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   I SHARED A COLD, DAMP room with my cousin Lily, which was a small, hollowed out cavity in the side of the cave wall. It was early in the morning, and she was sound asleep; her quiet breathing could have lulled anyone to sleep. Anyone except me. My weak body shivered. I wrapped my arms around myself and turned onto my side. It did little to warm me, and now, more than ever, I craved to be wrapped in the warmth of Finn’s strong arms. 
 
   A hot tear slipped from my eye and rolled down my cheek. 
 
   I’d attempted to prepare my heart and mind for the inevitable, but that was impossible. I’d soon be leaving my family, heading out to a place filled with cannibalistic mutants, with a corrupt government doing everything in its power to find me. The thought of being separated from Finn made everything ache, and it was a constant reminder that I would not wake from this nightmare.
 
   The only reason I hadn’t left yet was because Milton, the lab technician from the government bunker, had continued my mind-enhancing serum treatments. They were supposed to make me stronger. But I didn’t feel any differently. 
 
   My mind and body were exhausted, and as much as I searched, I couldn’t find restful sleep. In the five days we’d been here, I’d slept a handful of hours. I knew everyone was worried about me, so I painted on a smile and tried to play my happy self. Even that was taking a toll.
 
   Most of the exhaustion was from the constant battle waging inside my mind. I had one day left before my serum treatments were complete, and I still hadn’t planned my escape. A whispered sigh coiled around me.
 
   Footsteps echoed down the slate walkway. My eyes focused on the opening of our tiny stone room, and I gasped as a large silhouette stopped in front of our doorway. Recognizing the tall, muscular frame which blocked the ambient light from entering in, I squealed and jumped out of bed and into his arms. 
 
   Finn caught me, enclosing me into a warm hug before his lips came down over mine. Placing a hand behind my knees, he lifted me up, cradling me in his arms. My heart was dancing as he whisked me away. 
 
   I knew where he was taking me after we went around a few bends. 
 
   I rested my head on Finn’s chest, happy to hear the steady beating of his heart. 
 
   Stopping at the door to the garden, he pulled out a key, opened the lock, and fumbled with the handle. When it finally opened, he carried me inside and closed the door behind us, pressing his back against it. We were finally alone.
 
   The moon’s ethereal glow illuminated the garden, creating an almost magical setting. The freshly sprouted herbs and plants were glistening with dew. 
 
   Before I could speak, Finn’s lips covered mine. I wrapped my arms around his neck, securing myself as closely as possible to him. His kiss deepened, unrestrained; his arms tightening around me like he never wanted to let go. My heart swelled and ached at the same time. 
 
   The thought of being away from him for any length of time was crushing me. For the past thirteen years, he’d been by my side. He was my life and the sunshine in my underground world. If anything happened to him, I would never forgive myself. I’d almost lost him once, and if it ever happened again, especially because of me, my heart would shatter. I was sure of it.  
 
   Finn pulled back, enough so he could see my face. Concern filled his dark eyes.
 
   “How did you know?” I asked breathlessly.
 
   “Know what?” His head tilted slightly. The moonlight shimmering in his eyes made my chest ache even more. 
 
   “That I needed you.” 
 
   He slowly shook his head and a grin crept on his lips. “I was the one who needed you.”
 
   I squeezed him tight. “How did you get a key?”
 
   “Connections,” he smirked. Setting me gently on my feet, he noticed my trembling. His large hands briskly rubbed my arms. “You’re cold.” 
 
   I immediately stepped back into his arms, pressing myself tightly against him feeling the warmth emanating from his skin.  
 
   “I was, but you’re doing a good job of warming me up.” I folded my neck back so I could see his handsome face.
 
   “I do what I can.” He grinned, kissing my forehead. “I had a feeling you were up. I’ve been worried about you.”
 
    “I’m fine,” I lied.
 
   “Sure you are.” His hands rested on the sides of my face. “I know you better than anyone, Abi. I’ve been watching you deplete, day after day, and there is nothing I can do about it. It’s killing me.”
 
   “I…” I paused, not knowing what to say.
 
   “You’re not alone.” His hand gently swept across my cheek. “You know I’ll always be here for you.”
 
   “I know.” My eyes faltered and moved away from his. I fought back tears desperately wanting to break free. 
 
   I couldn’t let him see how fragile I was. My tears would snitch, especially to Finn.
 
   As I looked into his eyes, I could see desperation. He knew I was up to something. 
 
   Finn would travel to the ends of the world with me, fighting by my side, protecting me until the very end. But that’s what it would be. Our end.
 
   He leaned forward and pressed his forehead against mine. 
 
   “I love you, Abi.” His breath felt like a warm kiss on my cheek. “More than life itself.”
 
   “I know,” I breathed. “I can read your mind, remember?” A beautiful smile rose on his lips. “And, I don’t think you need to read mine to know how much I love you.”
 
   “Hmmm…” he gave me a quizzical look. 
 
   Loving him and being loved by him was the only thing that kept me sane in this mad world. His eyes narrowed on mine, attempting to find my darkest secrets. But Finn already knew them all…except one.
 
   His left hand clasped behind the nape of my neck, locking me in place. He bent over and pressed his soft lips against mine. As my lips parted, his tongue slipped between them rendering me breathless. His second hand trailed down my back, snaking around my waist and holding me tight, making my skin tingle with desire. 
 
   Desperately craving to feel his skin against mine, I searched for the hem of his shirt. My cold fingertips slid underneath and up along his sculpted abdomen, making him tense under my touch. I continued upward, toward his solid, defined chest.
 
   Our lips parted for a brief moment as I tugged his shirt over his head and dropped it to the ground. I couldn’t help but pause and marvel at how perfect he was. His broad, muscular shoulders, his well-defined arms and abs, and that perfect V that disappeared below the waistline of his loose-fitting jeans.
 
   I could tell he’d been training. He’d gotten leaner, and his muscles were more defined. His hands were little rougher as well, calloused. The sterling necklace I’d given him, with the angel’s wings, dangled handsomely around his neck. He was my angel, everything I could have ever dreamed of. And he loved me. Unconditionally.
 
   His dark, smoldering eyes landed on mine. 
 
   “What do you want, Abi?” His whispered words made me weak.
 
   I knew what I wanted, and he knew it too. 
 
   “You,” I breathed, passion igniting my core. His feathered touches set my skin ablaze, and his masculine scent swirled around me, driving me mad. 
 
   I wrapped my fingers loosely in his dark hair, pulling him closer. His lips pressed against the nape of my neck, his tongue swirling over my delicate skin. I was hyper aware of everything around me. Every touch, every smell, every taste, and the sound of our hearts beating against our chests, each answering the other. Trails of heated kisses made their way back to my lips. His hands slipped under my shirt, but then he stopped, resting his forehead against mine. 
 
   “I won’t do anything you don’t want me to,” he breathed.
 
   I couldn’t believe his restraint. Whatever was between us already had me in its clutches, and I didn’t want it to stop.
 
   “Can’t you read my mind?” I looked up and met his gaze, my body trembling. “I want you, Finn. All of you.”
 
   A smile had formed on his lips before they crashed back down onto mine, this time with an untamed passion which caused a moan to escape. It affected him. His fingers twisted in my hair, tugging my head back. His kisses were intoxicating, making me tingle. His passion unbridled, as if he knew we were saying goodbye. 
 
   The world around us melted and pooled at our feet. I ran my hands over the taut muscles of his back, and in a split-second, he lifted me into his arms, carried me away, and set me on a smooth boulder at the back of the garden. The moonlight worked as a perfect spotlight to outline his body. I wrapped my legs around his waist as he grabbed my hips, pulling them tight against his, closing the void between us. 
 
   The feeling of being safely encased in his arms, pressed tight against his bare chest was intoxicating. I melted into his embrace, letting his mouth take me. 
 
   He finally pulled back, leaving us breathless, then took hold of my hands. 
 
   “I know I promised your parents we’d wait until we’re married, but—” I placed my finger to his lips.
 
   “Screw the promise. I need you, Finn.”
 
   “You do?” His eyes locked onto mine. 
 
   “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”
 
   He gently pulled the ring off my right hand and gazed deep into my eyes.
 
   “I want to make it as official as we can get out here. A promise between us.”
 
   My heart thundered in my chest, and I nodded with blissful anticipation.
 
   “Abigail Park,” he breathed. “I give myself completely to you.” He slipped the ring onto my left hand. “I promise to love and protect you for the rest of my life. I will take care of you and share your burdens.”
 
   “My burdens aren’t yours to bear,” I sighed, knowing they were more than anyone should ever bear. 
 
   “They are our burdens. And you will never have to carry them alone.” His words crushed me entirely.
 
   “I have no ring to give you,” I whispered, pressing my forehead to the center of his chest. 
 
   His hand caressed my cheek. “The first day you smiled at me, down in the bunker, you stole my heart. You’ve been my best friend for the past thirteen years, and I refuse to spend my future without you. All I want, all I’ve ever wanted, is your heart.” 
 
   I couldn’t hold back the rush of emotion. Tears filled my eyes.
 
   “My heart has always belonged to you. There is no one else I’d want to spend my forever with.” I lifted his hand and pressed it to my heart. “It beats for you.” 
 
   I wrapped my arms around his waist and gently kissed the center of his chest, then leaned back to meet his loving gaze.  
 
   “Finn Armstrong, I give myself to you. I promise to love, protect, and keep you safe, no matter the cost.” My voice trembled as I made my vow. A promise I would keep, even if it killed me.
 
   We were bound. We’d been connected from the beginning and destined to be together until our end. Now, I had to find a way for it to be for the rest of our lives.
 
   His smile filled my heart, and then his hands slipped down to my waist. I lifted my arms, letting him slip my T-shirt over my head and drop it to the ground. My chest was bare, and his heated gaze made me blush. It was the first time he’d ever seen me. 
 
   “Finn,” I tried to cover myself, but he stopped me. His fingers gently brushed down my shoulders.
 
   “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered.
 
   “I—” His lips found mine, and his hands slowly moved up to cup me. I thought I might die from excitement.
 
   Wrapping my legs tightly around his hips, I pressed my bare skin against his and held on as he moved against me.
 
   A heavy bang on the garden door ripped us from bliss. 
 
   Finn cursed, turning back to see what it was. 
 
   His large frame blocked me from whoever entered. I folded my arms in front of my bare chest, embarrassed, although it was too dark to see anything.
 
   “Who’s in here?” Billy’s voice echoed. He held up a lamp in front of him.
 
   “Hey, Billy,” Finn answered. “It’s just us…Finn and Abi. We couldn’t sleep and came in here to talk and…watch the plants grow.”
 
   I rolled my eyes from behind him, blushing ten shades of red. I peeked from behind Finn and waved. “Hey, Billy.”
 
   Billy waved back and lowered his lantern. His hair was wild and sticking out in all directions. He’d obviously just stumbled out of bed.
 
   “I’m sorry I interrupted you,” he replied. “The wife sent me to pick a few herbs for breakfast.”
 
   “You weren’t interrupting,” Finn lied. “We were just talking.”
 
   I pressed my forehead against his back and groaned quietly. His arm reached back, and his fingers lightly brushed my side. I grabbed hold of his hand. 
 
   “Well,” Billy chuckled. “I don’t blame you. The wife and I still like to come in here and watch the plants grow too. It’s the perfect place to be alone.” He walked to the center of the garden, bent down and plucked a few herbs, then turned and headed for the door. “Breakfast will be ready in an hour,” he said without turning back.
 
   “Thanks, Billy,” Finn called after him. 
 
   “Yeah, thanks, Billy,” I repeated. 
 
   “No problem. You two go ahead and continue watching the plants grow. I won’t bother you again.” He chuckled. “But I can’t guarantee others won’t. The sun will be rising soon.” 
 
   He stepped out and closed the door behind him.  
 
   Finn turned back to me and sighed, resting his forehead against mine. 
 
   “Dammit.”
 
   “Yeah. Dammit,” I repeated, knowing our beautiful moment was ruined. My heart shattered inside, knowing we might never get this chance again. But I couldn’t let him know that.
 
   He leaned over and picked up my shirt. “I won’t risk anyone seeing your beautiful body. It’s for me to see, and no one else.” He gently caressed the sides of my face and kissed me hard. “Next time, we won’t be interrupted.” 
 
   I glanced up at him. “Promise?”
 
   He smiled, making my heart pitter-patter. “Promise.” 
 
   I placed my hand over my heart. “I’ll take your raincheck and keep it right here.”
 
   His hands ran down the sides of my bare arms, tightening around my waist. He lifted slowly, putting me on my feet. I wrapped my arms around his neck, trying not to get too emotional. I felt so safe in his arms. Together we were invincible.
 
   Through the small opening in the roof of the cave, I could hear distant blades from a chopper. They were out there, probably searching for me. 
 
   If the soldiers caught us together, they’d kill him. Those were their direct orders, and I wasn’t going to allow that to happen.
 
   I had to find a way to make the madness end, or at least find a place where we could all live safely. There had to be a safe haven somewhere, and I wouldn’t stop searching until I found it. 
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   I MET MILTON IN HIS room. Dr. Banks would soon be coming to give me the last serum injection while he supervised the procedure.
 
   “You look like hell,” I admitted, stepping into his mini-cave room. 
 
   Milton was laid out in bed, with his shoulder still bandaged; the obvious pain he was in from his gunshot wound, etched on his face. His eyes were bloodshot, and his hair was pressed to one side. He must not have been getting much sleep either. He smiled and put on his glasses. 
 
   “You aren’t looking too heavenly either,” he noted.
 
   I laughed, sitting on the edge of his bed. “I know. Sleep has evaded me for days.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m afraid it’s unavoidable, especially since your brain’s being enhanced. You’re bound to experience restless nights. Maybe you should ask Dr. Banks for a sleeping pill?”
 
   “Maybe I will.” I shrugged.
 
   “They’ve saved me a few painful nights.” He gave a cheesy smile. 
 
   As if on cue, Dr. Banks walked in with his medical bag. “Hey, Abi. Milton.” He nodded. Dr. Banks seemed to be adjusting well to this place, and I was glad he’d found his nephew, Martheus. It was helping to mend the hole left by his wife’s death.
 
   He looked at me, and I could tell he was concerned. He hated how uncertain the side effects were, but up until now, I hadn’t experienced anything bad enough to stop them.
 
   “All right, let’s get this show on the road. The last injection of serum.”  
 
   I smiled and stuck my arm out. “I don’t think it can do much more damage than it already has.” 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Dr. Banks sighed. “I wish I had more information about this serum.”
 
   He turned to Milton, who shrugged and shook his head. 
 
   “And I was only ordered to administer the serum. I also wish I knew what the long-term effects would be.”
 
   I put a hand on Milton’s leg and looked to Dr. Banks. “Don’t worry about it guys. What can any of us do? It’s my destiny, and I’m slowly learning to accept it.”
 
   “I wish I shared in your positivity,” Milton winced, trying to sit up.
 
   I shrugged. “The future is uncertain, but inevitable all the same. Whether or not we comply, it’s all part of destiny’s plan. We’re all pawns in her twisted game.”
 
   They both mumbled their agreement.
 
   “There must be a reason why I’ve been given this gift, and I’ll remain hopeful, until the day I die. Something good must come out of it.” 
 
   “We all should take a lesson from you, Abi dear.” Dr. Banks smiled as he hovered over me. He inserted the needle, pushing the last vile of serum into my arm. As he pulled it out, he applied a small gauze pad to the tiny puncture wound. 
 
   “So, that’s it?” I asked, pressing the bandage down with my fingers.
 
   “That’s it,” he replied. “I’m not entirely sure what it will do, but you’ve just been given the full treatment. Have you felt any side effects?”
 
   I shook my head. “Nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
   He rummaged through his bag. “I’d like to check your vitals if that’s okay?”
 
   “Check away.” 
 
   The doctor bustled around, listening to my heart, taking my temperature and blood pressure, and looking into my ears, nose, and throat. Milton and I waited for his diagnosis. 
 
   “You’re healthy, but need to rest,” he said. “Your heart rate is a little elevated, but that was expected with the serum. Are you experiencing pain anywhere?”
 
   In my heart, I wanted to say. But that was a different kind of pain. 
 
   “Nope,” I replied.
 
   “You’ve got dark circles under your eyes,” he said raising my head and shining his light into them. By the look on his face, I could tell they’d become iridescent from the serum.
 
   I shut my eyes and willed them to return to their normal color, and when I opened them again, Dr. Banks blinked a few times and then shook his head. 
 
   “I don’t know what to make of that.”
 
   “I don’t think anyone on this planet would either.” I giggled, trying to make light of my anomaly. 
 
   “How have you been feeling?” he asked, putting his instruments back into his bag. 
 
   “Tired. I’ve had some trouble sleeping.” I didn’t want to lie. My sleepless nights were becoming a real concern.
 
   Dr. Banks turned back to me and rested his hands on my shoulders. “I’ll give you something to take the edge off and help you relax. You should take it now. The effects will kick in after breakfast. The more you rest, the better you’ll feel.” 
 
   I didn’t want Dr. Banks to use any of his medication on me, especially when there were others who could benefit from it. I knew he had a limited supply, and I’d be on the run anyway.
 
   “Nah, I'll be all right.” 
 
   “I am the doctor here, and I’ll stay close by to make sure you take it,” he said in a fatherly tone with one brow raised.  
 
   I sighed deeply. “Fine.” I could use some sleep for the upcoming journey ahead.
 
   Moments later, my parents entered. They knew today was my last injection, and by the furrowed lines in their brows, it was easy to see they were concerned.
 
   Mom rushed over and wrapped me in one of her motherly bear hugs. “How are you feeling sweetheart? You look tired.”
 
   I knew the dark circles under my eyes were a dead giveaway. “I'm all right,” I replied, producing my best smile. 
 
   “Have you been getting enough sleep?” my dad asked. 
 
   “As much as my brain allows.” 
 
   “You’re a true survivor.” Dad kissed my forehead, and I wrapped my arms around his midsection.
 
   “How is she?” He turned to Dr. Banks for reaffirmation. 
 
   “She’s healthy, but I gave her orders to rest.” He pulled out a container from his medical bag, shook out a small pill, then handed it to me. “You’ll want to take this with some food.”
 
   My mom wrapped her arm around my shoulder. “Breakfast is ready. I think we should all get something to eat.”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” I said, wrapping my arms around my parent’s waists as they guided me out to breakfast.
 
   It felt like old times. My parents were smiling and chatting away, and there seemed to be no cares or worries. I took a mental picture and tucked it away in my heart for safe keeping, a reminder of what could be if I ended this nightmare. 
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   BREAKFAST WAS EVENTFUL. EVERYONE SEEMED happy to be alive another day, and their positive energy put a smile on my face. A few men from Billy’s group entertained us with some music, which was an added plus.
 
   Uncle Frank and his family were sitting at a table adjacent to us, with Tom and Mae Hatch. Lily and Charlie were sitting off to the side, laughing.
 
   My grandparents were directly across from us, with a few of the elders from Billy’s group. They were sharing about their duties and responsibilities, exchanging ideas on how they’d kept their hives running smoothly.
 
   It was obvious Dr. Banks and Martheus were thrilled to be back together. The smiles on their faces were wide, as they continued to catch up on the years they spent apart. 
 
   Finn arrived fashionably late, escorting his mom to the table. He looked as handsome as ever in a fitted black tank top and denim jeans. His eyes looked tired as he leaned over and kissed me. 
 
   “Hey,” Finn whispered, taking the seat next to me. 
 
   “Hey,” I breathed. I glanced over to his mom. “Hi, Anya.” I waved. 
 
   “Hi, darling.” She smiled and waved back, then took a seat next to Mae.
 
   I took notice of an elaborate tattoo on Finn’s left arm. “When did you get this?” I asked, tracing the design with my fingers.
 
   “A few days before we escaped,” he remarked. “I was chosen to be a part of a special task force, and each of us was given this tattoo.”
 
   “Really?” I said proudly. Finn was probably at the top of their list, and it wouldn’t have surprised me if he was their number one soldier. 
 
   I ran my fingers over his soft skin, tracing the outlines of the design.
 
   There was a skull in the middle of a circle. Sprouting from the skull were a pair of wings, outspread to its sides. Behind the skull was a biohazard symbol, which looked like horns extending from the skull. Around the circle were the words, ARVY OUTBREAK TASK FORCE. At the bottom were two guns aimed upward, and in between those guns was a banner with the phrase—Only the strong survive.  
 
   “Yeah, it hurt like a bitch though.” He chuckled, taking a bite of food.
 
   “How many were chosen for the team?” I asked. 
 
   “Fifty,” he said shoving a bite into his mouth. “We went through rigorous training exercises, and were going to be sent out in teams to eliminate the Arvies surrounding the bunker.”
 
   “They lost their best.” I grinned, nudging him. 
 
   He threw his arm over my shoulder and pulled me close, whispering in my ear. “Yes, they did. And I’m glad I made it out to protect you.” He kissed my temple, then turned his attention back to his plate.
 
   I shook my head. “Not me.”
 
   “Yes, you. You are their top soldier, Abi. They were going to feed me to the Arvies, remember? They wanted to show your gifts to the leadership, but instead, you wiped out the entire room in seconds, using a weapon they could never replicate.”
 
   The flashback made negative emotions flare inside me, and I found my chest rising and falling heavily. “I’ll never forgive them for that.”
 
   The thought of them putting him in a cage with Arvies started to wake the sleeping rage. I grasped Finn’s hand and closed my eyes, trying to calm the waking demon inside. Its intensity terrified me. What would happen if it was accidentally unleashed around my loved ones?
 
   That was another reason I had to leave. I would never forgive myself if any one of them were hurt. The power was there, but so was the growing rage used to unleash it.
 
   I felt Finn’s arms wrap around me. “Abi, are you all right?” 
 
   “I'm fine,” I exhaled, still trying to quench the heat.
 
   As I opened my eyes, the entire room was quiet, giving me quizzical stares. I felt like an outsider. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” my dad asked. 
 
   Dr. Banks stood from his seat and headed toward me, but I held up my hand.
 
   “I'm all right,” I announced. “It’s the sleeping pill kicking in. I’m a little dizzy, that’s all.”
 
   “Then you should lie down and let it work its magic,” Dr. Banks noted.
 
   “I’ll take her,” Finn offered, rising from his seat. 
 
   I didn’t argue, but as I stood my legs almost buckled. Finn caught my waist, steadying me. 
 
   “You should get some sleep, Abi,” my dad said.
 
   “I’ll come and check on you in a bit, honey,” my mom added taking a sip of her coffee.  
 
   “Hopefully, my mind will shut down.” 
 
   “It should,” Dr. Banks replied. “That pill packs quite a punch.”
 
   “Good,” I smiled, allowing Finn to lead me out. 
 
   When we arrived at my room, sadness overcame me. My serum injections were complete, and the sand in my hourglass was slipping away, opening new fissures along my already fragile heart with each falling grain.
 
   A tear trickled down the side of my cheek. I was unable to hold back the rush of emotion, always brimming, ready to burst at any given moment. I could feel the constant humming inside, and it was making my emotions go haywire. I hated not being in complete control.
 
   My eyes were heavy as Finn helped me to bed. He grabbed the blanket and pulled it over me, then leaned over and kissed my forehead.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I could hear the concern in his voice.
 
   “The lack of sleep and medication are making me emotional. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” 
 
   “Nothing’s wrong with you. You just need to sleep.” He stood above me. “What can I do?”
 
   “Can you stay with me until I fall asleep?” I selfishly wanted him to stay with me, but I didn’t want him to feel obligated. I knew he had things to do.
 
   He sat behind me and pulled me up between his legs until my head rested against his chest.
 
   “I’m here for you, and I always will be,” he said, wrapping his arms around me.
 
   “Thank you,” I breathed, fading into sleep.
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   PEACE SETTLED OVER ME AS I walked down the familiar pathway lined with green, breathing in the beautiful floral and fruity fragrances around me. I smiled, looking out over my Garden of Eden.
 
   I hadn’t talked to Dr. Simon since I’d been knocked out at the old barn, or my Grammy since the bunker, and wondered if I was still able to make contact with them. I had to use this time to try.
 
   I continued down the path, the grass lining the sides looked soft and inviting. Too inviting. Smiling, I fell backward onto the green carpet. It molded against me, caressing my back as I stared into the blue sky. The sun was bright and warmed my face; a gentle breeze blew through my hair, tousling it up and tickling my face. This seemed too real to be a dream.
 
   It was as close to heaven as I could get, except it was missing one crucial thing—my best friend. Finn was still on the outside, holding my sleeping body, but it wasn’t the same. His soft touches, his smile, the sound of his voice, his laughter…it made me complete. And no matter how perfect this dream seemed, it would always remain imperfect as long as he wasn’t in it.
 
   I took in a deep breath and sat up. I needed to make contact with Grammy and let her know the plan. I was going to make my way toward her. I had to try, even though there were thousands of miles between us. If anything happened to me, at least someone would know. My chances were slim, but I did have an advantage with the new gift. It was the only thing giving me any hope of survival. 
 
   “Grammy,” I shouted. “Grammy, can you hear me? Are you out there?” I waited for a few minutes and tried again. 
 
   I was about to give up when I finally heard a faint voice call my name. 
 
   “Abigail? Abigail, are you there?” My insides bubbled with joy and relief. Hearing her voice was like being wrapped in a warm blanket on a cold day. 
 
   Right now, she was the only one I could confide in, besides Dr. Simon. But I wasn’t sure how safe it was to talk to him anymore. He was still a prisoner inside the bunker, and who knew what they would do to him if they found out he made contact with me.
 
   “Grammy,” I called. “I need to talk to you.”
 
   There was so much I wanted to tell her. So much that had been bottled up inside. 
 
   I made my way down the path toward her voice, and as I continued, a bright light headed toward me. As it neared, I knew it was her. I could feel her. Twenty feet away, the bright light dissipated. Grammy stood there with a beaming smile, raising her arms to welcome me. 
 
   “Grammy,” I cried, running and throwing my arms around her. 
 
   “How are you, my sweetheart? I’ve been so worried.” Her arms enclosed around me, holding me tight. “Have you escaped? Are you safe?”
 
   “Yes,” I sniffled, backing away from her. “For now. But they’re after me.”
 
   “Who?” Her eyes narrowed on mine. 
 
   “The leaders of the government bunker,” I said. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   I knew I’d have to explain, and every time I did, I became too emotional. I sucked in a deep breath and went into detail about our stay at the bunker. When I got to the part where I’d killed the whole room of people, I broke down crying. “I couldn’t stop it, Grammy. The rage inside was too strong. I killed them. Every single one of them.”
 
   She grabbed my shoulders and steadied me. “It’s not your fault. They injected something that could have killed you and ended up creating something that could destroy them. They got what they deserved. When Karma’s unleashed, it can be quite the bitch. Excuse my language.”
 
   I tried to smile through my pain. “The new leaders have threatened to kill my family and anyone hiding me. That’s why I have to leave them behind. To keep them safe.”
 
   She breathed in deeply, worry rumpled her brow. “You need to find me. You’ll be safe here.”
 
   “But you’re thousands of miles away,” I noted. “I’ll only have enough water and food for a few days.”
 
   “I know, but you don’t have many options. There are towns and cities you’ll come across along the way. Get a map and compass, make sure to skirt around those areas. Hopefully, you’ll be able to find some food, water, and supplies along the way.”
 
   My insides were twisting at the thought of entering any town or city alone. The ordeal at Sanctum brought back horrible memories. There’d been so many Arvies, hundreds of them, and so many beautiful lives taken by them. Pike’s face flashed before me, making my heart throb. 
 
   “I have faith in you, Abigail. You’re strong and resilient and have adapted well to your ever-changing environment. I knew you were special from the first day I laid eyes on you. I believe in you. I know you will find your way.”
 
   I sighed, knowing I had no other options, especially with the sounds of helicopters outside. It was only a matter of time before they found Billy’s cave.
 
   “You’re not alone,” Grammy said. “If you ever need me, I’ll be here. Just make sure you’re in a safe, secure place before you try and make contact with me. I don’t want the enemy attacking you while you’re away in your mind.”
 
   “Right,” I exhaled. “What do you think I should do with the family? Should I leave them a note? I don’t want them to come after me. It’s way too dangerous for them out there.”
 
   “A note would be the proper thing to do. Without one, your mother will panic. They’ll probably come to look regardless, but at least a note will let them know your intentions and that you’re alive. Your parents care deeply for you, and would do anything to save you.”
 
   “I know, and that’s what scares me. That’s why I need to put as much distance between us as I can.”
 
   “With or without a note, they’ll know why you left. They know the government’s intentions and the risks that come with it.” 
 
   I nodded. “I want them all to be safe.”
 
   She ran her hand down the side of my cheek. “One day, we will all be together again. I’ve seen it in one of my recurring dreams. And look,” she lifted my chin, “you’re here. Not physically, but never in my wildest dreams would I have thought this to be possible. You’ve brought me so much joy and so much hope.”
 
   “You’ve brought me hope, Grammy,” I said hugging her tight. 
 
   “Rest up child. You have a long journey ahead. I am looking forward to hugging you in person.”
 
   I smiled. “I am too.” 
 
   She gave me a kiss on the forehead and stepped back. As she did, she raised her hand and waved goodbye. “I’ll be waiting for you, Abigail.” 
 
   I waved back and watched her body fade. 
 
   I felt a little encouraged that she knew I was coming, and she’d be expecting me. It was a crazy idea, one that no sane person would want to undertake on their own. I had no idea how, or where, I was going to replenish my food and water supply, or if I would find a safe place to sleep. Thirteen years of survival training would be put to the ultimate test.     
 
   I’d have to travel by night and sleep during the day because the heat of the sun would be the death of me. 
 
   I walked over to two tall trees and lay on the soft bed of grass between them. My mind was wide awake, obviously because I was experiencing everything in it, but I needed to find a way to shut it all down. Feeling entirely safe, I closed my eyes. Nothing could harm me here, and knowing I was wrapped in Finn’s arms made it all the better. 
 
   I don’t know how long I was asleep, but when I opened my eyes, the room was dark. 
 
   “Hey you,” Finn whispered. 
 
   “You’re still here?” I smiled, stretching my limbs. 
 
   “I made a promise.” He kissed my temple. “You hungry? They’re serving dinner.”
 
   “Dinner?” I gasped, sitting up. “Did you miss lunch?”
 
   “No, your mom brought me lunch.” He chuckled, then looked into my eyes. “How are you feeling? You were so tired you were snoring.”
 
   “Are you serious?” My face scrunched, and cheeks warmed.
 
   “Yep. It was cute though. Almost like you were purring.”
 
   “That’s embarrassing.” I exhaled. “I slept better than I have in weeks.” 
 
   My stomach growled loudly.
 
   “We better head to dinner and feed your inner beast.” Finn laughed, lifting me to my feet.
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   “WHAT’S WRONG?” FINN NUDGED ME in the side at the dinner table.
 
   My head snapped up, realizing I was in deep thought and had barely eaten anything. My mind was spiraling, knowing I’d be leaving in a few hours.
 
   “Nothing,” I smiled, knowing he could see right through me. 
 
   A grin lifted on a corner of his mouth. He took a bite of his food, still staring at me. “Mm-hmm.”
 
   “What? I’m still feeling a little out of it,” I added, taking a bite of herbed beans.
 
   “Whatever you say.” He continued to call my bluff. 
 
   “You don’t believe me?” I asked, raising my brow.
 
   “I do believe the pill has a lingering effect, but you weren’t zoning out. You were thinking. Deeply,” he noted, taking another bite. “I’d give a dollar for your thoughts.”
 
   “How about a kiss instead?” I countered. 
 
   “That, I can do.”
 
   His smile widened as he leaned over and kissed me. 
 
   “Ewww. It’s so awkward seeing you two kiss,” Charlie remarked, sitting across from us. His nose was scrunched up tight. 
 
   “Yeah, it is a little weird.” Lily swirled beans on her plate.
 
   “Give it a few years,” Finn answered, pointing a finger between them.
 
   “Us?” Lily pointed between her and Charlie, her brows nearly connecting. “No, no, no. Charlie’s like a brother to me.”
 
   Charlie didn’t respond, and I could see his cheeks blush. I knew he had a secret crush on Lily.
 
   “We’ll see,” I added. “Finn was like a brother to me too, but sometimes things change. Friendships change. You’ve still got a few years.”
 
   Lily side-eyed Charlie and rolled her eyes. Charlie remained silent and took a bite of his food, while Finn and I laughed.
 
   Finn scooted closer to me. “So, you gonna tell me what’s going on in that all-powerful mind of yours?”
 
   “I was thinking about our future, and if we’ll survive long enough to see some of our dreams come true. There are so many variables, too many directions and twists and turns. It’s making me dizzy thinking about it. I wish there were an easy way to change it all.”
 
   “Don’t worry about changing the world, Abi. That will never happen. Focus on the things right around you, and teach others to do the same. We have one life to live, and if we spend it worrying, we will miss the amazing moments around us.”
 
   “You’re right, as usual,” I sighed. “I swear, you keep me balanced.” I fell into his arms. 
 
   His cheek pressed against the side of mine. 
 
   “You aren’t going to run anytime soon, are you?”
 
