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 Chapter One.   
 
      
 
      
 
         A warm breeze caressed against my face. I closed my eyes and leant the slightest forward until the tips of my boots felt like they were about to fall. The hood of the cloak slipped back, and red hair breezed in the warmth of the wind. It felt alluring and inviting. This sense of warmth was like a blanket to me. The ache of continuously running burned in the sunlight and eased the pain along my legs. My breathing evened out, and my heart wasn’t eradicated any longer. I was at peace.       
 
         I was imagining being in a place where I didn’t have to run. Where there was warmth all the time. The sound of seagulls made me smile, and I breathed a little laugh. Salty air carried in the sandy wind. The rushing of water. Waves crashed from afar and sunk lower and lower into the sea until they rippled along the edge of the shore.  
 
         I was someplace else.  
 
         I wanted to be someplace else.  
 
         Anywhere but here. I am always on the run.  
 
         My bracelet beeped, and that automatically made me open my eyes and look at why it made that sound. Two red dots were coming closer. That meant my time alone was becoming shorter. That means I need to get ready to start running again. But I am sick of running.  
 
         The roof suddenly shook and the edge that I stood on cracked. Rubble broke apart along the ledge, and I quickly stepped back. Aimlessly looking around, I went to reach for my weapon when a deep rumble came from below. From the eight-story-high building that I was on top of I widened my eyes slightly and stared at this giant monster that I’d like to call Blob.  
 
         I know. Not very imaginative. But with so many monsters in the world, it’s easier that way.  
 
         Blob looks like a blob. Slug-like, kind of, with one sizeable beady eye. It uses a stump to drag its body. Blob also had a tremendous arm that resembled a sharp blade. 
 
         It was huge. About three stories’ high. It looked to be going into some sort of a rampage. Blob cried out, and when it opened its mouth, black, sluggish slime drooled down and onto the water fountain. 
 
         Disgusted, I went to walk away when I heard shouting and the rapid-fire coming from guns. I frowned when I noticed humans. They were on the opposite side of the plaza and were shooting at Blob while they fell back to leave through one of the narrow streets that leads out of the plaza.  
 
         I was up on this building for around fifteen minutes. I didn’t hear those humans land or come into the plaza. I must have been too absorbed in my thoughts of someplace else that it closed off every other sound.  
 
         That’s bad. I need to be more alert. I need to be for Liam. I need to keep him safe and away from Glitch. It cannot have him.  
 
         Blob was angered by the fact that they were shooting at it. I mean, who wouldn’t be? Not like their attempt at killing it was doing anything. Those bullets sunk into its thick and slimy skin like nothing. Blob probably doesn’t feel anything at all. It was perhaps angry that someone was just in its presence.  
 
         Who could blame it? They were parasites, in a way.  
 
         My bracelet beeped again, alerting me that the red dots were within the vicinity of this city.  
 
         Lowering my arm again, I went to step away when someone caught my attention. Surprised, I moved further over the crumpled ledge. The blob had already killed a fair few, and there were two left that were on either side of the plaza. A boy was standing frozen in place, around the back of Blob. He had that look of newness. Someone untouched from death. Someone that has never seen a living monster before. But that wasn’t what caught my attention. On the other side of the plaza, there was a man that wasn’t running. He wasn’t leaving like some had done. He wasn’t going back to the spaceship. He was staying, and it was because that boy was on the other side of the plaza and couldn’t escape. This man wasn’t going to leave without him.  
 
         His actions surprised me. He was going to give up his life to save another. Someone that could mean nothing to him. A person that they were not particularly close to. Probably someone that he met that day. It was uncharacteristic. I see so many humans push, shove and run when they get a chance. I see so many humans sacrifice another human just so that they can survive. It is in their nature. They would do anything to survive. Absolutely anything. Yet, this particular human wasn’t leaving. A part of me wanted him to run. To confirm that humans are all the same, but he was very persistent. I couldn’t help but admire that about him.  
 
         And then it irritated me.  
 
         Run, you idiot. Or else Blob is going to kill you.  
 
         Blob advanced towards the man because the man decided to antagonise it to lure it away from the kid. Knowing that guns don’t work, he pulled out a sword, and that made my heart beat increasingly faster. The thought of him dying petrified me in a way. And so, that forced me to move.  
 
         I reached under my cloak and grasped hold of the hilt of my sword and flicked it out. Eager to jump, an exhaled breath from near the door that leads to the rooftop caught my attention instead. Liam stood there, brows furrowed, wondering as to what I was doing. I wasn’t even sure what I was doing. These haywire thoughts of that man dying made me move, but now that I look at Liam, I knew I was irrational. Laughing awkwardly, I went to step down and towards the fiery red-headed brothers of mine.  
 
         “Garath, just leave me!”  
 
         My eyes widened substantially. But mine were the only ones that did. Liam’s and Chuck’s narrowed, and they had pure and undying hate in their blue eyes. But a flutter rose within my belly, and I turned back around and jumped. I heard Chuck shout incoherent words, but they were hard to make out through the screeching of the monster down below.  
 
         Extending my arms on either side of my body, I glared at the giant monster as I fell. It noticed me. That single eye thinned and it grumbled, making the earth and buildings around it shake. Raising my arms up above my head, I then sliced down across its eye and saw the watery, thin black blood gush outwards. Blob cried out. It slammed its stump repeatedly into the ground while it wailed in pain.  
 
         I landed with a thump and dived out of the way when the stump slammed back down.  
 
         The monster was now blind. I relaxed a little and slowed my running and jogged instead.  
 
         Now at the back of the beast, behind the water fountain covered in moss and goo, I grimaced for a split second as I tried to figure out how to get to the monster’s weakness. That was when I noticed the water fountain. I ran up to it, stepped up on the edge of the fountain, grabbed hold of the statue of a naked woman and scrambled up until I stood on her head. Slipping my tail out for more balance, I felt the slits open, and the metal poured out and shuddered. I crouched low on the statues head. My tail curled around her neck, and my arm flicked outwards with the hilt of my weapon grasped tightly within my hand. I jumped upwards, pounced in the air and raised my blade high and narrowed in on the second eye. The eye was smaller and incredibly weaker. It looked at me and widened the slightest. Blob’s body tried to move enough so that I couldn’t reach it in time, but it was too late. Slamming the tip of my blade inside, a gush of black blood poured out, and Blob cried further. Inhuman cries filled the air and Blob stumbled and fell backwards. Tar-like sludge dripped down on me, and so I ran further back and let it break into the fountain and turn the statue into rubble.  
 
         Sweat beaded down my face. My heart raced, and my calves were in so much pain, but yet I moved. I walked forward to where he stood, immobile. Those green eyes were familiar, and it brought pain, but I pushed it back. I drove the pain I endured back and deeper down and to a place I never want to go again. Instead, I remembered all the times I weren’t afraid of them.  
 
         “I see you,” I whispered. He didn’t bat an eyelash as I walked towards him. He stared blankly, and that made me smile. “Garath, it is . . .” A gunshot fired right beside me, and I stopped in my tracks. A low rumble deep within me tore its way up my throat and out.  
 
          “Get away from him now!” The kid shouted.  
 
         A hissed breath escaped my lips, and I stepped further away from Garath. Garath’s eyes narrowed slightly, and his hand that gripped his weapon slackened.  
 
         I was doing as the kid said so that he wouldn’t shoot. However, it seems moving even towards him set him off. He pulled the trigger, and a loud bang came from the gun. Surprised, I flinched and raised my tail in the nick of time. I deflected the blow. Even knowing I was unscathed, the fire within me erupted.  
 
         I had done nothing. I saved this little shit’s life, and he repays me with violence. Typical of humans to do. Brainwashed by their surroundings, they would never understand that some monsters aren’t evil. That some were created to save this world that they ended up fucking over.  
 
         Would they believe that?  
 
         No.  
 
         Narrowing my eyes slightly, the anger burst and I turned and flicked my tail out. I felt his bone and flesh between slicers. I tasted the bone across the steel and did not care. As soon as my tail flicked out onto the other side of the boy’s body, I turned away and advanced back towards where Garath stood. He didn’t move. He didn’t even blink. He had no weapons out, and his sword was strapped behind his back. He was different. He won’t hurt me. He will save me.  
 
         My bracelet pulsed. Touching a button on the bracelet, the suit slipped away from my flesh, and the cloak was the only material that covered my naked body.  My tail vanished and spikes sunk back into my skin. I then touched the weapon, and the blade slid in to the hilt.  
 
         Garath will protect us. Garath will keep us hidden and away from Glitch and the Queen. I know it. I hope my brothers will in time as well.  
 
         “Do me a favour, Garath. My name is Iseya. Remember.” Raising my arm, I let the blade of my weapon slide back out and cut the bone that was atop of my head.  
 
