing for a lottery system, one that was impartial and fair. Such proposals were only whispered, lest the speaker be culled.

      The journey to the elevator was excruciating, the rapid movement down the corridors making Lucius dizzy. Closing his eyes, he started internally steeling himself for what was to come. His brothers would need him if they were going to come out alive. As if on cue, he heard his brothers talking to each other.

      “We’ll be okay,” Oberon reassured his younger brothers.

      “Listen to Obbie,” Lucius told the twins. “We’ll be okay, you’ll see.”

      “Okay? Sure ya will, until the beasties get you,” snorted the enforcer, escorting them to the top.

      “Ignore him,” Lucius said before the enforcer clubbed him in the head, and the world went dark.
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      Outside Bunker Complex Entryway
      Worland Clan Complex, Bighorn Mountains

      “Wake up,” Craddock begged, jostling his shoulder.

      Lucius groaned, blinking his eyes rapidly in the brilliant afternoon sun. His brother’s shaking had brought him back to reality just in time to see a strange beast charging them. Lifting his hands, he shot a wave of raw telekinetic energy at the beast rampaging toward him and his brothers. The power crackled off of his arm, momentarily stunning his nearby brothers.

      Pushing himself onto his side, Lucius rolled into a seated position and stared around, confused. He’d never ventured out of their caves during daylight hours; the brightness hurt his eyes, and he had to lift his hand to shield them so he could see his surroundings. The creature that had charged them had strange leathery skin, the neon green color standing in stark contrast to the gray slate rock of the Bighorn Mountains.

      “You can’t camouflage when your skin is so bright,” he mumbled. “This makes no sense; there was nothing like it in Mom’s books.”

      However, the massive wings that extended from its back stood out most about the creature. I hope that the creature can’t fly, or we’re screwed. Mentally pushing that thought away, Lucius stared off at the twitching remains of the strange beast. One massive head extended from the animal’s neck, accented by enormous tusks and razor-sharp teeth.

      “Holy Pistol Pete,” Lucius breathed, “that thing could eat us for dinner.”

      “I think it feeds off those sent away for the culling,” Oberon said.

      “What makes you think that?” Lucius asked.

      “A lot of skeletons are piled near the mouth of the cave. So we’ve probably been feeding the thing for years.”

      Grunting, he stood and took stock of their situation. They’d been abandoned at the mouth of an old mineshaft that led into the hidden bunker complex that the Worland Clan called home. As was their custom, they’d been left naked, with none of the supplies necessary to sustain life. We’ll have to get supplies first, he thought as he fought off the pain from unleashing the power within him. It was overwhelming, though it wasn’t as bad as last time. He just wished he could figure out how to control it; at least the pain was manageable, barely.

      “We need to find the secondary entrances into Worland City,” he told Oberon, who’d come up to stand beside him.

      “Where are they?” Oberon asked.

      “Craddock, Gareth, follow us,” he ordered as he gestured to Oberon.

      Lucius started walking down paths he’d traveled many times before, trusting his brothers to join him. He could still hear the twins sniveling, but they’d quit crying after a few dozen steps. The wailing grated on his nerves; he was glad they hadn’t continued making those noises.

      “We’ll need to learn to move quietly,” Lucius instructed his brothers. “Some of the afterlife creatures hunt by sound alone.”

      His brothers didn’t answer, but their silence told him they understood. Looking over his shoulder, he saw that Oberon had taken a position at the rear of their familial formation. The teenager instinctively took a protective position, ensuring the twins didn’t become separated. Smiling, Lucius nodded. That’ll do, he thought.

      They continued to advance along a narrow trail that inclined its way higher into the mountains. They couldn’t tell how much time had passed, but it felt like they had been walking forever when the rain started. It burned their skin, and Lucius had to fight the urge to vocalize his pain.

      “We’re almost there,” he whispered.

      “Can we sleep inside, attack this after we’ve rested and eaten?” Oberon asked quietly.

      “Yes, we’ll leave at just before daybreak tomorrow. We can acclimate to our lives above ground, free from the Council,” Lucius answered.

      “We’re hungry,” Gareth whined at a whisper.

      “We’ll eat inside,” Oberon responded before Lucius could.

      They followed the trail around for several minutes before he stopped suddenly. Slipping on the loose rock, he struggled to maintain his footing on the rain-slicked ground.

      “The hatch is just around the bend,” he whispered.

      “What do you want us to do?” Oberon asked.

      “Wait here, I’ll make sure there are no guards and the hatch still works,” Lucius replied.

      “Let me go with you,” Oberon demanded.

      “No. Who’d watch the twins?” Lucius answered.

      Frowning, Oberon nodded his agreement and stood by the twins to wait. Then, turning away from his family, Lucius slowly crept along the path until his brothers were out of sight. He continued for several more meters until he saw the rusted hatch that opened into the blocky cement structure. Chiseled deep into the grey slate of the mountain was a small hand-carved cave a few meters deep. It had the twisted remains of barbed metal strips desperately clinging to rusted and grumbling metal poles.