   My pulse quickened. Could he read my mind? I leaned back and looked into his dark brown eyes. “I’m not sure what I’ll be doing in the future,” I replied. “But I’m going to take your brilliant advice, and enjoy my time with you. I don’t want to miss the amazing moments we’ll be making together.” 
 
   His eyes lingered on mine a few moments, and I tried not to flinch. He tapped the side of his head, and as I focused, I heard his voice in my head. “Remember, we’re a team. We always have been. Wherever you go, I go.”
 
   My heart felt as if it were going to burst. I was glad he couldn’t read my mind because he would know everything.
 
   “I love you so much,” I whispered.
 
   “Longer than forever.” He leaned over and kissed the tip of my nose.
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   I TRIED TO PUSH THOUGHTS of leaving out of my mind and enjoy my last night with the family. Finn wouldn’t let me out of his sight, and I had a feeling it was because we’d overheard two of Billy’s men discussing the events of their watch shift. They’d seen two choppers fly overhead, and later that afternoon heard another in the distance. One even swore he heard gunfire. Despite the information, they celebrated another day of life with heavy drink. 
 
   There was a large keg set up in the corner, with one man distributing the drink. They must have had more kegs stored somewhere to have lasted this long. 
 
   While they celebrated, the enormity of the situation was nearly crushing me. I couldn’t wait any longer. I had to leave tonight. With the choppers nearby, I’d have to be extra careful. They had the advantage of seeing everything from the sky, like the eyes of God. 
 
   As the music died down, tables were cleared, and everyone disappeared into their rooms for the night, my growing anxiety made my senses come alive. I could feel the power inside, brewing in the depths of my mind. It was now such a part of me; I decided to give it a name. Something like her sister Hellfire since they were both kickass. 
 
   Venge would be her name, as I would be using the power to seek revenge on all who tried to enslave me, or hurt my family. 
 
   Naming it made it even more real, and also made me feel like I wouldn’t be making this journey alone. I not only had hope, but I had her sisters…Hellfire and Venge. 
 
    Uncle Frank had given all of us a backpack with supplies. He’d managed to gather some MREs and survival bars. My pack had enough food to last a week, if rationed wisely. It also had a compass, map, gas mask, bottle of iodine, pocket knife, small dagger, and some bandages. I also had a few extra magazines for Hellfire, fully loaded, with a handful of boxes of 40 S&W ammo. It wasn’t much, but I couldn’t weigh down my pack unnecessarily. I needed to travel as light as possible, and hopefully finding more food and water along the way.
 
   Uncle Frank had given me a multi-tool in our old hive which came with a can opener, pliers, wire stripper, screwdriver, file, wire cutters, and more. He’d trained me well, gifting me almost every skill I needed to survive. I was alive right now, and so were many others, because of what he’d taught us. All those countless hours of survival training these past thirteen years were coming in handy after all. 
 
   There were many times he’d pushed me so hard that I’d hated him. I thought back to those days, where I could barely walk and had bruises all over my body. I’d figured it was because he was punishing me. But in reality, he knew I had what it took to survive, and to help others survive.  
 
   It was only now, being topside, that I cherished the gifts he’d given me; thankful he trained me until I got it right. I had become a soldier, fully capable of engaging in battle. I would never allow the government to use me.
 
   As Finn escorted me to my room, Lily was already on her bed, reading a book by candlelight. 
 
   Staying at the door, I turned and paused, staring into Finn’s eyes.
 
   “Good night,” I breathed, trying to keep myself from falling apart. “I’ll see you tomorrow?” I raised my brow. 
 
   “Of course you will,” he replied. He stepped closer, pulling me into his arms.
 
   I pressed my lips to him, taking in the entire moment. 
 
   “I can’t wait,” I said, hugging him. 
 
   “I love you, Abi,” he whispered, his fingers gently brushing the sides of my face. 
 
   “Longer than forever,” I replied. My voice was shaky, and I was trying my best to hold myself together. 
 
   He bent forward and kissed my forehead one last time before ducking out. 
 
   “You love him, don’t you?” Lily asked. 
 
   I sat on the edge of my bed and sighed. “Yes. So much it hurts.” 
 
   She smiled, glancing over her pages, then disappeared behind her book again. 
 
   “What are you reading?” I asked, hoping she would turn in early.
 
   She turned with a grin. “It’s a book I found in Billy’s library, Hidden Wings. It was one of the few young adult reads they had. It’s about a girl who finds out she’s a Nephilim and is thrown into this crazy world of angels and fallen. She’s protected by six strong, gorgeous guardians and has a strong connection to one of them. You should totally read it when I’m done.”
 
   “Sounds good. Maybe I will.”
 
   Right now, I was too stuck in my own world, in my own story. It had more than enough suspense and horror in it. And my story also had a strong and handsome leading man. I could only hope we’d have a happily ever after. 
 
   But in a post-apocalyptic world, happily ever after's were almost non-existent.
 
   I’d witnessed it firsthand with Dr. Banks’ wife. If I could, I’d wipe out the entire Arvy race, but that was impossible. Sure, I could take out a few, but there were hundreds of thousands of them roaming the earth. I was a minnow in a vast sea of sharks. I had to be careful, or I’d get swallowed up. 
 
   I pretended to be asleep while Lily read her book. After a few hours, she blew out her candle and turned over. I could tell she was in a deep sleep because her breathing became long and drawn out. 
 
   Waiting a few more minutes, I sat up and gathered my backpack, then quickly strapped on Hellfire. A pain filled my chest as I stood next to Lily and whispered goodbye. 
 
   The note I’d written to my parents, I placed under my pillow. Hopefully, they’d understand why I left, and not send others to come after me. 
 
   As I exited the room, I quickly made my way down the hall toward the exit. A noise made me freeze. It sounded like someone behind me dropped something, but as I turned back, the entire area was empty. 
 
   The night watchmen were already outside, and I knew where they were posted. I also knew the two men sent out on tonight’s watch had had a bit too much to drink. I was banking on them not being acutely aware of their surroundings.
 
   The steel door to the cave was heavy but well-greased. With a flip of the latch and a push on the door, I found myself stepping outside. The air had an unpleasant scent to it. It wasn’t fresh or crisp; carrying with it an odor of death and turmoil. 
 
   I turned and closed the door behind me, and pressed the palms of my hands and forehead to it. “I love you all and promise to do whatever it takes to bring us back together.” 
 
   My pledge was carried away on the cold night breeze. With the pack on my back and Hellfire hugging my thigh, I sucked in a deep breath, trying to find my strength. Venge was there, waiting in the wings, ready to answer my call. 
 
   Wiping a stray tear from my cheek, I entered into the cold, dark world, wondering what awaited me.
 
   I quickly slipped past the two guards perched on top of the cave. Their backs were facing me, and they looked like they were asleep, which wasn’t good, since they were supposed to be guarding the cave. I picked up a rock, and as I slipped into the path that would take me away, I threw it at the giant boulder between them. 
 
   The rock snapped loudly against the stone, waking them up. 
 
   “What the hell was that?” One stood and stumbled, nearly falling off his perch. 
 
   The other shook his head and rubbed his eyes. “I don’t know, but I don’t see anything.”
 
   “I don’t either. I thought someone was shooting at us.” They looked at each other and broke out in a nervous laughter. 
 
   “Serves us right for falling asleep. Billy would have our hides if he found out.”
 
   “Yeah, looks like we’ve got a long night ahead.” A loud yawn followed. 
 
   I quickly slipped away, glad they were awake.  
 
   Following the narrow pathway we came in on, I finally exited near Billy’s old truck. Oh, how I wished I had a vehicle to carry me through the upcoming thousands of miles. Just thinking about it made my feet sore.
 
   On the move, I quickly realized I had a problem. Footprints. They’d be a dead giveaway in the direction I was going. Hopefully, the wind would take care of most of them. And if not, there were quite a few rocky areas for me to lose them in.
 
   I had to travel smart. There was no room for error. Errors would equal death. Part of this plan was carefully judging my distances, making sure I could make it to a safe zone before daylight. I couldn’t be wandering in the middle of the desert in the hot sun. That would make me an easy target.
 
   Taking the compass out of my pocket, I held it out to get my bearings and then tucked it back once I had them. Gazing up into the night sky, I was mesmerized by the glimmering stars. It seemed as if they were on my side tonight, allowing enough light to see my surroundings dimly.
 
   Sucking in a deep breath, I took off, my body offering a burst of adrenaline. I stayed on the rocks, trying not to leave footprints. Sheer determination kept me pushing forward for the next few hours, stopping only to catch my breath and take a few sips of water.
 
   A few times I thought I’d heard something behind me. It could have been my mind playing tricks, or the constant fear of knowing things were after me. As I remained quiet and peered back into the darkness, nothing was there.
 
   Just in case, Hellfire was at the ready.  
 
   Hours later, I stood at the beginning of the massive desert. I swallowed hard as I looked at the never-ending journey ahead. Clicking on my flashlight, I pulled out my map, which showed me a town approximately twelve miles away. The only problem was there were roughly two hours, give or take, until daylight. At a brisk pace, I knew I could make it—if I didn’t have any trouble along the way. I would be cutting it close, and had to be completely sure I didn’t go off track and miss it altogether.
 
   I had entered the wide, evil world, and was afraid of navigating it alone. I’d just take one step at a time. And my next goal was to get to the small town. But the further I got from Billy’s cave, the more isolated I felt. I hated being alone. All my life I’d had others surrounding me. We were taught to work as a group, to have each other’s backs. Watching my own back sucked. I needed to find my Grammy as soon as possible.
 
   My feet were aching, and the sandy ground was testing my grit. I was thankful for the cool breeze; it helped me to keep a steady pace, that and the fact I had miles to close before the sun rose.
 
   The sky grew lighter and lighter as I hustled across the dry, barren landscape. In the distance, about a mile away, I could finally see silhouettes of buildings. My feet were throbbing, but seeing the town made me push through the pain. It was so close, and soon I’d be able to rest. 
 
   The wind around me blew, and as I looked to my left, I saw what looked like a tidal wave of dust heading toward me, miles long, rising thousands of feet into the sky. It was a dust storm. I’d heard them mentioned in one of my classes, but to see it firsthand was something almost unimaginable. 
 
   I ran, trying to get to the town as quickly as possible. I prayed the town was clear of Arvies because I was in no physical condition to fight. My entire body was aching, and my feet were burning, probably covered in blisters. 
 
   As I kept on, I knew I wasn’t going to make it. The town was still too far, and the storm was getting closer; a wall of impending doom.
 
   Quickly unpacking my gas mask, I put it on and secured it, making sure it was sealed tight. All I needed was to die on the first night of my trek. I took off my jacket and dropped to the ground, covering my head and praying I’d survive.
 
   In a matter of minutes, the wall hit me. I felt the weight of dust and debris trying to bury me alive. I dared not take the jacket from my head for fear the seals would fail. Any bits of exposed skin felt like they were being exfoliated away. When the wind died down, the dust finally settled. I lifted the jacket a bit and peeked outside. It was over.
 
   I plopped my head back down into the sand. “Thank you, thank you, thank you, God,” I breathed, glad to have survived.  
 
   Dragging myself from the ground, my body was heavy under all of the dust and sand it’d collected. I stood and jumped up and down, shaking most of it free. I was a filthy mess, but as I looked behind me, I noticed the first positive of the day. The massive wall of dust had covered my tracks. 
 
   Feeling good about my travels so far, I took off my gas mask and put it back in my pack. That was when I heard the sound of chopper blades cutting through the air. My eyes snapped to the sky, searching for its location. Squinting, I glimpsed a tiny black speck heading straight toward me. There was no way I could outrun it, and there was nowhere to hide. The dust storm had helped with camouflage, but I knew as they got closer, it wouldn’t be enough. 
 
   With my heart hammering, I dropped to the ground and buried myself in the sand, praying I’d survive this next trial. I pulled the sand over my legs, then my chest, covering as much of my body as possible. Then I lay back, quickly pulling the sand over my neck, hair, and mask, leaving a tiny hole to see out of. Lastly, I shimmied my arms into the sand at my sides.
 
   God, please don’t let them see me.
 
   The chopper was getting louder and louder. I lay still, my heart and pulse hammering so hard against my chest, I was afraid it would knock the sand right off. It felt like forever as I waited, but then I saw the swirl of dust pick up around me. 
 
   The chopper was almost hovering directly over me. The blades peeled a layer of sand off me, and I went into panic mode. Running scenario after scenario through my mind, I searched for the easiest way to defend myself when they found me. 
 
   Deep inside, I could feel Venge’s power brewing, but I kept her at bay. I didn’t want to kill anyone if I didn’t have to, especially innocent soldiers.
 
   Seconds ticked by, and then to my surprise, the chopper moved away from me. I listened carefully to the blades, hearing them get slower and slower until they stopped and it was silent. 
 
   Dammit. They’d landed in the nearby town.
 
   The sun had awakened, breaking the horizon and illuminating the entire world around me. I needed to get out of the desert. If not, I would cook under the heat of the sand, not to mention I’d be easy prey. 
 
   I stayed low, my eyes focused on the town. I thought the sight of it would make me happy, but from what I could see, the town looked like something out of a horror film—completely desolate. Visions of what had happened at Sanctum attempted to fill my mind, but I had to be stronger than that. I couldn’t let it sink in. The soldiers, and most likely Arvies, were in the town, and I needed every single part of me to be sharp and alert.
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   AS I ENTERED THE TOWN and neared the first building, loud growls and gunfire erupted. Soldiers were yelling, having found Arvies hiding in one of the buildings. If they’d found them this quickly, there were definitely more. 
 
   My head ached. Screams of death filled the dry, hot air. The monsters were chanting. Kill. Kill. Kill. This time, I wouldn’t allow them to overpower me. My mind was much stronger. 
 
   “They’ve got Johnston!” A soldier’s cry made my heart hurt.
 
   I’d seen what Arvies did to their victims. They showed no mercy, and if he wasn't already dead, he would be. They’d have to kill him if he sustained even the smallest bite. 
 
   I pulled Hellfire from her holster and racked the slide. Quickly ducking behind a large building, I waited until the gunfire died down before moving again.
 
   As the soldiers ran toward their brother's pleas, I sprinted toward a bunch of buildings on the outer part of town. They looked like they could have been storefronts at one time.
 
   “The bastards killed him! Not my cousin.” A pained wail filled the air.  
 
   “Daniels, suck it up. Grab his tags, and take his body to the chopper,” a gruff voice replied. I determined he was their leader.
 
   “We were supposed to watch each other’s back,” Daniels cried. “I failed him. I failed.”
 
   “He’s gone, and if the rest of you don’t keep your guard up, you’ll end up like him. Now, get your shit together! Keep moving and clear this damn town so we can move on to the next.”
 
   Terrifying growls reverberated through the town, followed by more gunfire. It sounded as if the Arvies were everywhere. There was no escaping them.
 
   I ducked into one of the buildings and knelt behind a wall that had a small crack in one of the slats, allowing me to see what was going on outside. As I pressed my eye to the opening, a figure shot past me. I gasped, throwing my hand over my mouth. I hit the ground as more shots fired. Bullets splintered the wood directly above my head. If I hadn’t dropped down, I’d be dead.
 
   When the bullets stopped flying, I dared a peek and witnessed two soldiers driving mutants out into the open and shooting them. I could hear the Arvies screaming in my head, then heard a different growl. A louder roar in one of the rooms behind me. They were in my building and knew I was here.
 
   “Check each building and clear it. Gather all of the supplies and make sure every mutant dies. Then burn it all down. If you find the girl, make sure she stays alive,” the same gruff voice ordered. 
 
   If they were going to enter every town in my path, taking all supplies and burning down whatever remained, there was no way I’d survive the long, arduous journey. Gathering food was a crucial part of my survival plan, and going back was not an option.
 
   Footsteps hammered across the wood planks directly outside of my building. The soldiers were coming to clear them out, and it was only a matter of time before they found me. There was nowhere for me to run or hide.
 
   Desperately scanning the area, I noticed a small hole in the floor behind one of the counters where the wood had rotted and cracked. It looked like something had fallen through, probably an Arvy, leaving me an opportunity for escape. Hopefully, whatever fell through wasn’t still there. 
 
   I quickly crawled across the floor, barely making it to the counter as the first one entered.
 
   “Check the back,” the same gruff voice said. “I’ll clear the front.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   I took off my backpack and dropped it down the hole. There was no way I’d be able to fit through with it on. As the soldier’s footsteps pounded behind my counter, I attempted to lower myself, barely squeezing through. As it reached my chest, my shirt caught on one of the boards, making it crack. 
 
   The room fell silent and still. He must have heard it.
 
   A broken piece of wood lay a yard away. I stretched my arm to reach it, but it was inches from my grasp. 
 
   “Dammit, you stupid piece of crap. Come to me!” I screamed in my mind. 
 
   The piece of wood slid right into my hand. 
 
   What in the hell? I stared at the object in my fingers. Had I moved that thing with my mind? Was that even possible?
 
   The soldier walked closer, so I tossed the wood across the room. It ricocheted off the wall and thumped outside. As he hurried toward the sound, I forced myself down the hole, scratching my back and left arm in the process. I hoped it wasn’t on some rusted nail. 
 
   Landing on the ground about three feet under, I lay flat on my belly. The building was sitting on wooden stilts, allowing me to see everything going on outside. Doing a three-sixty scan, I realized the area around me was empty. On knees and elbows, I grabbed my bag and crawled toward the backside of the building, away from the soldiers. 
 
   Gunfire blasted directly above, making me lay prostrate. Dust fell from cracks in the wooden floor, as something heavy dropped onto the beams. A piercing scream ensued, followed by more gunfire and a few more thuds. 
 
   “I got three of ‘em,” a voice cheered. 
 
   Warm liquid dripped onto my back, making me gag. It was freaking Arvy blood. 
 
   I quickly crawled forward, stopping behind one of the stilts, a few feet from the edge of the building. There was no place for me to be safe. From the size of the chopper, I assumed it carried ten soldiers. That was a lot, considering they all had weapons and were kill-happy.
 
   Just outside the building, facing the outside of town, were remnants of a rock wall. As I studied the wall, I could see part of it had crumbled, creating an opening, and thereby a way of escape. I needed to get there without being seen.
 
   As I looked beyond the remains of the wall, I spied a small grove of dead trees huddled together. It could have been a park or a garden at one time, but right now, it looked like a decent hiding place. 
 
   Checking to make sure the coast was clear, I was about to make my move.
 
   “Arvies!” A soldier yelled. “We’ve got a bunch over here!”
 
   Soldiers ran in my direction. I froze, hoping no one would look under the building. Soon five soldiers were bustling a few feet in front of me. 
 
   Glass shattered as one of them broke a window. Shards fell, littering the ground. Then a body dropped to the floor. The Arvy's milky eyes stared straight at me, making my skin crawl. Black blood oozed from a bullet hole right in the center of its forehead. Shortly after, two more pale bodies dropped on top of it. 
 
   “Drag those bodies ‘round front and pile ‘em up,” the gruff voice instructed. 
 
   “I’m not touching those things,” one of the soldiers replied. 
 
   “Drag the damn bodies, Stevens, or you’ll end up at the top of the pile,” the voice snapped back.
 
   The soldier remained silent and bent down to grab one of the arms. My breath seized when his baby-blue eyes spotted mine. He was shocked and didn’t look away.
 
   “Don’t say a word,” I spoke to him in my mind. 
 
   His eyes went blank, and he stood there hunched over, staring at me. He couldn’t have been any older than twenty-two, with a nice physique and short blond hair.
 
   Adrenaline pulsed through my veins; he awaited my next order. 
 
   Take the Arvy to the front, then walk to the far end of the town to help the others. Don’t tell anyone you saw me.”
 
   Like a mindless robot, he slowly stood upright and followed my orders. His fingers tightened around the Arvy’s pale wrists, and he dragged the corpse to the front. 
 
   Holy crap. 
 
   My gift seemed stronger than before. There was no strain to get him to obey. 
 
   The down-side to this action was that it caused the Arvies in town to immediately sense my gift, and their chants of death and revenge suffused my mind. 
 
   I was still learning to dull the effects they had on me. But I felt I was more in control of the gift now than any previous encounters, and I banked on it to get me out of here. 
 
   A few buildings down, additional growls resounded. A couple of soldiers ran toward them and began unloading their weapons. The constant pained screams from the Arvies triggered something inside of me; a deep ache in my core. Beads of sweat formed and dripped from my brow. I must have been experiencing the pain and grief of the ones still alive. Their rage toward the soldiers killing their fellow mutants was all consuming.
 
   At the opposite end of the town, more gunfire exploded as the soldiers continued their hunt, finding and killing the mutants. I needed to get out from under this building. I tried to use my power, ordering the soldiers standing in front of me to move away, but it didn’t have any effect.
 
   So, it was necessary for me to have direct eye contact for the mind-control part of my gift to work. The few times I’d had my eyes closed, the results were catastrophic, but that was different. That’s when Venge took over, and I was powerless to control her. People and creatures died when that happened, falling victim to her uncontrollable wrath.
 
   I didn’t want to kill the soldiers if I could avoid it. They were doing their duty and fulfilling orders given to them. Then again, if it ever came down to me being captured and taken back to the bunker, I would do whatever it took to survive. Even if it meant releasing Venge as an act of self-preservation.
 
   I finally came up with a plan. In my mind it was a good plan, and probably the stupidest one I could think of. But it was the only option I could see for escape. 
 
   The plan was to crawl out from under the building and pretend to give myself up. If I could make eye contact with the soldiers and order them away from me, I could get free. 
 
   Just as I was building up enough guts to crawl out from under the building, I heard someone yell, “Bring the Readers.”
 
   Readers? What the hell was going on? Was Dr. Simon there? 
 
   “Do they think we’re not able to do our job?”
 
   “They believe the girl is here. Sarge saw footsteps leading from the desert to this town, and hasn’t found any leaving. The Readers said she should be traveling alone.”
 
   “What if she passed through days ago? That windstorm could have covered her tracks.”
 
   “The tracks that led in were fresh.”
 
   “I still don’t know why we had to bring the freaks along. We’ll find her if she’s here.”
 
   “They can supposedly communicate with each other using their minds.” His voice was cynical. 
 
   “What if they don’t find her?”
 
   “They have to. If they don’t, they’ll suffer our same fate. That girl is supposedly the key to our survival.”
 
   “What the hell is so special about her?”
 
   “They said she can kill a person by looking at them.”
 
   “No shit?”
 
   “Yeah. She was the one who massacred the previous leaders during a demonstration.” There was a slight pause. “I think that’s pretty badass.”
 
   “Badass? She sounds like a freak.”
 
   “She might be, but I heard she’s hot.”
 
   “Hot or not, I’m staying far away from that bitch.”
 
   “You’re such a pussy, Jimenez.” 
 
   “Screw you. I’m here to survive.”
 
   I could feel my temper rising, hearing them talk about me. And the bastard had called me a freak. Asshole. He had no idea what I could do to him—without him even knowing.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm myself. The thoughts running through my mind were heinous, and I couldn’t let Venge control my temper. She wanted to be set free, and the only thing holding her back was maintaining calm.
 
   I’d been branded. They all saw me as a murderer, but I only did it to save a life. A precious, irreplaceable life that was connected to mine. Finn. A life they were too willing to throw away. 
 
   The bastards.
 
   They were the monsters for allowing such an event to happen. Did they think that by injecting the serum into me I’d become their property? Hell no. I wasn’t going to be their next lab experiment, locked up in some fancy cell disguised as a bedroom. I was never free. It was all an illusion. I was merely a rat in a maze.
 
   And then the assholes had the nerve to try and use my friends against me. Trying to put pressure on me, by saying their lives were dependent on my cooperation. Damn them!
 
   The anger stirring in my mind was nearly driving me insane. I wondered if I should try to speak telepathically with Dr. Simon, or if contact was a horrible idea. If I didn’t make contact, they would never know I was in the town or alive.
 
   I had to wait for another twenty minutes before the soldiers moved out of sight. Their voices could be heard in the distance, and in no time, the smell of smoke permeated the air. They were burning down the town.
 
   The last thing I wanted was to be burned alive. Taking a deep breath, I ran for the wall, jumped over the crumbled debris, and made it to the other side. As I looked back, I noticed my footprints—a dead giveaway to my location. And there was nothing around me I could use to cover them.
 
   Ducking low behind the rock wall, I thought I’d test out my newfound gift. If I could make a stick move with my mind, why not sand? 
 
   I concentrated on my footprints, envisioning them filling up with sand. As soon as the thought entered my mind, the entire area quaked. It looked as if there were a large stick under the ground sweeping from left to right, making the sand smooth.
 
   I blinked, unsure of what I was witnessing. My prints were gone, erased as if I’d never been there. 
 
   My mind was blown. 
 
   If that was possible, what else was I capable of? What exactly had they put in the serum, and how long would it last? Would there be any side effects? Who was I kidding, the effects would probably be horrendous.
 
   Questions continued to hammer my mind, all of which had no answers. 
 
   I wondered if the other Readers could move things with their minds. This new gift was a definite advantage, in particular on this journey. I had to learn how far I could take it. Although something told me I’d be finding out the answer for myself soon enough.
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   THICK, BLACK SMOKE BILLOWED AND curled like a dark fury, permeating the sky above. 
 
   I slowly crawled along the outside wall, coming across piles of crumbled debris. One spot had actually created a hollow, large enough to fit my body inside. 
 
   Before crawling in, I made sure my footsteps were erased, and there was no trace I’d come this way. My new gift made me feel almost invincible.
 
   Crawling into the space, it was tight, and I immediately felt claustrophobic. Shoved in as far as I could go, I used my new gift to stack rocks quietly over the opening; ensuring no one was able to see me. I could hear the soldiers on the other side of the wall. Most of them had loud, boisterous voices.
 
   “Hey, see those trees over there? Don’t you think it looks like a place someone would hide?” Whoever spoke sounded like he was standing directly above me.
 
   “Why don’t you check?” another replied. 
 
   I heard sounds of a struggle, then the rocks above me shifted, dust fell through the cracks. 
 
   Oh God. I could hear my heart beating loudly in my ears.
 
   “All clear,” he yelled, his voice directly above me. “There aren’t any footprints anyway.” 
 
   “Sarge, this town doesn’t seem to have many supplies in it. It looks like it’s already been ransacked,” another said. 
 
   It had to have been Billy and his crew. With their vehicle, they could have made the drive in less than an hour, scavenged, and left. How easy life would be with a vehicle and fuel.
 
   “I found something!” Another soldier in the distance called. “I think it's alcohol.”
 
   “Where?” The one near me yelled back. 
 
   “Hidden under the floorboards. There are about thirty more where this came from.”
 
   “Bring that bottle here,” the leader ordered. I waited for the solder to deliver the alcohol. 
 
   Rocks shifted again, and then I heard his feet hit the ground. 
 
   That was close.
 
    “What is it?” someone else asked.
 
   The leader must have taken a sip because he coughed hard. “This damn stuff will melt the flesh off your bones. It’s moonshine.” 
 
   “Moonshine?” 
 
   “Good ol’ homemade alcohol, son.”
 
   “How ‘bout you spread some around, Sarge?”
 
   “Not until we finish burning the town and find the girl. Get the Readers.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   As the day drew on, my breath was getting heavy. The heat of the sweltering sun made my hiding place feel like a coffin heading into cremation. The rocks surrounding me were getting hotter and hotter, as the sun rose higher. The air in the chamber area felt stale, causing my lungs to work overtime. It was hell on earth. Attempting to stem my oncoming panic attack, I removed some of the larger stones near my feet to let some air in. But even the outside air was hot and tainted with smoke. 
 
   I couldn’t stand it any longer. I was being roasted alive.
 
   I kicked down the opening and slid out, straight into the direct heat of the sun, not caring if anyone was above me or not. Bending over and taking deep breaths of the smoke-laced air, I finally felt relief flooding my nerves.
 
   The soldiers had moved away from the wall, but I could still hear their voices.  
 
   I needed to find shelter, something that didn’t feel like the inside of an oven, yet would protect me from getting burned and blistered.  
 
   “We need to find that girl as soon as possible. They said you could make contact with her. So, where is she?” the sergeant asked. 
 
   “We don’t know.” My breath caught in my throat. It was Dr. Simon. He was there. “We haven’t been able to make contact with her.”
 
   “He’s right. We have to be within a certain range to make contact with other Readers,” Chase replied. He was here too. 
 
   I wondered if Chloe was still at the bunker recovering. The last I saw of her, she’d been in a pretty bad condition.
 
    “Well, I suggest the three of you push your limits,” the Sergeant responded. “Someone is in this town, and I have a gut feeling it’s her. I found footprints leading in from the west and none exiting. The footprints were small, making me assume it’s a female.”
 
   Three of them? Was Chloe the third?
 
   “It could have been anyone who passed through,” Chase noted. “There are survivors everywhere, leaving their hives and searching for food. Or, it could have been one of the Arvies.”
 
   “You’re here for one reason and one reason alone. To help us find her. We know she couldn’t have gone too far. Our only mission is to find that girl and bring her back. In this, we cannot fail. Every one of our lives depends on it.”
 
   “Are you saying they’ll kill you for not being able to find her?” Dr. Simon asked.
 
   “No,” the Sergeant responded, “but they’ve threatened to exile us, like the Intransigents.”
 
   “Why would they exile soldiers? That would be a stupid move on their part.” 
 
   “Over the past few months, they’ve received hundreds of survivors entering the bunker. That’s a bunch more mouths they’ll have trouble feeding. They wouldn’t bat an eye if they lost a few dozen, especially not if it could be used as a warning to keep everyone in their place. Right now, they’ve got every able-bodied male in training. They’ve made it clear that if we fail, we will be replaced.”
 
   “I don’t understand why they have us out here. We’re also part of the special government program and are just as valuable to them as she is. Aren’t they afraid of what could happen to us out here?”
 
   The sergeant exhaled. “You’ve been sent to be used solely as a tool to find her. That’s it. Because you don’t possess the same powers she does, you are…how do I put this nicely? Expendable.”
 
   “Expendable?” Chase snapped. “Screw them.”
 
   One of the soldiers spoke. “She couldn’t have gone more than a hundred miles in any direction. We’re thinking she’s heading east because the west mountains are filled with Arvies. We’re hitting every town on the map she could have or will travel to. They said she left with a group. Her family—”
 
   “She’s no longer with them,” Dr. Simon interjected. “The last time I had contact with her was right before she left the bunker. She’d said she was leaving the group, wanting to set out alone to find a safe place. She’ll be traveling alone.”
 
   “She’s a smart girl, but she has to know there is no safe place in this country, especially while it’s filled with mutants. No one is safe without military protection.”
 
   “You underestimate her then,” Dr. Simon said.
 
   “Enlighten me, doctor,” the sergeant sneered.
 
   “It means she’s an advanced Reader, with a gift that could either save or destroy us.”
 
   “So, in other words, she’s God’s gift to humanity?” The sergeant laughed, his words were spoken with a little too much sarcasm. 
 
   “She’s a gift all right, genetically enhanced by science,” Dr. Simon replied. “But we have no idea how she’s managing, or if she’s experienced any adverse reactions. For all we know, she could be dead. The same serum nearly killed another one of our other female Readers.” 
 
   “After her little display, or should I say massacre, I doubt this girl has a weakness,” the sergeant added. “If we do happen to run into her and she is less than cooperative, I’ll have to use you as a bargaining tool.”
 
   “If you think she’ll bat an eye to save us, you have another thing coming.”
 
   The sergeant chuckled. “Unless that serum desensitizes human emotion, she’s still a girl who was under your care. I doubt she’ll want to watch you suffer…or die.”
 
   “She’s a girl who is passionate about her life and refuses to be locked up in a room, being poked and prodded like some animal. I don’t think that’s unreasonable,” Dr. Simon said. 
 
   “It’s not a matter of reason, doctor; it’s the mere fact her life is an important part of our future.”
 
   “Do you believe in destiny, Sergeant?”
 
   “Yes, I do. But if there’s a way to shape it and use it to my advantage, I will. I have a wife and son to look after, and they depend on me. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep them safe. That’s not unreasonable either, is it?”
 
   There were no more words exchanged. 
 
   I sighed. It was every man for himself, which was the way of this world. No one wanted to die. It was a survival mechanism, and something we’d become accustomed to over the past thirteen years. I couldn’t blame any of them for wanting to survive and keep their families safe. It was a shared dream. 
 
   In a perfect world, there would be no Arvies. We would have all emerged from our hives and built new communities. But this world was far from perfect, and it would take every single one of us to get it back. 
 
   I decided not to converse with the Readers but was dying to know who the third one was. Whoever it was hadn’t spoken a word.
 
   Switching gears, I needed to find a way to get out of the heat, and then I’d focus on finding a way to escape. I started crawling along the outside of the wall, until I came to a break. The wall was providing a foot of shade, and right now, I was upwind and free from the smoke. The heat was sweltering, but at least it was breathable. 
 
   As I peeked through some rubble in the break, I saw soldiers dragging Arvy corpses to the center of the town, while others finished setting the buildings on fire. All, except one. It was where they’d taken the readers. 
 
   Then, I saw the sergeant. He was a large man, over six feet tall with a broad, muscular frame. Salt and pepper hair was shaved high and tight, and beneath the scowl was a moderately handsome face, reddening from the sun. His fret lines were deep, bearing the stress of his years.
 