         Pain shuddered.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         I sat up abruptly. My fingers pushed my sticky hair up and away from my sweaty face and down my back. Shuffling to the side, I peeled the thin sheet away from my skin and let my feet rest on the cold cement. I moved forward and glared down and shook my head side to side as I tried to shake that memory off of me.  
 
         Every night I wake in a cold sweat, but at least this time it wasn’t a nightmare. Only a memory. But one that was the most recent of them all. It was the day that I lost my memories all together.  
 
         I stretched, yawned, and as I did so, I felt a hand touch my shoulder from behind me. This warmth that I was all too familiar with. I smiled, straightened up and placed my hand over theirs. Lowering myself back down onto the bed, I tugged the sheets up once again, rolled over and put my hand on his chest when I felt sticky. I sat up and stared at my fingers and rubbed them together. It was too dark to tell what I touched. 
 
         “Ary, can you turn on the light?” 
 
         The light blinked on.  
 
         Widening my eyes, my lip trembled, and I was suddenly kicking the sheets off of the bed. I fell towards the ground and screamed.  
 
         He laid there, covered in blood, headless.  
 
         Shuffling further back, tears streamed down my face, and the panic intensified. I pushed myself up, stumbled to the door and went to open it when I realised that it wasn’t six, so the doors aren’t open yet. I slammed my hands against the door and screamed, hoping for anyone to answer.  
 
         “Is everything alright, Iseya?” Ary asked in her perky, yet robotic voice.  
 
         “He’s dead,” I stammered out. “He’s dead on the bed!” 
 
         “Who?” 
 
         “Eric!” I turned back around and heaved.  
 
         There was nobody. The sheets were kicked back, but there was no one there, and there was no blood. I relaxed my shoulders slightly and leant up against the door and slid down towards the ground. I raised my legs, wrapped my arms around them and buried my head between my knees. 
 
         I stayed there until the doors opened. I didn’t feel like a shower. I didn’t feel like washing the blood and watching my skin close over once the steel slipped back inside of me.  
 
         I don’t even know what they do. I understand my tail, for it cuts things and balances me, but the ones on my back. I still have no idea what they could be used for. Aside from making me look more like a monster.  
 
         After I placed my suit on and put my warm gown in the chute, I tapped the door, and it slid open. Outside and on the second floor of the first level, I went down the red steel stairs and towards the elevators. Once I got to them, the guards on either side watched me intently when I stepped inside. Once I was inside, I pushed for the ground level.  
 
         Everyone watches me now. Everywhere I go, I feel pairs of eyes staring at me. Watching my every movement. It makes me uncomfortable. But I have to keep my calm and not act suspiciously. I can’t give myself any more reason for the Council to call me again. I need to lay low. Anything I do or say around others can be exploited. Like Garath has said numerous of times.  
 
         There weren’t that many people roaming around the training room this early in the morning. Some were grouped together and geared up. They were going towards the elevators. Either to study or to go to the spacecraft and spaceships.  
 
         That’s where I will be going at nine in the morning. To level sixty to study some more about the mission that we will be going on. Now, however, I wanted to train.  
 
         Some people were training at the firing range and running the obstacle course. But that was about it. 
 
         At the edge of the mat to the rock wall, I raised my arms and stretched. I slept awkwardly last night, and now I had this uncomfortable feeling across my shoulder blades and lower back. I heard tweaks in my back crack and my hip pop as I stretched my legs. A twinge of pain made my eye scrunch when I pulled a muscle in my arm.  
 
         After I stretched, I grabbed the first hold on the rock wall, and pulled myself up, and reacted quickly. I grabbed them as fast as I could without thinking twice. I just wanted to move without thought. I wanted my body to do everything while my mind was blank of anything. And so, I climbed. Climbing is what relaxes me, oddly enough. All I think about is the wall. There are no other distractions. Training stops me from remembering all the terrible shit that has happened since I woke.  
 
         Now up at the top of the rock wall, I jumped off the sidewall and grabbed hold of one of the ceiling holds that was the furthest away that I could get to without falling. My arms tensed. With every one that I grabbed onto, I jumped for it and made sure my hand clamped on tight. With a grunt, I jumped for another and another without worry.  
 
         Ever since that night I slaughtered the Raverp, I haven’t seen it since. I haven’t seen Glitch nor any other fear. It was like it was afraid of me, and now I wished it showed up. I wished I could kill it again and again. But now I have to wait until we leave for me to release this anger and frustration. 
 
         The bell gleamed. Right before it, I stared at the golden colour that shined bright because of the fluorescent light. I reached out and was fingertips away from touching the cold metal surface of the bell when my name was suddenly called. Surprised, I dropped. My fingers brushed against the bell slightly, and a soft ding sound came before I fell. I landed on the mat swiftly, rolled over and sat upright and directly at a broad and muscular chest.  
 
         That shirt seriously does no justice.  
 
         “Gab. What are you doing here?” I asked as I stood.  
 
         I went towards the firing range and tapped on the touchpad computer. A click sound came from the other end, and a paper cut out of a person’s body zipped towards me from one of the lanes and clicked and locked into place. Beside the touchpad was a rack of guns. Grabbing one of the lethal ones, I took the safety off and walked to lane three.  
 
         “Don’t tell me you’re training this early as well?”  
 
         “Uh, no. I usually train after study,” Gab replied.  
 
         In the corner of my eye, I noticed that he touched the computer, and another human paper outline came out beside mine. Gab then grabbed a gun and walked towards me.  
 
         “I knocked on your door, but you weren’t home. So, I went to Tera’s room. She told me that you would probably be in the training room.”  
 
         I pulled the trigger and a round of five sprayed along the centre of the paper head. I then pointed slightly downwards and sprayed another controlled shot of five along the paper man’s chest. Satisfied, I placed the gun in the holder on my waist and felt it reload while I tapped for a new paper from the control panel that was beside me. While I waited, I turned towards Gab. Even knowing I trained and was getting substantially better these past three weeks; Gab was on another level. While mine sprayed a little haywire in a way, all five of his bullets went in the exact same hole. Now, that is what I call precision. In a way, it was remarkable.  
 
         Back to my own cut out paper man, I raised my arms and narrowed my eyes. “Why were you looking for me?” I asked.  
 
         “I don’t see you that much.” Before I pulled the trigger, I gave Gab a sidelong glance. “You get what I mean. Aside from breakfast and dinner and study or missions, you’re off. You disappear, and I don’t really know where you go. It’s like you’re avoiding everything. Which I get. You have been through some shit.”  
 
         He doesn’t even know the half of it. I get where he is coming from, though. I have been avoiding them, but not necessarily in the way that he is telling it. Yeah, sometimes I want to be left alone because I am not in the mood to talk to people. But most of the time that I want to talk and want to be around people, those bots appear. I also see the faces of strangers staring at me like they were waiting for me to make a mistake. They wanted to grab any source of information so that they can relay it back to the Council, and I didn’t want them to. So, instead, the most logical thing for me to do was to avoid everyone. Minimise my contact with people and minimise being seen by people. Yeah, I want to train more with my friends, or grab a shot of vodka, or even go to the chocolate shop with Kim, but I can’t do that without being spotted.  
 
         It sucks.  
 
         “I know.” I lowered my gun completely, switched the safety on and sighed. “It has been tough, and Tera makes it difficult. Flaunting every new boy-toy every breakfast and dinner. I’d rather not.”  
 
         “Heh. At least we can agree on not liking that. Maybe we should give her an intervention . . . Or have breakfast at a different time. To make it easier on you.”  
 
         “You would axe her like that?” I asked in disbelief.  
 
         “This may come as a surprise, but out of all of our teammates, I like you the most.” 
 
         “Wow. Poor Mike,” I breathed a laugh. “I would have assumed he was your ‘Bro’.”  
 
         “Not really. We have different views of opinions. I have more in common with you. Besides, the last three times we have been out on a mission, you have had my back. Tera, on the other hand.”  
 
         I lowered my gaze down to the bandage that was wrapped around his arm and nodded in agreement.  
 
         In a way, our last mission was hard. I went off with Garath and Gab went with Tera. It was fine on my end. Garath and I cut down hive hounds with ease. But apparently, there was some clouded judgement with Gab and Tera. They were scouting while four groups of two went out to eliminate the hive hounds. Gab said all Tera done was ramble on, and because she was talking, they both couldn’t hear the hive hound that was creeping up and on them. It got him. Just a scratch, but still, it shouldn’t have happened in the first place. Tera didn’t even apologise. Not like Gab demanded one. She ended up killing it, but if she didn’t like fucking speak at all, Gab wouldn’t have gotten wounded.  
 