      Staring intently, Lucius tried to see anything inside the dim shadowy cave. He knew there were several dips in the floor, the result of some long-dead soldier trying to use explosives to breach the facility. Narrow cement guard stations flanked the entryway. He couldn’t make out much, but there didn’t appear to be any movement. The enforcers hadn’t manned the entrance. I’ll have to risk it; he told himself as he advanced at a crouch.

      Hiss.

      Stopping dead in his tracks, Lucius stared in horror at the nest of snakes in front of him. There were dozens of them, slithering around in the dip just in front of the cave he needed to enter. Staring in revulsion, afraid to move from his crouched position, he prayed for answers. The positioning took its toll on his knees, and his knees gave; he thudded into a kneeling position on the muddy path. An ominous rattling sound was his reply from the snakes in front of him. Trying not to move, not to breathe, he watched in horror as several of the dual-headed monstrosities slithered toward him.

      Paralyzed with fear, he wasn’t sure what to do. The dual-headed rattling snakes had no such indecisive nature; the pit vipers lunged toward him. His whole body tensed as he prepared to be bitten by the mutated snakes. Except the bite never came, the snakes slammed into an invisible wall that protected him. Unsure of what happened, Lucius imagined shoving the snakes out of the way and watched as they were pushed away from him.

      “Thank you, Pistol Pete,” he said reverently.

      He wasn’t sure what made his newfound powers work, he only seemed to be able to access them in moments of extreme distress. Lucius didn’t have time to think about the topic, however. He was just glad that the snakes were dead. The rattling devils were obliterated, their twitching bodies littering the pathway to access the bunker he needed to enter.

      Pointing his arms at them, he tried verbalizing orders at them. “Move.”

      Nothing happened.

      This time Lucius simultaneously pushed outward with his mind while repeating the instructions. “Move.”

      It worked. Snakes flew away from him, thrown down the mountain. With the path clear, Lucius advanced toward the bunker entrance. Reaching out, he began spinning the hatch’s access wheel. He’d used this entrance often enough that the wheel barely made a sound as he quickly spun it counterclockwise. When the wheel stopped turning, he pulled the door open.

      “Anyone inside already knows I’m here,” he muttered.

      Unlike the last time, he’d come this way; the secondary hatch was closed. He was stuck in a narrow corridor between the two doors.

      “What now, Pete?” he asked himself.

      Nobody answered, not that he expected one. Stepping to the next door, he quickly opened the hatch and prepared for the worst. When he’d unsealed the door, he pulled it open and stepped inside, prepared for an ambush that never came. Lucius waited for his eyes to adjust to the dim lighting and prayed that he was alone. Pistol Pete answered his prayers; the first room was empty. A faded sign bearing a strange welcome caught his attention. He’d never entered this room during daylight hours, limiting his observational ability.

      “Ming Survival Com,” he said, reading the sign out loud. “What does that even mean?”

      Turning in a circle, he saw a massive table with several strange boxes with one side of the cube missing. There was a lot of strange equipment whose use was lost to the ages, so he continued skimming the room. It was the rest of the room that surprised him; there were supplies stacked in the room. Someone had moved into the entryway to this bunker since he’d last used this entrance to the Worland Clan caves.

      “You’re not supposed to be here,” whispered a voice behind him.

      Whirling, Lucius moved just in time to avoid the knife that had been aimed at his back. He didn’t get away unscathed, the blade glanced off his upper arm, drawing blood. He tried to call up the powers he’d used so rampantly but couldn’t cut through the fog of pain to summon his godlike abilities. Blood trickled down his arm, seeming to coagulate with unnatural speed.

      “We don’t mean you any harm,” Lucius said, trying to smooth out the rough spots of tone.

      “We?” the pale man shrieked, spinning in a wild circle with his blade in front of him.

      Taking advantage of the opportunity, Lucius stepped in close to the man and wrapped his arm around his throat. With his left forearm around the man’s throat, he hooked his other around the back of his head for leverage. Once Lucius was in position, his left palm grabbed his right arm's bicep and applied pressure. It didn’t stop the man; he started thrashing around and trying to break free from Lucius’s grip.

      When he couldn’t shake Lucius’s hold, the man swung his arms wildly. He waved his knife about, trying to slash him. Lucius easily dodged those while tightening his grip. As he squeezed his arms, the man dropped his knife and grabbed Lucius’ arms in a desperate bid to free himself. His efforts were for naught, though he continued thrashing around and making strange grunting, gurgling noises.