   He walked toward the pile of dead Arvies, at least fifty or more, and took a swig of the moonshine. He then spewed it onto the bodies. He did this several times, then reached into his pocket, took out a lighter and a handkerchief, lit it and tossed it directly on top. The bodies caught fire. Thick black smoke billowed from the pile. I was profoundly grateful the plume was headed in the opposite direction from me. 
 
   As I looked to the sky, darkening with smoke, I couldn’t help but think of all the Arvies who would see it. The smoke was evidence humans were here, and it was only a matter of time before they’d come. They weren’t mindless monsters. They were smart and hungry. They’d come, if not for revenge, then for a meal.
 
   I knew their telepathy was much broader than ours, but how far was the big question. I’d heard the desperate screams for help in my head, from the ones being murdered. So far, I didn’t hear any response and prayed it would stay that way.
 
   I stayed pressed up against the wall, keeping my body within the bit of shadow it cast. It wasn’t much, but it was better than being in the direct sunlight. I waited impatiently as they continued to set buildings ablaze, trying to plan my next move. The cover of darkness would be my ally, but we still had hours left before it made its descent. 
 
   Both Dr. Simon and Chase made attempts to contact me. I recognized their desperation as they pleaded for me to answer, but I couldn’t answer yet. Because if I did, I could get caught, or they could get hurt. 
 
   The soldiers, especially the sergeant, would know they were lying. I had a feeling he was good at reading people. 
 
   But who was that third reader? I didn’t hear another voice, and it was driving me crazy.
 
   Trying to wait out the sun, I decided to exercise my new gift to see how strong it was. Knowing I could move things with my mind gave me a bit more confidence and a well-needed boost to my waning optimism. 
 
   I levitated the small pieces of stones speckled across the sand to see how far I could throw them. It took a few tries, but as my mind got the hang of it, the rocks flew across the desert at an unbelievably fast speed. So quick, I could barely see them. I had no idea how far they went, or where they landed. It must have been well over a hundred yards.
 
   My insides cheered, and I felt a bit more optimistic. I was completely baffled, but under my current circumstances, this was freaking awesome. 
 
   This new power was another major weapon in my growing arsenal. If Hellfire ran out of ammo, I would be able to use anything around me as a projectile. My ammunition was limitless.
 
   “Sir, every building has been set on fire, and there is no trace of the girl.” 
 
   “We’ll find her,” the sergeant growled. “And if any of you do, remember not to look her in the eyes.”
 
   “Hey, what about that drink Sarge? You said after the town was burned we could have some,” one of the soldiers asked.
 
   “One drink each. We still haven’t fulfilled our mission, and each of you needs to be fully coherent and aware of your surroundings.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” 
 
   “And make sure the readers are still trying to make contact.”
 
   “Yes, sir. When are we leaving?”
 
   “A second team will be sent out this afternoon. We’ll be rendezvousing with them at the next town. We’ll rest here where it’s safe and then leave in time to meet them. That town is triple the size of this one, so they’ll need our assistance.”
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   BY THE SOUND OF THE soldiers, it didn’t take much for them to become intoxicated. One was extra loud and obnoxious, with profanity flowing from his mouth like a faucet. 
 
   “They all need to die,” he slurred. “Every one of them, including the freaks. They’ll kill us all! It’s in-vebby-bubble.”
 
   “The word is inevitable, and that’s it for you, Daniels. You’ve had a little too much.”
 
   “Don’t tell me what to do, Stevens!” Daniels shouted. “I’ll shoot your head off.”
 
   “Are you threatening me?”
 
   “Sarge! They’re gonna kill each other.”
 
   I had to look. I saw the guy I put under the trance, Stevens, standing face to face with Daniels. Both had weapons aimed at each other.
 
   “Stand down,” the sergeant hollered. “Stevens. Daniels. Lower your weapons.”
 
   “Not unless he lowers his first,” Stevens shouted. 
 
   “Daniels, drop your weapon!” The sergeant ordered. 
 
   Daniels, the darker haired one who was a little taller, finally lowered his weapon and began crying. He was totally wasted. 
 
   “I can’t go back to the bunker with Johnston’s dead body,” Daniels sobbed. “He was my family.”
 
   “I know, son. I’m sorry,” the sergeant said, putting his arm around Daniels, then turned to another soldier. “Get him out of the sun, and give him water.” 
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   I ducked back behind the wall, not wanting to be seen. 
 
   “Hey Sarge,” another soldier yelled from the house. “The female has some information.”
 
   “Bring them here,” the sergeant ordered.
 
   “All of them?”
 
   “Yes, all of them!”
 
   In seconds, I heard sounds of struggling.
 
   “Easy,” Chase snapped.
 
   “Have you made contact with the girl?” the sergeant questioned.
 
   “She’s close. Somewhere near,” a young female voice replied.
 
   “I want details,” the sergeant barked. “Where is she?”
 
   I pressed myself closer, wanting the details just as badly.
 
   “Sergeant, this girl is not a reader like us,” Dr. Simon explained. “She’s a visionary. She arrived at the bunker a few days ago. However, despite any real examination or verification, the leaders insisted she come anyway.”
 
   “She’s a witch!” Daniels screamed, his words slurred. “She’ll enter our minds and kill us all!”
 
   “Get him inside!” the sergeant commanded. 
 
   “She’s a witch!” Daniels bellowed. 
 
   “What’s your name, girl?” the sergeant asked. 
 
   “Lacey,” she answered. 
 
   “They said you had some information, Lacey. What can you tell me?”
 
   “The girl is near,” she replied.
 
   “How do you know?” the sergeant questioned. “What is your gift?”
 
   “I can enter a mind and see whatever that person is seeing,” she responded. “Abigail’s mind is strong and won’t allow me to enter, but she’s definitely here. She’s close. I can sense her.”
 
   “If she were here she would have made contact with us,” Chase growled. 
 
   “Why would she want to make contact with you?” the girl argued. “You’re a threat to her.” 
 
   Who the hell was this girl?
 
   I took a chance and peeked through the rubble again. All three of them were on their knees with their hands bound behind their backs. The girl looked to be in her teens with short, black hair that looked like someone had hacked it with a dull knife. She was thin and small in stature. 
 
   The sergeant raised his gun and pushed it against Lacey’s forehead.
 
   “How sure are you she’s close? Don’t bullshit me, girl. Your life depends on how accurate you are.”
 
   The girl looked up at him. “She’s here,” she answered without hesitation. “I’m sure of it.”
 
   “Get up. All three of you,” the sergeant ordered. Three soldiers came and assisted them to their feet. “If she’s close, then she can hear me. Men, aim your weapons at the Readers.”
 
   As the sergeant turned toward me, I slid back behind the wall. 
 
   This can’t be happening.
 
   “Abigail Park,” he roared. “If you don’t come out and give yourself up, I will have my men kill the Readers, one by one, starting with the girl. You have ten seconds.”
 
   My heart was hammering against my chest.
 
   They wouldn’t kill them. Would they? They were bluffing. They had to be. 
 
   “Five seconds.” 
 
   He was calling my bluff. 
 
   “Three.”
 
    They were innocent.
 
   “Two.”
 
   Shit!
 
   “Stop!” I screamed, standing with my arms up in the air.
 
   “Abi, no!” Chase yelled.
 
   Two soldiers pointed weapons at my chest and ran toward me. Both, not making eye contact. They quickly tied my hands behind my back and walked me over to the sergeant, then forced me to my knees.
 
   In a split-second, I watched Daniels exit the house with a gun in his hand. It was aimed at Lacey. 
 
   “Witch!” he screamed, as he pressed the trigger, firing at the girl. The bullet exited the center of her chest, her body dropping to the ground. 
 
   “No!” I screamed. 
 
   Everyone started hollering.
 
   “Stand down, Daniels!” the sergeant shouted. 
 
   But he’d gone mad. His eyes were bright red, and his gun was now aimed at Chase. 
 
   A dark sack was thrown over my head. There was another gunshot.
 
   “Chase!” I screamed. 
 
   There was a blow to the back of my head, and everything went dark.
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   “ABI,” A VOICE CALLED OUT. “Abi, can you hear me?”
 
   “Dr. Simon?” I asked. The last thing I saw started to replay over a
 
   nd over in my mind. The sound of the gunfire and Chase; I couldn’t help the tears falling down my face. 
 
   Yes,” he replied, “it’s me. Are you okay?”
 
   “I think so. Chase?” While I didn’t want to know he was gone, the slightest hope he was alive made me ask.
 
   “Chase is fine, Abi.”
 
   “How?” I gasped. “I saw Daniels point the gun at him. And I heard the shot.”
 
   “No. The gunshot was from the sergeant. Daniels is dead.”
 
   “What?” My emotions were going haywire, and it was all I could do not to sob in relief. I took a deep breath. And another. Focus, I told myself.
 
   “He was drunk and inconsolable. The sergeant did what he had to, and I’m glad he was quick with his decision.”
 
   “Me too,” I exhaled. “I’m sorry about the girl. I tried to save her life.”
 
   “It’s unfortunate,” Dr. Simon sighed. “She was young and had a unique gift.”
 
   “Abi,” Chase called. “How are you?” The sound of his voice flooded me with relief.
 
   “Fine now,” I sobbed. “I thought they killed you.”
 
   “I didn’t know you cared so much.”
 
   “It’s mostly the lack of sleep,” I sniffled and let out a weak giggle. “It’s making me irrational.”
 
   “How’s your head?” Chase asked.
 
   “They knocked me out, so I won’t feel it until I wake up.” 
 
   “We’ve missed you,” Chase said. 
 
   “I’ve missed you too,” I replied. “How’s Chloe?”
 
   “She’s fine but still weak. They’re keeping her in the medical ward for a few more days of observation.”
 
   “That’s good. I’ve been so worried.”
 
   “She was asking about you,” he said. 
 
   “Really?” I never would have thought she’d think of me.
 
    Chase chuckled. “Duh. You’re one of our few friends.” 
 
   “Ditto,” I said. 
 
   “We’ve been concerned about your well-being.” Dr. Simon added. “Have you experienced any new side effects?”
 
   “Just sleepless nights, which have been taking a toll.”
 
   “It’s affected all of our sleep patterns,” he noted. “But we have much bigger issues to address.”
 
   “I know. I—”
 
   High-pitched shrieks and cries filled my mind, sending a cold shiver down my spine. 
 
   “Oh my God,” I exhaled. “The Arvies are coming. You both have to warn them!”
 
   “The Arvies. I can hear them,” Chase said.
 
   “I do too,” Dr. Simon added. 
 
   “You have to hurry,” I begged, wondering if I could force myself to wake up. “They sound like they’re close.”
 
   “We’ll tell them. Hang in there, Abi,” Dr. Simon said. 
 
   “I will.”
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   I WAS JOLTED AWAKE. SOMEONE was running with me in their arms toward the sound of the chopper. 
 
   “The Arvies are coming,” a soldier hollered.
 
   “Brace yourselves behind the wall. Aim for the ones in front. Make those shots count!” the sergeant ordered.
 
    Gunfire exploded, and I was helpless to do anything. If I didn’t get free, I was good as dead.
 
   “Get in! I’m gonna lift this bitch into the air,” the pilot shouted.
 
   I could feel the chopper rise off the ground.
 
   Pandemonium erupted as bodies piled in. I could still hear the others firing their rounds at the Arvies outside. The helicopter was sitting right outside the wall.  
 
   “Get us out of here!” a soldier yelled. 
 
   “Incoming,” another screamed. 
 
   Something slammed incredibly hard into the chopper. Instruments started beeping loudly as the chopper rocked and then started tipping over. 
 
   “Goddammit,” the pilot hollered.
 
   I was thrown like a ragdoll over the soldiers and landed hard on something metal. Excruciating pain radiated down my left arm. 
 
   Fear filled me as I heard a familiar sound…the distinct noise of the chopper blades snapping off, just like the crash outside of Sanctum. The smell of smoke was now heavy in the air. 
 
   “Everyone out!” The pilot yelled. “Out! Out! Out!”
 
   “Help me,” I screamed, still bound and blindfolded. “Somebody help me!” But my cries were muffled by the panic and screams.
 
   “Make your shots count!” the sergeant bellowed.
 
   I struggled against my bonds, but my shoulder was throbbing and my left arm was weak. 
 
   “Sit tight,” the man in the front yelled. “My foot is jammed. I’ll get you out as soon as I’m free.”
 
   “Thank you,” I exhaled, trying to stay calm.
 
   A pained scream, followed by a horrifying growl sounded from the front of the chopper. I froze, trying not to breathe or draw any attention, although I was practically gift wrapped for the Arvies. 
 
   “Help,” the pilot screamed as he struggled. “Help me!” Howls of pain and loud snaps and growls reverberated around us. 
 
   My heart was racing in panic, and it was almost impossible to keep my breathing quiet.
 
   Oh God. Help me.
 
   They’d left me, alone, blindfolded, with my hands tied behind my back. An Arvy or Arvies were inside, and I couldn’t cover my ears from the sounds of tearing flesh, followed by gut-wrenching cries of pain, and finally the gurgle of his last breath. 
 
   They were eating the pilot.
 
   Ignorant assholes! Tears of anguish and hate burned my darkened eyes. It was only a matter of time before I was next. My emotions, mixed with the inability move, see, and hardly breathe were keeping my focus from Venge. I needed to find her. This was not how I wanted to die.
 
   “Abi, Chase and I are coming to get you. Stay put.” Dr. Simon’s voice flooded my mind, offering a tiny ray of hope.
 
   “Hurry. I smell gas.” I had no idea what the situation was beyond the blindfold. For all I knew, the chopper would explode at any moment, or the hundreds of Arvies would overcome the small task force and eat us. 
 
   A loud gunshot made my ears ring. The disgusting noises of the Arvy feasting on the pilot stopped. Had it spotted me? Would Dr. Simon be too late? 
 
   I heard more noises in the chopper, and before I knew it, I was being pulled out and away from the Arvies. My hands were cut free, and as I lifted the blindfold and turned to my rescuer, I sighed in relief.
 
   “Thank you, Chase,” I said, hugging him.
 
   “No problem,” he said, hugging me back. “I don’t know why you left us. Being topside sucks even more than being in the bunker.”
 
   “We were prisoners, Chase. All of us. They would have kept pumping shit into me until I died.” I tried to turn but winced at the shooting pain in my shoulder. 
 
   “What’s the matter?” His eyes narrowed in concern. 
 
   “My shoulder. It feels like I’ve dislocated it.” 
 
   Dr. Simon stepped to the side of me. He took off my jacket and lifted my sleeve. The furrow in his brow confirmed it before he spoke. “It’s dislocated.”
 
   “Great.” I sighed. “You’ll have to pop it back in.” 
 
   I wouldn’t be able to do anything until it was reset. I’d dislocated the same shoulder a few years back during a wrestling exercise, and Dr. Banks had popped it right back in. It hurt like hell. 
 
   Clenching my teeth, he held my hand in one on his, and with the other, grabbed my elbow. I heard my shoulder pop back into place and yelped in pain. Within seconds, I sagged in relief as the agonizing pain was gone. Dr. Simon moved it around a bit. It still hurt, but it was a heck of a lot more bearable.
 
   “Shit, Souza is gone,” one of the soldiers said glancing through the blood splattered windshield of the chopper. He reached into the passenger door and grabbed the tags off his neck.
 
   “We have to go,” I urged, watching the soldiers taking down the Arvies. The chopper, with the blades torn off, was no longer an option for us.  I didn't even know if any of the other soldiers could pilot it if it was operational.
 
   “There’s a slight problem,” Chase said, lifting his pant legs. His ankles were shackled together by thick metal anklets. “We can’t get far with these things on.”
 
   “What in the hell?” I cursed, turning to Dr. Simon. He shook his head and as I glanced down, noticed his ankles were also shackled. 
 
   He sadly smiled. “I guess they thought the old man would make a run for it.”
 
   I shook my head. “They treat us like damn cattle.” 
 
   “They’re two hundred yards away!” A soldier hollered.
 
   The horde of Arvies was almost here, and there was no way I was leaving Dr. Simon or Chase. Besides, without the chopper, they weren’t taking us back to the bunker.
 
   Hundreds of Arvy voices were echoing in my head, ear-splitting and deafening. I tried as best I could to block them out, but could barely think, surprised I hadn’t passed out yet. 
 
   As I glanced out over the sea of white sand, their advancing bodies were like a wave of death, coming to swallow us whole. 
 
   Within the chaos, the soldiers missed one of the front running mutants. It jumped over the wall, tackling one of the soldiers from the side. 
 
   “Carter! Someone help Carter!” 
 
   It happened so fast no one could save him. 
 
   The soldier lost his gun and was struggling to keep the Arvies teeth from his neck. The monster sunk his infected teeth into his hand, biting his middle finger off. The soldier screamed, losing focus, which allowed the Arvy to push forward and tear into the soft flesh of his neck.
 
   The sergeant ran to his aid, aimed and shot the Arvy.
 
   Blood spurted from the soldier’s carotid artery; his shrieks of pain bellowed above the war cries. 
 
   The sergeant’s next shot was into the screaming soldier’s forehead.
 
   My stomach wrenched, bile rising in my throat. He was gone.
 
   My heart ached for the family he’d most likely left behind.
 
   “Dammit, Carter,” the sergeant exhaled with a pained look in his eyes. He kicked the Arvy off the soldier’s body and snapped the tags off his neck. “Wrap it up! We need to get the hell out of here!”
 
   “There is no way we can outrun them, Sarge. We have to fight,” Stevens responded.
 
   “We don’t have enough ammo,” another panicked voice yelled. “We’re gonna die!”
 
   I turned as Dr. Simon grabbed my arm, and smiled at me.
 
   “You can do it,” he said with a glint in his eye. “I have faith in you.”
 
   I was glad someone did. I wasn’t sure if I believed in myself. There were hundreds of pissed off Arvies coming to rip the flesh from our bones. With every second I hesitated, they were getting closer.
 
   As the Arvies bounded forward, I gathered whatever courage I harbored inside, and stepped out from beyond the wall. 
 
   “What the hell is she doing?” the sergeant yelled. “Get her behind the wall!” 
 
   “If you want to live, let her go,” Dr. Simon said firmly. “She’s our only hope.”
 
   The sergeant’s face was firm. “Cover her,” were his next orders.
 
   My eyes focused on the sea of mutants. I gathered myself, trying to block out the pandemonium and focus. 
 
   “Venge, I need you to be extra strong and save us. I don’t want to die today.”
 
   My brain started tingling, and then a surge of electricity shot through my cells, making my entire body buzz. I took in a deep breath, opened my eyes, and raised my arms out in front of me. The ground around me quaked, then moved as if a giant serpent was swimming just under the surface. Then every stone within ten yards of me lifted from the sand and hovered in the air.
 
   With every ounce of power I could muster, I sent them toward the oncoming Arvies, focusing on their upper bodies. The stones shot forward like bullets, and in seconds, the front half of the horde dropped to the ground. My head was throbbing from the cacophony of their death cries.
 
   “Holy shit, did you see that?” a soldier yelled.
 
   “Keep your focus and protect her!” The sergeant ordered.  
 
   With at least a hundred down, the second group paused for a brief moment. Their growls of rage and vengeance littered the air. They wanted me dead and charged forward at an even greater speed.
 
   With no stones around me, I focused on the only unlimited resource.
 
   Sand. 
 
   I stretched my arms outward and focused on the earth around me. The ground began to vibrate, and in seconds, a wall of dust shot up into the air in front of us. Like a tidal wave, ten feet high. I sent it barreling forward toward the Arvies. Holding my focus, I watched it crash on them, devouring them alive.
 
   “Go, go, go! Take out any survivors,” the sergeant yelled, hopping over the wall and sprinting forward. As an Arvy crawled out of the sand he shot it in its forehead, moving on to the next.
 
   Most of the Arvies had been buried under at least five feet of sand. But there were a few dozen who managed to dig themselves out. I dropped my arms as the rest of the soldiers ran forward, shooting the Arvies as they crawled out of the sand.
 
   Blood was pouring from my nose, and my world was spinning. Two Arvies escaped their sandy graves and charged toward me. One of the soldiers shot the first one, but his gun jammed as he tried to shoot the second. 
 
   Just as the Arvy pounced, I raised Hellfire and shot it in the eye. It dropped like a sack of concrete at my feet. She never fails me.
 
   Weak and exhausted, my legs buckled and I fell to the ground. 
 
   Dr. Simon and Chase came to my side. 
 
   “Help!” Chase screamed. 
 
   I looked up to see a muscular dude with tattoos bend over and gather me in his arms, lifting me easily. I had overexerted my power, and the corners of my eyes were darkening, and head lolling to the side.
 
   “Quickly, bring here,” Dr. Simon’s voice urged, leading us.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered before the world around me went black.
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   MY EYES ACHED AS SOON as I opened them. My vision was blurry, as I blinked and tried to focus on my surroundings. 
 
   “Where am I?” My words came out in a whisper. 
 
   I tried to sit up, but the room was spinning.  
 
   “Hey, not so fast.” Dr. Simon laid a hand on my shoulder. My head felt like it’d been jackhammered, and everything was throbbing.
 
   We were inside of a building. The flames of a small fire sat directly in the center of the room, illuminating the faces of the soldiers sitting around it. They all looked tired and dirty. As I scanned the area, the last face to come into view was Chase, sitting on the other side of Dr. Simon.
 
   “We’re still in the town,” the sergeant said. “Our radio’s been damaged, so we can’t call for help.”
 
   Dr. Simon reached over to his left side and grabbed a canteen. From his pocket, he pulled two small pills and handed them to me. “These are aspirin,” he whispered. “How are you feeling?” 
 
   “Like hell,” I groaned, holding the sides of my head to keep it from exploding.
 
   I tried to move my legs, but their movement was restricted. “What the hell?” I snapped, looking at the cuffs around my ankles. 
 
   “I’m sorry. We have orders,” the sergeant said.
 
   “Bullshit! We aren’t prisoners. We’re survivors like you.” My temper was flaring. 
 
   “You aren’t like us,” the sergeant replied. “You might not be prisoners, but you have a gift that can save us. It’s a precaution to make sure we don’t lose you.”
 
   “Screw you,” I spat. I could see his name embroidered on his right chest. Hawkins.
 
   Dr. Simon placed his hand on my shoulder. “Abi, you’ve become so much stronger since the demonstration. How—”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m just as shocked.” I shrugged. “I didn’t know I could move things with my mind until a few hours ago.”
 
   “I have no idea what kind of crap they pumped into you,” Sergeant Hawkins said, “but you alone are a weapon of mass destruction. You saved us. By yourself. If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I would never have believed it. It’s no wonder the government wants you back so desperately.”
 
   I smirked. “You’ll have to kill me first. I’m not going back to that place to be a caged rat for the rest of my life. I’m done. I will fight to remain free until my dying breath.” 
 
   I had to breathe deeply to calm myself. Having a short temper seemed like a side effect of the serum. I found myself getting angry too quickly. It was hard to control.  
 
   “Whoa, settle down,” the sergeant said raising his hands. “We’ve all been given particular talents; gifts we are strong enough to handle. To run and hide from your purpose would be pointless. Think of all the innocents who’ve taken shelter underground for the past thirteen years. In a matter of time, they’ll all be dead or mutated because we are outnumbered. The power you possess can save lives. Look around you. Every one of us is sitting here because of you.” 
 
   “She’s more powerful than anyone I know,” Chase noted, glancing over at me with a grin.
 
   “I agree,” the sergeant said. “If she hadn’t stepped forward, we would have all been dead.”
 
   “But there’s a cost for everything. Every time I use that power, it drains me.” I closed my eyes and slowly exhaled. “I don’t know what it’s doing to me. I could be dying.”
 
   “We’re all dying,” Sergeant Hawkins replied. “From the moment we are born, we begin our journey toward eminent death. All that matters is what we do with the time and gifts we’ve been given.”
 
   But that’s where you’re wrong. “I wasn’t given this gift. It was forced on me. The only gift I had was hearing the mutants in my mind, which was more of a curse than a gift.” Yes, their untested and administered serum was responsible for Venge, but that didn’t give them ownership over me. My mind was the key, but it was mine. I wasn’t their property. “I’m not going back to the bunker alive. Like I told you before, you’ll have to kill me first.”
 
    “We aren’t going to kill you,” the sergeant replied. “We were ordered to bring you back alive.”
 
   “I won’t let you,” I said firmly. 
 
   Sergeant Hawkins shook his head and took another swig of the alcohol. “You don’t have a choice.”
 
   I glared at him “Everyone has a choice.”  
 
   “Hey, you,” the soldier with the blond hair and blue eyes said pointing at me. “You did something to me, using your mind, didn’t you? The last thing I remember was looking at you under one of the buildings. Then, I blinked and I was standing at the other end of the town.”
 
   “Stevens, right?”
 
   His mouth dropped open. “How’d you know?”
 
   “She can read your mind, idiot,” the one sitting next to him said, punching his shoulder.
 
   I shook my head. “I heard the sergeant call your name the first time I saw you.”
 
   “Ahhh,” he said with wide eyes and raised brows. “Digging around in my mind might not be a good thing. It’s kind of a complicated place to be.”
 
   The soldier next to Stevens spoke. “I don’t know man. Your mind seems pretty hollow to me,” 
 
   “Screw you, Jimenez.” Stevens sucker punched his arm. 
 
   “You don’t have to worry about me,” I sighed. “I don’t enter anyone’s mind unless I have to. I have enough crap going on in my own.”
 
   “Yeah, well remind me never to get on your bad side,” Stevens laughed, then tossed something into the fire. He was trying hard to keep from making direct eye contact with me. They must have been given the don’t look into the freaks eyes warning. 
 
   But I couldn’t give a damn right now. I was so weak even Venge was quiet. I was Dr. Jekyll and Hyde was hibernating.
 
   “So, I have a question,” Stevens added. “If you could erase an entire hour from my mind, input whatever you wanted into it and send me away, why couldn’t you just tell the Arvies to go away too?”
 
   “Telling them to go away wouldn’t solve our problems,” Chase answered. “They have to be destroyed. Those things want to wipe us out, and they won’t stop until they do.”
 
   “Yeah,” another soldier butted in. “Those rat bastard mutants need to die if we have any chance of surviving topside. They’ve killed too many of us.”
 
   Stevens looked at me. “So your name is Abigail?”
 
   “Abi,” I replied.
 
   “Abi,” Jimenez repeated. “Do you have a boyfriend?”
 
   “I have a fiancé.”
 
   Their eyes widened, looking at me. 
 
   “At such a young age?” the sergeant asked. 
 
   “We aren’t promised a tomorrow,” I replied. “Besides, there is no one on Earth I trust more with my life. He’s never let me down.”
 
   The sergeant shrugged. “What about your parents? Are they still alive?” 
 
   I figured they must have been briefed on my entire situation. Did they think I was an idiot? I would never give them any information. It was none of their damn business.
 
   I looked down, keeping a somber face. “I don’t know. We were separated after we left the bunker. I’m praying I’ll run into them again…if I survive.”
 
   “Let’s hope we all survive,” he said.
 
   There were eight of us left—the five soldiers, Chase, Dr. Simon, and me. The soldiers looked to be in their mid-twenties, early thirties, except for the sergeant, who looked to be in his forties. 
 
   Sergeant Hawkins stood somberly, holding out the tags taken from the soldiers who died. “Let’s say a prayer for our fallen brothers: Johnston, Souza, Carter, and Daniels,” he said. 
 
   Everyone bowed their heads and remained silent for a few moments. 
 
   Death. 
 
   Those four men had been young, still figuring out what they’d wanted in life and making plans for their future. Then, the Arvies came and took it all away from them, and the only thing done for them was a few moments of silence.
 
   What a shitty way to go out. But better than becoming one of them. 
 
   The topside sucked, the Arvies sucked, horrible deaths and blind rage sucked. If Finn weren't in my life, then mine would have sucked too. In the short time I’d been topside, it was clear…life is what you make of it. If you take a moment to appreciate the gifts you’re given, you might just find that beautiful sunset in the midst of chaos. I knew what I was fighting for—making the topside livable and safe for future generations. That maybe, we could live happy terror-free lives. One day.
 
   “Hey Sarge, what about you? You seem like you’ve lived longer than any of us. Tell us about your life before the apocalypse,” a soldier asked. He also looked in his mid-twenties. 
 
   “You like pushing your luck, Jones?” Stevens laughed. 
 
   Jones was tall and muscular, with beautiful, cocoa colored skin like Dr. Banks. His hair and eyes were raven black.
 
   “At least I’m not as bad as Keanu,” Jones turned to the guy who’d carried me in. He was tanned, with a lot more muscles than the others, and covered in tribal tattoos.  
 
   The sergeant laughed. “You kids were sucking on your momma’s titties while I was out kicking ass. I fought in many wars before the apocalypse and have seen way too much death and destruction. I’ve witnessed monstrous and unspeakable acts humans have committed on other humans. Torture, genocide—the most inexplicable things you could ever imagine. I’ll never understand the reasoning.”
 
   “What were the wars fought over?” Jones asked. 
 
   “Most were over political control or resources. And yet the worst were over religion. If anything is meaningless, it’s that.” The sergeant said, his face scrunching up. Taking a swig of moonshine, he swallowed and took a deep breath and sighed over memories only he could see.
 
   “Why would anyone have a war over religion?” Jimenez questioned.  He reminded me a lot of Juan. They both had tanned skin and dark features, but Jimenez was younger, shorter and not as muscular. 
 
   “I don’t know, son. There are bad people who take advantage of the good in this world, and some of them use religion as an excuse to declare war, or carry out senseless acts of violence.”
 
   “That’s effed up.”
 
   “That it is.” He sighed. “Within every man lies good and evil, and I believe his upbringing has a lot to do with it. But ultimately, each man is responsible for his own decisions and eventually held accountable for his actions.
 
   Jimenez tossed a rock into the fire, sending sparks into the air. “In our situation, we’re forced to kill. Does that make us evil?”
 
   “No,” Sergeant Hawkins answered. “The Arvies will not hesitate to kill any one of us, and they won’t stop until every last one of us is gone. We are only trying to survive, to keep our families safe. But we must remember these monsters were once our parents, siblings, friends, and neighbors. They’ve suffered a great deal.”
 
   “In other words, respect the kill,” Jimenez added.
 
   “Not as ignorant as I once thought.” The Sergeant laughed.
 
   “Sarge, you should be president.”
 
   “I’d never want that responsibility. I just want to live the rest of my life in peace with my family.”
 
   “Do you think we’ll ever kill off all the mutants?”
 
   The sergeant glanced over to me. “It’s possible.”
 
   I sighed, not wanting to be the world’s only hope. As the minutes ticked away, a growing uneasiness blanketed me. I couldn’t help but think how vulnerable we were. All of us were piled into the only building left standing in town.
 
   I was sure of one thing. More Arvies would come. I just didn’t know when. I knew others must have heard the cries of pain from their brothers as they were snuffed out.
 
   “Not to put a damper on the moment, but we should leave. More Arvies will come, and we might not be able to fend them off again. I’m not strong enough.”
 
   The sergeant nodded. “She’s right. Let’s wrap this up and get ready to move.”
 
   “We’re all exhausted,” Stevens puffed.
 
   “Speak for yourself. I’m ready to roll,” Keanu said, flexing his muscular bicep, making his tribal tattoos dance.
 
   “You’ll get more than enough sleep when you’re dead,” Sergeant Hawkins said. “We have to make it to another next shelter before morning, or that sun will roast us alive.”
 
   “How far is the next shelter?” Jones asked. “I didn’t bring my sunscreen.” I could hear him chuckle. 
 
   “Dude, my skin is already blistered.” Stevens touched his neck, sucking in a pained breath.
 
   “You’re such a pussy,” Jones scoffed.
 
   “Whatever, man. I wasn’t blessed with beautiful, chocolate-colored skin.”
 
   “Man, you’re like a chameleon—changing colors and shit.” Jones smacked him on his back.
 
   “Ahhh,” Stevens wailed. “You asshole.”
 
   “Suck it up. At least you’re still breathing,” Jimenez laughed.  
 
   “Knock it off, ladies.” Sergeant Hawkins pulled out a map and set it on the ground near the fire. “We have two options, since heading back to the bunker is not one of them. Our first option is to head north toward another small town; about a five-hour trek. Our second option is to head east, toward a larger town.” His finger traced a line across the map. “It’s about thirty-five miles further than the northern town, but we stand a better chance of finding food and supplies. Hopefully, we’ll run into a chopper on the way.”
 
   “Don’t you think there’s a bigger chance of mutants being in the town?” Jimenez asked. 
 
   “We’ve got Abi,” Stevens blurted. “We’ll just make sure she’s rested by then.”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m out of commission for the next day or two. My body needs to recharge.” I wasn’t sure if I should have let them know exactly how weak I was. 
 
   “Don’t worry about Abi. She’s just as deadly with her weapon,” Chase said. “I’ve seen her in action. It’s the truth.”
 
   I glanced at him and rolled my eyes. “I’ve trained with it since I could hold it.”
 
   “What’s your weapon of choice?” Jimenez asked. 
 
   I reached for Hellfire and realized she was gone. “What did you do with my gun?” I looked at Sergeant Hawkins, my insides started to heat. 
 
   “Your weapon’s in a safe place.” He held up a large dark duffle bag, avoiding eye contact. 
 