         Gab told me in private after. He didn’t want to make a fuss, for even knowing Tera was somewhat incompetent. He didn’t want the routine we have to change. I promised not to tell Garath, but the more I stare at his wound, the harder it gets to keep my mouth shut.  
 
         Tera cannot be trusted.  
 
         “Anyways, do you want to hang out after study?” Gab asked.  
 
         “Not right away,” I answered. “I got some things to do beforehand, but after we can. That would be cool.”  
 
         “I will be training here.” Gab lowered his arm and went over to the rack. After he placed the gun back, he waved, and half-smiled. “I’m off. You coming?”  
 
         “Soon.” 
 
         Gab nodded and walked away. Once he was in the elevator and out of sight, I sighed, turned back to the paper man and raised my arm once more.   
 
         One after another, I fired, and I didn’t leave until all my worries for today were gone.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
         It was less crowded on the ninth level. I went towards the mess hall and away from the large group of people that headed to level ninety-nine. As I went across the floor, I glanced at the crystal-clear window. Inside and on a stand was that gear. Still there, and always pricey.  
 
         Sometimes I go over there and stare longing at it. But after a while, I realise that I would instead order food than to buy that. Besides, my gear was already good enough. I don’t need anything flashy to wave around and gloat over. Food was definitely worth it more considering . . .  
 
         ‘Considering Eric is dead.’  
 
         I looked away from the gear, exhaled a deep breath outward, and walked into the mess hall. Like always, my teammates were there. Since level one has consistent horrid food, level nine was the best so far amongst the other levels. There’s usually a regular girl or two guys that rotate during the week. Depends on when they work. They were also social, and I have had numerous small chats to them while they placed a bottle of water, a container of soup and a loaf of bread on my tray. 
 
         The usual. 
 
         I walked past my teammates and caught a snippet of a conversation and rolled my eyes. Tera was on one of her rambles about sector twenty-three. This time it was her and Kim that were comparing sectors. Gab glared at his food and Mike tapped away on the new device that he bought with all of his money from missions and favours. It is like a type of calendar and a planner. Even has a navigator. He punched in where he used to live and showed us a few days ago. It was pretty nifty, I suppose. However, it was nothing like my bracelet.  
 
         Up at the front, there was no line. Not that many people come up here during breakfast. It is usually packed during the day around lunch, where groups of people scavenge for good clothes or buy excessive amounts of chocolates.  
 
         I kind of liked it like that. 
 
         Also, I have realised that I am not really a morning person. I am grouchier when I just wake up. I guess it may be from lack of sleep from the nightmares. Or, it could be my personality from before, when I sliced off my horn. My memories could be moulded with the character that I have now. I need to watch myself more often.   
 
         The lady served me with a smile like she always does. I smiled back and murmured my thanks after she placed the water, bread and soup container on my tray. Sliding it back towards me, I turned and went to the spare seat beside Kim, and nearest to the edge of the table. I listened to Tera explain to everyone about how they make shortcut pastry for sweet foods while I ate. It was an exciting topic. I laughed with the rest of them when Tera imitated how to roll the pastry out to make it thin enough and a perfect size.  
 
         Kim then suddenly turned towards me and said, “When does Rick’s team come back from their lengthy mission?” 
 
         “Tomorrow night, I think,” I answered, and they all nodded.  
 
         Allison announced that they were cleaning up a sector that was three days away. They were opening up a new sector near the breach. When she told me, I recall that I perked up a little at the thought of a beach. There was a sense of longing within me that really wanted to go with her. I was even considering asking Garath, but when I noticed the set look on his face when I saw him, I thought otherwise.  
 
         He’s been very uptight and formal lately. I guess that he was still annoyed he wasn’t allowed to come with me when the Council summoned me. He had to hear second-hand what happened from me, and he knows very well that I am evasive and wishy-washy with what I say. I can admit when I told him, I held some factors back. But factors that I didn’t want anyone else to know. It’s hard enough that Glenn does. And Glenn knows squat about me or the reason they summoned me, really. 
 
         “At least it’s just a clean-up mission,” Tera chirped up and then suddenly flinched when I threw daggers at her. “Sorry.” She cleared her throat, stood and grabbed her tray. “I will wait for our team leader out on level one. Coming, Mike?”  
 
         “Uh.” He darted a look at Kim, Gab and I and nodded firmly. “Yeah. I am coming. See you guys on level one.”  
 
          I glared at them. Glared at them as they placed their trays up on the counter where Meredith worked. I glared at them as they walked past and out the door.  
 
         Her words bothered me. I couldn’t tell if she was half stupid most of the time or if she doesn’t have a filter. She knows she is skating on thin ice and needs to redeem herself with Gab, but soon enough it may not be just Gab she would have to apologise to.  
 
         Irritated, I pushed my tray away and leant back in my seat and sighed deeply. I was suddenly not hungry. My stomach swelled sickly. I felt ill as I remembered the blood oozing down his neck as Glitch . . .  
 
         Fuck. 
 
         I pushed my food away further until it settled right before Gab. He cocked an eyebrow, but didn’t say a word and started eating my food. While he did that, I grabbed the water bottle beside me and twisted the cap.  
 
         “Ugh. I don’t want to study,” Kim complained.  
 
         “Correction. You don’t want to study for this certain mission,” I corrected her.  
 
         “It’s going to be bugs galore! My hair is going to be riddled with them.”  
 
         “Wear a hat,” Gab spoke. Even I raised my brow and gave him the – you-aren’t-serious-are-you? Look. Kim’s hair was like a bird’s nest. Completely unmanageable. She probably couldn’t even fit that much hair underneath a hat. “Have you tried cutting it off, then?”  
 
         He really doesn’t get girls and their hair, does he? 
 
         “That’s close to murder! I’d rather be mauled by a hive hound than have to cut my hair.”  
 
         “You’re so fucked up,” Gab laughed, and I couldn’t help but laugh as well. “You have screwed up priorities, Kim.”  
 
         “Shove it! You would understand if you had hair like mine.”  
 
         I doubt any of us would understand, really. Especially with her hair. Sometimes I think she doesn’t even wash it. And that immediate thought made me desire to see her hair flat and wet.  
 
         Would it be normal?  
 
         Or would she look like a wet rat? 
 
         The thought made me laugh a little harder than usual and shake my head and wipe tears.  
 
         I enjoy the company of Kim and Gab. They most certainly know how to distract me away from my other darker and more concerning thoughts that I tend to dwell on unconsciously. And they’re both loyal. I have no doubt that Gab will always have my back, and Kim as well. After what she did for me that day, even if it was all in vain, I cannot repay her gratitude.  
 
         “What are you giggling about?” Kim demanded.  
 
         “Nothing,” I lied. A suspicious smirk rested on my face.  
 
         She pouted, and that made me roll my eyes and settle on a girl that was at the entrance of the mess hall. She was watching me intently. I could tell.  
 
         I stood and said, “We should go down to level one to meet up with the others.”  
 
         They both agreed immediately. I am glad that they don’t question my sudden shift at all. Perhaps they thought the reason I react so differently in situations is because of what happened three weeks ago when I ran to save . . . But it wasn’t, really. Most of the time, I catch someone watching me, and I know the reason why. It makes me uncomfortable, and that is why I lapse, grow quiet, and become more professional instead of friendly and playful.  
 
         Outside of the elevator and on level one, I side-stepped a group of eighteen and two robots that ushered inside. Four of the people I noticed looked like nervous wrecks. That was what I more than likely looked like on my first few . . .  
 
         Oh, who am I kidding? Depending on the mission that we go on, I am still a wreck. Even knowing I have more experience – thanks to training with a madman – I feel more in-tune with my fighting style. I am not so professional and perfect like Garath. Whenever he trains me, it always seemed to be strenuous in a way. Our sessions are useful when we fight one or one, or for shooting practice. But for tips and pointers to hold my weapon, it didn’t feel right. With Lloyd, there was something. Something small. A spark of fire that made me realise that I am a dirty fighter, and I don’t play by the rules. I make them.  
 
         By the time we met up with Mike and Tera, the doors to the second elevator opened and Garath came out. Ten minutes late. Like always.  
 
         He looked like his usual self. Blank face. He gave nothing away on what will happen today. Not like we don’t already know.  
 
        Green eyes darted a look between us all until they settled on me. I stiffened and felt heat flush across my cheeks. I had to avert my gaze and stare down at the black boots that he wears. They really need to be polished. They look so worn out. 
 
         “Follow me,” he announced.  
 
         “Yes, Sir,” I muttered after everyone else and followed behind them.  
 
         Like always, halfway up, I was squashed between Gab and Garath. Doesn’t help that Gab has shoulders like a tree trunk. It was impossible to move once the elevator became more crowded. He even knows his size is a problem and makes it worse by apologising to everyone. At least it was his arms stabbing into me and not a bloody weapon of some kind. I really shouldn’t complain that much.  
 