      The open hatches into the bunker complex provided enough light for Lucius to see the man’s face. It reflected off of one of the pools of standing water that sat on the concrete floor of the bunker. The man was turning a purple hue that got darker the longer Lucius applied pressure. When the man stopped thrashing, he tightened his grip and started counting in his head. After he reached as high as he could count, Lucius felt confident that the man was out of the fight and lowered him to the ground.

      Turning, Lucius looked for the man’s knife and, walking over to it, he picked it up.

      “You won’t be needing this,” he vocally reminded himself.

      Scanning the room, he saw a pile of filthy clothes and walked over to it. The smell was almost unbearable, but Lucius forced himself not to think about it. Shuffling through the pile, he found something that looked like it would fit and shimmied into them. Once he was clothed, he also looked for stuff for his siblings and set that aside as well. With that taken care of, he grabbed an unusable shirt and cut it into strips with his captured knife.

      With the strands of cloth in his hands, he knelt and set the knife on the ground at his feet. He began braiding the strips from the shirt into rope, trying to find something to restrain the unconscious man. When the stranger started gurgling, Lucius ignored it but silently picked up the knife and balanced it on his knee as he continued turning the cloth into rope.

      He didn’t become worried until the gurgling stopped. Turning his head, Lucius saw the stranger rushing towards him with a piece of wood from a fire pit he’d missed behind the access hatch. The enemy was almost upon him. Gripping the leather knife handle, Lucius turned his body and brought the knife upward. He dodged just in time to avoid the board; the man swung; it flew right over his head, barely missing him. As he dodged, Lucius brought up the knife and stabbed the man in his groin.

      The man’s scream was almost instantaneous, but Lucius wasn’t done. He yanked back on the knife, twisting it as he withdrew the blade. Growling, he repeatedly stabbed him in the gut until the handle was too slick for him to maintain his grip. The screaming continued, gradually fading in intensity. The volume proportionally aligned with the amount of blood that spurted from his wounds.

      “You didn’t have to die,” Lucius whispered as he crawled forward to check for a pulse.

      There wasn’t one, so he closed the man’s eyes. Reaching behind him, Lucius grabbed one of the rags, wrapped it around the knife handle, and pulled. Then, with his weapon free, he stood and made a quick sweep around the main entrance into the Ming Survival Com complex. Once satisfied that there were no other hidden dangers, he left the bunker and made his way back to his brothers.

      Their reaction to his return was overly dramatic, but Lucius was able to quickly reassure them. “Everything’s gonna be fine. I found a bunker with supplies, we’ll rest up there and set out from here when we’re ready.”

      “I never doubted you,” Gareth told him solemnly.

      “Yes, you did!” Craddock snarked back.

      “We don’t have time for your childish pettiness anymore,” Lucius said.

      “He’s right,” Oberon chimed in. “We need to stick together so we can survive.”

      Before they set out to the bunker complex, Lucius examined what they been working on. They hadn’t been idle, using their time to fashion several crude spear points. Oberon was in the process of attaching it to the arm bone from one of the skeletal remains that littered the area.

      “Grab whatever you’re working on, and follow me,” Lucius said.

      Absent the need for stealth, returning to the bunker took half the time as the trip there. Once everyone had entered, Lucius spun the access wheel and closed the hatch. The room was instantly dark, but he managed to stumble blindly toward the fire pit. The flint was where he remembered it, and Lucius was able to start a small fire. Satisfied that the fire wouldn’t wink out, he moved towards the back of the room and grabbed the clothes he’d set aside for his brothers.

      “I know they smell, but they’ll do for now,” he told them.

      “What’s the plan?” Oberon asked.

      “We’ll sneak back into the Worland Clan compound and resupply. I know how to get into the storage chambers,” Lucius told his brother.

      “Without being seen?” Oberon asked grimly. “I can’t stomach another bloodbath.”

      “Have some faith,” Lucius replied.

      “Pistol Pete will take care of us,” Craddock added.

      Oberon didn’t answer his younger sibling; his gaze remained intently on his older brother. Lucius didn’t flinch, merely staring down his brother as he waited for him to accept his answer.

      “Now that we’ve settled that, boys… stay by the fire. Keep feeding it wood. Oberon and I will look for the foodstuffs that were here earlier,” Lucius said.

      A chorus of yeses answered him. Then, with the twins kept busy, he gestured for Oberon to follow him to the back of the chamber. Several bags of dried meat waited for them, along with several other vegetables he didn’t recognize.

      “Think we risk it?” Lucius asked.

      “What choice do we have? The boys need to eat,” Oberon replied.

      With the decision made, they grabbed the bags of food and brought them over to the fire. Despite tasting odd, it was the best meal they had ever eaten. They enjoyed normal dinner talk, though the Pendragon brothers felt strangely compelled to whisper to each other.

      Once his brothers had fallen asleep, Lucius went to the dead man and checked for any other useful supplies. When he came up empty-handed, he dragged the corpse to the centrally located bank of strange tables. Grunting

      
    

  