   If I weren't so weak, I’d use my mind to toss a hot coal on his crotch. But even that was too exhausting at the moment. My body wasn’t as strong as my mind. It needed time to recuperate. 
 
   “Your weapon is pretty personal to you?” Stevens asked, giving a lopsided grinned. 
 
   “It was the first gun ever put into my hands, and it will be the last I ever hold,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
   “Abi and Hellfire are badass together. She’s got a killer shot.” Chase kept bragging about my shooting skills, but instead of helping, he was hurting my chances of getting her back. 
 
   The soldiers laughed as if they didn’t believe Chase. I shrugged, not giving a damn what they thought. 
 
   “Hellfire? Your gun has a name?” Stevens asked. 
 
   “It does,” I smirked. “And you better watch what you say about her. She’s pretty pissy and rarely misses.”
 
   “I’d like to see that,” Jimenez said. 
 
   “I have a feeling you’ll get to experience it one day,” I said.
 
   “Not under our watch,” the sergeant added. 
 
   I glared at him, but still, none of their eyes dared connect with mine. It made me laugh.
 
   Chase leaned forward. “They’re scared of you, Abi.”
 
   “They should be,” I said, giving him a side glance.
 
   “You guys are pissing her off; maybe you should blindfold her…you know, in case she makes your head explode,” Keanu said. 
 
   “Blindfolding her is evil. She’s not our prisoner,” Stevens added.
 
   I was surprised at his remark. “Thanks,” I breathed.
 
   “Kiss ass,” Keanu said, shaking his head.
 
   Stevens nodded, standing up from the floor. The rest of them did the same, gathering their things. 
 
   As the others talked amongst themselves, Dr. Simon discreetly contacted me. “How is Milton? We were missing a set of serum, and because he was missing, I assumed it was him. Have you continued your injections?”
 
   I leaned forward, resting my head on my knees, looking into the fire, watching the stray embers float and fade into the darkness. “I’m not a quitter. Milton was shot in the shoulder, but it was clean, in and out. Our doctor patched him up pretty good. He’s recovering, but doing well.”
 
   “That’s good,” he sighed. “When was your last injection?”
 
   “Yesterday, which is why I left.”
 
   “They’ve been administering the lower doses to us since Chloe’s incident.”
 
   “That’s good. I was worried about you guys.”
 
   “We were more worried about you.” I could see his head turn toward me. 
 
   “I’ve been fine. I get weak after the gift’s been used, but I’m learning to control it more—the headaches and voices in my head. They’re more manageable now.”
 
   “You are a masterpiece. Stronger than any of us could have ever imagined. I’m so sorry everything had to happen like this. If I’d have known what their plans were, I would have never agreed to their methods.”
 
   “It’s not your fault. You’re as screwed as I am.” I gestured toward his ankle restraints, then quickly made eye contact before focusing back on the fire.
 
   Inside, my mind was already trying to figure out how we could get those horrid things off. There was no way Dr. Simon would be able to outrun these soldiers. It was ridiculous and incredibly infuriating how they treated the very ones who might be able to save their lives. 
 
   I would have to find a way to break away, but I’d need their help to get me as close as I could to Nana. 
 
   As we stepped out of the building, I noticed the temperature change. The cool wind blew against my burned skin, making goosebumps rise.
 
   “How the hell are we supposed to walk over one hundred miles with restraints?” I snapped. “Our ankles will fall off halfway there, and we’ll slow you down. These things are already hurting. After all, where are we going to go? There’s nothing but desert around us, and we have no weapons or water.”
 
   The sergeant stopped and assessed the situation, then turned to his men. “Remove them, but bind their hands in front of them.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, grateful. At least he wasn’t a complete ass.
 
   He gave a single nod and turned abruptly, leading the group out of the town.
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   I WAS WORRIED ABOUT DR. Simon and how he would fare walking such a long distance, but he seemed to be keeping up with the group with no problem. He was in better shape than I thought, and it was Chase who was lagging. 
 
   The eggplant-colored sky was cloudless and speckled with extra bright stars. 
 
   “I’d almost forgotten how majestic the night sky was,” Dr. Simon exhaled. His head tilted back, and it was then I realized it was probably his first trip topside in over thirteen years. 
 
   “It almost makes me want to stay up here,” Jones said, his eyes also lifted toward the heavens. “I can’t wait until those damn mutants are gone. This is our land!”
 
   “Hooah!” the others cheered in unison. 
 
   My body was still exhausted. I should have been resting, but we were in dangerous territory, so I tried to keep up my pace. 
 
   The world seemed barren and peaceful as the eight of us made our way through the cooling desert sand. No one said much but kept their eyes peeled in every direction.
 
   “If Arvies are nearby we will let you know,” I noted. “Another advantage to having Readers in your midst.” 
 
   “How would you know?” Jimenez asked. He was standing behind me.
 
   “They use telepathy to communicate, and us freaks can hear them if they’re close by,” I replied.
 
   “Every team sent out should have one of you. Right now, we’ve got the advantage.”
 
   “We’ll take a short break when we reach that point.” Sergeant Hawkins pointed to three dead trees silhouetted in the distance. Their stiff, corpse-like limbs were stretching upward, as if in their last moments, they were grasping onto life.
 
   When we arrived, he took out his map again and laid it in front of him. “We’re nearly halfway there. If we keep our pace, we should arrive a few hours before daylight. When we reach the town, be on the lookout for a place we can secure.”
 
   Chase dropped to the ground and slumped forward. “My hands are going numb,” he whined. 
 
   Jones walked over and knelt beside him. “These bonds are way too tight.” From his back pocket, he took a large, sharp blade. “Hold still.”
 
   Chase closed his eyes while Jones cut the restraint free. His wrists were red and bleeding in some areas. 
 
   “Keanu, tend to his wrists,” the sergeant ordered. 
 
   “Yes, sir.” Keanu took off his pack, pulled out a medical kit, and inspected his wrists. Keanu looked like Goliath next to Chase.
 
   “Are you a doctor?” Chase asked. 
 
   “I’m in training,” he replied. “Why? Don’t I look like a doctor?”
 
   “Sure.” Chase swallowed hard. “Is Keanu your last name?” 
 
   “It’s my first name,” he answered, rubbing an alcohol swab over Chase’s broken skin. Chase hissed in air and gritted his teeth. 
 
   “Man, no one can pronounce his long-ass Hawaiian last name.” Jimenez chuckled.  
 
   Keanu turned and glared at him, then laughed. “He’s right. It is a long-ass Hawaiian name, but I’m damn proud of it. I don’t even know if there were any survivors on my islands. The last we heard, the volcanoes had erupted. My parents and I could very well be the last of our kind.” 
 
   “How did you get to the government bunker?” I asked, curious.
 
   “We were on vacation when it came down. My father is a leader in the military, so we were flown directly to the bunker.” Keanu finished wrapping Chase’s wrists. “I have no idea if any other family members on the island survived.” 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Chase responded. “And thanks.” He held up his bandaged wrists.
 
   “No problem,” Keanu said. “We’ll deal with the restraints later.”
 
   “Seriously, you don’t have to worry about me,” Chase added with his hands in the air. “I’ve only got telepathy. I’m not strong, can’t use a weapon, and definitely can’t move anything with my mind.”
 
   “Cool,” Keanu said, leaning in. “‘Cause I’d hate to be the reason you’d need additional medical assistance.”
 
   Chase’s eyes widened, and his mouth dropped open as he nodded. 
 
   “Bully.” Jimenez chuckled, giving Keanu a little shove as he walked past. 
 
   Keanu kept his eyes on Chase, but after a few seconds his intimidating stare dissolved and a Cheshire cat grin widened on his face. “Here,” he said, handing him a canteen of water. 
 
   Chase’s eyes glanced sideways at me. “I don’t know if he likes me or wants to kill me?”
 
   I shrugged. “He’s testing your grit. Right now, you don’t look like you have any, which is actually working to your advantage.”
 
   “If it keeps the cuffs off, I will remain gritless. Maybe you should do the same.”
 
   I shook my head. “It’s not in my nature.” 
 
   “What are you smiling at?” Stevens asked me. 
 
   I hadn’t realized I was smiling, but when I looked at him, his eyes immediately dropped to the ground. 
 
   “Nothing,” I answered. “And, you can look at me. I promise not to use my mind control on you…unless you deserve it.”
 
   “Sounds fair,” he replied, cautiously bringing his gaze upward. 
 
   “He totally deserves it,” Jones whispered, making me laugh.
 
   I looked over to Dr. Simon, who was sitting next to Chase. “How are you holding up?” 
 
   “Oh, I’m fine. Just a little winded,” he replied, his brow furrowed. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Like I could sleep an entire day.” 
 
   “I think we all feel the same,” Jimenez added. “My feet ache. These new shoes I was issued are a bit too small. My feet are about to go all Hulk on these seams.”
 
   “Those boots ain’t meant for walkin’?” Jones laughed. 
 
   “Nope. But I’m sure they could still kick some ass if needed.”
 
   “Hey, Abi, where are you from?” Stevens said, trying to make small talk.
 
   I sighed, tempted to use the mind control to have him leave me alone.
 
   “California,” I answered. I seriously didn’t want to have a lengthy conversation, or make friends with these people. Maybe another time, another place…when they weren’t holding me prisoner.
 
   The sergeant stood and dusted his pants off. “Let’s move. We’ve got a lot of ground to cover.”
 
   I was more than happy to obey. 
 
   They didn’t tie Chase’s wrists back together, and I was glad. It was taxing to walk with our hands tied in front of us. 
 
   As the night dragged on, much like my feet across the thick, desert sand, I became weaker. My legs felt hollow, my feet were raw and burning, and my back and neck were throbbing from having my arms tied in front of me, and from the looks of the others, they felt the same.  
 
   No matter how far or long we walked, as far as my little eye could spy, there were no signs of the town. 
 
   Just as I was about to drop, a dark object could be spotted to the south of us, maybe about a half a mile away. It looked like a structure. Maybe a house? I knew I could make it there at least. We could clear a single home a lot easier than we could clear a town and secure a place to rest for a day. 
 
   “Hey, I see something over there,” I said, pointing in the direction of the building. 
 
   All weapons were directed to the right. Stevens and Jimenez dropped to the ground. 
 
   “No. It’s a building. Not mutants.” I’d forgotten they were relying on me to give them a heads-up.
 
   Stevens stood and dusted himself off. “Oh, yeah. I see it,” he said squinting. 
 
   “Sergeant, I need to rest,” I said, hoping he’d listen. “I can’t make the town tonight, and I don’t think any of you can carry me.”
 
   “Me too, Sarge,” Jimenez said. “My feet are killing me.”
 
   The sergeant took out some binoculars and focused on the structure. “It looks like a house,” he mumbled. “I guess we can head for it, and make the rest of the trek tomorrow evening.” He turned back toward the group. “Is everyone in agreement?” 
 
   “Hooah!” they all cheered. 
 
   “It’s unanimous then.” He tucked his binoculars back into his pack. 
 
   Keeping my eyes focused on the dark building, the house grew bigger and bigger with each step. Soon I could rest, and I knew sleep would have no problem finding me. The Sandman was nipping at my heels.
 
   “Thanks, Abi,” Dr. Simon whispered. His back was hunched a bit forward, and his steps had become labored. 
 
   “No problem. I wouldn’t have been able to make it any farther than the house. I’ll be lucky if I make it that far.” I looked at Sergeant Hawkins. “Is there any way you could release the doctor’s restraints? He’s harmless and doesn’t have a weapon. I’ll keep mine on if it’ll make you feel safer.”
 
   The sergeant looked at Dr. Simon and made a head gesture to Jones, who pulled the knife from his pocket. He cut the restraints off Dr. Simon and turned to me next. 
 
   I paused. 
 
   “You want ‘em off or not?” Jones asked holding the knife up. 
 
   Surprised, I turned toward the sergeant, and he gave me a single nod. 
 
   I held my arms up to Jones and with a quick slice, I was free. 
 
   I felt instant relief, stretching my stiff arms and sore shoulders. At least the blood was flowing back into the obstructed areas, and my muscles were moving. 
 
   Dr. Simon laid his arm on my injured shoulder. “How’s it feeling?
 
   “It’s manageable,” I smiled.
 
   “Thanks again,” he whispered. 
 
   “Of course.” I smiled back.
 
   Sergeant Hawkins pulled out his gun. “All right, keep your guard up. We might have to do some clearing.”
 
   As we neared the home, I could hear something. It didn’t sound like the usual Arvies. It sounded like someone was…crying. And not just crying, they were wailing, “Help me.” 
 
   Dr. Simon and Chase heard it too because they paused and turned to me with cautious looks. 
 
   Keanu put his strong hand on my shoulder, halting me. “Hold up,” he said to the others, then turned his attention to me. “What is it?”
 
   “Something is inside that place, but I’m not sure it’s an Arvy. It sounds like someone is hurt and crying.”
 
   “You can hear someone crying?” Stevens asked. He appeared to be the most inexperienced, and possibly the youngest. He looked less like a soldier. He looked like a magazine cover model. My Uncle Frank had brought a bunch into the hive, and I swear one of them looked like Stevens.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “She’s right, I hear it too,” Dr. Simon added. 
 
   “Me too,” Chase confirmed. 
 
   “But be careful,” I added. “These creatures are smart. It could be a trap.”
 
   The sergeant nodded. “Keanu, take point. You and Jones will enter from the front. Jimenez, you’ll come with me ‘round back. Stevens,” he paused and gave him a serious look, “stay here and protect the Readers.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” He seemed fine staying back with us. 
 
   I spoke up. “Sergeant Hawkins, could I have my weapon, just in case?”
 
   He glanced at me through narrowed eyes. “Just sit tight. We’ve got this.”
 
   I nodded, knowing that we weren’t in any real danger. I didn’t feel like we were anyways, but I could have been wrong. I’d been wrong before. I wouldn’t push my current freedom though. At least my hands were free. 
 
   The soldiers pulled night vision goggles from their packs and put them on. I knew exactly what they were because Finn and I used similar apparatuses at Sanctum. Their weapons were M16’s—standard military rifles. On their belts were holstered handguns. 
 
   “Don’t get bitten,” Jimenez teased Stevens before leaving. 
 
   “Let’s move,” Sergeant Hawkins said, leading the group.
 
   I could still hear the crying, and it was making me anxious. Who the hell was it? Could it be an Arvy?  Or maybe there was another Reader in the house who was hurt? But what would the odds of that be? 
 
   We stayed about two hundred yards from the house and watched anxiously. So many scenarios twisted in my mind, the biggest being it was a trap, and they’d all go in and get ambushed. 
 
   The Arvies were smart. From the beginning they’d targeted our fuel sources, limiting our travel topside. They knew because they were once us, and the mutation didn't affect their intelligence. I wished it did, then I could believe they were just monsters. Monsters deserved to die because they were beasts; killing was all they did. 
 
   As the soldiers disappeared into the darkness, I found myself holding my breath. At the same time, my heart rate jumped, and I could feel a bead of sweat drip down the side of my face. 
 
   The crying voice stopped, and I sucked in a breath and held it. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Stevens said, looking at me.
 
   “I don’t know,” I exhaled, waiting to hear something. There were no gunshots. Why had the crying stopped?
 
   A dark figure came around the corner. 
 
   “Stevens! Get over here,” Jimenez’s voice called, breaking the silence.
 
   “Let’s go,” Stevens said, staying in between Dr. Simon and me. Chase was on my other side. 
 
   I didn’t care if Venge wasn’t ready. She’d have to be if there was danger ahead, even if I dropped unconscious afterward.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JIMENEZ WENT INTO THE HOUSE, as we waited outside. Chase grabbed my hand; he was trembling. Jimenez ducked back outside. “The sergeant wants Dr. Simon and Abi inside,” he said, his expression unreadable.
 
   Nearing the front stairs, Jones was standing outside the door. 
 
   “What is it?” I asked. 
 
   He shook his head, running his fingers through his short, jet-black hair. 
 
   “It’s messed up,” he said.
 
   “Is everyone okay?” I asked. 
 
   He shrugged, and Keanu showed up in the doorway. 
 
   Chase dropped to the ground, pulling me with him; his eyes rolled back. 
 
   Dr. Simon ran to his aide. “He’s passed out. Grab me some water.”
 
   “Will he be all right?” I asked. 
 
   “He’ll be fine. Go ahead, Abi. I’ll be right in.”
 
   “Where’s Sergeant Hawkins?” I asked.
 
   “Inside,” Keanu said, stepping to the side, pointing.
 
   What the hell was going on? I swallowed a lump in my throat, not knowing what to expect. 
 
   Steadying my legs, I walked up the stairs and stepped into the house. A strong stench of death and feces burned my nose, bile rising in my throat. Keanu handed me a bottle and motioned for me to rub it under my nose. It was Vicks. My mother used to rub it on my chest when I was sick.
 
   I did as he said and it cut some of the smell, making it slightly more manageable.
 
   As I made my way around the corner, I first glimpsed Sergeant Hawkins sitting on a chair. Five feet from him, laying face down, was the corpse of an Arvy with a kitchen knife sticking out of the side of its right temple. Blood had saturated the floor around him and was already drying.
 
   But my heart dropped as I saw a girl, three feet away from the Arvy, sitting slouched over on the floor. She was gaunt and undernourished, wearing a sundress that was torn and filthy. I couldn’t even guess the correct color of her hair. It was the same color as the sand outside and matted in knots. Her eyes were closed, and she was gasping for air. In her arms she clutched a dirty, worn blanket, swaddling something.
 
   Sergeant Hawkins clicked on his flashlight and shined it on her right side. As I stepped closer, my chest ached. She’d been bitten. 
 
   Crimson oozed from a deep, circular wound on her arm, right below her shoulder. But it was already coagulating. 
 
   She should have started the change.
 
   “What color are her eyes?” I asked. 
 
   “Bloodshot but brown,” he answered. “They aren’t mutating, if that’s what you mean.”
 
   “How?” I started at her in disbelief.
 
   She looked like a survivor, maybe in her late teens, who had been topside for a quite some time. I wondered if this was her home, or if she’d found this place.
 
   My primary concern, or curiosity, was about what she was protecting inside of the blanket. There was no movement, and that terrified me.
 
   “She’s sedated,” Sergeant Hawkins said. “Keanu gave her a mild tranquilizer.”
 
   “How long will it last?”
 
   “Anywhere from four to six hours,” he responded. “Go ahead. I don’t really care to find out what’s inside the blanket,” he said. 
 
   Yeah, right. That’s what I wanted to say out loud. I knew he was just as curious as I was, or he wouldn’t have told me to go ahead. 
 
   I gave the sergeant a side-eyed glance, and he nodded, holding up his handgun and aiming it at her head. 
 
   I kept my distance but leaned forward, stretching my arm to reach the bundle. Touching the edge of the blanket, I pinched it between my fingers and slowly pulled it away from her. Her arm holding the blanket fell to her side, making me jump back. The bundle rolled to the ground, unraveling and revealing what was inside.
 
   Bile filled my mouth. I brought my hand up and ran to the door. As I reached the bottom of the stairs, I dropped to my knees and threw up. My body was trembling. 
 
   Seeing the remains of a dead baby took me over the edge. I couldn’t erase its hollowed out eyes staring at me, or its rotted skin hanging from its bones. The putrefied smell of death permeated her clothes.
 
   “Abi, what’s the matter?” Dr. Simon came over and knelt next to me, but I couldn’t answer. Chase was awake, sitting on the porch.
 
   Emotions overwhelmed me. Not only from what I’d seen but from what that girl must have gone through to keep the child with her. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to lose a child.
 
   An insurmountable stress had been compounding on my shoulders. Finn, my family, the curse, the Arvies, the government, being held captive, the injections, and the fact I hadn’t slept in over forty-eight hours, all had taken me to the breaking point. I wanted to shut down. I needed to rest. 
 
   “What happened in there?” Dr. Simon asked.
 
   Sergeant Hawkins’ voice answered from behind. “We have a dead Arvy and a female survivor who’s been bitten. She was found clutching the corpse of a baby.” 
 
   “Has she been restrained?” Dr. Simon asked. 
 
   “She will be,” he answered. “She’s sedated right now. Doctor, I’d like for you to come and examine her. She’s been bitten by an Arvy, but isn’t showing any signs of mutation.”
 
   Dr. Simon paused and then nodded. “Alright.”
 
   “We have to set up a perimeter,” the sergeant ordered his men. “Jones, you and Stevens set up a few trip wires to the south and west. If we do have visitors, I’m pretty sure they’ll be coming from that direction, the same as they came toward the last town.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Jones answered grabbing his pack, then giving Stevens a nod. 
 
   They’d come prepared. 
 
   Dr. Simon pulled me into a hug, assuring everything would be okay. “Get some sleep. You need to recharge.” He patted my back, then stood to follow the sergeant.
 
   Keanu dragged the Arvy outside and buried it. The girl was taken into one of the back rooms and tied to a bedpost. Per my request, the sergeant wrapped the baby back up and placed it on her lap. She’d been protecting the child, and if she woke up with it missing, who knew what could happen.
 
   Dr. Simon returned after his assessment. “So what do you think?” I asked.   
 
   “She could be the one we’ve been searching for; the first to survive an infectious bite. There might be some life-saving antigens in her blood that could save our population,” Dr. Simon said.
 
   “So she’ll be coming with us?” I asked. 
 
   “Of course. She’ll need to be tested.”
 
   “Another rat for the cage,” I sighed.
 
   Sergeant Hawkins stepped outside. “If her blood can save thousands of survivors, including everyone you love, don’t you think that’s worth it?”
 
   To that, I had no response. Everything…every single thing I was doing—separating myself from my family and searching for a safe place to live—was to keep them safe.
 
   The sergeant’s stare went distant. “You weren’t there. You didn’t see her eyes. They were wild. Whoever she once was is not there anymore. She was…gone, and I don’t believe it was because of the bite.”
 
   “How are we going to take her with us if she’s crazy?” I asked. “I heard her. She was using telepathy to call for help. That means she can use it to call the mutants. She could put us all in danger.”
 
   “But you can hear her, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “If she does anything to put us in danger, let us know, and we’ll take care of it.”
 
   “How do we know that her bite won’t infect us? What if she’s a carrier?” Chase asked. 
 
   “We’ll make sure she is secure and can’t injure herself, or us. As soon as we get to the next town, we will find a way to contact the others. For tonight, we’ll take two-hour shifts. Two on the roof at all times.”
 
   “I can’t sleep in that house,” I said. It wasn’t only the smell, it was what I’d seen.
 
   “I’d prefer to sleep outside too,” Chase said.
 
   The sergeant gave us permission to sleep on the roof with the two soldiers on guard. We’d proven ourselves for now, so we didn’t need to be restrained. The first two on duty were Jones and Stevens. Jones was tinkering with the radio, trying to get it to work.
 
   The roof was at a slight pitch, which allowed us all to be in one area. Jones covered the west and south, and Stevens covered the north and east. The stars and half-moon provided enough light to see in the distance. So far, nothing was coming our way, and my mind was quiet. 
 
   Stevens took out an energy bar, which they had in the bunker, and offered us some. Chase and I refused. I knew that if I closed my eyes, I’d sleep. My entire being was beyond the point of exhaustion. 
 
   Stevens, wide awake, tried to make small talk. “Isn’t it odd that this single house is in the middle of the desert, miles from any other structure?” 
 
   “No,” Chase answered. “My parents had a place in New Mexico that was at least thirty miles from anyone. I remember my mom driving us into town to get supplies. My dad hated the city life. We had a small farm with chickens, cows, and goats while mother kept a huge garden. She grew most of our vegetables. During the summer, my dad would leave for weeks at a time to hunt. It wasn’t a conventional life, but it was all we knew.” He patted his pack and laid his head down. “I was five when he died, and then my mom met an asshole, and the apocalypse happened.”
 
   “Your childhood, before the apocalypse, sounded nice,” I said. “I’m sorry about your dad.” 
 
   “Thanks,” he breathed. 
 
   “Have you talked to Chloe lately?” 
 
   “No,” he replied. “Since the incident, I haven’t been able to hear her at all.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” 
 
   “Don’t be.” He raised his head and looked at me. “If it gets her out of the Reader program, I’m happy. She shouldn’t be there.” 
 
   “You’re a good brother,” I said.
 
   “I keep trying to tell her that.” He laughed and lay back down. 
 
   Jones and Stevens were making small talk, and I overheard them mention a secret team. 
 
   “Did you guys get new tattoos?” I asked on a whim. 
 
   They both looked at me, surprised. “How did you know?” Stevens asked. 
 
   “I have my sources,” I replied, shrugging.
 
   Stevens smirked, then rolled up his sleeve and showed me the tattoo Finn had on his arm. Arvy Outbreak Task Force. “This tattoo?” he asked. 
 
   My heart skipped a beat. They must have known each other.
 
   “Yeah, I’ve seen it before, on a soldier in the bunker. He must have just gotten it because it was bright red.”
 
   His brow furrowed. “We weren’t allowed to show the general population.”
 
   “I’m not part of the general population,” I sighed, tapping on my temple. 
 
   He laughed, and I knew my answer satisfied him.
 
   “Stevens, shut the hell up and let her sleep,” Jones huffed. “Doctor’s orders.”
 
   Stevens rolled his sleeve down. “Night guys,” he said, then looked through the scope on his rifle.
 
   “Night,” Chase and I repeated. 
 
   I turned on my back and gazed up at the evening sky. It was magical. A tear trickled from my eye. My chest was aching, knowing Finn was somewhere under the same blanket of stars.
 
   “I love you,” I whispered quietly, clutching the ring he’d given me close to my heart.
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   TERRIFIED SCREAMS STARTLED ME AWAKE. I shot up, sweat beading on my forehead. 
 
   “What is it?” Jones asked. 
 
   “The girl downstairs. She’s awake and screaming. They need to shut her up, or they’ll come,” I panted.
 
   “I don’t hear anything,” Stevens said. 
 
   “She’s screaming,” I repeated myself, squeezing my head, trying to shut it off. “Tell the sergeant, now!”
 
   Jones turned to Stevens. “Go.” 
 
   Stevens sighed but made his way to the corner of the roof and climbed down.
 
   I turned to Chase, who was sound asleep. He wasn’t stirring.
 
   Why hadn’t he woken up? Couldn’t he hear her? 
 
   The cries were so loud it was making my head throb, and she wasn’t stopping.
 
   “I have to go,” I said getting up and heading inside. I had to make her stop. My body was exhausted and shaking. Once my feet touched the ground, Stevens popped his head out of the door.
 
   “Are you sure you can hear her?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He turned and waved me in. “Come.” 
 
   I covered my nose with my T-shirt, trying to mask the stench. Stevens pushed open the door, where Dr. Simon and Sergeant Hawkins were standing next to the girl’s bedside. She was silent, her eyes were closed, and she was still. But I knew she was screaming inside her head. 
 
   What the hell was going on?
 
   “She’s awake,” I said. “She’s screaming, and if someone doesn’t make her stop, we’ll have hundreds of more Arvies on our ass.” I looked to Dr. Simon. “Can’t you hear her?” 
 
   His eyes shut tight, then popped open again. “I can’t. Are you sure it’s her?”
 
   “She’s the only one it can be,” I said. 
 
   Her eyes snapped open and locked on mine. They were wide, and I could see the whites all around. She was scaring the crap out of me. Her mouth wasn’t moving, but she was screaming obscenities at me. 
 
   My body became heated, and I felt Venge stir.
 
   “Stop,” I commanded, staring into her eyes. But nothing happened. Her deafening screams continued. I turned to Dr. Simon, baffled. “It’s not working on her.”
 
   Sergeant Hawkins touched my shoulder. “Is she still—”
 
   “Yes, and she’s going to put us all in danger.”
 
   He stepped out of the room. “Keanu! Bring the tranquilizers.”
 
   Keanu came into the room with bloodshot eyes, and his hair matted to one side. He was shirtless, and I couldn’t help but notice his well-defined chest and arms, all the way down to his perfect six-pack abs. 
 
   “Give her another dose,” Sergeant Hawkins ordered. 
 
   Keanu’s dark brown eyes narrowed on him like he was crazy. 
 
   “Why? She’s asleep,” he said pointing at her. 
 
   The girl had lain back down and shut her eyes. 
 
   “She’s faking. She was just up, and Abi said she’s using telepathy to scream for help.”
 
   I grasped the sides of my head. “Hurry up and make her stop.” It was as if her madness was filling my head, making me go crazy. 
 
   “All right,” he agreed, going with the flow. 
 
   He filled up the syringe and stepped to the side of the girl. As soon as he stuck the needle in her, her eyes went wide. She jerked her arm, thrashing her body around, screaming violently. 
 
   “Dammit! She snapped the needle off in her arm.” He held up the needleless syringe.
 
   “How much did she get?” the Sarge asked. 
 
   “A third, and I only have enough for one more dose.”
 
   I couldn’t handle her screaming anymore. It felt like whatever she was doing was eating away at my brain.
 
   “Shut up!” I screamed, feeling a surge of energy leave my body.
 
   Her body went limp, and the screaming in my head fell silent.
 
   “Oh my God,” I exhaled. “Is she dead?” I hoped I hadn’t killed her.
 
   Keanu checked her pulse. “She’s alive. You must’ve knocked her out.”
 
   “Finally, something shut her up.” I sighed. 
 
   Keanu’s eyes went wide. “You’re…” His hand gestured toward his nose. 
 
   As soon as he did, I could smell and feel blood drip from my nose. Dr. Simon came to my aid with a handkerchief. He always seemed to have one handy, and I felt bad making a bloody mess of his previous ones. 
 
   “Come, Abi” Dr. Simon put his arm on my shoulder and led me out of the room. 
 
   I was thankful he was here. His kindness was soothing, making me believe there were still kind and genuine people in the world, who despite any circumstance, remained constant and true.
 
   “Dr. Simon?” I questioned. “Why do you think the girl didn’t respond to me the first time?” 
 
   He assisted me down the stairs and took a seat. “You’re still weak and recovering.”
 
   “I don’t feel as weak as before.” I assessed myself. “But she seemed like she was possessed.” 
 
   Dr. Simon nodded. “It could very well be her mental illness blocking your gift. It appears as if her mind is broken, and sometimes when that happens, the mind hides things from itself. Also, unbeknownst to its host, the mind cries for help. Those cries were probably what you’ve been hearing. 
 
   “She’s clearly suffered a terrible pain with the loss of a child. That, compiled with solitary confinement, and a possible genetic predisposition, is enough to make a mind go mad. Hell, just one of those things is enough to make anyone crazy.”
 
   “Do you think her telepathy was something she was born with, or received from the Arvy bite?”
 
   “I’m not sure, and unless she can tell us herself, I don’t think we will get a definite answer.” 
 
   Great, more unanswered questions. I had a feeling this girl was going to be my kryptonite.
 
   “Go back to sleep, Abi. You’re still weak.”
 
   “I don’t know if I can,” I exhaled. “My mind is spinning, trying to find answers.”
 
   “Take this,” he said, pulling a pill from his pocket. 
 
   I pushed his hand away. “No, thank you. I can’t let my mind be weak, especially with her here.” I turned back and watched Keanu extract the broken needle from her arm using tweezers. She didn’t move. The blanket swaddling the child’s corpse was right next to her.
 
   “I’ll try and get some sleep. I’m still exhausted.”
 
   “The sun will be up in a few hours,” Sergeant Hawkins noted. “You could sleep on the covered porch so it’ll keep the morning sun off if you don’t want to be in the house.”
 
   “I think I’ll do that,” I said. “Thank you.”
 
   Dr. Simon patted my shoulder. “Sleep well, Abi.”
 
   “You too.”
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   HOURS LATER, AS THE SUN peeked over the horizon, I woke hearing Stevens and Jones on the porch. 
 
   “I think she’s awake,” Stevens whispered loudly. 
 
   Opening one eye, I caught Jones shaking his head as he replied, “Your loud mouth woke her, dumb ass.” 
 
   “It’s fine. I’m awake.” I stretched my achy limbs and laughed. “Why are you guys down here?”
 
   “We just had some breakfast bars, and were going to check the perimeter,” Stevens answered.
 
   Chase climbed down the ladder. “Hey, guys.”
 
   “Hey,” I replied. 
 
   “How long have I been asleep?” He stretched his arms into the air when he reached the ground. 
 
   “Dude, you’ve slept more than all of us. At least six hours,” Jimenez replied, climbing down after him. Keanu came down last, looking exhausted. 
 
   “Did you get any sleep, Abi?” Chase raised his brow at me.
 
   “Enough,” I replied. I could have slept the entire day. My body was begging me to, but I knew it was going to warm up pretty quickly on the roof. I was glad the girl downstairs hadn’t woken up because I’d barely had a few hours of sleep. 
 
   “Here, the breakfast of champions,” Keanu said, tossing me a bar, and then one to Chase. 
 
   “Are we staying here today?” Chase asked. 
 
   “Yes, unless you feel like dying today. It’ll get upward of 125 degrees,” Keanu said. “We should be heading into the house soon. At least we don’t have to worry about Arvies traveling across the desert. 
 
   “Is the crazy chick still in the house?” Chase asked. 
 
   “She’s knocked out,” Keanu replied. “I gave her the last of the tranquilizer about an hour ago.”
 
   “What happens when it runs out?”
 