         Cramped and feeling a little enclosed, my fingertips strained against the wall to keep enough distance away from Garath. All I needed was some spy to get the wrong idea and report back to the Council if I rest too comfortably along his chest. But it was a struggle. I could see the tips of my fingertips grow red as I pushed further away so that I could have enough room to breathe. 
 
         Why do I always end up at the back? 
 
         ‘Perhaps you like it.’  
 
         “Shut up,” I muttered.  
 
         “I didn’t say anything,” Garath murmured.  
 
         “Huh? Oh. You didn’t?” I asked. He shook his head and tweaked a smirk. “Sorry.” 
 
         “What do you think I said?”  
 
         “Nothing,” I blurted out. I looked down quickly, and when I looked back up, that blank look on his face said it all. He doesn’t believe me. “Anyways, about the teams you assigned.”  
 
         “I am not changing them.” 
 
         “But you can handle them better than I can.” I groaned. “Can’t I have Kim and Gab. Why do you always get to have them?” 
 
         “Because they’re less likely to get on my nerves,” Garath admitted. My jaw dropped. “Besides, you also need to bond with Tera and Mike more. You have been awfully cold since we came back from our last mission. Was it because of the incident that happened with Gab?” My eyes widened substantially. “I know. My comms can hear everything. I caught the gist. But I will not give her up for another teammate. She is a good fighter but gets nervous easily. I feel you are the best in getting people to achieve their best. She will learn better if you teach her. You’re less intimidating but have the brains to become a team leader.” 
 
         “Why do people keep saying that?” 
 
         “Maybe they are right.” 
 
         I narrowed my eyes further and turned away. I shuffled out with the crowd when the doors to level sixty opened.  
 
         I don’t believe him. I don’t believe any of them. I am no leader. I don’t think things through. I do things under pressure. Unless I am under pressure with every situation, I am basically useless to the team. I am better off following orders instead. 
 
         Going into room four, I sat beside Tera and on the edge of the chair while Mike sat on the other side of her. Kim, from the table that was practically beside mine, kept waddling her brows and distracting me. I pressed my lips firmly together and held in a laugh, shook my head and stared up and towards Garath. He was waking Ary up from her slumber.  
 
         The red lines that went across the screen faded and a list presented itself to us. Clothing, weapons, utensils and herbalist. The thought worried me that a stranger I won’t know until the day of the mission was going on a stroll with Tera, Mike and I. It bothers me more now than ever because of the situation I have been placed in after my talk with the Council. Whoever we have, they would be watching me. That worries me the most. I can’t even go on a mission without maintaining control of who I am.  
 
         I flicked through my notebook and went on a page that I already wrote on about this mission. Then I straightened up further in my seat. I could hear Tera whispering to Mike from beside me about what they were going to do with their earnings when this ‘easy mission’ was over. All I could think of was that anything could happen. We could all die. Any mission shouldn’t be considered of as lightly. I can recall the one where we had to stock up on fruit and vegetable. Thieves wanted us dead over the shipment that we held. That’s why I train to be well prepared for any mission that we go on.  
 
         ‘Ever since Eric.’  
 
         I picked up my pen and tapped it repeatedly against the open page. Garath highlighted on herbalist and images of plants rolled down the screen along with a description of what that plant was beside it.  
 
         On the far-right side, there was a picture of a man wearing a white suit, head to toe, and a mask over his face. He looked precisely how Tera and I looked when we had to wear that special suit when we picked fruit and vegetables. Apparently, the air in forests is much more humid, and because we live in Paradise Eden, we could be oversensitive to the smells and are forced to wear at least a mask, if not the whole entire suit, which I am refusing. I seemed fine in the Forrest on that mission with Glenn’s team, so did the rest of my team. I think I will be fine in a rainforest. 
 
         “Each team on this mission will have a guide to help them pick and choose types of herbs that are not poisonous or cause a type of infection.” Again, Garath’s words were always swaying. It always makes me grow on edge. “You are to protect them from anything.” 
 
         Tera suddenly raised her arm up high in the air.  
 
         “Team leader, I thought you said that there wasn’t going to be any monsters . . . Or at least, anything worse than hive hounds.”  
 
         “I am not certain. There has not been any activity of monsters in that area that the other team leaders or I have noticed, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be. Also, there will be wildlife to look out for. We do not kill them, we stun them. Know the difference, alright?” Tera nodded and lowered her hand. “We want to keep our wildlife intact. It is our food chain that we have to keep sacred. You shoot and kill any larger ones, and you will be sent into the blue room if you make it back.”  
 
         “What would you consider large?” Kim asked.  
 
         “Anything that is not insects or reptiles that oppose a threat to you or kill in general,” Garath clarified. “If a tiger or a panther or even a deranged monkey tries to attack you, stun it. No matter where you hit it, the animal will more than likely drop immediately. Stun medicine is strong and can knock out anything. Our stun guns were designed that way, so keep your cool out there.”  
 
         I’d definitely need to remember that. I would also need to understand more about wildlife. I have the knowledge, but I am not entirely sure if it is enough. There would be a chance I may shoot a wildlife creature that I would have considered to be a monster instead. Then I will be going straight into the blue room, and I have been cautious to not wind up back there at all.  
 
         Weary to even go out there now, I grabbed the large, thick book of animals and moved it towards me. When I opened it up, I was glad that they were sectioned into habitats, and where they would most reside in. However, I am starting to believe that some animals may change the climate to escape the monsters that would lurk where they needed to be. Like the thickly covered woods on that mission with Glenn’s team. There was only silence, which meant the animals moved place to keep away from the hive hounds’ domain.  
 
         “Anyways, your guide will be the one doing the picking and handling. You are just protectors. I’d at least like one of each group to be more separated than the other two, while the other two protect the guide at close range.” 
 
         “Like a scout,” Gab piped in. He then suddenly looked at me, and it was a silent confirmation that both of us would more than likely be the ones that will be scouts for our group. “We will survey the area and make sure nothing comes close enough to hurt the guide.”  
 
         “Correct. If the guide dies, the group will be sent to the blue room as punishment.”  
 
         “What if it cannot be helped?” I asked. “What if they fall on a pointy bush or touch poison ivy or something?”  
 
         “You will still be punished. Acquiring a herbalist is hard. They have to study for years knowing the plants, fruit and such and we don’t have years for that. It is too time-consuming. But without one, we could all die by an unknown plant someone thought to pick up and place in a stew.” 
 
         That does make sense. But that doesn’t mean I will be acceptant or happy to go to the blue room if my guide dies. No. Definitely not. Just imagining being in the blue room and feeling the water forcing down my throat as I struggle to swim sets an ill feeling that tightens my throat.  
 
         I swallowed the lump that formed, shuffled forward in my seat and flicked through the pages. I tried to keep my mind on the mission at hand and not on other possibilities that may not even happen.  
 
         Well, I hope that won’t happen.  
 
         “Do we get to meet them before we head out?” I asked.  
 
         “No. Herbalists are proud people. They do their duty for Paradise Eden, and that is it. They more than likely won’t communicate or even look at you. To them, you’re a rat on the food chain.”  
 
         “Why?” I asked through clenched teeth. “Why to them are we vermin?”  
 
         “Can anyone answer that?” Garath looked around the room. When I did so as well, they had their heads bowed down and were tight-lipped. “Iseya, they live on level ninety-four and ninety-five. They are the third highest, followed by the doctors on ninety-six and seven and on level ninety-eight is where the Council lives.”  
 
         I flinched. I didn’t mean to, and when I glanced at Tera from beside me, it seems that she didn’t notice. Relieved, I leant back slightly in my chair and flicked through the page filled with fruit once again.  
 
         “Will we get in trouble if we do talk to them?” 
 
         “No, Iseya. Even knowing they are highly ranked; they aren’t highly ranked like Glenn’s team and people that go out and do what we do. They are required to respond if the conversation is necessary. If you ask, ‘what is your favourite colour?’ They would just ignore it and go about their day.”  
 
         “They sound like those rich people in sector seventeen,” Tera muttered to me.  
 
         I nodded.  
 
         Frankly, I wasn’t entirely sure how a rich person acted. I read. I do remember reading about noble ladies and gentlemen, but in this world and with this lifestyle, I believe it would be vastly different. Our world is changing. We are not like five hundred years ago, and we are not like forty years ago. Where there was nothing dangerous and monstrous destroying cities and towns. There was nothing at all but the monsters that are man and woman. Turning on their own. That seemed to have stayed, but everything else changed, and it changed for the worse. And now I sit here and have to listen to Garath because it was better than being out there with more dangerous monsters that lurk around every corner.  
 