   Keanu shrugged. “We’re screwed.”
 
   As we made our way inside the house, Dr. Simon motioned us toward the kitchen area. All the windows in the entire home had been opened, allowing air to flow freely, taking out most of the stench. A dirty blanket was thrown over the blood stains, and someone had set up a table and chairs. 
 
   “Come, sit,” he said taking a seat at the table. 
 
   The sergeant walked past us and nodded as he ducked outside. 
 
   The soldiers followed him out.
 
   Dr. Simon placed his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “I think I know of a way we can help that girl or at least try and quiet the part of her mind that seems to be crying out for help.”
 
   “How?” I asked. 
 
   He looked me directly in the eye, and it made me feel uneasy. Whatever it was would be dangerous. 
 
   “We’ll need to enter her mind and find that part of her, the part which is being protected, and help it.”
 
   “How are we supposed to help,” Chase questioned. “We’re not shrinks.” 
 
   I completely agreed with him. “She could be schizophrenic. Do we even know what the inside of her mind will be like? Will it be safe? What are the risks?”
 
   Chase crossed his arms over his chest. “What is the likelihood of us being injured or killed?”
 
   “There is always a risk when entering someone’s mind, and I don’t have any answers to those questions. I’m sorry. This is something I’ve never done, but it’s our most promising option. I can only imagine a mentally ill mind will be a scary and potentially dangerous place, but because of her unusual situation, we have to keep her with us. Dragging an unconscious body across the desert will slow us down, putting us at greater risk. If she can walk on her own, and her brain is not screaming for help, I think we’ll stand a chance.”
 
   “How will we do this?” I asked. “We’ll have to be monitored, and what happens if anything goes wrong?”
 
   “Sergeant Hawkins and Keanu have agreed to monitor our vitals and protect us. If anything happens, they will inject us with adrenaline, which should bring us back.”
 
   “What if it doesn’t work?” Chase asked. 
 
   “We’ve always found an exit from our minds,” Dr. Simon replied. 
 
   Chase sighed. “Yes, but our minds are not chaotic like hers. They’re easy to enter and leave.”
 
   He was right. Too bad I couldn’t pull her into my mind. I had no doubt she’d feel comfortable in my garden, where it was bright and cheery and smelled sweet. 
 
   “When are we doing this?” I asked. 
 
   “Sergeant Hawkins is talking to his men now. They will have to monitor each of us closely and also the girl. We’ll take advantage of the sun being at its highest point. We have nothing else to do while we wait for nightfall.”
 
   This was a horrible idea, but if it were the only way to keep her quiet, then we’d have to do it.
 
   “How are we supposed to get inside of her mind?”
 
   Dr. Simon gave a disconcerting look. He didn’t know either. We were going in blind.
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   WHEN THE SUN WAS DIRECTLY above us, we carried our chairs into the girl’s room and placed them side by side at the foot of her bed. Dr. Simon was in the middle, and Chase sat to his right, only after they removed the baby’s corpse. I was glad it was his only demand because it creeped me out too. 
 
   The plan was to meet in Dr. Simon’s mind, then travel together into hers, hoping it would be quick and easy. It sounded simple enough. We just had no idea what we would encounter. 
 
   Keanu, Jones, and Sergeant Hawkins would be in the room, monitoring and making sure we were safe. Stevens and Jimenez would be keeping our perimeter safe. 
 
   Per Dr. Simon’s suggestion, we each took a sleeping pill a half-hour earlier, as it was the only thing they had to put us in a sleep state. 
 
   “How are you feeling?” Keanu asked.
 
   “A little anxious,” I said truthfully, glancing at the girl sleeping peacefully on the bed. I couldn’t help but remember how crazed she’d looked. I was glad the sleeping pill was taking the edge off. 
 
   Keanu patted my arm. “Jones and I will be watching and checking your pulses regularly. I have a four Epinephrine shots on hand, just in case.”
 
   “That’s the last resort,” Dr. Simon said, pushing his glasses up onto the bridge of his nose.
 
   “Of course,” Keanu replied. 
 
   As the meds kicked in I was feeling very relaxed. We were all ordered to close our eyes. It was the first time I had ever been in Dr. Simon’s mind. My excitement mixed with my anxiety. Anyway this went, it would be an adventure.
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   THE MEETING IN ONE MIND turned out to be easier than expected, maybe because we were right next to each other. Dr. Simon’s mind was different than anything I’d ever seen. We were inside a beautiful home. It looked like an old Victorian style home, furnished with the most exquisite, antique furniture. The kind I’d seen while fingering through some of the home decor magazines in the hive. The floors were hardwood, and the walls almost a warm rust color. An elaborate wood staircase zigzagged toward the upper floor. 
 
   A cool breeze blew through a wide, open window behind us, making the gossamer curtains flutter. Beyond the window, I could see the sky. It was bright, the lightest color of blue, clean and untainted, with billowy white clouds. 
 
   “Go ahead, look out the window,” Dr. Simon suggested. 
 
   Chase and I glanced at each other, then hurried over to the window. As we got closer, I could smell the salty air wafting through the window. It was distinct, unlike anything I’d smelled in my thirteen years underground. Reaching the window, I witnessed the most beautiful sight. The ocean. Spread out as far as the eye could see, limitless and majestic. White fine sand expanded across the bank.
 
   Soft waves rolled in and out, frothing across the shoreline. The water was a clear turquoise, specks of light glinting off its surface like crystals. The wet taupe sand looked like velvet, soft and shimmering in the sun. In the distance was a grove of palm trees, their fronds dancing in the light breeze. This was paradise.
 
   “What is this place?” I asked, turning toward Dr. Simon. 
 
   “This was once my home,” Dr. Simon replied. “Before the apocalypse.”
 
   “It’s so beautiful,” I breathed, soaking in the scenery.
 
   Chase was quiet, and his eyes wide with wonder. “What’s up?” I asked, elbowing him. 
 
   “This is the first time I’ve seen the ocean.” The corners of his lips rose. “I wouldn’t want to leave my mind if it looked like this.”
 
   “It’s something, isn’t it?” Dr. Simon joined us and glanced out the window. 
 
   “Many times I’ve wished I could stay. But I can't.”
 
   “Why not?” Chase asked.
 
   He turned to him and smiled, placing his hand on his shoulder. “Because there are people in the real world who depend on me. One day my job will be over, and I’m hoping I’ll get to retire here.” 
 
   “Won’t it be lonely, though,” Chase added.
 
   “No,” he breathed, looking out over the horizon. “I believe when my time is up, I will get to see all those I love who have passed on. Hopefully, they’ll come and visit me here.”
 
   I smiled. After all that Dr. Simon had done for me, Chase, Chloe and countless others, I deeply hope his wish would be granted.
 
   “We should start,” I said. “I’d like to find her before she wakes up.”
 
   "All right. We need to concentrate," Dr. Simon said pointing out the window. "Do you see the dark cloud across the ocean, just above the horizon?”
 
   “Yes,” Chase and I answered. 
 
   “That’s where we need to go.” He grabbed each of our hands and held on. “The key will be staying together. Hold on and don’t let go.”
 
   “I forgot my umbrella,” Chase chuckled.
 
   “I’m afraid we will need much more than an umbrella,” Dr. Simon laughed.
 
   We all stepped back, holding hands, and then ran toward the window and crashed through. Dr. Simon led, pulling us with him. 
 
   Our bodies were jettisoned through time and space. We were flying over the water, and toward the dark clouds. In seconds, we’d made the journey, flying straight into the center of the storm. 
 
   I couldn’t see a thing, only felt Dr. Simon’s hand grasped tightly around mine. The air was thick and damp, reeking of death.
 
   We finally broke through the dense cloud, and our feet touched the ground in a place which I could only describe as dark and twisted. Jagged, onyx rocks jutted up from the ground, some reaching up as far as the eye could see. Dead vines with thorns at least three inches long, clung tight to the rocks, coiling around them like snakes ready to bite. Above us were razor-sharp stalactites, hanging like sharp daggers. We were in a maze of the most treacherous terrain imaginable.
 
   A loud rumble was followed by the ground quaking. Above, a razor sharp stalactite cracked in half and plummeted toward us. I pushed Dr. Simon back and dropped, covering my face as it crashed between us, missing him by inches. Shards of black rock shattered everywhere. 
 
   Chase cursed. “What the hell is this place?” 
 
   “It’s what the mind of a mad person looks like,” Dr. Simon answered. “Whatever you do, stay close. It wants to separate us.”
 
   “No,” I breathed. “It wants to kill us.”
 
   “I think you’re both right,” Chase agreed.
 
    “How are we supposed to find her in this?” I questioned. “This is more dangerous than being in the real world. I think we stand a better chance with the Arvies.”
 
    “We’ll have to be extra careful, move forward slowly, and pray we find her. She’s in here somewhere, but her mind is trying to keep us away.
 
   The ground shook again, twisting Chase’s ankle as the rocks shifted and broke. Dr. Simon caught his arm, stopping him from being impaled on the massive, razor sharp stalagmite that had risen up, like a stake aiming for his heart.
 
   Chase paled. Panting he put his hand on Dr. Simon’s shoulder to stand upright. “I could have died right there.”
 
   “I don’t think we can die,” Dr. Simon said. “I’m hoping that if anything happens to us here, they can pull us out quick enough, back into the real world.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?” Chase questioned.
 
   “Not entirely.”
 
   “Well, that sucks,” he puffed. “Just don’t go disappearing and leaving us alone in this place. I swear I’ll end up falling onto that stalagmite just to test your theory.”
 
   This terrain was treacherous. 
 
   I slipped, grabbing hold of a sharp rock next to me, slicing my palm. I watched the blood drip from my hand. “Are you sure we can’t die in here?” I asked. “These injuries feel real.” 
 
   “Abi, let me look at that,” Dr. Simon said. 
 
   “I’m fine,” I replied, tearing a piece off the bottom of my shirt and wrapped it around my hand. 
 
   This wasn't working, and we couldn't keep walking aimlessly through this hellish environment. 
 
   I decided to try something. In my mind’s mind, I called out to her. 
 
   “Hello?” I murmured, having no idea if this would even work. “I heard you calling for help. My name is Abi, and I’ve come to help you.” There was no answer, so I tried again. “Hello. Are you here? We’re having trouble finding you.”
 
   And then I heard a faint response. “I’m here,” she whimpered.
 
   “Where? I said, looking in all directions. “You have to give us a sign. Some way to let us know where you are.”
 
   “I’m in a room. It’s dark and cold. Help me. Please come and find me,” the soft voice pleaded. 
 
   I stopped and turned to Dr. Simon. “I think I’ve made contact with her.”
 
   “How?” he said, sidestepping some stray debris falling from above.
 
   I pointed to my head. “I can talk to her. She wants help. She wants to be found.”
 
   “Where is she?” Chase asked. 
 
   A small beam of light shot upward, about three hundred yards away, illuminating the darkness. 
 
   “There,” I said, pointing. “We found her.” 
 
   Her brain must have known as well because the entire ground shook. “Run!” I yelled as stalactites disengaged from their roosts, crashing downward all around us.
 
   “Run? We can’t run through this!” Chase yelled back. 
 
   “Then haul ass and follow me,” I said, taking the lead. I grabbed hold of Dr. Simon’s arm and dragged him with me, pushing and pulling him, trying to keep him away from all the sharp falling objects.
 
   Chase stayed inches behind, his eyes wide with fright. My pants were torn, and I could feel stinging all up and down my legs. I knew they were cut, but I kept on. 
 
   “Where are you? I’m scared,” the voice called out. 
 
   “Hang on. We’re coming. Keep that light facing upward.”
 
   “What light? I don’t have a light.”
 
   I stopped, panting. What the hell was going on? 
 
   “What’s wrong, Abi?” Dr. Simon asked. 
 
   “The light. It’s not her.” My pulse was racing. 
 
   “What do you mean it’s not her?” Chase asked. 
 
   “She told me she didn’t have a light.” I stood there, completely baffled. “Who the hell is shining the light?”
 
   “We’re screwed,” Chase said. “This was a mistake. We’ll never find her.” 
 
   “We have to try,” I said. “I’m going toward the light to see what it is. You can stay here, or come with me.”
 
   Just then the ground shook, throwing us is separate directions. A large crack formed on the ground, and I watched, helpless, as it slithered toward Dr. Simon. 
 
   “Dr. Simon, move!” I tried to get to him to pull him out of the way, but a large boulder tumbled directly between us. “Dr. Simon!” I screamed.
 
   “Abi,” he said, nodding with hope in his eyes. “Find her.” 
 
   The ground opened up right under him and swallowed him whole. I watched his bloodied hands grasp onto the razor edge, then slip. His screams reverberated through my heart.
 
   “Abi,” Chase called. “My foot is stuck.”
 
   “I’m coming,” I said, trying to crawl over the boulder separating us. Everything was sharp-edged. My hands, my arms, my legs, were a bloody mess. Chase didn’t look any better. His ankle was twisted under a large rock, and as much as I tried to lift it, it wouldn’t budge. It weighed a ton. 
 
   “Help! Help me,” the girl’s voice cried out. 
 
   “I don’t know where you are,” I said, desperately searching for a way to get Chase free.
 
   “Abi? Chase?”
 
   I froze. “Dr. Simon?” 
 
   “Yes, I’m back outside. How are you?”
 
   Hearing his voice caused tears to well in my eyes. “Chase is stuck. I can’t get him free.”
 
   “I’m not sure how much time we have, so you’ll have to hurry. If you can’t find her, let me know, and I’ll pull you out.”
 
   “Abi,” Chase grabbed hold of my arm. “There is no way my foot is getting free. It’s too heavy, and there is nothing around here to pry it off.”
 
   “I can’t leave you,” I said.
 
   “You won’t be.” His eyes saddened. “I’ll be leaving you. I’m so sorry.” 
 
   I shook my head. “Don’t be. It seems as if I’m the only one who can hear her anyway.”
 
   “Be safe, Abi.”
 
   “I will.” I smiled. “Dr. Simon. Take Chase out of here.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’m going to continue. Pull me out when I tell you. Not before,” I said.
 
   Chase gasped for air, and I watched his body slump over. They were shooting him with the adrenaline. 
 
   I stayed, watching his body fade until he was gone. Now, I was alone. Alone in a mind trying to take me out, while searching for a needle in a stack of rocks.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MY SURROUNDINGS CAME UNHINGED. I had to move, quickly. At least I only had me to worry about now. I decided to head toward the light. It seemed odd that as soon as I asked for a sign, the light popped up. It could have been the crazy part of her mind throwing me off. But it was the only thing I had to go on.
 
   “Are you still there?” I asked. 
 
   “Yes. I’m here. Are you coming?” she pleaded.
 
   “I’m trying my best.” It was the best response I could come up with.
 
   “I’m so scared, and cold.”
 
   “What’s your name?” I asked, trying to take her mind off of her circumstances.
 
   “Danielle.”
 
   “Hi, Danielle.”
 
   I dove to the left, avoiding more large debris falling from above, adding injuries to my hands and arms along with a constant burning, nagging pain.
 
   “Abi, what’s going on?” Dr. Simon asked. 
 
   “Getting filleted alive. Other than that I’m fine,” I replied.
 
   “Just say the word, and I’ll pull you out.”
 
   “Not yet. She’s still making contact,” I said.
 
   “Abi?” It was Danielle.
 
   “I’m here, Danielle.”
 
   “I thought you were going to leave me.”
 
   “No, I’m working my way to you.” I was trying to be as calm as I could. “How old are you?” 
 
   “Seven.” I could hear her whimpering. “The monster. You won’t let the monster scare me anymore, will you?” She sounded terrified. 
 
   “What monster, Danielle?” She sounded terrified.
 
   “Promise you’ll help me, Abi.”
 
   As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t make a promise I couldn’t keep. 
 
   “I’m coming. I’m coming to find you.” 
 
   Sucking up the pain, I crawled toward the light. I could feel she was nearby. It felt almost as if I were being drawn to her, and didn’t want her to suffer alone, especially in a place like this. Her mind scared the crap out of me. And the monster she talked about had me worried too. I hoped it wasn’t in here with us. I was barely surviving the terrain.
 
   As I neared the light, the ground around me shook even harder than before, opening up.
 
   “Abi!” Danielle screamed. 
 
   I could hear her. She wasn’t near the light; she was behind me. As I turned, I could see a hole in the ground. It was dark, and the rim of it was lined with pointed rocks. 
 
   Right as I made my decision, it was as if her mind knew and threw everything at me. I wasn’t going to stick around. I took in a deep breath and jumped down the dark and scary hole, covering my face. Something tore into my side, making me cringe. Then my body slammed into the ground. 
 
   “Abi? Is that you?” It was Danielle.
 
   “Yes, I’m here,” I said, peeling myself off the dirt.
 
    It was pitch black. I couldn’t see anything farther than a few inches in front of my face. I wish I’d had a flashlight or a torch…anything. With that thought, a beam of light clicked on at my feet. I bent down and was shocked to feel a flashlight in my hand. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. I picked up the flashlight and swung it around. Far in a corner was a body covered in the same dress as the girl tied to the bed; only she was much younger.
 
   As the light hit her, her hand raised, shielding her eyes. 
 
   “Are you hurt?” I asked. 
 
   “No.” She slowly stood to her feet. Her hair was a dark blonde, her eyes were dark brown, and she was gaunt. In her arms was the baby blanket. A shiver ran up my spine.  
 
   What the hell was I doing? What was I supposed to do with her now that I had her? 
 
   “Dr. Simon, can you hear me?” I waited. “Dr. Simon?” Why wasn’t he answering?
 
   I guess I was supposed to make her feel comfortable and not afraid, so she wouldn’t call for help, leading the Arvies toward us. If I could make a flashlight appear, maybe I could help her shape this place up. 
 
   “Danielle, do you want to help me with something?” I asked. 
 
   “Sure.” A timid smile rose on her dirty face. She looked so innocent, far from the psychotic girl I’d witnessed last night. But this was the same girl. What had happened to her? Her mind was protecting this seven-year-old part of her. I didn’t want to think of what could have happened, but it was too hard not to. 
 
   “What’s in the blanket?” I asked. 
 
   “Snuggles,” she replied with a silly giggle. 
 
   “Can I see Snuggles?”
 
   She hugged it to her chest. “Mm-hmm.”
 
   I held my breath as she shyly unwrapped the blanket, then she pulled out a teddy bear. 
 
   Oh, thank God. 
 
   “What did you want me to do?” she asked. 
 
   “I want you to think of something that makes you happy,” I said.
 
   She gave me a wide-eyed look and then frowned. 
 
   “What’s the matter?” I asked. 
 
   “I can’t think of anything.”
 
   I was shocked and heartbroken. “What about light? Doesn’t light make you happy?”
 
   “I guess,” she breathed. 
 
   I walked over to take her hand. She flinched away from me at first, but then reached out and held on tight. 
 
   “Danielle, I want you to close your eyes and think about the sun. Think of how warm it is, and how its light would brighten up this place.”
 
   “That would be nice,” she said. 
 
   “Then close your eyes and see it.” She did as I said, and it was as if the sun had risen in her dark underground world. Warmth immediately filled the entire area. 
 
   She gasped opening her eyes. “How did it happen?”
 
   “It was all you,” I said, brushing back the hair hanging in front of her eyes.
 
   She reminded me so much of Lily at this age.
 
   “Can I make more things?”
 
   “You can create anything you want to,” I smiled, watching her eyes gleam.
 
   “Can you help me?”
 
   “Sure,” I said, then offered her some advice. I wanted her new place to be bright and cheery; somewhere she wouldn’t be afraid. “What about some soft grass with fruit trees and colorful flowers?”
 
   “I don’t know what those look like,” she said. 
 
   I was confused at first but remembered she was two when the apocalypse happened. “Didn’t you have any books with pictures?”
 
   “A few,” she whispered, her eyes fell to her hands twisting around themselves. “My mom used to read to me when I was younger, but I don’t remember the pictures. She died, and my father took the books away and only read the Bible.”
 
   “Did you have a brother or sister?”
 
   “No.” I noticed she was getting fidgety and uncomfortable, so I changed the subject. 
 
   “What do you think about you and me creating a garden together? I got to see a real garden, with lots of fruit trees, and the most beautiful flowers in so many colors. While I was there, I was happy, and I think you will be too.”
 
   “I would like that a lot,” she said. 
 
   “Close your eyes and hold my hand.” I held my breath, praying I would be able to manifest some of my world into hers. I attempted to project trees, grass, and flowers into her mind. After a few moments, I opened my eyes and watched the creation of a beautiful new world. 
 
   “Danielle, open your eyes,” I whispered. 
 
   Watching her reaction to seeing her new garden was heartbreaking and amazing, all at once. It was as if she were in shock. Her mouth dropped open, her eyes soaking up the view. 
 
   “Is it real?” she asked, looking at me. 
 
   “It’s as real as you want it to be.” 
 
   She bent down and ran her hand across the grass. “It’s so soft.”
 
   “Look on the tree,” I said, pointing upward. Large, bright red apples hung low, ready for her little hands to pluck. “Go ahead. Eat one.”
 
   “Eat what? What is it?” She pulled the fruit from the tree and twisted it in her fingers. 
 
   “It’s called an apple. Take a bite.”
 
   She placed the fruit up to her lips and bit. Juice squirted on her face, making her flinch. Then she laughed. 
 
   I wasn’t sure what to make of her expression. 
 
   “Do you like it?”
 
   Her eyes closed. “I love it. It’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted,” she said, smacking her lips together, then taking another bite.  
 
   I wasn’t sure what taste her mind had created because she’d never had a real apple before, but I was glad she was enjoying it. I looked around and knew she’d be better off. 
 
   She clutched her teddy bear tight. 
 
   “Look, Snuggles, we have a new home. We don’t have to be afraid anymore.”
 
   “That’s right. You don’t have to be afraid. And anytime you want to talk to me, just close your eyes and call me.”
 
   “Are you leaving me?” Her eyes went wide, and her tiny body trembling. 
 
   I knelt in front of her, taking both of her hands into mine. “I have to go, but I’ll be close. If you ever need me, call my name.”
 
   She leaned over and wrapped her arms around my neck, squeezing like she didn’t want to let me go. 
 
   I hugged her back. My heart and stomach were aching over leaving her alone.
 
   “Hey, you’re alright now. Look at this place,” I said. “What I want you to do is think about what else you can add to this place to make it even more fun and relaxing. You can show it to me when I come back to visit.”
 
   “Okay,” she sniffed, unwrapping her arms and wiping a tear from her cheek. 
 
   I wished there was a way I could take her from this place, to rescue her from herself, but that was never going to happen.
 
   “Take care of Snuggles. You have everything you need now.”
 
   “Thank you, Abi,” she said. “No one has ever been this nice to me.”
 
   I fought my emotions, trying not to let her see how sad I was inside. I didn’t want to get into any details and open up a can of worms. Her brain was protecting her from all the un-nice things; there was no reason to go and unravel all of its hard work.
 
   “We’re friends now. If you need me, just call my name.”
 
   “I will.” Her lips rose into a full, tooth-filled smile. “Hear that, Snuggles. Abi’s our friend.” She hugged her bear tightly.
 
   I placed my hand on her head and stroked her long, blonde hair. 
 
   “Dr. Simon, I’m ready.”
 
   In a few moments, I could feel my pulse racing. Then everything became a blur as if I were being rewound and thrust backward. When I blinked, I was back sitting in the chair with Dr. Simon, Chase, and Keanu standing around me. 
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   “ABI, WHAT HAPPENED? ARE YOU okay?” Dr. Simon asked. 
 
   “Yes,” I said, straightening myself. “I found her. Her name is Danielle.”
 
   “And?” Chase asked.
 
   “She should be fine.” I hoped. “It was her seven-year-old self that was hidden away in a dark place, calling for help.”
 
   “Seven? She must have experienced something horrible after that.” Dr. Simon’s brow became deep set with worry.
 
   “She was probably abused,” Keanu said, shaking his head. “I’d like to skin any bastard who would hurt an innocent child.”
 
   There wasn’t one of us who didn’t agree.
 
   I rubbed my face and shook my head. “When I asked her to think about something happy, she couldn’t think of one thing.”
 
   “That’s so sad,” Chase said, turning around and looking at the girl on the bed. “At least I had Chloe.”
 
   “Yes, and you still do,” I smiled, and he returned the gesture. “I helped Danielle create some beauty in her dark, tormented world. I’m hoping it will keep her from being scared.”
 
   “You did the right thing,” Dr. Simon said, patting my shoulder.
 
   “I hope whatever good I did is enough,” I sighed. “I wish I could have brought her back.”
 
   “Maybe, there will be a way to bring her back in the future.”
 
   “I hope so,” I said. “For her sake.”
 
   “How can you save her from herself?” Chase asked. 
 
   “With lots of time, patience, and love,” Dr. Simon answered.
 
   Chase gave a knowing nod; he was still in the process of healing from his own abusive past.
 
   Keanu handed me a flask of water. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said, gulping it down. The water relieved my parched throat. 
 
   “No problem,” he replied. I handed the flask back to him. “I’m surprised at your resilience. You’ve shown a lot of strength and endurance.”
 
   “I’m as strong as I need to be,” I shrugged. 
 
   Keanu grinned. “I think you three should rest up for our journey this evening. We need you to be on full alert.”
 
   I stood from the chair and felt dizzy. Chase and Keanu each caught one of my arms. 
 
   “I’m good,” I said, trying to stand on my own. 
 
   “Come here,” Keanu said, hoisting me up into his arms. He carried me to the couch and set me down. “You should rest.” He smiled and held out the bottle of Vicks. I grinned and dipped my finger in, swiping a bit under my nose. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said, laying back on the dusty couch. I knew I needed to rest. I was still recovering from the last Arvy incident and drained myself further from surviving the trek through Danielle’s mind. 
 
   Dr. Simon and Chase rolled up their blankets and used them as pillows, laying on the ground next to the couch.  
 
   I looked up at the cobwebbed and bowing roof, and trying to imagine it before the apocalypse. My eyes were heavy and hard to hold open, so I gave in.
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   WHEN I OPENED MY EYES, the light outside was already fading. I sat up, feeling stronger, rested. Chase and Dr. Simon were still asleep, but they needed it as much as me.
 
   I heard something and sat up straight, listening. A deep growl made the hair on my body stand on end. Arvies.
 
   “Abi, are you there?” It was Danielle.
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   “Do you hear them? More monsters are coming.”
 
   “Don’t be afraid, Danielle. You’re safe. No monsters can get you.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I won’t let them. You’ll hear them but won’t see them. Now I need you to be strong and very quiet, do you hear me?”
 
   “Yes,” she said. 
 
   “No matter what you hear, don’t make a sound. Do you understand, Danielle?”
 
   “I understand,” she replied.
 
   “How about you take Snuggles and pick me a bunch of flowers? I’ll contact you after the monsters are gone.”
 
   The growls were getting louder. 
 
   “Sergeant Hawkins,” I yelled, waking Chase and Dr. Simon in the process. His head peeked in the doorway. “They’re coming,” I said, breathless. “The Arvies are coming.”
 
   Sergeant Hawkins hollered, and in seconds, his team was assembled on the porch. “We’re moving out. Arvies are approaching, and we aren’t sure how many or how long it’ll take before they arrive.”
 
   They turned toward me, and I nodded my confirmation.
 
   “What about the girl?” Stevens asked. “The crazy one?”
 
   “She’s coming, and you’re in charge of her,” Sergeant Hawkins ordered. 
 
   “Sarge, there is no way I’m going to drag her with that dead baby across the desert.”
 
   “Stevens, you’ll do whatever it takes to make sure she keeps up.”
 
   Jimenez chuckled. 
 
   Without turning around, the sergeant added, “Jimenez, you’ve just joined him.”
 
   “Ahhh, shit, Sarge,” he hissed. Stevens gave him a smirk. “Asswipe.”
 
   Stevens and Jimenez grabbed the girl, while the rest of us quickly gathered our things. 
 
   The sergeant led us northeast. The growls were growing louder and louder, informing me there were just as many Arvies in this group as the last.
 
   Danielle was restrained, with her arms behind her back. Her mouth had been sealed to muffle her screams. She still hadn’t spoken a word and was groggy, but stumbled along at a decent enough pace. The possessed stare in her eyes was undeniable though. She wasn’t the girl I’d met in her mind. This girl was damaged, maybe beyond repair.
 
   The only one she’d let near her was Chase, for reasons we didn’t understand. Maybe she felt a connection to him. 
 
   They put the remains of the baby into a plastic bag and wrapped it in the blanket to keep the smell at bay. Then Chase carefully attached it to the back of his pack, and walked in front of her, which made her willingly follow. It was a smart plan on Chase’s part and seemed to be working. 
 
   The sun was getting lower as we hurried our way across the sand. 
 
   Stevens stopped and squinted ahead. “Is that the town?” he asked. 
 
   In the distance, as the sun barely touched the ground, I saw a dozen black dots on the horizon. 
 
   Sergeant Hawkins peered through his binoculars. “No, the town is much further, at least thirty miles away. Those look like random homes. We’ll need to pick up our pace so that we can take refuge there.”
 
   Jimenez looked concerned. “Sarge, if those mutants find us, they’ll corner us.”
 
   “I see them—a cloud of dust,” Jones said, pointing to the south. “There must be around fifty heading our way.” 
 
   “Abi, how do they know?” the sergeant asked. “Is the girl calling them?”
 
   “No,” I answered. “She’s been quiet.”
 
   “How far, Jones?” Sergeant Hawkins questioned.
 
   “They’re approximately twenty clicks southwest of our position. If we don’t kick it into gear, those Arvies will be munching on our asses in a matter of hours.”
 
   “Munching on our asses?” Jimenez chuckled. 
 
   “Yeah, and look! I can see one of them in the front, waving a bottle of hot sauce in the air. Looks like he’s craving Mexican,” Jones laughed. 
 
   “Ha, ha, ha,” Jimenez snarled. “I hope it finds me. I’ll give that bastard a mouthful it’ll never forget.” He racked the slide on his handgun. “But we do have a colorful buffet of options. White and dark meat. Or, they might prefer Hawaiian.”
 
   Keanu gave him a side glance and flexed his bicep. “Hawaiian, yes, but if they’re looking for pineapples or ham, it ain’t here.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Stevens laughed.
 
   “Damn white people used to think they could throw ham and pineapple on a dish and call it Hawaiian. That’s bullshit. Real Hawaiians never ate that shit.”
 
   Stevens’ brow crinkled. “What did they eat?”
 
   “Whatever the hell they felt like eating,” Keanu replied, staring down at him with a scowl. 
 
   “That’s cool, that’s cool,” Stevens replied, not returning eye contact.
 
   Keanu smacked him on the back. “But these days we can’t be picky, am I right?”
 
   “Right.” 
 
   “Hey, I see a chopper,” Jones said, pointing to the sky. “They’re headed for the Arvies.”
 
   We all waited anxiously for more news as he focused his binoculars. “They’re firing on them. Holy shit, I think our asses have been saved. They took them out!”
 
   Sergeant Hawkins stood next to him, glancing through his binoculars. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes. I don’t see the Arvies anymore.” 
 
   “Is the chopper headed our way? Are we going to be rescued?” Stevens’ eyes were wide, trying to spot whatever was across the desert with his naked eye.
 
   “They’re headed our way,” Jones said.
 
   “Looks like rescue is on the way, ladies,” Sergeant Hawkins chimed. 
 
   “Hooah!” the men cheered.
 
   “Are you sure they can see us?” Dr. Simon asked. “We are nearly invisible out in the open.”
 
   “No. No!” Jones yelled. “They’re turning. Heading northwest, toward the last town we were in.”
 
   “What if we make a signal fire?” Stevens asked. 
 
   Jimenez turned to him with an annoyed look. “Because, genius…we’ll be signaling more than the chopper. Remember the town we set on fire? The smoke led them to us. If the chopper doesn’t see it, we’ve just invited trouble for ourselves.”
 
   “It was just a suggestion,” Stevens huffed.
 
   “Grab your gear and get a move on,” the sergeant commanded. “I’d like to reach these homes before it gets completely dark. We can’t be out in the open knowing the mutants are pursuing us; they knew we were headed this way. And, I’d like to have the advantage of whatever daylight we have left to remove any Arvies that may be hanging out in those homes.”
 
   I turned to Dr. Simon and noticed he looked a little flustered. “How are you?” 
 
   He turned and smiled. “I’m fine. Of course, we could all be better.”
 
   “You need some water?”
 
   “I’d love some,” he replied. 
 
   Keanu heard our conversation and handed Dr. Simon a canteen.
 
   “Thank you,” Dr. Simon and I answered together. 
 
   I was glad the chopper was headed in the opposite direction. It meant another day of figuring out an escape plan. The soldiers were slowly dropping their guard around me, and I was trying to prove to them that I wouldn’t try to escape. 
 
   Yet. 
 
   Since I promised, I tried to make contact with Danielle to let her know about the Arvies.
 
   It took a minute for her to respond. Her voice was quiet. “Are the monsters gone?”
 
   “Yes. They’re all gone,” I said. “You don’t have to be scared.”
 
   “Okay. Thank you,” she answered. 
 
   “You’re welcome. I’ll contact you later,” I said, turning and looking at the girl with Chase. It was like they were two completely different people. She was still a little groggy and looked battered. In more ways than one. 
 
   While the soldiers seemed like cool enough guys, their mission had been to capture me, regardless of the cost, and they had. But then again, they were only following orders
…not to mention, killing Arvies in the meantime. 
 
   I wonder if Finn had stayed in the bunker if he would have been a part of this team. He would’ve fit in with them perfectly. Everyone loved him—not as much as I did— Finn had a magnetic presence and personality and got along with everyone
 
   I couldn’t think too much about him because it made my heart ache. He would be furious that I left without telling him. I had to keep reminding myself it was for the best. 
 
   Or was it? 
 
   We had limited time on this earth. I wanted to be with Finn, and I knew he wanted to be with me, yet here I was, captured…a prisoner being led through the desert, trying to stay alive.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered to him, wishing I could go back for a do-over. If I had a second chance, I’d want him with me. The real question now was…had my decision caused us to be separated indefinitely?
 
   We kept moving as quickly as we could and made it outside the small group of homes right before the sun disappeared on the horizon. 
 
   “Everyone down,” Sergeant Hawkins said, dropping to his chest about two hundred yards out. 
 
   As soon as Danielle saw the homes, she threw a fit, screaming and thrashing her body around. 
 
   “Shut her up,” the sergeant ordered. 
 
   Chase crawled over to her and grabbed the sides of her head, steadying her to look into his eyes. In a calm and soothing voice, he reassured her she was going to be safe. “Nothing will harm you. I’ll protect you.” He repeated the words over and over like a lullaby, and it worked. She calmed down; her wide brown eyes never leaving his. 
 
   “You rock, Chase. And it looks like you’ve got a new admirer,” I said.
 
   Keeping his eyes on Danielle, he replied, “Figures. It doesn’t surprise me I’d get the mentally unstable one.”
 
   I giggled then heard a terrifying growl. Chase and Dr. Simon’s heads snapped toward me, simultaneously. 
 
   “Did you hear that?” I whispered. 
 
   They both nodded. 
 
   “What is it?” Sergeant Hawkins asked. 
 
   “Arvies. They’re somewhere in there.”
 
   He pulled his M-16 from his back and checked the ammo. “We’ll go in teams of two. “Keanu and Stevens, you’ll take the right. Jones and Jimenez, you’ll go left. Clear the outside buildings first and move in. I’ll go center.”
 
   “Sergeant, I can help. You’ll need someone to cover you.”
 
   “She’s right,” Jones said. “Going in alone is dangerous. We can’t afford to lose you.”
 
   Sergeant Hawkins gave me a stare down, and I could almost see him weighing the pros and cons. He finally leaned forward, handing me the M-16.
 
   “No,” I said pushing it back. “I need my gun.”
 
   “It’s a handgun.” He said it like I was saying something absurd.
 
   “It can kill as quickly and efficiently as your rifle,” I said. 
 
   After another brief pause, he reached into his bag and pulled out Hellfire. As he placed her in my hands, it felt as if he’d gifted me a firstborn child.” 
 
   “How many do you think are in there?” he asked. 
 
   “It doesn’t sound like many. Maybe a dozen? I’m not entirely sure.” 
 
   He reached back in and threw me an extra clip. “Just in case.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, tucking it into my belt. 
 
   “I’ll be taking that back when we’re done,” he noted. 
 
   “Yeah, yeah. I know.” Anger bubbled inside at that, and Venge stirred. But I had to keep her caged. If I didn’t, they’d all be dead.
 
   “What about us?” Chase whispered. 
 
   Jones handed him his handgun. “If you try and run—” 
 
   “Do you seriously think we’d run?” Chase held his free hand up gesturing to the landscape. “There’s nowhere to run to.” 
 
   Keanu gave Dr. Simon his piece.
 
   “I don’t know how to use this,” Dr. Simon said, holding the gun as if it would bite him. 
 
   “Just point and shoot,” I said. “You probably won’t have to use it. You should be okay, just stay down and stay quiet.” They looked terrified, but I knew we could clear the Arvies and be back in no time.
 
   I turned to Chase. “You’ve got this, right?”
 
   “Yeah, just hurry back.” His voice was trembling.  
 
   With two hand signals, the two teams ran left and right. 
 
   “You ready?” Sergeant Hawkins asked, glancing back at me.
 
   I grinned. “I was bred for this.”
 
   I swear I saw a smile on his face as he turned back and ran toward the middle house. I followed closely behind, with adrenaline pumping through my veins, and Hellfire grasped tightly in my hand. 
 
   When we reached the back of the house, we pressed our backs up against it. 
 
   “Do you hear anything?” he asked. 
 
   “Yes,” I replied. “They’re here and are close; I just can’t pinpoint their location.”
 
   He nodded. “I’m going around to the front. You cover my back.”
 
   I nodded and followed him around the side of the house, staying under the windows. 
 
   In a few seconds, two gunshots rang out. 
 
   Sergeant Hawkins ran forward, knowing we’d been given away. 
 
   Stevens yelled. 
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   KNEELING IN THE DIRT, TEN yards away, was a man with his hands in the air, begging Stevens not to shoot. He must have been a survivor because he looked like a vagrant. 
 
   Stevens made a swinging motion with his gun, the man stumbled to his feet and ran away.
 
   Another gunshot fired behind us. 
 
   “Abi,” Sergeant Hawkins called. He was already at the front door. There was so much going on, I had to work on keeping focused. He broke through the door and stormed in. 
 
   Holding Hellfire up, I swung her around, checking our perimeter. So far, it was clear, but there were Arvies and vagrants in the area. 
 
   With the outside clear, I made my way into the house. It was dark, but I could see the sergeant’s flashlight swinging back and forth. Following his light, I made my way through a hallway. I could hear a faint growl, but wasn’t sure if it was in the house or farther outside. 
 
   A weapon was fired. I heard Sergeant Hawkins struggling, so I ran back to help him. He was wrestling with two bodies. I fired the next two shots, and both bodies dropped. 
 
   Sergeant Hawkins was on his back, pushing one of the bodies off him. He reached for his flashlight a few feet away. The light briefly shone on a corpse’s face.
 
   “Oh my God,” I breathed, horrified. “They were survivors.” My entire body trembled. “Oh my God. I killed survivors.”
 
   They were filthy from head to toe, much like Danielle. Their hair was matted, facial hair long and unkempt, their teeth badly eroded, and their nails, long and sharpened. 
 
   Sergeant Hawkins pointed his flashlight toward the first man. A foot away from him was a machete with dried blood smeared across the blade. Then he moved to the second man. Still gripped in his hand was a serrated blade, also stained with blood. 
 
   “We call them Manics,” he said. “Survivors who came topside way before the government said it was safe. Most of them have gone mad and violent. They are mainly those who had private hives and didn’t adhere to the government's warnings. You’d be surprised how many there are up here.”
 
   “How do you know about them?”
 
   “We’ve run across them over the past few months,” he said kicking the machete toward the wall. “They’re no better than the mutants. A few soldiers witnessed a group of them practicing cannibalism. During a routine search, they found three bodies strung up with large pieces of flesh missing. One of them was a child.”
 
   “Oh God.” I covered my mouth, acid rising in my throat. The smell coming from these men was nauseating.
 
   “I didn’t even see them when I walked in the room. They were hiding in the closet. He pointed the flashlight to a small walk-in. “You saved my life. Those men would have killed me without batting an eye. Look at them. They’re savages.”
 
   I nodded, wiping my tears. I would believe his words, but mainly because I didn’t want to think I’d killed innocents. If I did, my world would fall apart.
 
   Sergeant Hawkins glanced at me. “We still have a few homes to clear. You up for it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He made his way toward the exit and paused, checking outside. Then he handed me his flashlight and put on his night vision goggles. “You’ve got one hell of a shot, girl. They were all quick kills, right to the forehead.”
 
   “I was trained by the best,” I said. 
 
   “I can see that,” he said. “And thanks for offering to cover me.”
 
   “Survival works best in a group. With people you trust.”
 
   He gave a nod. “Let’s go.”
 
   I followed him to the next house and heard low rumbling growls. “Head’s up. Arvies inside.”
 
   He gave me a thumbs-up and readied his weapon. As soon as he broke through the door, he began firing. Arvy screams rang loud. He went right, I went left. A dark figure moved, and as I swung the flashlight around, I was slammed from the side.
 
   Toppling onto the ground, I grabbed hold of the Arvy’s neck as it pushed down, snapping its teeth at my face. Hellfire was trapped in the hand being held beneath my body. I bent my knees and kicked off the ground, enough to release my arm. As soon as it was free, I shot. One bullet in the side of its head. I pushed it to the side and jumped to my feet, whisking the flashlight around the room. Empty. 
 
   I quickly made my way to the next room when I heard multiple shots. Running toward Sergeant Hawkins, I saw another movement ahead. I raised Hellfire. 
 
   “Don’t shoot!” It was Stevens. “We’ve cleared ours and came to help.” Keanu stood outside. “We killed five Arvies, and let loose two survivors.”
 
   “Clear,” Jones yelled, then walked into the house.
 
   Sergeant Hawkins came out of the back room dragging two Arvy bodies. We heard screaming outside, and then gunshots. 
 
   Keanu ran from the doorway. “Jimenez!”
 
   There were more gunshots and yelling. I headed for the door but was met with the team.
 
   “Get him in.” Both Keanu and Jones carried Jimenez into the home; each had an arm. 
 
   “Shit. Shit. Shit!” Jimenez moaned. 
 
   “What happened?” Sergeant Hawkins pulled a chair from the corner. 
 
   “Damn son of a bitch! It bit me,” he hollered. “I’m going to die. I’m not ready for this shit.”
 
   “Where?” The sergeant stood in front of him.
 
   “Leg. I was walking back, and it dove at me. Before I knew what was going on, it bit my calf.”
 
   More gunshots were heard outside.
 
   “Shit! The Readers,” Stevens exhaled. 
 
   “Go get them!” Sergeant Hawkins yelled.
 
   Stevens and Jones ran outside, with me on their heels. The gun continued to fire…five, six, seven, eight, nine times. I sprinted as fast as I could, passing by Keanu and Stevens, my heart hammering. 
 
   When I neared them, I saw an Arvy on the ground, feet away from the group. Dr. Simon had his weapon pointed at the body, his hands trembling. 
 
   “Dr. Simon!” I yelled. 
 
   He looked at me and released the weapon. He’d fired every single round into the Arvy. It was riddled with bullets. 
 
   “Holy balls,” Stevens whistled. “That mutant looks like Swiss cheese.”
 
   “Do you even know what Swiss cheese is?” Jones sneered.
 
   “I’ve seen pictures. It’s very…holey.”
 
   “Dr. Simon, look at me?” I said kneeling next to him. He was still shaking, so I placed my hand on his shoulder. “You did good.” 
 
   He turned to me, a blank look in his eyes. I knew that look well. It was his first kill, and he was in shock, probably trying to process what really happened. It must have been especially hard for someone who’d spent his life helping people.
 
   Danielle was sobbing, wrapped in Chase’s arms. 
 
   “It came running at us,” Chase explained. “Danielle freaked out. She wouldn’t let me go.”
 
   “It’s alright,” I said. “You’re safe, and that’s all that matters. Come on, let’s get inside.”
 
   Keanu assisted Dr. Simon toward the house— he still hadn’t said a word. He would just need a lot of rest after this encounter. 
 
   I followed Chase and Danielle. She was still trembling, and the closer we got to the house, the more difficult it became for Chase to calm her. 
 
   From her struggling, it was apparent that she desperately did not want to be here, and it made me wonder if any of the survivors we’d found were part of her hive. They all seemed to have that same crazed look in their eyes. Wondering if she'd eaten human meat to survive made me sick to my stomach.
 
   As we neared the house, the bodies had already been piled up outside, and I could hear Jimenez moaning. Hurrying inside, I saw him laying on the floor. Keanu had a tight tourniquet right above his knee. They’d torn his pants, revealing the bite. It looked gnarly. 
 
   “Put me out, and cut it off,” Jimenez yelled through gritted teeth.
 
   “What happened?” Dr. Simon finally spoke.
 
   “An Arvy bit him,” I whispered. 
 
   “Jones,” Jimenez called. 
 
   Jones knelt at his side and took hold of his hand. “What do you need, brother?”
 
   Jimenez patted Jones’ chest with his free hand. “You were right, man.” 
 
   “About what?”
 
    “The damn Arvies prefer Mexican. Who knew?” He laughed out loud, then moaned in pain. 
 
   Jones shook his head. “How can you crack jokes in your condition?” 
 
   “In my next life, I’m going to be a comedian. I can feel it,” he wheezed and closed his eyes. 
 
   “Jimenez?” Jones murmured, leaning down, his brow deeply furrowed.  
 
   Jimenez’s eyes snapped open. “What?” he yelled, making Jones jump.
 
   “Dammit. I thought you were—”
 
   “Nope.” Jimenez clinched his teeth and groaned. “Not dead yet.”
 
   “You’re not gonna die, man,” Jones said, his brow furrowed. 
 
   “I don’t want to turn into one of those things. Cut my damn leg off if you have to.” Jimenez’s face crumpled in pain, his body trembling. Sweat beaded, on his forehead, running down his face and soaking his shirt.
 
   Dr. Simon stepped close to Keanu and whispered, “Do you have pain medication?” 
 
   He nodded. “I have morphine auto-injectors.”
 
   “Grab what you have and administer the first shot.”
 
   The room felt cold and dark, as if death had stepped into the doorway. Keanu opened his medical pack and gave him the first shot of morphine. The rest of the soldiers gathered around Jimenez, the mood incredibly somber. Sergeant Hawkins knelt next to him, resting his hand on Jimenez’s forehead. 
 
   His moaning slowly subsided. Grabbing hold of his tags, he pulled them from around his neck and held them up. “Hey, Sarge, tell my family I love them, okay?”
 
   Sergeant Hawkins took hold of them, trying to hold in his emotions. “I will, son. I promise.”
 
   “And feel free to lie to my mom and tell her how amazingly badass I was in action. I’ll ask God to forgive you.”
 
   The sergeant grinned, but his eyes held grief. “I won’t be lying. You are a badass soldier, and I’ve been honored to serve with you.”
 
   Jimenez gave a weak smile then his tired eyes shifted my way. 
 
   “Abi,” he breathed. 
 
   I was confused. Why would he want to talk to me? I pointed at my chest. 
 
   “Yes, you.”
 
   I walked over and sat next to him. “You are a real badass,” he slurred. “Please do me one favor.”
 
   “Anything,” I said, hoping I could fulfill his last wish.
 
   “Kill those bastards. Don’t let them rule our world.”
 
   I grinned and held his hand. “I’ll do my worst.”
 
   Dr. Simon nodded to Keanu telling him to administer a second morphine injection.
 
   Jimenez’ eyes were getting heavy and glassing over. The morphine was kicking in, and his shakes were settling. I glanced down at his leg and saw his veins changing color. 
 
   “Sarge,” his voice came out in a whisper, “don’t let me change.”
 
   “I won’t, son.”
 
   “I love you, guys. Don’t get bit. It freaking sucks,” he exhaled.
 
   Jones said a beautiful prayer, and everyone, aside from Danielle, had tears in their eyes. Sergeant Hawkins lay his hand on his forehead. “Sleep well, son. We’ll see you soon.”
 
   “Hooah,” Jimenez breathed before shutting his eyes for the last time.
 
   “Hooah,” the soldiers repeated sadly.
 
   Dr. Simon nodded at Keanu to carry out the final shot of morphine, but Stevens stopped him. 
 
   “Shouldn’t we try cutting his leg off?” He wiped the tears from his face. “Loss of a limb is better than the loss of life. Is there anything we can do?”
 
   Dr. Simon shook his head. “As soon as the mutant saliva enters the bloodstream, it travels quickly. Even if you cut his leg off, I’m afraid it’s already too late.”
 
   “What happens now?” Jones asked.
 
   “If we don’t administer the last shot, he’ll change.”
 
   “There’s nothing we can do?” Jones asked. They were grasping at anything to save him.
 
   Dr. Simon shook his head. “I’m sorry.” He carefully lifted Jimenez’ eyelid. The outer rim of his brown irises were cloudy.
 
   Stevens cursed, his eyes refilling with tears. He bit his quivering lip, trying to fight back the pain, then turned and punched the wall. The drywall crumbled, leaving a large hole. “He was one of my best friends. We grew up together. Before we left, I promised his mom I’d watch his back.”
 
   “There’s nothing you could have done. It was a freak accident,” Jones replied. “We’d cleared the homes. That mutant was rogue and came from somewhere outside.” 
 
   “He should have had his night vision goggles on.”
 
   “The sun was still setting when we first went in,” Sergeant Hawkins noted. “There were probably a ton of things we could have or should have done differently. It could have happened to any of us.”
 
   Keanu stood quietly with the last, fatal shot of morphine in his hand. Sergeant Hawkins nodded to him and turned to leave the room. 
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   “GET YOUR NIGHT GOGGLES ON.” Sergeant Hawkins said as he paused at the doorway. “We’re going out to search every house for supplies.”
 
   No one said a word as they followed orders. Each gave a nod to Keanu, and then laid a hand on Jimenez before they walked out of the room.
 
   Before I exited the room, I turned to watch Keanu administer the final shot; a single tear trickled down his cheek.
 
   Dr. Simon stood, escorting Chase and Danielle out.
 
   I wanted to leave and stood up to do so, but instead, walked over and laid a hand on Keanu’s shoulder in a show of my support. I couldn’t begin to imagine what it must have felt like for him, to basically end the life of a friend. He turned and nodded; a grief-stricken half-grin rose on his lips. My heart was breaking as we watched Jimenez, who was full of life just a few moments ago, take his last breath.
 
   Keanu pulled a blanket over Jimenez’s body, then slumped back against the wall. He glanced up at me one last time. “Thanks,” he whispered. 
 
   “You’re welcome.” I gave a single nod, then exited the room.
 
   I knew Sarge gave the order for everyone to leave, to get their minds back on track, and off the heavy sadness lingering. Outside, under the vast sea of stars, I felt small and insignificant. We were specks of dust in the endless universe, yet everything we were experiencing was so huge.
 
   Jones handed me Jimenez’s goggles, and we met up with the rest of the team. We were all going in and searching each home together. 
 
   There wasn’t much, but we did find a few cans of—guess what’s inside, as there were no labels.
 
   As we entered the house I’d shot the two survivors in, each one of us checked a room. I went back to the room where both bodies were still laying on the ground. Nothing out of the ordinary, but as I walked further in, I noticed something weird. The blood from one of the men had pooled and congealed around his head, while the blood from the second had dried into a perfect line, not going any farther than one of the planks.
 
   I grabbed the man’s legs and dragged his body back. 
 
   “Jones, come here.”
 
   “What’s up?” He appeared in the doorway, followed by Stevens and Sergeant Hawkins.
 
   “I think there might be a secret hatch.”
 
   Jones withdrew his knife and placed the tip between the two boards. As he pushed his knife down at an angle, a hidden door opened. A few feet down was a steel door with a latch. Jones pulled the latch back and it popped, sounding like it was vacuum sealed. With some effort, he and Stevens finally pulled it open.
 
   The smell rising from the dark shaft made my eyes water, and set off my gag reflex.  Something was dead and most likely decomposing below. Thanks to Sergeant Hawkins, my mind vividly envisioned dead human bodies hanging from meat hooks, with chunks of flesh removed.
 
   “Light,” Jones called.
 
   He removed his night vision goggles as Sergeant Hawkins handed him a flashlight. I also removed my goggles as he shined the light down into the hole. There was a ladder, leading to a large room, but we couldn’t see beyond the three-foot hole.
 
   “Who’s going down?” Jones asked, backing away from the hole. 
 
   I quickly followed, covering my nose and shaking my head. “Not me.”
 
   “You chicken?” Stevens chuckled.
 
   “Damn right,” I said. “Going down a dark, smelly hole, feet first, is not my thing. I prefer a well-lit, head-on approach.”
 
   “Stevens, you’re down first,” Sergeant Hawkins ordered. 
 
   “What?” he squeaked. “Sarge, what if something bites my leg on the way down?”
 
   “I suggest you go quickly then.”
 
   Stevens turned to me. “Do you hear anything down there?”
 
   I closed my eyes and listened. “No. I don’t hear any Arvies, but I can’t guarantee there aren’t humans. However, it sounds pretty dead down there.” I giggled at my pun.
 
   Unamused, Stevens shook his head and let out a deep sigh. “I’d say they're both equally dangerous right now.”
 
   “Naw. If a human bites you, Keanu can patch you up good as new,” Jones offered, patting him on the back. 
 
   Sergeant Hawkins reached into his pack and pulled out a flare. He struck it and threw it down the hole. He then lay down and aimed his gun into the opening. “Go, I’ll cover you.”
 
   Stevens threw his rifle over his shoulder and unholstered his handgun. He turned around and shimmied down the ladder quickly. 
 
   “All clear.” 
 
   Jones climbed down the ladder next, while the sergeant and I waited above. 
 
   “Sarge, you gotta come down and see this,” Stevens hollered. 
 
   He turned to me and waved his hand over the hole in a gentlemanly gesture. “Ladies first.” 
 
   I paused, raising a brow, before making my way down. The smoke from the flare helped mask some of the stench, and when I reached the bottom, I realized we were in a storage/safe room. 
 
   The walls and floor were made of concrete, and stacked up to the ceiling on either side were rows of shelving at least ten feet high. The room was twenty feet wide and fifty feet long. The shelves were stocked with food storage containers and bottles of water. 
 
   “Looks like we hit the jackpot.” Jones walked the length of the room.
 
   Stevens popped open one of the containers. “This one is filled with fancy MRE’s.” He pulled a few out and read them. “Corn chowder, cheese and broccoli soup, stroganoff.”
 
   Jones opened another container. “More here. Pasta with marinara, enchilada with beans and rice.” He paused and stared at the MRE. “Shit. Jimenez would have loved these.” He turned one over. “And they have a shelf life of twenty-five years. These are still good.”
 
   At the opposite end of the room was a door. Stevens opened it and stepped inside.
 
   “Oh God,” he groaned, then began coughing. 
 
   “What is it?” Sergeant Hawkins asked, heading toward him.
 
   Stevens stepped out, covering his nose. “I found the source of the smell.” 
 
   We all headed toward the back door, each of us covering our noses before we peeked inside. 
 
   The back room was a bedroom, and off to one side was a toilet and small sink. On the other side was a bed, and laying on it were three badly decomposed corpses huddled together. They looked like they were holding each other in their final moments. One of them was much smaller and was wearing a dress. It must have been their child. 
 
   “It’s a family,” Stevens replied. “And they’ve been dead for a while.”
 
   “No shit, Sherlock,” Jones remarked with snark.
 
   “Hey, I’m just stating the obvious,” Stevens added. “To let everyone know…”
 
   “Check this out.” Jones walked over to the bed and shined his flashlight on the bodies. One of the larger corpses was clutching a handgun in his bony fingers. As he shined the light toward the skulls, we could see bullet holes in both of the larger ones. “Damn,” he exhaled. “They killed themselves.”
 
   “But there’s no bullet in the smaller one,” Stevens noted, shining his flashlight over the little body.
 
   “Maybe their child died, and they couldn’t cope with it anymore. It’s not our business to pass judgment. Some people are not as strong as others. We don’t know what struggles these people went through at their end,” the sergeant said. “Let’s get out and seal this room. This will be their tomb.”
 
   We exited the room and closed the door behind us, leaving the family to rest in each other’s arms forever.
 
   “What are we going to do with all of these?” Jones asked. 
 
   “Take only what we can carry and leave the rest,” Sergeant Hawkins replied. “We’ll seal this place back up, and mark it on our map.”
 
   “I’m grabbing the good stuff,” Stevens replied, reading each label. “Holy crap! Old fashioned pancake mix.” He held a couple up in the air, waving them like it was a present he’d always wanted. “I’m grabbing a bunch of these.” He began stuffing his pack.
 
   “Toss me a few of those,” Jones said. 
 
   Sergeant Hawkins shook his head and smiled. “What can I say? Food has a way of making man’s darkest days a little brighter. Go ahead, Abi. Fill up your pack. We don’t know how long we’ll have to survive on our own.”
 
   I did as he said, filling my pack, and adding as many water bottles as I could. By the time I was finished, my bag was weighted and my back sore. At least I’d have Chase and Dr. Simon to share the load, since they were for them as well. 
 
   As we reached the top and sealed the hatched, I glanced at the two dead men in the room. “It doesn’t look like these survivors went down there. I don’t think they knew this place existed.” 
 
   “They probably scavenged whatever was in the topside homes,” the Sergeant replied. 
 
   “Hey, Sarge,” Stevens said. “I think we should stay here. We have everything we need to survive for a while: food, water, shelter. And we won’t have to cross the damn desert and risk fighting with more Arvies or exhaustion.”
 
   The sergeant exhaled loudly. “A chopper will be heading toward the city. If we miss them, we might not have a rescue.”
 
   “I don’t know. I think Stevens is right,” Jones added. “I believe we're better off here.”
 
   Sergeant Hawkins nodded. “Let’s talk with the others. If we all agree, we’ll stay here. We’ll need to set up a perimeter, and because we’ve lost a few of our men, we’ll have to be extra vigilant.”
 
   “That shouldn’t be a problem, now that we have sustenance,” Stevens said. 
 
   “Let’s remove these bodies, then clean and secure this place.”
 
   They dragged the bodies outside and laid them with the rest of the mutant bodies. With a few blankets they’d found in the homes, they covered them up. 
 
   “Tomorrow, we’ll bury them,” the sergeant said. 
 
   “What about Jimenez?” Stevens asked. 
 
   Sergeant Hawkins looked back at him. “He’ll be buried too. Separately.”
 
   Stevens nodded, satisfied with that answer. 
 
   Chase and Danielle were sitting on the porch steps when we walked back outside. His arm was still around her, and her head was leaning on his chest. She looked coherent, and for the first time, I saw something other than madness in her wide, brown eyes.
 
   I didn’t have a clue what she’d endured. I couldn't guess what kind of life she'd had, but there had been a great tragedy since her mind had so fiercely hidden the innocent part of her away. This girl was a real survivor. A miracle, in fact. Yes, she was young, filthy, and mad, but she also might be the most important person on the planet. 
 
   I wasn’t sure if Sergeant Hawkins knew the asset of those in his possession. Three readers, one of which had the power to annihilate hundreds, and a crazy girl with a possible cure.
 
   I was shocked the government hadn’t sent out every single available person to search for us. But Sergeant Hawkins’ mission was still early on. Once they figured out there was no contact, they’d come looking. And when that time came, I had to make sure I found a way to disappear.
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   IT WAS UNANIMOUS. EVERYONE WANTED to stay and wait it out.
 
   Jones and Keanu set up a perimeter, while the rest of us tackled cleaning the house the best we could, before moving in. There was a table in the corner with four chairs, which Stevens pulled into the middle of the dining area.
 
   Dr. Simon, Keanu, Jones, and I sat at the table and ate our meals using a flashlight for ambiance. Chase opted to sit on the floor with Danielle, their backs pressed against the wall. Stevens and Sergeant Hawkins were outside, taking the first watch. 
 
   “This is nice,” Dr. Simon said, taking a sip from his bottle of water. 
 
   I smiled at him, noticing he looked a lot more relaxed. I hadn't been sure he'd recover from his earlier shooting spree, and was thankful to see him acting more himself.
 
   “It is,” I replied. “And we have everything we need to survive here for months.”
 
   Jones took a bite of his classic chili mix and shook his head. “We won’t be here that long. Once the second chopper realizes we aren’t coming to meet them, they’ll start the search. We have the members of their Reader program. Hell if they’ll let that slip.”
 
   Keanu nodded. “To top it off, we’ve fulfilled our mission and can return to the bunker.” His eyes found mine. “You shouldn’t worry. They need you. They won’t do anything to harm you.”
 
   He had no idea what they were capable of. But I wasn’t about to stir up any anxiety at our stress-free dinner table. 
 
   Biting my tongue, I took a bit of my chili mac-and-cheese and thought about Pike. This meal had been his favorite. 
 
   I flashed back to the time Finn and I sat with him around a fire. A smile rose on my face, but as quickly as it did, my mind fast forwarded to his dead body, sprawled on the ground, with a dagger in his chest.  
 
   The uncertainty of life. It proved how fragile and fleeting it was. One moment, you could be laughing and eating a meal with friends, and the next, you’re on your back holding on to the last moments of your life.
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   THE NEXT MORNING, WE BURIED the Arvies and survivors. There were a total of twelve.  
 
   Jimenez was taken to the nicest place in the area and buried there. We all gathered around his gravesite as Sergeant Hawkins said a quick prayer. Stevens stepped forward and lightened the mood a bit by telling a funny story about how he and Jimenez met for the first time in the bunker. They had a crush on the same girl, got into a fist fight over her, and found out she didn’t like either one of them. They’d become close friends after that. 
 
   The others also shared their first encounters with Jimenez, mostly entertaining and humorous, which released a bit of grief weighing heavily on them. 
 
   The entire afternoon was dark with gloom and hot as hell. The air was so thick and humid it was hard to breathe, especially now that we’d all gotten a little ripe after not bathing for days. There were no sounds of choppers, but the soldiers were hopeful we’d be rescued any day.
 
   I was sitting at the dining table with Dr. Simon and Stevens when I heard Chase yell for me.
 
   We all got up and ran to the back bedroom. When we entered the room, Danielle was standing in front of a mirror, staring at herself. Tears streamed down her dirty cheeks, leaving white lines. Tightly clutched against her chest was the bundle. 
 
   Chase glanced up at me. “She won’t listen to me and won’t come away from the mirror.”
 
   “Then let her stay. She probably hasn’t seen her reflection in a long time.”
 
   Danielle turned toward me. 
 
   “Help,” she whispered. 
 
   Everyone was taken aback. It was the first time she’d spoken, and she’d directed it to me. Somehow, it felt as if our minds had connected and I knew exactly what she meant.
 
   I asked Keanu and Jones if they could help me grab the half barrel of water from down in the secret room. We’d used the other half earlier to clean up the blood in the house, but I needed enough to fill up the tub. Keanu and Jones willingly assisted. 
 
   Jones found a used bar of soap under the sink, and I found an old washcloth in one of the cupboards. It was dusty, but Danielle was a lot dirtier.
 
   After the tub was full, I helped her get in. The water was cold, but she didn’t seem to mind. It was sweltering in the house anyway.
 
   After making her place her bundle safely on the bathroom counter, I sat for what seemed like hours, and scrubbed. I washed her body until she was clean, finally looking and smelling like a decent human being. Under the layers of dirt was a beautiful young girl with dark blonde hair. Her skin was soft and white, and she appeared to be in her early teens. Maybe fourteen or fifteen.
 
   In my pack, I had an extra pair of pants and a T-shirt. They were a little baggy on her thin frame, but it was much better than the smelly, tattered dress she’d been wearing. Who knew how long she’d worn it for, much less had a bath?
 
   I brushed her long hair and braided it down her back, tying a rubber band around the bottom. It was incredible how she looked like every other typical girl in the bunker. Except she wasn’t. The bite wound on her arm said otherwise. It was healing, and still showed no signs of infection. Her eyes were bright, and there were no changes in vein color. 
 
   Danielle closely followed me out of the bathroom, clutching her death bundle to her chest. There was no way I was going to wash that. 
 
   As we entered the dining area, Chase’s eyes grew the size of silver dollars. 
 
   “Holy crap. She doesn’t even look like the same girl,” he said in my head.
 
   “It took a lot of work.” I smiled, then twisted my head back to her. “Are you hungry? Do you want something to eat?”
 
   She nodded with her face aimed at the floor. 
 
   “I’ll get her something,” Chase said, jumping up. He ran to the kitchen and started running off the names on the packages. As he called out macaroni and cheese, Danielle looked up at me and nodded. 
 
   “She wants the mac and cheese,” I announced. “And, I’ll have the same.”
 
   “Mac and cheese it is,” Chase chimed. “Take a seat ladies. Lunch will be ready in a minute.”
 
    We both sat at the table, but she wouldn’t lift her head to look at me. Keanu came over, wanting to put some medicine and a new bandage over her bite mark, but she flinched away from him.
 
   “It’s alright,” I whispered. “He just wants to look at it.”
 
   She turned her body, shying away from him. I held up my hand, and Keanu handed me the medicine and bandage. As I rubbed the medicine on her bite wound, he watched. 
 
   “Looks good,” he said, his eyes turned to me. “You know what it would mean if she is the one who has the cure? We will be heroes for finding her, and with the cure, we'll be able to go fight without worry of getting infected.”
 
   Jones came and sat at the table with his MRE. “If we’d had a cure, every one of our brothers who’d died would still be alive.” 
 
   I nodded. “It’s too bad no one knew about the Arvy threat until we came topside. They’re smart, which makes it harder to combat.”
 
   “I don’t know about that.” Jones shook his head. “They must have known. There’s no way that for thirteen years, the government was blind and dumb to the fact there were hundreds of thousands of mutated humans running around topside.”
 
   “I guess. I never thought about it like that before.” I shrugged.
 
   Chase came over with our lunch. Danielle glanced up at him and smiled, then focused on her food. She must have been starving, because in a few minutes, her entire meal was gone. 
 