         We studied for a few hours, and on our way out, I agreed to meet Gab on level nine in an hour. It wasn’t enough time, but I obliged. Lately, I am nowhere, and I am beginning to see that much clearer now. I need to be around others outside of study or training or missions. I needed to start acting more human and thinking that just scares me enough to turn rigid as I stepped out of the elevator doors.  
 
         This level was always quiet. You would think otherwise – with the number of deaths –that a sea of people would be standing outside of these large, oak, dark stained double doors. But that wasn’t the case. Everyone was too concerned about their own lives to care for others. Sometimes I think that I am that type of person. That all I care for is my own life and not the lives of others. But even I know that wasn’t the truth. I seem to care for others instead of my own. I care because now I am starting to realise how fragile they really are.  
 
         The doors creaked when they opened. Just a slight squeak of a sound that made me wince. Light from outside shined into the candlelit room. Flames flickered away when the gush of air from outside breezed through. The orange glow was going haywire until the doors closed. Then they stilled, and all I could hear was the burning sound it makes as the wax melts away from the stick.  
 
         My footsteps echoed for there was no noise to muffle them. There were only long wooden chairs, and an altar up at the front in the centre. The shadows consumed and stretched further and further away from the object it was attached to 
 
         Asserting its dominance, like always.  
 
         Now before the altar, I turned to my left and sat down on the front row of seats and along the edge. I stared, longer than I always expect, at the red roses that were behind the altar. The more times I have come here, the more I have to think about what I have or who I have to pray for. I already prayed for the safe return of Allison and her teammates. I prayed for my team. I prayed that the Council won’t bother me after that interrogation. I prayed that I would never see the blue room again and to not become the monster that I once was. Now, I sat, wondering if there was something when instead, I just sat. Not a thought of why I didn’t leave never crossed my mind. It was peaceful. The most peaceful place in Paradise Eden, but it is also filled with great sadness.  
 
         I could see the casket vividly of where he laid, in a deep sleep inside. I clutched the cross bound to my neck and stared blankly ahead when a shadow of a man sat down beside me. From the corner of my eye, I watched, and felt the lump form and grow inside my throat. It was tightening and constricting and making it rather hard to breathe. Warmth resonated almost immediately, but it left a bitter taste of ash on the tip of my tongue. No amount of water would be able to wash away this feeling.  
 
         “Iseya,” he whispered my name.  
 
         “You are not real,” I responded as softly. Maybe even more.  
 
         “I am as real as you believe I am.”  
 
         “No. You are just the madness spooling inside of my mind. Tormenting me like always. You are not Eric.” 
 
         “My love.”  
 
         He raised his arm and reached out to my shoulder. I could feel his fingers glide across, even before he touched me. It was painful enough already.  
 
         I slackened my hand on the cross and released my grip. The shadow of a man faded from beside me, along with the warmth that it brought. In the church alone once again, I could feel the despair creep up and stood abruptly. I went along the rows of seats, towards the entrance and out when a creaking sound from behind made me stiffen. It sounded like a door opening, or a foot pressing too hard onto the wooden floorboards. I turned back into the darkness, and at every shadow on the wall and floor. Then I noticed something that I usually miss whenever I come in here. The large boxed cubicles with doors that I have heard people pray in, for some privacy. Designer golden painted doors that could hide a person inside.  
 
         My hand reached for my weapon. I went back down the rows of chairs. Down the empty seats, someone could have sat in. I stood before one of the four boxed cubicles a person could be in. They were all closed. I know I would have heard and definitely seen someone leave one of these, so that means they would still be inside.  
 
         I tapped on the first door. There was nothing. Not a peep. Not even from the other three doors.  
 
         The handle of the door was a metal, silver ring, and it clinked the slightest when I touched the hoop and lifted it up. I let my fingers slide inside until I clutched the handle within my grip. I opened the door and within the small area was nothing at all. Suddenly aggravated, I went to the next and swung it open without knocking. There was nothing again. So, I went to the one after that. My hand clutched tighter on the hilt of my weapon as I swung that one open as well. It was also empty. Gritting my teeth, I stepped away from that door and looked to the last. Where the candlestick beside it etched dangerous shadows across the golden wooden door. Slowly, without making a sound, I stood before that door. I raised my weapon until it was unstrapped, and by my side. Then I raised my right hand and grabbed the handle. Tugging on the handle, it swung open. My blade slipped out, and I was ready to attack when again, there was nothing at all inside.  
 
         Infuriated, I curled my lip and stepped back when I noticed a gleam of light along the back corner of the cubicle. Curious, I stepped inside of the compacted cubicle and raised my hand to the light that seeped through fingertips. It was warm and slightly inviting. I touched the corner when the back of the cubicle moved and creaked the slightest. Surprised, I pushed it out further and down this narrow hallway. With furrowed brows, I stepped down the two steps and followed the candles that lit the walls down this cold and uninviting hallway. The hallway wasn’t long, but it was long enough for this cold shudder to crawl up my back.  
 
         The hallway led me to a door. A simple door. It was left slightly open. The sounds of murmured voices made me hesitate for a moment as I peeked through the crack. Inside wasn’t lit very well. It was hard to make out where I was. I wondered if I should head back the way that I came, but the thought of someone behind this door and spying on me made me stop and think better of that thought.  
 
         “No.” I stilled and stepped back away from the door and reached for my weapon. “The grey goes with the blacks and whites, not with the colours, moron.” Confused, I furrowed my brows and tweaked an eye. “You need to get better if you want to volunteer in this clothes shop.”  
 
         “What?” I whispered.  
 
         Utterly bewildered, I opened the door all the way and stepped out. To my surprise, I was inside of a clothing store. A lady was complaining to another near the register as they waved around a grey shirt. Scratching the back of my head, I looked the way that I came and pulled the door closed. A red sign that announced, ‘restricted’ was labelled on the door.  
 
         There was no doubt in my mind that the Council was spying on me. 
 
         I’m not safe. Not even when I am alone.  
 
         Fuck.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three. 
 
             
 
      
 
         Dinner with Gab was silent on my end. Came as no surprise. My mind was on the door that leads to the clothing store. It made me wonder how many more were there. There could be a secret tunnel or passageway in every level with people higher up lurking about. Listening to every conversation and knowing everything about everyone.  
 
         I lowered my eyes to the tray, and I noticed that there wasn’t a tray before me. I pursed my lips and trailed my sight until they reached across the table and to Kim that grinned broadly. She had her eyebrow raised, and my food settled on her empty tray. Amused the slightest, I leant back in my chair and huffed a breath of laughter. 
 
         “That’s my food,” I stated.  
 
         “You didn’t look like you were going to eat it, Iseya. It was growing cold right before your eyes, and you didn’t even notice.”  
 
         “I was eating with my eyes,” I complained.  
 
         “Were you also talking with your eyes as well, because we have been trying to speak with you for hours,” Kim scoffed. “What’s on your mind? Talk to us. We are your teammates.”  
 
         I looked between the both of them and thought on her words for a moment. They are probably the only other people aside from Garath that I could trust with voicing my opinion and not having them look at me strangely. I knew that whatever I had to say in private would be taken to their grave and held tightly through thin, pressed lips. However, the pairs of eyes that would watch them. The thought that the Council would perhaps watch their every move and punish them if they do something wrong. The idea of Kim and Gab going to the blue room because of the secrets I asked them to keep wasn’t what I wanted to see ever. This was my problem, not theirs.  
 
         I exhaled a deep breath outward, and dragged my tray back towards me and scrunched the hard loaf of bread up. “I’m thinking about our next mission.” 
 
          They both sighed and averted their gazes. I guess that thought also occurred to them as well. It was a mission unlike others, but not a dangerous mission. Just a different mission, but one where the life of a fragile person, not trained like us, was at stake. That should never be taken lightly at all. However, that was only half of my worries. The other half were of Tera and Mike. She was a liability, and her with Mike causes a lot more problems. I get that she’s a flirt. That she loves teasing men and enjoys making them buckle under weaken knees. However, when she does it to Mike – it may not be intentional – but if his thoughts wander, we are all in trouble. I may as well pick out my casket now and watch the fires burn brightly when they burn my body and turn the bones into ash.  
 
         “Are you going to be scouting out like Gab had volunteered in my group?” Kim asked softly. She darted her eyes around and leant further across the table and towards me. “Do you trust Tera and Mike to take care of the herbalist dude?” 
 
         “No,” I immediately answered and then winced. That’s all I need. For the Council to hear my distrust towards my own teammates. “Kind of . . . But I am sure that they fear me more than doing something stupid and not paying attention to their surroundings. There’s no way I am going back into that blue room.”  
 