   I hadn’t realized I was staring at her like a dummy. 
 
   “Do you want more?” I asked, pushing my food toward her. She put her fork down and shook her head; her arms swooping up the bundle in her lap. 
 
   We were lucky she could communicate now, even if it was just a yes and no. 
 
   Halfway through my meal, there was a thunderous boom that shook the entire house. 
 
   “Something set off the perimeter mines,” Keanu shouted, grabbing his M-16 and running for the door. 
 
   Danielle threw her hands over her ears and began rocking back and forth.
 
   “Chase, watch over her,” I yelled, grabbing Hellfire. 
 
   As I exited the house, I saw bodies dashing behind a few of the other houses. The ground where the mine went off was painted with crimson. Body parts littered the area. Sarge was yelling orders.
 
   Jones came running toward me, pushing me back inside. 
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked.
 
   “Survivors,” he said.
 
   “Are they friendly?”
 
   “No, hostile,” he said. “Most likely Manics.”
 
   I couldn’t help but think they were coming to take revenge for the two men I’d killed. Gunshots sounded. A stray bullet went through the dining room window, shattering glass everywhere. I raced over to peek outside.
 
   Danielle screamed, still rocking back and forth with her ears covered. Her eyes were clenched shut. “Take her to the back,” I ordered. He nodded and lifted her as I turned to Jones. “Do you have an extra rifle?”
 
   His brow furrowed. “Sarge has an M24 in his duffle. It’s with him.”
 
   “Sniper rifle?” I asked. 
 
   “Yes,” he replied. “You know how to use it?” 
 
   I grinned. “I know guns. If you could get it for me, I can help.”
 
   Jones nodded and ran out, dodging bullets. In a few minutes, he was back, duffle in hand. 
 
   I grabbed the rifle and set it up on the frame of the shattered window. I had to fire a round to make sure the scope was aligned. Aiming for the tip of one of the survivors’ guns, I took a deep breath and exhaled making the shot. The bullet hit the side of the house, a few inches above its mark. The person holding the gun pulled back and disappeared. One of them yelled unintelligible words; it sounded like they were speaking a different language.
 
   I needed to readjust. A few feet from the building was an old can. I aimed, compensating for the misalignment, and pulled the trigger. The bullet put a hole right through the middle of the can and sent it flying into the air.
 
   Keanu, Stevens, and Jones were behind barriers they’d created, covering each side. Sergeant Hawkins was directly in front of me. It looked like our enemy was a handful of Manics. Maybe six to eight of them, from what I could see.
 
   A bullet ricocheted off the ground near Sergeant Hawkins. It came from the left, so I swung the gun around, trying to find the shooter. As I glanced through the scope, someone shot again. The bullet hit the window frame two feet away from me, splintering the wood. 
 
   Whoever was shooting definitely wasn’t a sniper. I watched him duck behind one of the homes.
 
   Bastard. He was my next target.
 
   I aimed, knowing he’d probably try and fire again, and as soon as he stepped around the corner to shoot, I pulled the trigger. My bullet flew, entering his chest. He fell backward. 
 
   Jones gave a pained yelp and fell to the side. He’d been shot, but I wasn’t sure where yet. 
 
   “Jones!” I tried to get his attention. 
 
   His head twisted to me, then pointed in the direction of the shooter. Through the scope, I saw the shooter’s leg. I aimed and fired, hitting my mark. He dropped to the ground, and I immediately took a second shot, which entered his head. His gun fell as he hit the ground.
 
   I wasn’t sure how many were left.
 
   “Cover me,” Sergeant Hawkins yelled. 
 
   He was going after Jones. 
 
   “Go!” I hollered. 
 
   He stood up and ran. A shooter on the right stepped out and aimed. 
 
   As soon as I had him in my sight, I fired. 
 
   Another one bit the dust. 
 
   Sergeant Hawkins reached Jones and pulled him to his feet; wrapping his arm around his waist, he dragged him toward us. It looked like he’d been shot in the chest. The front of the shirt was soaked with blood. 
 
   Dr. Simon ran over to the door to help bring him in. They laid him on a blanket and ripped open his shirt. 
 
   I heard another gunshot and ran back to the window. Keanu had taken out another Manic, then gestured to Stevens. They both stood and moved toward the other homes. I searched through the scope, but couldn’t see anyone else.
 
   I stayed at the window until they’d finished their sweep. 
 
   “Clear,” Stevens yelled. 
 
   “Clear on this side too,” Keanu responded. Both of them headed back toward the house. 
 
   I placed the rifle on the table and glanced out the window before I headed toward Jones. I saw movement. Fear erupted inside as another shooter started running toward us from the left. Stevens and Keanu hit the dirt as the Manic began shooting his semi-automatic. He was coming fast.
 
   I pulled Hellfire from her holster and fired three shots. That’s what it took to bring the guy down. And all three shots hit their marks. Two in the chest, and one in the middle of the forehead—Hellfire’s signature kill-shot.  
 
   Both Steven’s and Keanu looked up at me from the ground. Then they looked at each other and shook their heads. 
 
   “I think I’m in love,” Stevens said, rolling to his back.
 
   Keanu laughed. “In love with being alive.” 
 
   Stevens turned his head toward Keanu. “She’s a freaking good luck charm. Have you seen anyone who could shoot like that?”
 
   I chuckled, shaking my head at the two lunk-heads, until Jones cried out in pain. “Keanu, Dr. Simon could probably use your help,” I hollered. The two of them jumped up and ran inside. I kept my eyes peeled, making sure there were no other threats outside. 
 
   As I glanced over, Jones’ shirt was gone, and Dr. Simon was cleaning his chest with a bottle of water. 
 
   Keanu ran to the back to grab his medical kit. He came back so fast, he slid across the floor while opening it. “What am I looking at?”
 
   “Exit wound. Right side, below the rib,” Dr. Simon answered. “My main concern is if it punctured his intestines.”
 
   Jones trembled, his breath quickening. I could tell by the mood in the room, everyone was panicking. Watching Jimenez die less than a day ago had everyone on edge. 
 
   Keanu gave Jones a shot of morphine to settle him down. Dr. Simon then helped assess his wound. 
 
   “There is no foul odor or pierced organs. It seems to be a clean shot, nothing fatal,” Keanu announced. “He’ll be fine once I seal him up.”
 
   “Yes,” Stevens cheered through gritted teeth. “So, he’ll live?”
 
   “He’ll live,” Keanu replied. “He wiped the wound again, pinching it together, then sprayed something on it. It was similar to the sealing bond Dr. Banks had used on Milton. He then pulled another can from his bag and sprayed it over the top, creating a tight, invisible bandage.
 
   They turned him to his side, where Keanu repeated the same procedure on the entry wound.
 
   As they carried him to the back room and put him on a bed, everyone seemed to exhale in relief. There had been too much loss over the last few days, and we couldn’t afford to lose another soldier. We weren’t only fighting Arvies; we were fighting survivors. This new bit of information had me even more worried about going out on my own.
 
   “How long will it take him to recover?” Stevens asked. 
 
   “He should be up and about in a few days.”
 
   “We’re down to three now. Someone’s gonna suffer on watch,” Stevens said. 
 
   “I can help until Jones gets better,” I volunteered. “Then it will be two on and two resting.” 
 
   Stevens smiled and turned toward Sergeant Hawkins. 
 
   Sarge nodded. “You’ve more than proven yourself. We would be honored to have you join our team, for the time being.”
 
   “We should keep her. We’d be invincible.”
 
   I shook my head. “People are still getting injured and killed, even with me here.”
 
   “But it would have been much, much worse. If we hadn’t run into you at the first town, we’d all be dead in the dirt. Not to mention here. But you saved us, yet again,” Stevens added. 
 
   “It was nothing,” I said, hoping he’d blow it off. 
 
   “You’re wrong. You are special, and I can see with more practice, how you could help end the war with the Arvies.”
 
   I shook my head. It would take much more than just me to defeat the Arvies.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SERGEANT HAWKINS AND STEVENS TOOK the first watch, while Keanu and I slept. Danielle and I shared one of the rooms, Chase and Dr. Simon had another, and Keanu stayed with Jones in the last room, keeping him medicated and making sure he was comfortable. 
 
   Chase had offered Danielle his sleeping bag, while he used Jimenez’s. He wasn’t too fond of using a dead man’s things, but it kept him warm all the same. 
 
   Danielle wouldn’t lay any further than three inches from me. I kept the flashlight on because it was the only thing that kept her calm. I didn’t blame her. I didn’t like the dark either. It wasn’t long before she passed out and was snoring. I was glad she was able to find sleep, but for me, sleep had become a sought after commodity. I desperately needed it, but it evaded me.
 
   I was tempted to ask Keanu if he had anything in his medical bag to help, but I didn’t want to be under the influence, especially with our watch coming up. I’d need to be fully alert and aware of everything around me.
 
   Maybe I’d try and take advantage of the fact my mind wouldn’t shut down. I closed my eyes, wondering if I could escape into my mind while still awake. It was worth a try. It wasn’t like I had anything else to do, and it was better than staring at the flashlight’s illumined circle on the ceiling.
 
   I took in a few deep breaths and exhaled slowly, willing my mind to whisk me away. Golden lights strobed behind my lids before everything became bright. I squinted, trying to focus on a solid object around me, but it was as if the sun were shining directly in my eyes.
 
   As I stepped forward, the blinding light dimmed, unveiling a familiar path. My eyes adjusted and everything became crystal clear. I was back in my Garden of Eden.
 
   The flowers seemed extra vibrant, and the trees were flourishing with ripened fruit. Peace washed over me as I walked barefoot across the soft grass. It was like a velvety cushion under my feet.
 
    As much as I loved my garden, I would give it all up to be in Finn’s arms again. God, I missed him. He was probably worried sick, or more likely, mad as hell that I left him without saying a word.
 
   Everything went black. I blinked my eyes, several times, but nothing changed. I was locked in darkness. Panic bubbled up. Had I lost my mind? 
 
   Did it need a reboot? How the heck was I supposed to reset my mind?
 
   Before I completely lost it, multicolored lights burst in front of me, like a fireworks show. Colors, in hues I’d never seen before, burst all around me, creating an artful display.
 
   The blasts dissipated and were replaced by holograms of Finn. Tears filled my eyes as his face filled the void around me. 
 
   My heart beat quicker, and I felt so happy, vividly remembering the day it was replaying. 
 
   We were in our old hive, level ten, in the training room. We were the only two there that day, and I’d finished my target practice early. It was the first time I’d noticed how much he’d changed. 
 
   He was pulverizing the punching bag. His shirt was off, his body glistening with sweat. I was in awe of the way his muscles rippled and flexed with every motion. He was perfection. 
 
   But then the hologram also made me remember the complete embarrassment I’d endured when he caught me gawking. The same broad smile spread wide across his face. I remembered stuttering like an idiot, trying to cover my humiliation. But he saw right through me. He noticed me noticing him, and called me on it. He’d told me later that that moment gave him the courage to kiss me later in the park. It was that moment when our relationship reached the next level.
 
   I reached out, my hand passing straight through the hologram. 
 
   “I love you. I miss you so much.” My heart ached. It felt like it would explode.
 
   I heard a voice call my name. Frozen in place, I listened. 
 
   “Abi? Abi where are you?” a panicked voice cried.
 
   It was the younger Danielle. “I’m here, Danielle.”
 
   “Abi, help me,” she wailed. “The monster is here. I’m scared.”
 
   “I’m coming,” I yelled back. 
 
   “Please hurry.” She let out a scream and everything muted.
 
   What was I supposed to do? I had no idea how to jump from my mind to hers. I’d never done it before; I didn’t even know how to start.
 
   There had to be a way… Dr. Simon did it with us. 
 
   I thought back to a time in the government bunker, when Dr. Simon had told me to come and find him. The way I found him was following a path from my mind to his. But I’d needed his connection. He helped me connect our paths. 
 
   “Danielle, are you there?” I asked. “I’m a little lost and need your help. You have to help me find you.”
 
   “How?” she sobbed.
 
   “I need you to concentrate on creating a path to me so that I can find you. Can you do that?”
 
   “I don’t know how.”
 
   Dammit. I didn’t know how either. It must have been a willing of the mind. 
 
   “Try to imagine creating a light that will reach me. A light that will show me the way to get to you.”
 
   I waited, saddened as I watched Finn’s hologram fade and disappear. 
 
   “Danielle, can you send the light to me?” I repeated, but she didn’t answer. That made me start to worry. “Danielle?”
 
   In the distance, ahead of me, a beam of golden light slithered along the ground. 
 
   “You did it! I found it.” 
 
   When she didn’t respond again, I sprinted down the path, following the golden light toward her. But the further I went, the pathway became more and more twisted. Her mind knew I was coming and was trying, to twist the light to confuse me.
 
   I glanced into the distance and noticed a small beam of light, the size of a flashlight, shooting straight up into the air. I decided to keep my eyes focused on the light, and off of the chaos around me. 
 
   As everything around me began to crumble away, disintegrating into nothingness, I dove forward, stretching my arms in front like Supergirl. Shocked, I flew, my body propelling toward the tiny beam of light. As I reached it, my body put on the brakes, halting me in midair. 
 
   All that remained were me and the beam of light.
 
   Like magic, I was lowered and put back on my feet—freaking awesome—and walked toward the beam of light ten feet away. I thought the worst was gone, and then I stood above the hole and looked down. Every hair on my body stood on end.  
 
   Hundreds of Arvies lined the sides of the tunnel. Their milky eyes were filled with hate. Sharpened nails and teeth were reaching and snapping, ready to sink into my flesh; their growls were deafening. 
 
   What the hell was this madness? 
 
   “Danielle?” I called down the hole, but she didn’t respond.
 
   To say I was afraid was an understatement. But I knew I had to find her, and the only way was to go through a freaking horrifying Arvy filled tunnel.
 
   A cold sweat, followed by chills, blanketed my body. My breath was so quick I had to slow it down, or I’d pass out. I was seriously having second thoughts.
 
   But I’d made a promise. I’d told her I’d be there if she ever needed me. I couldn’t back down, even though I was scared to death.
 
   I stepped toward the edge of the hole, sucked in a deep breath, shut my eyes tight, and jumped in. I plummeted down the hole filled with ear-piercing screams.
 
   I could feel their nails tearing my flesh, and their teeth sinking deep into me. I screamed as excruciating pain throbbed through my entire body. They were torturing me. Mutilating me. But I kept my eyes closed. I kept them shut tight, praying it would soon end, reminding myself that this wasn’t real. 
 
   But the pain I felt was real. Too real, and I was on the brink of passing out.
 
   Then, through the screaming, through the pain, and through the madness, I heard Finn’s voice whisper softly in my ear. 
 
   “You’re stronger than you know. Hold on.”
 
   “I won’t give up!” I screamed out loud.
 
   My feet hit the ground and the pandemonium hushed—the agonizing pain stopped. I opened my eyes and realized I was standing in Danielle’s garden. I looked around. Everything seemed fine. It made me wonder what was scaring her so badly.
 
   I lifted my arms and checked my body which felt like it was on fire moments ago, and it was fine. Like nothing had ever happened. There were no scratches, no bites, nothing.  
 
   “Danielle?” I called. “Danielle, I’m here. Where are you?” The place was different. It looked the same, but it felt odd somehow. 
 
   Something strange was going on. 
 
   I knew she was hiding nearby. I didn’t know how, but I could feel her.
 
   “Danielle?” I called out again. “It’s Abi. I’ve come to help you.” 
 
   She wasn’t responding, so I decided to walk around and look for her. Then, I noticed a tree that had not been there the last time. It was larger than the rest, and its girth was considerably wider. I made my way to it, dragging my fingers along the soft bark until my hand slipped into a hollowed out area. A hologram was projected over a hole, concealing whatever was inside.
 
   I knelt on my hands and knees and stuck my head into the hollow of the tree. Inside, huddled in the back, was Danielle. Her body was trembling, her knees were pulled up to her chest, and her forehead was resting on her knees. As I entered in, I heard her weeping.
 
   “Danielle?” I said her name softly, as not to startle her. 
 
   Her head popped up, and her eyes widened. She screamed hysterically.
 
   Oh crap. 
 
   I crawled into her hiding space and grabbed her arms. 
 
   “Danielle, it’s me. It’s Abi.” I pulled her into a hug. “It’s going to be okay. I’m here. I promised you I’d come.” 
 
   She finally settled down and looked into my eyes. “Is it really you?” 
 
   “Of course it’s me,” I said confused. “Why? Do I look different?”
 
   She wiped the tears from her face. “No. But I—I wasn’t sure.”
 
   “How could you not be sure?” I teased. “Do I look different to you?”
 
   She scooted closer to me. “The monster. It knows about you. It came here pretending to be you, but I knew something was wrong. When I asked why you were acting so strange, it got angry and turned into the monster. Then it blew fire from its mouth and burned my garden.” She looked so sad.
 
   “Your garden is fine, Danielle. I just came from outside. It’s not burned.”
 
   She shook her head. “It’s hiding the bad it did because it didn’t want you to see.” She started crying again.
 
   “Where’s Snuggles?” I asked, noticing the bear wasn’t with her.
 
   “It took him from me and ripped him to pieces. It said I didn’t need Snuggles…or you. That you were bad. That you were the enemy.”
 
   I hugged her tiny frame. “I’m not the enemy, Danielle.” 
 
   How was I supposed to explain to a seven-year-old that her mind was whacked, and she was a prisoner in it? On top of that, she was a teenager with a mental disorder. I sure as hell wasn’t about to tell her.
 
   “Is the monster still out there?” she asked. 
 
   “No. The garden was empty,” I said, starting to make my way back outside. 
 
   “No, Abi. Stay here.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me back.
 
   I stopped her. “Danielle, the monster is trying to scare you, but it can’t hurt you.”
 
   “Yes, it can.” Her voice was trembling. 
 
   “Has it ever hurt you?” I asked. 
 
   “No,” she answered. “But it scares me.”
 
    “That’s what it does. It wants to frighten you so that it can keep you here. But it won’t hurt you.”
 
   “Why?” she questioned.
 
   “Because it’s a bully,” I explained. “I made you a promise, and I’m going to keep it. It tried to scare me and keep me away, but I beat it. I’m here now, to protect you. Now, are you coming with me?” I put my hand out. “I’ll prove you have nothing to be afraid of.”
 
   She nodded and grabbed hold of my hand, squeezing tightly.
 
   We both crawled out from her hiding space, and as soon as we did, she gasped and threw her arms around my waist. “I told you,” she wailed.  
 
   She was right. The monster had destroyed the garden. When I’d felt that something was off when I first arrived, my gut was correct. Danielle’s monster had shielded it all from me, but the veil had been lifted, revealing its devastation. 
 
   Everything had been burned. The flowers were dead and withered, the trees had lost all their leaves, and their bark and branches were charred and black. The grass was short and ashy and crunched under our feet. 
 
   Danielle stood behind me, her finger pointing to the side of us. 
 
   Laying on the dry ground were the remains of Snuggles. He was shredded beyond repair. His ears, nose, and paws were scattered over the ground. 
 
   Danielle walked over to the debris and fell on her knees. She carefully gathered the pieces of her friend, putting them in a pile.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
   “You said I could do anything if I wanted to bad enough, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Then I’m going to try and put him back together.”
 
   I smiled. She was beginning to believe in herself. 
 
   After she had gathered every last piece, she wrapped them in her arms and hugged the shredded pieces to her chest. 
 
   “Snuggles,” I heard her whisper, “come back to me.” 
 
   I waited with high expectation, but nothing happened.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I breathed. My heart was breaking for her. 
 
   She hugged the pieces tighter, her tears dripping onto the fibers. 
 
   Then, a bright light emanated from the pieces. Danielle opened her arms, and the light floated a few feet away from her. It expanded outward, until it exploded, shooting golden beams up into the sky. It was so bright, we had to shield our eyes.
 
   When the light dimmed, I heard Danielle gasp. Sitting upright on the grass was a brand new teddy bear. “Snuggles!” she squealed, running forward and collecting her friend in her arms. 
 
   She spun around, her face beaming brightly. “I did it, Abi!”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile back. “Yes, you did.” 
 
   “Do you think I could heal this place?” 
 
   “I know you can.”
 
   She walked over and grabbed my hand, then closed her eyes. I could feel her power buzzing through my hand and my body; my legs were prickling. 
 
   As I looked down, the grass under and around our feet turned bright green. It quickly spread outward, bringing everything back to life. The limp, dry flowers straightened up, blooming in vibrant colors. The trees shed their charred skin and sprouted new leaves and fruit. The gray around us cleared, revealing a bright blue sky and warm sunshine. 
 
   Danielle’s garden was back to perfection. The sounds of her laughter completed the magic. 
 
   “We did it, Abi.” She squealed, swinging her teddy bear around in a circle. 
 
   “No, Danielle. You did it. All by yourself. I just stood by and watched.”
 
   “I did?” She gasped.
 
   “Yep and you don’t ever have to be afraid again. Can you see the power you have inside yourself to heal and make everything new again?”
 
   She nodded, hugging Snuggles tightly. 
 
   A thunderous roar shook the entire garden, and I watched Danielle’s face change from a look of hope to one of horror. 
 
   She ran over and hid behind me. “It’s mad, and it’s coming.”
 
   I turned and knelt in front of her. “You don’t have to be afraid. You have as much power as the monster.”
 
   “How do you know?” she asked. 
 
   “Because I know,” I replied. “Only you can stand up to it and defeat it. And I’ll be right here with you.”
 
   “Promise?” Her dark eyes locked onto mine.  
 
   “I promise.”
 
   Another thundering roar sent a heavy wind which shook the leaves in the trees and made the branches creak. 
 
   “He’s coming.” She trembled. 
 
   Looking upward, I noticed a creature flying down from the sky. It was long and red and had taken the shape of a frightening dragon.
 
   The beast landed in front of us, rearing on its muscular back legs. Its long, translucent wings folded behind its back. Shiny ruby scales rippled down its chest, and a long sleek tail swooshed behind. “You’ve been keeping bad company, Danielle,” the dragon rumbled, its fiery yellow eyes locked on me.
 
   “Abi’s my friend,” she replied, still tucked behind me. 
 
   The dragon roared with laughter. “You think she’s your friend. She’s not. I’m your only friend.” Filling its chest with air, it breathed fire from its mouth, setting the apple tree on fire.
 
   I twisted back. “Don’t be afraid. It can’t hurt you. I promise. And you can fix any damage it causes.”
 
   The dragon inhaled, spewing flames onto another tree, incinerating it.
 
   Danielle stepped out from behind me and stomped her foot. “Stop it!” she screamed. “Abi is my friend. She’s nice and takes care of me.”
 
   The dragon roared, setting all the flowers on fire.
 
   “I hate you,” Danielle yelled. Angry tears ran down her cheeks. “I hate you!”
 
   “You can’t hate me,” the dragon thundered.
 
   “Yes, I can. You’re mean and ugly, and I’m not afraid of you!”
 
   The ground shook as the dragon stepped forward, itslong, sharp claws digging into the ground. It came feet from us, roaring ferociously, its heated breath blasting against our faces.
 
   “Stop,” I said, holding Hellfire up at its chest. Hellfire hadn’t been with me until I’d wished for her. 
 
   The dragon’s long neck stretched toward me, its fiery eyes pierced mine with a seething rage. “You think you can kill me?”
 
   “I don’t want to kill you. You should be friends, not enemies,” I said, turning to address Danielle. “You can fix this situation. You have the power, if you believe you do.” 
 
   The dragon’s powerful tail swung sideways, knocking down a tree like it was a toothpick. “I don’t have friends. I trust no one.” 
 
   Without saying a word, Danielle stepped forward, fearlessly walking up to the dragon. She wrapped her arms around its left leg and squeezed it in a hug. Taking a few steps back, she looked the dragon directly in its eyes.
 
   “It’ll be alright,” she said in a sweet voice. “You can trust me. I will be your friend.” 
 
   I stepped forward, taking hold of Danielle’s tiny hand. 
 
   A blinding light radiated from the dragon’s center as it let out an ear-piercing roar. 
 
   We shielded our eyes, then I felt her arms wrap around my waist, squeezing tightly. 
 
   When it was over, and the light dimmed, the dragon was no longer there. It had transformed, and standing in its place was a beautiful young girl with long, dark-blonde hair. She stood with her arms at her sides, a tear trickling down her cheek.
 
   “Who is she?” Danielle asked, glancing up at me. 
 
   I smiled at her then aimed my attention to the girl standing ten feet away. When my eyes found little Danielle’s again, I wondered if she would or could understand. 
 
   “She’s you,” I answered.
 
   “What?” Danielle looked at the girl, her nose crumpling.
 
   “I know you don’t understand, and it’s hard for me to explain. But that girl is you when you get a little older.” I could tell she was confused, but I was just as confused as she was. Poor kid.
 
   The older Danielle smiled and stepped toward her younger self, holding out her hand.
 
   “I’m sorry, Danielle,” her older self apologized. “Everything I’ve done was to keep you hiding in your corner, safely tucked away. I wanted to hide you from all of the horrible things that happened to us after your eighth birthday. I never meant to hurt you. I—I just thought scaring you was the only way to keep you away from the pain. I realize how wrong I’ve been.”
 
   “What kinds of things?” the little Danielle asked. 
 
   “Not now, okay? It’s my secret to keep for now.”
 
   “Okay,” she agreed.
 
   The younger Danielle let go of me and stepped toward her older self. They both stared at each other before she reached out and took her hand.
 
   “I forgive you.”
 
   Tears streamed from the older Danielle’s eyes.
 
   The two of them hugged each other tightly, their bodies glowing brightly. They swirled together until the two of them merged and became one. 
 
   Moments later, the older Danielle stood in front of me.  
 
   “Where did she go?” I questioned. 
 
   She touched her heart. “We’re together again,” she answered. A grin lifted on her lips as she turned and walked away.
 
   “Thank you, Abi,” she spoke, and then disappeared.
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   MY EYES POPPED OPEN, AND I was back in the bedroom. To my side, Danielle was sitting upright, staring directly at me—scaring the crap out of me. 
 
   “Are you alright?” I gasped, my heart nearly escaping my chest. 
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   “For what?” I breathed.
 
   “For helping me. I almost feel…free.”
 
   I blinked, still trying to figure out if this was another crazy dream. But it wasn’t. We were back in my twisted reality, and Danielle was talking to me, saying more than a few mumbled words. Was she free from her mind? I was sad knowing her younger self was gone, and I would never get to talk to her again, but I was happy she was finally set free and at peace. 
 
   I wasn’t the source of her cure, if that’s what just happened. I was acting as a friend who was there to help, to hold her hand when she was afraid. Someone to tell her that she was brave enough to overcome her fears. I couldn’t set her free. I couldn’t force her to be strong or courageous. She had to do that herself. And because she did, she triumphed. 
 
   I was doing and experiencing things that should only be allowed in sci-fi novels.
 
   My gift was pushing me to limits I never knew existed. It was forcing me to become stronger, making me face and fight my deepest fears. I was finding out quickly that I was more courageous than I ever believed I could be.
 
   All I wanted to do was save my family. If I happened to save others in the process of doing it…well, that was awesome.
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   I COULDN’T GO BACK TO sleep, so I got up and made some instant coffee. I figured if I couldn’t sleep, I might as well wire my body. Keanu and I were going to start our shift in an hour, but he was still out cold. I didn’t want to wake him yet, knowing he’d probably been up and down all night with Jones. 
 
   I peeked in to check on Chase and Dr. Simon, and both of them were sound asleep. I was a little jealous at how peaceful they looked. They were finally getting the rest their bodies desperately needed. Surviving was demanding and burdensome, not only physically, but mentally as well. To survive meant pulling through, keeping one's self together, holding on to hope and a desire for a better future—despite insurmountable odds. That was so much easier said than done. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could function without sleep, but I was desperate it would find me soon. 
 
   Our shift was scheduled for sunrise, and I was glad we’d have the advantage of the light. I’d take any help I could get. Sergeant Hawkins and Stevens both had black bags under their eyes as they dragged through the door. Their legs were heavy and slow.
 
   “Food. Sleep,” Stevens mumbled, shuffling toward the kitchen. 
 
   I laughed. “I see you’ve reached zombie mode. But at least you kept us alive through the night, so I guess you deserve food and sleep.” 
 
   “Mmm,” he hummed with no facial expression, his blue eyes were droopy. He had reached his limit.
 
   Sergeant Hawkins wasn’t as bad, but he was close. 
 
   “How’s Jones?” he asked Keanu, who’d stumbled out of his room. His hair was disheveled, and his shirt was off. I couldn’t help but notice his defined, muscular physique. His skin looked smooth and tanned, and there was a large tribal tattoo on his right chest and arm. When he turned, I noticed the tattoo on his left arm—the same one Finn had.
 
   Seeing it did something to me. I felt sad, regretful, and alone…all at the same time. These emotions washed over me like a flood, and it took everything inside of me to swallow them back. 
 
   “He’ll live,” Keanu answered. “I gave him another dose of pain meds. He should be out for a while.” 
 
   “Abi, you okay?” Stevens asked from the kitchen, preparing his oatmeal MRE. “Keanu walked out, and you looked like you were gonna burst into tears.”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m just tired. I didn’t get much sleep.”
 
   “He has that effect on me too,” Stevens chuckled.
 
   “Shut up,” Keanu grumbled, running his hands through his dark hair. “I have a couple of sleeping pills if you need them, Abi. Just remind me. You can take one after our shift.”
 
   “Hopefully, I won’t need it. If I feel like Stevens looks, I don’t think I’ll have a problem falling asleep.”
 
   “Hey,” he sulked. “Believe me, if I weren't leaning against this counter, shoveling food into my mouth, I’d have fallen face first on the floor. Actually, this kitchen floor is looking pretty damn cozy.”
 
   “It’s all yours, man,” Keanu said, heading toward him. 
 
   “Someone had better get out there. We can’t afford not having anyone on watch,” Sergeant Hawkins said.
 
   “I’m ready. I’ll go now,” I said, throwing a rifle over my shoulder and Hellfire on my hip.
 
   “Thank you,” he replied. 
 
   I was glad he trusted me, that they all trusted me. Sending me outside alone, with loaded weapons, more than proved it. 
 
   “I’ll be out in a sec. I’m going to grab some coffee,” Keanu said.
 
   “No problem.” I waved, walking out the door. 
 
   Outside, there was a makeshift ladder in the front of the house leading to the roof. Someone had been busy…or trying to find something to do to stay awake. By the looks of the rough angles and bent nails, I assumed it was Stevens.  
 
   I hadn’t heard any hammering.
 
   Carefully climbing to the top, I noticed they’d also put together a perch of sorts on the roof. It was just some scrap wood they found and threw together to make a covering. With the sun’s sweltering heat, we’d need it.
 
   It was dawn, the start of a new day. As I did a quick sweep of the surrounding area, I couldn't help but wonder what this place used to look like. I imagined the girl, who was laying dead in her parents’ arms down below, riding her bike and running around with other kids from the neighborhood.
 
   Just thirteen years ago, this world was filled with life. People were going on about their business without a care in the world. Then…bam! Doomsday. Mayhem, widespread death, and global destruction. 
 
   My mind wandered, wondering what it was like at Grammy’s place. She’d said they’d begun farming and even producing. I imagined it to be almost like my garden, except there were people there to share in the bounty. Maybe her little haven would be the place we could live. A place in the mountains, free from Arvies, and hopefully the government. 
 
   Keanu pulled his large frame up onto the roof and came to sit next to me under the shade. His hair skimmed the makeshift top. “Looks like a shorty designed this,” he sighed getting his rifle set up.
 
   I laughed. “You are bigger than the average person.”
 
   He grinned and shook his head. 
 
   “See anything?”
 
   “Nope. Just hot sand and lots of sunshine.”
 
   “Day shift should be easy. Mutants shouldn’t be coming out, and I think we sent a message to any survivors in the area.”
 
   “The Manics?”
 
   “Yeah, them too. But they are the ones we need to watch for. Those crazy bastards.”
 
   We sat in silence for the next two hours. The sun’s position rose higher and higher in the sky, making the roof unbearable.
 
   The silence was broken by Dr. Simon hollering. “Abi, come quickly.” 
 
   What can he possibly want?
 
   “Go ahead. I’ve got it,” Keanu said. “If they need my help, send Stevens up.”
 
   “Will do,” I said, quickly making my way off the roof. My mind was going haywire. I hated they didn’t come out and say, Abi, this happened. Then, at least I’d know whatever was up and could start dealing with it mentally. 
 
   When I reached the bottom, I dashed for the front door. 
 
   Danielle and Chase were sitting at the table, with Dr. Simon and Sergeant Hawkins standing in front of her with bewildered looks on their faces.
 
   “What’s up?” I asked, panting. 
 
   “What did you do to Danielle?” Dr. Simon questioned.
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “I mean, she’s normal. She’s cured.” His hand gestured to her sitting at the table; her eyes were bright and clear and…normal looking. 
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” I said, shaking my head. 
 
   “She told me you did,” he stated. “She told me she was in trouble last night, and you visited her in her mind. That you helped heal her.”
 
   “I—” I didn’t know what to say. I glanced over to Danielle, who met my stare and nodded. “All I did was be there for her as she fought the monster inside.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And, apparently she won.” I shrugged.  
 
   “Abi, you’ve done what science hasn’t been able to do. You entered a mind and helped cure it.” 
 
   Chase’s face was also beaming “You cracked the code on crazy.” He turned to Danielle with wide eyes and shook his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”
 
   She held up her hand. “It’s okay. I was in a dark place, lost in my mind. I’ve been alone on the topside for at least a month. The people I was with, they—” She stopped, her body trembled.
 
   “You don’t have to tell us,” I urged.
 
   “I know. But I feel like I have to tell someone,” she mumbled.
 
   “You’re safe with us,” Chase said. “You can tell us as much or as little as you want.”
 
   She closed her eyes and inhaled a deep breath. Dr. Simon and I sat down, ready to hear her story. Sergeant Hawkins stood by the door, at the ready, a rifle in hand. 
 
   “I was three when I was taken into an underground bunker with five men and two women. Three of the men—two brothers and a cousin—were wealthy, and had pooled their money to build the shelter. The brothers brought their parents, and the oldest brother brought his wife. The last member was a close family friend.”
 
   “Were they your family?” I asked. 
 
   “They told me they were. The brothers said I was the daughter of their sister, and that she died giving birth to me. I found out later, they never had a sister. The truth was, the younger brother found me standing in the middle of the street, lost and afraid. He said he tried to find my parents, but riots had broken out, and he didn’t want to leave me alone. So, he took me. 
 
   “The older brother’s wife became my mother. She took good care of me, making sure I was well fed, teaching me how to read and write. She spent her time cutting up T-shirts to make me dresses.” Danielle drifted off, most likely thinking about the happy memories she’d just dredged up. 
 
   The sergeant cleared his throat from the doorway and snapped her back to reality. 
 
   “Sorry.” She looked up and smiled sheepishly. “But that was when I was little. As the years went by, the men would have nights where they’d get high and drunk. I guess they’d stocked the bunker with more than just food and water.” She paused, and I could tell she was struggling. 
 
   Chase leaned in and lightly squeezed her shoulder, which seemed to give her strength to continue.
 
   “The drunker they got, the more they fought with each other. My mother would keep me locked in her room during those nights. We would play board games until I fell asleep. Until one night, when a loud knock on the door woke me. It was her husband. His eyes were bright red. He was angry and accused her of fooling around with the others. It wasn’t true. She was always with me.” She took in a deep breath and fidgeted with her hands. “He shouted and threw things. Then he beat her until she dropped to the ground and didn’t move. When he left, I ran over to her, but she wouldn’t wake up.”
 
   “Where were the parents?” Chase asked. 
 
   “They were old and kept to themselves. They didn’t like my mom or me, so we kept to ourselves. She was the reason I was alive.”
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   “Her injuries kept her in bed. She could barely walk. And then, eight days after my eighth birthday, she didn’t wake up.”
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Chase said. 
 
   “I’m sorry as well,” Dr. Simon added. “Not only for your loss, but for what you had to endure.”
 
   Danielle’s body was shaking, tears spilled from her eyes, followed by deep sobs. “She was gone. There was no one to protect me from the others.” She buried her face in her hands.
 
   Chase put his arm around her shoulder. “Hey,” he whispered. “You don’t have to tell us anymore. I think we know what happened next.”
 
   “Dear child,” Dr. Simon wiped a tear from his cheek, “we are glad we found you. We will protect you now.”
 
   “You can’t protect her if you take her back to the bunker,” I said. 
 
   “She might hold the cure, and that would allow us to live topside,” Sergeant Hawkins said from the doorway. 
 
   Danielle looked to me. “I don’t mind going with them. No one can do more harm than what I’ve already experienced. I have no one…no family.”
 
   “You have us,” I said, reaching across the table. 
 
   She took hold of my hand. “Thank you. And that’s why I will go with them. Because I want you to be safe.” She looked at me through tear filled eyes. “I know why you’re out here alone. You want to save your family. I will be doing the same.”
 
   “Yes, we will be your family,” Dr. Simon agreed. “I’ll make sure you’re safe.”
 
   “Thank you.” She smiled.
 
   “So, how did you escape?” I asked.
 
   Her hands twisted around themselves. “The oldest brother left the bunker in a drunken rage. The others begged him to stay, but he wouldn’t listen. Days later, the other two went out to look for him, and also never returned. Me and their parents were left behind. But they didn’t want me around. They shunned me because I was sixteen and pregnant.
 
   “I had no idea how to survive, or what I’d be facing. I just shoved as much food and water into an old backpack as would fit, and ran until I came to the house where you found me. And after my daughter was stillborn…I wished to sleep and not wake up. But every day, my eyes would open, and I couldn’t understand why.”
 
   She broke off and wept silently into her hands.
 
   I felt awful for Danielle. Reaching out, I stroked her hair.
 
   “I don’t think we will ever meet a survivor like you,” I said. “You’re the bravest girl I know.”
 
   She shook her head. “You’re the bravest girl I know.”
 
   “I think you both are pretty damn close on the bravery score,” Chase noted. 
 
   His comment made Danielle laugh through her tears.
 
   “I know there’s something we can do to make you feel better. It’s not much, but it’s a start. It’ll give you the closure you need,” Chase said.
 
   We all turned to him, and Danielle wiped her eyes.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “We could have a burial for your little girl.”
 
   “Autumn,” she whispered. “Her name was Autumn.”
 
   He nodded sympathetically. “We can have a proper burial for Autumn. What do you think about that?” 
 
   She looked around the table, her eyes landing on me. “You’d do that for me?”
 
   “Of course we would,” I said, feeling like we’d just made a major step toward her recovery. “She deserves nothing less.”
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   BEFORE THE SUN SET, CHASE went outside and dug a small grave next to Jimenez. We all stood around in support, as Danielle placed her baby in her final resting place, and Dr. Simon said a prayer. It was short and sweet, but I could see that it was another triumph for Danielle. In just a few short days, she wasn’t the same girl we’d found at that house. And deep inside, I knew that she would make it. 
 
   That evening the entire atmosphere changed. Jones was recovering, and Danielle sat at the dinner table with us. Stevens brought out a pack of cards and taught us a few games. It was the first time in a long time it seemed like an ordinary evening. We ate until we were full, drank water until we weren’t thirsty, and laughed for what seemed like hours. 
 
   When it was time for bed, Danielle and I headed to our room. She asked if I could keep the flashlight on, and I agreed. She then busied herself with arranging her sleeping bag right next to mine. Some things would take time to adjust. 
 
   “Good night, Abi,” Danielle whispered, once we were tucked in. 
 
   “Good night, Danielle.” Looking up at the glowing circle on the ceiling, I said a quick prayer, asking God to watch over Finn and my family. 
 
   Then I rolled to my side and finally fell into a deep sleep. 
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   THE NEXT MORNING, I WOKE to screams. When I went outside, I found out Jones had fixed the radio, and they’d made contact with the bunker. A chopper was already on its way to our location for extraction.
 
   They packed up their bags, maintaining their good spirits throughout the day. They’d achieved their mission and were glad to be heading back to their families, minus a few. I couldn’t imagine what those families would have to go through.
 
   Keanu and I were on the roof that morning, and I caught him glancing over at me with concern. “I know you’re stressing about going back to the bunker, but just like Danielle, you have all of us on your side. We won’t let anything happen to you.”
 
   I sighed and shook my head. “That’s the thing. You will never know what they’re doing to me. I’ve been there before. Even the lab techs don’t have a clue what’s being injected into us. We’re held in a private wing, heavily monitored and guarded. They never let me see my family, other than the few visits per month; and even then, only unless it’s approved. No one can enter our area unless they have a secret access code. So, if you guys think you can protect me, you can’t. Once I enter the bunker, I’ll be a ghost.”
 
   He exhaled loudly and gave me a worried glance. “I’m sorry,” he breathed. And that was the last thing he said during the rest of our watch.
 
   The day dragged on and on, and finally, when the sun hung low in the sky, they loaded all their gear outside.
 
   A chair was placed outside for Jones, and he’d been given binoculars so he could watch the sky. 
 
   To my surprise, instead of chopper blades cutting through the air, I heard screams and growls blaring in my head.
 
   “Abi,” Chase yelled, turning to me with his hands over his ears. 
 
   I nodded. “I hear it.”
 
   “What?” Sergeant Hawkins asked, his eyes darting between us.
 
   “Arvies. A lot of them,” I replied.
 
   “Are they heading our way?” Stevens asked, and I nodded.
 
   Sarge took out his binoculars and turned his attention southwest, the direction of the last attack.
 
   “I think I see them,” he said. “Five clicks, just coming over a hill.”
 
   “How many?” Keanu asked.
 
   “More than the last town,” he answered. 
 
   “Oh God.” Stevens sighed. “What are we going to do?”
 
   “We stay here until the chopper comes. If they don’t come in time, we’ll lock ourselves in the underground.”
 
   “We’ll never get out. They’ll never find us.”
 
   “Yes they will.” The sergeant tried to keep everyone hopeful. He turned to Jones. “I need you to try and make contact with the bunker. Alert them of the Arvies, and tell them we might have to seek shelter in one of the homes. We will mark the roof with an X.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Jones said. He handed his binoculars to Stevens so he could work the radio. 
 
   A minute later, Stevens yelled, “Hey, I see something.” His finger pointed to the sky. “There!”
 
   Sergeant Hawkins aimed his binoculars in the same direction. “It’s a goddam chopper!” he hollered. “It looks like we have a rescue, boys. Hooah!” 
 
   “Hooah!” they all cheered.
 
   Their excitement was not shared by all. I was trying to find a way to escape. I was still their prisoner, ordered to be delivered.
 
   “We need some kind of a signal,” Sergeant Hawkins ordered. 
 
   “What about our flashlights? The sun is almost setting, they should be able to see them,” Stevens noted. 
 
   “Good thinking,” Sergeant Hawkins said. 
 
   Sergeant Hawkins, Keanu, and Stevens stood in a line and waved their flashlights overhead, while Jones made contact with the bunker, telling them of our predicament. They sent confirmation, and we continued to watch the chopper head straight for us. 
 
   “That’s a small chopper,” Stevens said, looking through the binoculars. “Shit. It’s a tour helicopter. Why would they send that? It won’t fit all of us.”
 
   “They’ve had a few breakdowns, and fuel’s been a factor,” Sergeant Hawkins said. “This one must be good on gas.”
 
   As the chopper neared, my insides twisted. I was screwed. The only alternative I had to going back to the bunker was to use Venge. I didn’t want to unleash her, knowing how unreliable she was; especially because I’d grown fond of these soldiers. But I wasn’t going back to the bunker, and would use her if I had to. 
 
   I had no weapons. Sergeant Hawkins had seized them from my possession.
 
   The chopper was coming quick, and would arrive before the Arvies did. As it neared, we had to cover our faces from the dust and sand it kicked up. When it landed, there were two gunmen and the pilot, in a chopper that seated six. 
 
   “We’re here for the Readers,” one of the gunners announced.
 
   “These Readers are under our supervision,” Sergeant Hawkins replied. “We were told we’d all be evacuated.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, Sergeant. Our orders are strict. To remove the Readers and head back to the bunker. A rescue chopper will be sent for you tomorrow.”
 
    “There are Arvies coming, and we need rescue,” Keanu hollered. “We also have an injured soldier.”
 
   Sergeant Hawkins stepped toward the chopper. “There are hundreds of mutants less than two clicks from here.”
 
   “I know. We saw them on entry.”
 
   “This is effed up, Sarge,” Keanu said, squeezing his gun tightly in his hand.
 
   “Hand over the Readers, Sergeant,” the man ordered, lifting his gun at them. He was an older man, with a face that looked like a bulldog. “We were given full authority to exercise whatever means necessary to bring them back.”
 
   Sergeant Hawkins’ eyes narrowed, and I watched his chest rise and fall. “I suggest you point that weapon away from me and my men,” he threatened.
 
   “Hand them over now, and no one will get hurt,” the man yelled.
 
   “What’s going on? You’re all on the same side. This is crazy,” Chase screamed. 
 
   The second gunman pointed his weapon at Chase. “Get in, now,” he ordered. 
 
   Chase glanced over to the sergeant, who nodded. Then he, Dr. Simon, and Danielle climbed aboard. 
 
   I turned to Sergeant Hawkins and practically pleaded. “You’ll die without me. You can’t go into that hole; the Arvies won’t let you come out. There are too many.”
 
   His dark eyes fell on mine. “We can fight. It’s what we’ve been trained for, to combat the Arvies.”
 
   “Yes, but not three of you against hundreds, with limited ammo. Jones can’t even use his weapon,” I argued. “And the next town is miles away. Those mutants are tireless.” I begged with my eyes. “You need me.”
 
   The Sarge looked at the gunman. “You have room for three. Take the two Readers and the girl. She’s top priority. Her blood might possibly hold a cure for the Arvy virus.”
 
   “They’re all coming with us.” The man pointed his fat finger at me, but left his eyes locked on Sergeant Hawkins. 
 
   “Not her.” The sergeant stood firm. “She stays, and I will take full responsibility. She will be handed over when we are rescued.”
 
   “The Arvies are coming,” I warned.
 
   The first gunman growled and pointed his weapon at me, his narrowed eyes landed on mine. Big mistake. 
 
   I focused my energy on him and the second gunman who also glanced at me. My anger woke Venge. I could feel her inside, waiting to be unleashed.
 
   “Abi,” Sergeant Hawkins called.
 
   But it was too late. With a flick of my hand, the two gunmen were in the air, flying a hundred yards away, their guns still suspended in midair. Dr. Simon and Chased grabbed their weapons and took a seat.
 
   The pilot turned his attention to me, and as soon as he did, his eyes went blank. 
 
   “Start the chopper and take off when Sergeant Hawkins orders you to. He’s in charge now,” I said, knowing it was the safest place for them. 
 
   The pilot turned and started the chopper. The blades picked up speed, kicking up dust.
 
   I turned to Sergeant Hawkins. “Get your men on the chopper.”
 
   He turned to me with a quizzical look and then turned to the others. “Everyone on board,” he ordered. Keanu and Stevens helped Jones onto a seat.
 
   Sergeant Hawkins held out his hand to me.
 
   “I’m not going with you,” I said. 
 
   “We can’t go back without you.”
 
   “You have Danielle in your possession. She holds a possible cure, which makes her as vital as me. They’ll have to let you back.”
 
   His brow furrowed, and I was preparing to use my gift on him when he spoke. 
 
   “We will be back, and there will be others coming for you who will not be lenient. Our entire mission was to find you. They won’t stop coming until you are in their possession.”
 
   “And I’ll keep one step ahead of you,” I replied. 
 
   Screams and growls pierced my ears. The horde of Arvies were coming fast, their bodies now visible, sprinting toward us. 
 
   The sergeant pulled a handful of things from his pack and handed it to me. Tears filled my eyes. “I wish you the best of luck, Abi.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, grasping Hellfire with her extra clips.
 
   “Godspeed.”
 
   “Same to you,” I returned. 
 
   “Sarge, what are you doing?” Stevens screamed. 
 
   Sergeant Hawkins jumped onto the chopper and ordered the pilot to lift off. 
 
   “We’re going to cover her.” He winked at me.
 
   Stevens shook his head, grabbing his weapon. “Bye, Abi,” he yelled, waving. 
 
   I smiled and waved back. 
 
   “Take care, Abi,” Keanu said, saluting me. “Hopefully we won’t see you again.” A grin rose on his lips.
 
   I smiled back. “Hopefully.”
 
   Chase, Dr. Simon, and Danielle waved as they lifted off the ground. 
 
   A gun fired behind me. 
 
   I felt a sting on my left, upper arm. When I looked down, I saw blood pouring from a gunshot wound.
 
   The bulldog looking man had a handgun and was firing at us. Sergeant Hawkins aimed his gun and shot him in the chest. The second gunman dropped his weapon and ran.
 
   “Abi, you need attention. Come with us,” Keanu yelled down to me. I shook my head and stepped backward.
 
   “Go!” I ordered the pilot. The chopper rose higher into the air.
 
   “Abi!” Chase screamed. Dr. Simon’s eyes were wide, and he was grasping his chest. His hands covered with blood.
 
   “Dr. Simon!” I screamed. 
 
   Keanu took out his medical kit and pushed his way over to him.
 
   “He’s been shot!” Chase cried. 
 
   “No,” I cried. “Don’t die, Dr. Simon. I need you.”
 
   “I’ll try my best.” Dr. Simon answered, his eyes finding mine. “You have everything you need to survive, Abi. But don’t forget about your heart. Your mind may overpower it, but don’t let it become callous. You’re a good person. Never lose sight of who you are.”
 
   “I won’t.” I sobbed. “Find me when you’re better.”
 
   “He’s unconscious, Abi,” Chase replied. “You need to come with us. You’ve been shot.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me. Promise you’ll take care of Danielle. She’s going to need a friend she can trust.” 
 
    “I will,” he replied. “Be safe. Please.”
 
   “I’ll try.” My arm was throbbing, but I noticed the exit wound through the front. The bullet went in and out. It wasn’t fatal, thank God. It would just slow me down.
 
   I quickly took the belt from around my waist and cinched it to my arm, right above the wound, making a tourniquet.
 
   The Arvies were coming, and by the sound of them, it was with a vengeance. They wanted me just as much as the government did. They knew I was a threat, and they were sending their teams in waves to tire me out. Maybe it was their plan. Maybe they were testing to see how strong we were. I just hoped I had enough strength to survive this wave.
 
   The chopper left and headed in the direction of the Arvies less than a mile away. As they neared, they fired their weapons. I watched dozens of Arvy bodies drop to the ground, but the mass kept coming, undeterred by the aerial attack. 
 
   The second gunman was gone, and I knew if the Arvies didn’t get him, the desert would. He had no food or water. Poor bastard.   
 
   I tried to focus on the oncoming horde, but the throbbing in my arm was distracting and making me waver. 
 
   “Venge,” I yelled out loud. “You have to be strong. We have to survive! Do you hear me?”
 
   The gunfire from the chopper stopped, and the vehicle headed farther and farther away. They’d done their best to aid me. 
 
   I was alone, but I didn’t want it any other way. I was free for the time being. 
 
   Venge was strong and ready to unleash her power. I could feel her boiling inside. This time, I would keep my eyes open. I wanted to witness her power firsthand.  
 
   The hundreds of advancing Arvies were screaming their death chant. Kill! Kill! Kill! Their hearts were petrified, hardened beyond repair; dark as coal, solid as steel, and void of all emotion and logic. For now, all they wanted was death—to deliver it, and they could only be cured by it.
 
   Fortunate for them, I was their death dealer. 
 
   Taking hold of my trusted friend, I gripped Hellfire tightly in my hand. She was my only companion. The feeling of the solid metal in my fingers gave me the strength and fearlessness I needed. She’d saved my life, even before Venge came to be. And if Venge ever failed me, I knew Hellfire would have my back. As long as I had enough ammo and stayed coherent, that is.
 
   My strength was waning, and it was frightening. I’d lost quite a bit of blood, but kept my focus on the advancing mutants—at least the few sprinting ahead. I stood still and let my thoughts rewind, replaying the scene at the government bunker. I relived the betrayal and panic I felt as they unveiled Finn in the cage with the Arvies.
 
   Rage blazed inside, quickly taking over. My vision blurred, my hands and face heated.
 
   I fixed my eyes on the first five Arvies, twenty yards ahead of the rest. As their milky eyes came into focus, Venge was set free. One by one, the mutants wailed and howled in pain, grasping their heads. Blood poured from their orifices before they dropped to the ground. Lifeless.
 
   The others drove forward, teeth bared, screaming for revenge. 
 
   My vision turned red. I blinked, but it didn’t leave. Venge had taken over. 
 
   She was strong. Stronger than my body, and even if I tried to stop her, I wouldn’t have been able to. Her power scared me, but I needed her right now. I opened my arms and gave her complete control.
 
   Venge released hell without remorse. One by one, the bodies fell, without me even making eye contact. I was on autopilot, my body being controlled by the power within. Their screams were muffled by the buzz in my head. My body was numb. I could feel my life force draining with each kill, not one of them getting any closer than twenty yards.
 
   When it was over, and the last one had succumbed to Venge’s wrath, she released me. I dropped to my knees, my entire body trembling uncontrollably. Pain radiated everywhere. I was fading in and out of consciousness. 
 
   Dropping to the ground, my eyes looked out over the sea of death and destruction.
 
   I couldn’t move. My body was paralyzed. Every cell felt drained of power.
 
   I’d let the beast have control, and it nearly killed me. 
 
   Injured and immobile, I realized I was also a victim. Venge had stripped me, leaving me helpless and exposed. Blood seeped from my eyes, nose, and ears. The pain from the gunshot was throbbing, but I didn’t have enough strength to move, let alone tend to it. 
 
    Minutes felt like hours as the sun also abandoned me, stripping me from its blanket of warmth.
 
   I fought as long as I could, but realized I was fighting a losing battle. No one was coming for me, and if they did, they’d be recovering a dead body. 
 
   When I finally gave in and shut my eyes, I heard a loud buzzing sound. It was like nothing I’d ever heard before.
 
   I somehow managed to roll from my side to my back, my eyes focused on the sky. It was empty, aside from a few fading orange-tinged clouds. The stench from the Arvy massacre intermittently wafted in my direction, adding to my misery. 
 
   The buzzing sound in my head only got louder. It was annoying, but my body and mind were done. They were shutting down. I felt peaceful in the wide open, under the vast sky. I’d come to terms, knowing this would be the place I would die. 
 
   I was all right with that. Dr. Simon, Chase, and Danielle would soon be safe behind bunker walls. My family was safe, and hopefully, the scientists could find a cure from Danielle’s blood. 
 
   My only regret was Finn. I wouldn’t get to say goodbye. I would miss him most of all.
 
   A hot tear trickled down the side of my face. I closed my eyes and gave in. 
 
   I must have reached heaven because I heard an angel’s voice calling my name.  
 
   “Abi,” it called. But the voice was muffled, as if it was underwater. 
 
   “Holy shit, Abi. What in the hell happened to you?” 
 
   My last coherent thought was…Do angels swear?
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   I HAD TROUBLE OPENING MY eyes. They were crusted shut and ached terribly. 
 
   My entire body was wracked with agonizing pain. Even the damn gunshot to my arm was still throbbing. My head felt as if a blade was being pierced in and pulled out, repeatedly. 
 
   I worked on opening my eyes and finally peeled one open. The area around me was dark, except for orange firelight flickering against the wall to the side of me. I still couldn’t move, and when I tried, a moan escaped my lips.  
 
   There was movement from the corner of my eye, so I looked over to see what it was. 
 
   I stopped breathing. 
 
   My eyes had landed on the most beautiful angel. He was luminous, his face glowing with the light of the small fire. His beautiful eyes opened wide.
 
   “You’re awake,” Finn breathed.
 
   I tried to speak, but no words escaped my mouth. 
 
   He knelt at my side and placed his hand over mine. I could feel him. He was real. 
 
   He gently lifted my head and put a canteen of water to my lips. I sipped slowly; the water felt like a magic potion as it coated my parched throat. 
 
   I raised my arm and brushed my fingertips across his face. My eyes ached as tears pooled and spilled down my cheeks. 
 
   How did you find me? I wanted to speak the words out loud, but my voice was too weak. 
 
   “I’m kind of pissed off at you,” he said.
 
   I’m sorry. My brow furrowed, knowing exactly why. 
 
   He exhaled loudly, running his fingers through his dark hair. “Dammit, Abi. Why didn’t you tell me you were leaving? Can you imagine what it was like for me to wake up and find you missing? And the fear you put us all through. Put me through?” He turned away from me. “You promised you’d tell me if you ever left. We’re supposed to be a team.” 
 
   I closed my watery eyes, my heart aching even more than my body. 
 
   “I was lucky I found you when I did. You were barely alive.” He glanced back at me and I saw the agony in his eyes. I’d hurt him deeply.
 
   “How?” I pushed the word out with a breath, hoping he’d know what I meant.
 
   He sighed. Getting up, he sat behind me and gently lifted my head into his lap, brushing the hair away from my forehead. “Because we’re meant to be together, and no matter where you go, I will follow.” He took in a deep breath and blew it out. His furrowed brow relaxed as he slowly shook his head. “I know you’re more than capable of taking care of yourself, but I made a promise to protect you and share your burdens. Stop trying to think you have to protect or save me. I want to be part of your life, as I’ve been for the past thirteen years. Don’t shut me out now, Abi.” 
 
   I nodded, tears streaming down my face. He was right. I didn’t want to be away from him. He was my best friend, and we were a team. 
 
   “You came after me,” I breathed.
 
   “Of course, I did,” he said, his fingers gently running down the side of my cheek. “Billy gave me a dirt bike he’d modified with a sidecar, in case I found you. Dr. Banks also gave me a medical kit. Good thing he did. Seeing you laying on the ground proved you’re still human, and in need of saving too.” 
 
   I smiled at his words. At least he thought I was still human. But what would he think if he witnessed my new gift? Would he change his mind? Would he be afraid of me? 
 
   “You’re safe now. Get some rest.” He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “You have quite a bit of healing to do. I cleaned and bandaged your wound.”
 
   “Where are we?” I breathed.
 
   “In a small town up north. Billy and his men scavenged the place and said it was clear of Arvies. There is a bigger town further east, but they haven’t been there yet. I wanted the sure deal, to make sure we were protected for a few days.
 
   “We can’t stay long. They’ll send choppers with special teams. I ran into a unit, but they let me go. They had your tattoo.”
 
   “Who?” Worry filled his eyes.
 
   “Sergeant Hawkins was leading them. They had Chase and Dr. Simon with them too. The rest of the soldiers were Stevens, Jimenez, Keanu, and Jones. They’d lost a few before I came into contact with them. Do you know them?” 
 
   Finn’s eyes focused on the flames. “Sergeant Hawkins? Yeah, I know him. That guy is a real asshole. A play-by-the-book soldier. The only one I remember is the big Hawaiian guy,” he said. 
 
   “Keanu?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah. I don’t think there is another person in the bunker with his name or his tattoos.”
 
   “Guess what?” I said, trying to sound energetic, which only came off as pathetic. 
 
   “What?” He turned toward me.
 
   “We found a girl, Danielle. She was bitten by an Arvy but didn’t mutate. We’re hopeful they can find a cure.”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “She went with the others back to the bunker.”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “And they left you alone?” he snapped. 
 
   “I ordered them to leave me behind. I told them they’d have to kill me before I went back to the bunker.”
 
   “And Sergeant Hawkins allowed this?”
 
   “Yes. I guess he felt obligated to let me go because I saved their lives, multiple times. But, he did warn me that if I ever run into him again, he won’t be as accommodating.”
 
   A large smile grew on his lips. “You saved their lives?” 
 
   I nodded, closing my eyes. “I’ll show you how when I’m stronger.”
 
   He chuckled, so I opened one eye. “What?”
 
   “Nothing,” he breathed, shaking his head. “You are a mystery, Abigail Park. I don’t know if I’ll ever know everything about you.”
 
   I yawned. “Nah, I’m pretty boring.”
 
   “Yeah, right.” He laughed. “Do you need anything to help you sleep?”
 
   “Do you have anything for pain?”
 
   “I do.” He carefully lifted my head from his lap and scooted out, replacing it with a rolled up blanket. From his pack, he pulled a bottle and shook two pills from it, then returned to my side with the canteen. 
 
   “You’re my hero, Finn Armstrong,” I exhaled loudly. 
 
   “I’m your fiancé,” he corrected. “And your best friend. But I’ll take hero too.” He shrugged. “And now, I’m your practicing doctor and am ordering you to rest.”
 
   I raised my hand to my forehead and saluted him. “Yes, sir.” 
 
   He barked out a laugh, and the sound of laughter filled me with a warmth and happiness I’d almost forgotten existed. Something only he could give me.
 
   He set his pack on the ground next to me, then lay down, wrapping his arm over me. I’d never felt safer or more secure, knowing Finn would never allow anything to hurt me. As much as I wanted to stay awake and talk, I was still too weak. 
 
   Pulling his arm tighter around me, I closed my heavy eyes and let his steady breath lull me to sleep. 
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   I AWOKE IN A SMALL room filled with light. It was a shed of sorts and completely hollowed out. Leading me to believe Billy must have ransacked it on his last scavenger hunt. 
 
   Finn was standing at the door looking outside. I remained quiet, admiring his tall, muscular frame. His left arm was resting against the doorway, the other holding the door open. The sun streaming in over his dark hair made it look lighter. He was perfection.
 
   I tried to sit up but was still too weak. I immediately noticed a bandage professionally wound around my arm. It didn’t surprise me. Finn was a perfectionist. Everything he did, he did to the best of his ability. He never half-assed anything.
 
   “Hey,” he said, noticing me. A bright smile widened on his lips. “You just wake up?”
 
   I grinned. “I’ve been up for a few minutes, admiring the view.” He rolled his eyes and grinned. “I’m impressed at your bandaging skills. I feel like I should be calling you doctor.”
 
   “You can call me whatever you like.” He winked at me. “I changed your dressing when I woke up a few hours ago. You should be good for a while.”
 
   “We shouldn’t stay here too long. We need to find Grammy.” I finally stood on wobbly legs.
 
   He closed the door and walked over to me, pulling me into a hug. I’d missed the feeling of being wrapped in his arms. 
 
   “Billy gave me a can of gasoline. I’m not sure how far it will get us, but I know we’ll still have a long way to walk.”
 
   “It’ll cut miles off our journey though. And…” I looked up and smiled at him. “I have you now.”
 
   “Yeah, unfortunately for you, you’re stuck with me.” 
 
   “I’m fine with that,” I replied. 
 
   He rested his forehead against mine. “No more running.”
 
   “No. No more running,” I repeated, pressing my lips against his. 
 
   His hand clasped around the back of my neck, his lips covering mine. The kiss grew desperate and deepened. When we finally separated my world was spinning, but I remained stable in his arms. 
 
   “How are you feeling?” he whispered, placing soft kisses on my cheek. 
 
   “Still weak, but my arm feels a lot better. Not as throbby as it was last night.”
 
   “That’s good,” he breathed. “And it wasn’t last night. It was a couple nights ago.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You’ve been asleep for two days.”
 
   “What?” I gasped. 
 
   “Yep, and you needed it,” he replied. His big brown eyes locked onto mine. “When I found you, you barely had a pulse, and I thought I was going to lose you.” His emotions got the best of him. He tried to turn away, but I held on, locking my arms around his waist. His eyes closed. He couldn’t look at me. “I don’t know what I would have done if you were gone. Just the thought scares the hell out of me. I don’t ever want to feel that again.”
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I breathed. “Now you know how I felt when I found you in that building, laying on the ground, on the brink of death.”
 
   He shook his head, and a crooked grin rose on his lips. “You saved me.”
 
   “And now, you saved me,” I said, pulling his lips back to mine.
 
   “Let’s not put each other in that position again. From now on, we stick together.”
 
   “Longer than forever,” I said. He laughed, and it filled my heart. 
 
   “We make one hell of a team,” he said, holding his hand up to me. 
 
   “An unstoppable team.” I high-fived him, and he held on. “We should be leaving. The sun is starting to set.” 
 
   “If you’re up for it, I’ve already packed our things.”
 
   “I’ve never been more ready,” I said, slowly getting up.
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” he asked.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “When I found you on the ground, covered in blood, I couldn’t help but notice the hundreds of Arvies scattered about.” He lifted my chin to meet his eyes. “Did you kill them?”
 
   “Not all of them,” I answered. “The soldiers shot some on their way back to the bunker.” 
 
   “But there were at least a few hundred closer to you.” There was a gleam in his eye, like he was proud and wanted to hear it from my own lips that I’d killed them. “Was it like what you did in the bunker?”
 
   I nodded, quickly overwhelmed with emotion.
 
   “There is a power inside of me I can’t control, and it terrifies me.” 
 
   He pulled me into his space, enclosing me back into his arms. 
 
   “It almost killed me, Finn.”
 
   “I won’t let it kill you,” he promised.
 
   “You don’t understand,” I sobbed. “Once it’s released, it can’t be restrained. Every time I use it, it gets stronger, feeding off me. I don’t think I’ll survive the next time.”
 
   “Then we won’t use it,” he said. “We’ll find a way to survive without it, and make sure the government doesn’t find you.” I nodded, a sobbing mess in his arms. “We’ll do this together. All right?”
 
   “All right,” I exhaled. He offered me his arm and escorted me out the door. I paused, looking out at the vast desert ahead of us.
 
   He laced his fingers with mine and squeezed my hand. “We didn’t come this far to die. We left our families behind to find a better place. A safe place where they can live in peace.”
 
   “Do you think there’s such a place?” I asked. 
 
   “I do. And I believe that if anyone can find it, we can.”
 
   He whisked me into his arms, kissed me quick, and carried me to the bike.
 
   I couldn’t believe he was here. That this wasn’t a dream. Destiny had brought him back to me, righting my wrong. It was Finn and me, as it should have been from the very beginning.
 
   I didn’t know what waited for us beyond the seemingly endless barren desert, but at this moment, I didn’t care. 
 
   He took hold of my hand and squeezed. “You ready?” 
 
   “With you? Always,” I said.
 
   He smiled and started up the bike. We rode off into the sunset, toward a place beyond where our eyes could see; a place we could maybe one day, call home.
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