         “Scary.” Gab frowned. “You always state that you will never go back in there, but you never said what was inside.” 
 
         “You don’t want to know,” I whispered. Even thinking about the blue room made my throat swell with water. “Anyways. This meal was crap, and I am still hungry because someone ate the rest of my soup.”  
 
         “You were too slow,” Kim laughed darkly. “You should pay attention more. You never know who will creep up behind you and take something of yours in Paradise Eden.”  
 
         “Yeah. You are right,” I agreed.  
 
         “Do you want to train after this?” Gab suddenly asked after that awkward silence I plagued them with.  
 
         “I’m game,” Kim announced and perked up. “I need to shoot more accurately.” 
 
         “Iseya?” 
 
         “Huh? Ah, no, thank you. I think I am just going to shower and sleep. Perhaps tomorrow.” 
 
         “Thought so,” Gab sighed and then stood. “See you at study, Iseya.” 
 
         His words pained me slightly. I couldn’t help but cast my eyes downwards, and at the crumbled, flaky bread I dismembered.  
 
         There was a time where I wanted nothing more but to train. A time where I would have jumped out of my seat and be the first one at the elevators. That was before the horror that I saw. As its jagged, sharp teeth opened wide, there was nothing but the darkness within as it wrapped its mouth over his head and crushed it with one fell swoop. Now the nightmares haunt me enough to be drained even before the day starts. But, not only that. There’s also the Council, and their words frightened me more than monsters outside of the barriers. They are Paradise Eden’s rulers. They control us. We should fear them, for they are the ones that will see if we live or die, just by a simple mission alone.  
 
         Irritated, I stood up from my chair after I picked up the pieces of bread and placed them on the tray. I grabbed the tray and went to take it up to the front when I noticed a familiar face and stiffened. Half of his face is all I needed to see. The scar drew down across his eye. That milky colour swirled white. That sneer of a look upon his lips. It was all I needed to see to confirm it was best to leave the tray on the table and leave silently. It doesn’t take a scientist to know Adam despises me, and I know the reason he was down on these low levels was to keep an eye on me.  
 
         Now down on my level, up the red steel steps, I touched the door and stepped inside. Out of sight, I touched my bracelet and felt the cells of leather slip away from my skin. Untying the elastic away from my red, flaming hair, I reached for the towel that was hanging on the hook of the bathroom door and slipped inside. I twisted the knob three times. The same temperature of warm water spluttered out and over the top of my head. I exhaled a deep and longing breath outward and reached up and let fingertips entwine within my hair. They tore at the knots, and I winced in response. Fingers dragged down and along my shoulders when I felt my back shudder the slightest. Hundreds of scars opened. They longed for the warmth of the water. They seem to like water. However, they will not come out. The steel that has grown inside of me has not appeared ever since that day I killed Glitch. And I do not know how to make it all come out, nor have I really tried. Fear of someone seeing consumed me more than my own curiosity. Everyone in Paradise Eden would hunt me down. Even my own friends and teammates. The only one that will die by my side is Garath, and I do not wish for him to die. 
 
         Underneath the covers of my thin, flimsy sheet, I sagged above the mattress and sunk my head against the flat pillow. I stared at Ary. At the lines that swirled from one end of the screen to another. She watches me. She watches everything that I do. Every time I bleed. All the conversations that I have had in this room, yet, not once did the Council mention anything about them.  
 
         It makes me wonder.  
 
         Why? 
 
         “Is there anything that you request from me, Iseya?” Ary suddenly asked.  
 
         “Huh? Oh. Uh. Could you please turn off the light?” 
 
         “As you wish, Iseya.”  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         He stepped forward. Green eyes narrowed with suspicion. I knew he wanted to object. To ignore the orders and follow and stand by my side. Yet, the set look on Glenn’s scarred face looked to have made Garath realise that if he did come, his presence wouldn’t be wanted. And so, he stood there and stared with that set anger on his face while I stared back, with nothing but worry on mine, before the elevator door closed and cut off our contact.  
 
         Glenn touched the centre control panel. His finger hovered over the keypad. When I looked up at him, he stared at me and raised a scarred, eyebrow. Embarrassed, I burned red and turned and looked at the doors once again. The sound of the keypad beeped, and with every beep, the more I thought on what could happen.  
 
         Why does the Council want me?  
 
         What did I do? 
 
         Why can’t Garath come?  
 
         The elevator suddenly uplifted, and as we ascended, the deeper my stomach sunk back down into the training grounds, where I left Garath.  
 
         Surely, they don’t want to talk to me because I suddenly turned into a raging lunatic and stabbed at nothing inside of this room. I am sure others have gone mad, especially after a mission, or maybe finding out that their friend . . . No. The way people act in here, it was their life they care for and none other. Of course, my actions must have been strange to them. They must want to ask me questions about my relationship with Eric. However, he was now . . . He was gone, so it doesn’t really matter what relationship I was in with him. 
 
         Does it?  
 
         I clutched the necklace tightly that was bound around me, the chain clinked the slightest, and I noticed Glenn move at the sound. From the corner of my eye, I saw how watchful he was towards me. He ran his eyes down me and then up at the pendant. That’s where they settled for a moment longer before he grimaced and turned towards the elevator doors.  
 
         I wanted to know if he knew the reason the Council asked for me. But Glenn isn’t the type to give anything away if he was issued or told of something. That’s why he was a reliable yet unreliable friend. He will keep secrets, but not the ones I can trust anyone over aside from Garath. If I told him I was a monster. He may think that I am a wolf in sheep’s clothing. He would kill me where I stand or tell the Council. If I admitted I killed someone on a mission, I know he would keep that information to himself. The difference is life-threatening. And that’s the reason I don’t want to ask.  
 
         Elevator doors didn’t open. No one entered this elevator at all. Glenn must have placed a restriction up and gave us right of passage all the way to the top of Paradise Eden. That gave me little time to think of what I was going to say. I needed to act as calmly as possible. I needed to not blow smoke from my ears and burn fire from my back. I needed to not act like a monster or let them question everything they may have not wanted to ask or think on until that moment.  
 
         ‘And how do you suppose you’re going to do that, Iseya? You are a monster.’  
 
         An exhaled breath, longing and stretched, calmed me the slightest right before the doors opened. Sunlight seeped in. A pure warmth that turned the elevator gold in colour. Everything shined brightly in this light. Yet, it was a mask. An ugly disguise, for I knew it myself that it was night. At least, that is what the clocks tell us.  
 
         So, why was there sunlight? 
 
         Baffled, I gasped the slightest and looked around. This room was white, yet not the white that I see. This was a glossy, smooth white. If I touched the floor, I knew that my fingers would glide across it like silk. My shoes did not bear a sound, either, as I walked across this empty space. But, as much as the floor left me breathless, it was the walls that made me stare with awe.  
 
         Hundreds of buildings swarmed across farther than my eye could see. Ours, the tallest of all, looked down on them, yet they were different. The city has not fallen. There were no moss, vines or roots of trees sprouting from building to building. Instead, there was glass that shined from every window and sliding door. Closer to the edge of the room, downwards, there were working cars that moved and weaved through traffic. People looked like ants that were marching about their day.  
 
         I reached out and touched the window when everything suddenly changed. Surprised, I stepped away when the windows shimmered. Darkness engulfed, and yellow light seeped out of them. Down below, green and red lights glowed and shined brightly. Cars filled with light moved around the streets. An enchanting scene. A world that took my breath away.  
 
         “It’s fake,” Glenn whispered from beside me.  
 
         “But this is what it used to look like, before the world ended?” I asked.  
 
         “It did. The Council created this illusion so that they don’t forget what it looked like.” 
 
         “You would have seen the world before it ended?” I turned towards Glenn and noticed the gleam in his eyes as he stared out. It looked to be longing. “It’s a beautiful place. I wish I could have seen it.”  
 
         “It’s exactly the same as this world. Except we have more enemies and the cities have fallen. That’s all, Iseya. The people are still the same, and unfortunately, it seems that will never change.” Glenn stepped further back and began to walk. “Come on. I’m tired and have a mission tomorrow with my team.”  
 
         Right. I forgot that they go on a mission almost immediately after they come back. They don’t rest for long, and I was cutting into his resting time. Now I felt bad that the Council asked him to go and get me.  
 
         Back at the window, I stared for a little longer before I tore my gaze away from the fixating, glistening lights. Now, headed across the room and to this door that resembled the screen of Ary, with swirling blue lights, I stepped wearily behind Glenn. The whole reason I could be here is because of Ary. They saw things through her that were questionable, and if they ask about my scars, I don’t know how I will be able to reply. My words that slip out of my mouth could already be deemed lies to the Council.  
 
         There was a glass door, translucent. I could see through somewhat. From this side of the door, I could see four figures, but they were blurry, like seeing through the water. Like I was on the other side of a waterfall, and I was trying to see distinctive faces, but all I was getting was a blur and signs that someone was on the other side.  
 
         Glenn touched the door, and without making a sound at all, the large double door slid on either side of him. He stepped in first with ease. Like he has done this a thousand times before. Like it was no big deal meeting the ones that rule over Paradise Eden. I, however, was terrified. I could feel myself stiffen, and was unable to move. I didn’t want to move. I didn’t want to enter that room and suffer consequences. But I had to, and so, with one step, that felt almost like I was floating, I went inside.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         “Iseya.” I blinked rapidly and looked to my left at Tera. She looked at me strangely. “Do you agree?” 
 
         “Huh? Oh, yeah,” I nodded firmly. Tera and Mike then looked between each other, and that made me sigh and move back in my seat. “What do I agree to?” 
 
         “This area and route.” She pointed down on the map, and there was a red circle, out towards the back of where the ship was going to land. “We will take the herbalist around there. It’s a little darker. See that spot there.” She touched a darkened area within the circle. “There’s a lot of covers. The trees must be clumped very close together. Mike thinks there might be something good in that area the herbalist could pick and find.”  
 
         “Cool. Sounds good to me. And I will survey and inspect the area around. In case of monsters and such.” 
 
         “Yep.” Mike grinned broadly. “I have a good feeling in that area. With so many trees, I can taste the coconut and rich fruits packed with flavours. Have you ever tried a warm, delicious raspberry pie before, Iseya?” 
 
         “Yeah . . . Uh . . . Living out in the real world. I don’t think I have,” I replied with a breathy laugh. “I think I would have tried stale chips or something.”  
 
         “Chips?” Tera and Mike questioned. “Like, hot potato chips?” Tera asked.  
 
         “No . . .” I trailed off and grimaced. “Crisps.” That word confused them more. Frankly, I have no idea how to explain it, or even know what a packet of chips was or how I could remember them. With a shake of my head, I touched the map and around the dark area. “I will go to the right first, and around. The area doesn’t look that big.”  
 
         “No.” They both looked back down at the map and was steered away from a conversation I wasn’t able to describe for them. “It is really secluded, actually, and some would say it was the heart of the forest.” 
 
         “Heart of the forest?” I questioned. “Do forests have hearts?”  
 
         They both laughed at me. I could feel the heat of embarrassment delicately touch my cheeks, and that made me avert my gaze. As always, I have said or done something that amuses my teammates. It makes them laugh, and as much as I wanted them to explain, I’d rather they not. I really don’t want to know how stupid I sound sometimes.  
 
         “It’s just a metaphor, Iseya,” Mike brushed off. He sniffed, wiped the pricks of tears in the corner of his eyes, sighed and touched the darkened area of the forest. “I think there may be a few animals that may be dangerous inside. Should we risk it?”  
 
         “Risk it for the biscuit. I am ready,” Tera perked up.  
 
         I narrowed my eyes slightly down at the table and chipped edge.  
 
         Yeah, Tera. I wonder if you are as ready as you were when Gab was attacked. Or if you would be as distracted and as much of an annoyance like that time to even know Mike or the herbalist was being mauled by a beast. Perhaps her ready wasn’t to be taken seriously. Either way, I need to keep more of an ear out for them and for myself.  
 
         “Iseya. Should we risk it? You won’t be with us. What do you really think?” 
 
         I thought it was a stupid idea. I thought that going someplace darker than the rest wasn’t something that we should consider. It was a risk. They could die. The darkened forest could be swarming with monsters or bloodthirsty animals. But, like Mike said, we could gain rarer fruits or herbs that could help this world flourish. So, yeah. I guess it was a risk we could take.  
 
         “Yeah,” I agreed with a firm nod. “But be aware of everything and listen to me. If you cannot hear me over the mic, don’t go in deeper. If I tell you to get the fuck out, or I don’t like it, you leave, and we will meet up someplace safe. I just need the both of you to listen to me or else if something happens to that herbalist, we all will be going into the blue room. I don’t think you want to know what’s in the blue room. Do you?” 
 
         “Nope.” Tera laughed weakly. “All I know is that people are afraid of the blue room, and I am one of them.” 
 
         “You aren’t wrong. So, let’s be on our A-Game.” I darted a look at Tera and away as I said that.  
 
         She’s the only one that needs to not let the fear consume her. She needs to do her job, or else we all die.  
 
         Mike was mostly the one hands-on-deck after that. He was very good at locations and mapping out a trail for us to follow. I stared at the red line that was supposed to emphasise me. To make sure that we are near each other, or in the same direction. Mike wants us to make a loop together and meet up almost exactly where we started. With this new gadget, it shows my location. He tapped away at the small, round screen, and it showed directions. I was in awe of this gadget that he showed me. While he spoke with Tera on how to use hers, I flipped it around within my grasp when I had that feeling of someone watching me.  
 
         When I looked upwards, green eyes pierced me. Like always, he was watching me. Perhaps he was as afraid as I was about doing anything that may question the Council. We were both on edge. We had reason to be.  
 
         Mike finished up everything. The bright side of having Mike on our team was that he finishes quickly and explains things much easier. When we were finished, I listened to the other group, and it was slightly chaotic, and there was back and forth arguments and jabs from Gab and Kim while Garath stared ahead and at me.  
 
         “Go.” He suddenly announced. My teammates perked up from their slouched positions and looked ahead. “Eat or train. Do whatever you want. Today’s session is over.”  
 
         When I stood and went to leave, I hesitated. Gab noticed, but I ushered him forward with the others so that it was only Garath and I alone in the study room. I darted a look up at the camera in the corner room and then at Ary that was nothing more than swirling blue squiggly lines. It weirded me out that she could see and hear everything.  
 
         “She won’t say anything,” Garath murmured. “And those cameras don’t pick up sound.”  
 
         “Why won’t she say anything, if you don’t mind me asking?” I asked Garath. “I thought that she would report back to the Council immediately.”  
 
         “Not necessarily. She may be a robot, but she is intellectual and does what she wants. Basically, she has a mind of her own.”  
 
         “Huh. Why would she keep our conversations a secret?” I asked. “Wouldn’t she want to help the Council?”  
 
         “Why don’t you ask her?”  
 
         “Because then she may question my question and report it to the Council.” Garath furrowed his brows. With a shake of my head and a sigh, I leant back on one of the tables in the front row. “Anyway. That isn’t why I wanted to talk to you.”  
 
         “I figured. What’s the issue?” He asked.  
 
         “Did you know that there are secret passageways?”  
 
         “There is two on every level. Why?” 
 
         Shit. I was hoping he didn’t know so that what I say next wasn’t going to be very stupid. Now I am suddenly embarrassed. I can feel the heat flush my cheeks, and I had to look down at my boots.  
 
         There’re two different passageways on every level. That is kind of scary. Spies could be anywhere and watching my every move without me knowing. I couldn’t help but think back on all the times I was alone. Perhaps talking to myself or right now, with Garath. That thought made me weary and dart a look around the room to make sure that there isn’t any hidden doors or suspicious-looking walls or pictures with real-life eyes.  
 
         “There’s none here, Iseya,” Garath breathed a laugh. “Why do you look weirded out.”  
 
         “Well, uh . . . Someone was watching me in the church.”  
 
         His eyes narrowed the slightest. “And?” Garath persisted.  
 
         “They may have heard what I was saying.” 
 
         “To someone?” 
 
         “Not exactly.” I averted my gaze and stared at Ary. “To myself.” When I looked back, his eyes widened. “I didn’t say anything that could have been suspicious. I mean, they may think that I am crazy, but that’s about all. So, there’s nothing to worry about, really.”  
 
         “What were you saying to yourself?”  
 
         “That’s none of your concern,” I snapped. His eyebrows raised and he looked surprised. Kind of. A soft sigh escaped my lips, and I shook my head repeatedly side to side. “I don’t want to talk about it.”  
 
         “Cool. Just be careful what you say from now on until this all blows over. Whatever you said, it interested them enough to keep an eye on you. Perhaps they’re just curious by the fact that you killed Glitch by yourself. Perhaps not.”  
 
         “Yeah. That’s why I am laying low.”  
 
         “That’s making it worse. Laying low. Keeping to yourself. You are giving them more reason to watch you. Iseya, right now, you are acting suspiciously. Do what you normally do. Just don’t talk about this at all. Not even to me. This will be our last conversation on that matter.”  
 
         “But I still have so many questions to ask you,” I hissed. “You are the only one I can talk to about this. You are the only one that knows what I really am.”  
 
         “I know. But we can’t talk. Not until this all blows over.” Garath folded his arms across his chest and gave me that signature blank stare. “Was that all?” 
 
         “Yeah,” I whispered. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
         Irritated that I had to be tight lip for a while, I turned my back on Garath and walked out of the study room.  
 
         Inside the elevator, I looked down at the numbers and hesitated when my finger hovered over level five. I closed my eyes for a second. Garath’s words of becoming too suspicious came back to me. I can’t help but agree silently to myself at the way I have done things since meeting with the council.  
 
         I think I overheard Mike announcing that they were going to go down to level one to eat. Said the food was okay. I haven’t been down there in a while. Obvious reasons. And the fact that the food was always shit when he didn’t work. And now he’s gone.  
 
         I opened my eyes and pushed down on the level one button.  
 
         It was about time I faced these fears I held deep within me. Better to face them head-on than in a nightmare induced dream. There’s no sense of reality in a dream. It’s not real to face him and everything that happened in a dream when I would still have to wake and face it out here.  
 
         First step: Be able to eat on level one.  
 
         ‘Finally. I am sick of travelling on other levels just because your boyfriend died.’ 
 
         A hiss escaped my lips when the doors automatically opened on level one. I followed a few others that stepped out of the elevator as well. We seemed to have the same idea about going to the mess hall. When I looked at the doors that were wide open to the mess hall, I slowed my pace. My heart beat rapidly. My throat closed up. Every fibre of hair suppressed under this suit wanted to stand on edge, Goosebumps crawled up my spine. There was resistance. A part of me wanted to turn back around and walk up the stairs to my room. I could forget what Garath had said and do things my way and walk up those stairs. But I knew that would cause more problems and I already have enough problems on my plate, to begin with.  
 
         Swallowing the fear, I took a step into the mess hall. My eyes immediately were drawn towards the front. My heart sunk further when I didn’t recognise those brown eyes. Lowering my eyes, I then scanned the floor until I found the broad structure of Gab. He wasn’t that hard to find. No needle in a haystack that’s for sure.  
 
         Silently, I slid into the seat beside Kim. She was explaining to everyone how to pilot a plane, although she still isn’t that good herself. However, she was better than me. I can still picture the burning spacecraft that I landed poorly on the platform. It engulfed in flames because I burned the engines. He didn’t teach me how to land, only how to fly upwards. So, it does make sense that I couldn’t and ended up flicking a lot of switches and stuff, which didn’t work, and made me crash instead of land. However, in a way, I was somewhat glad. The thought of someone else steering that spacecraft. Eric’s spacecraft. It doesn’t feel right. At least this way, it was gone, just like him.  
 
         “Here.” Surprised, I looked up to my right at Gab. He lowered a tray with water, soup and bread down before me.  
 
         “You didn’t have to,” I murmured. “I was going to get up to get food.”  
 
         “I know. But I wanted seconds, so I was going up anyway.” 
 
         It was a lie. However, I didn’t want to make a fuss. Instead, I smiled weakly at Gab and opened the lid of the soup. The soup was warm and had a little taste, but nothing compared to what I loved eating. Nice with the loaf of bread, but that’s about it. Nonetheless, this was a step in the right direction. Listening to my teammates, I smiled weakly and nodded and absorbed what they were saying. 
 
         Mike spoke to Kim about engines and things, which they were adamant about. It was like they were talking in code. Their eyes lit up as they spoke to one another, but it wasn’t a conversation I could jump into. They spoke about the mission, also, and about the flight. However, that’s the only part that I understood. Everything else was like a blurb of an index. Bits in pieces I could make out. But to know all of what they were saying, I’d need a dictionary and to flick through the chapters to really catch it all and take it all on board.  
 
         So, that left me into jumping into Gab’s and Tera’s conversation. It was an easy conversation, as well. It never surprises me when people talk about luxury food in Paradise Eden. Not anymore. After eyeballing Mike’s scrambled and eggs meal one time, and Garath’s as well, any food that wasn’t really soup made my mouth salivate. And now, Gab and Tera spoke about types of pies. Apple pie. Peach pie. Raspberry pie. Blueberry pie. They both drooled over it all, and that made me smile, move in and initiate contact.  
 
         “What do they taste like?” I asked.  
 
         “Oh, man, Iseya,” Gab started. “It’s all about the pastry in pies. It has to be the right consistency all the way around so that every bite crumbled in your mouth. Flaky, and filled with perfection.” 
 
         “No,” Tera disagreed. “It’s the sauce of the flavoured pie. The sauce has to be thick enough to hold its shape, but a melt in your mouth type feeling. You have to be able to feel all the lumps of berries filling your mouth up into an explosion!” Tera’s eyes widened further, which I thought was impossible. Her wide eyes made it look as if she didn’t really have a face. “And when they burst in your mouth, it’s magical.”  
 
         “Wow.” I stretched the word as I looked at them both salivating over thin air. “You both really like pie. Why don’t you just order one . . . Or are they expensive.”  
 
         “A little,” Gab admitted. “But they don’t have the pie that I want. They only have Apple pie, so I am assuming apples are really easy to get. I want peach pie. Completely different from Tera’s blackberry pie.” 
 
         “Yeah. It’s shittier. However, Gab is right. That’s why we are both hoping the herbalist can find a peach or blackberry tree in the forest. If we could gain them, we could have our humble peach and blackberry pie, right?”  
 
         “Correct!” 
 
         “But, would they make it?” They both snapped their heads towards me and had fire in their eyes. Perhaps I shouldn’t have said that. When I went to explain further before they rip my heads off, a wave of blond hair caught my eye, and I stood quickly enough. “Allison!” 
 
         I avoided the heated confrontation between my teammates and embraced Allison. She smelt of strawberries, which made me know she showered before coming down here.  
 
         After we hugged, she sat beside me in the spare seat and smiled weakly. She looked physically drained. That is understandable considering she had her first big mission sleeping on the spaceship and all. Red rings under her eyes and the colour drained from her face. She looked a little pasty than usual. She still held her doll-like looks of a teenage supermodel, but other than that, Allison looked like shit.  
 
         “Ally, you should get some rest,” I encouraged before she even spoke.  
 
         “Nah, not yet. Hanna is getting me some food up in the line now before we head up and sleep. I am tired, but I haven’t eaten since this morning. Apparently, I get spaceship-sickness.”  
 
         “Wow!” Kim detached herself from hers and Mike’s conversation and joined ours. “That happens rarely. I have never seen anyone sick on one before unless, you know, you have a shit pilot. What’s it like?” 
 
         “Umm, Rick said it is the swaying motion that not that many people can feel, you know.” Allison started to explain. “He described it as being on a ship, but I have never been on one before or really know how it works. But some people are just more sensitive to movement.” 
 
         “Did you take a pill?” Mike asked, and the rest of my teammates aside from myself nodded. “There’s a pill that eases the sickness and stops them altogether.”  
 
         Allison shook her head. “I am too young. From the ages sixteen and up. I am too young, for it is powerful.”  
 
         “That sucks. What else can you do to stop being sick?” 
 
         “Don’t eat,” Allison breathed a laugh. “Rick said he is going to speak to someone higher up about a weaker pill for people under sixteen to take if they ever get spaceship-sickness. I was fine for the first day and a half, but that night, it all crashed down. But when I got off of the spaceship, I was fine again, but when I stepped back on, and we were flying for a couple hours, I got sick. Hopefully, Rick can get me something to have so I won’t get sick.”  
 
         “Here you go.” Hanna placed a tray before Allison and then sat beside her and sighed dramatically. “I’m so bored. Does anyone want to train after this?”  
 
         “Why?” Mike asked.  
 
         “Tech stays on the ship. You know what I have done? Absolutely nothing. Twiddled my thumbs and listened to the replacement while my team and another cleaned up a section that was filled with dead monsters.” 
 
         “But they were dead?” I persisted.  
 
         “Oh, yep. Rotting and all.” 
 
         “Replacement . . . You mean Ben?” Kim asked, and both Hanna and Allison stiffened. “Sorry . . . I know that’s still sensitive.”  
 
         “It’s getting easier, I guess,” Hanna murmured. “But yes, we don’t know his name. It’s a weird and long name, so we just call him a replacement for now.” 
 
         That wasn’t degrading at all. I kind of feel bad for the guy. If he ever found out or even knows that is what they call him behind his back, I know I would be a little upset. Even if his name is complicated, that is no excuse. 
 
         “You shouldn’t call him that.” Allison looked up from her meal and at me. “At least give him a nickname. If my team ever called me James’s replacement, I cannot deny that I wouldn’t hold a little bit of resentment towards them.”  
 
         “That’s true,” Allison agreed. “Hanna, we should shorten his name or something for now. Iseya is right.”  
 
         “Cool. No problem. We just have to figure out his name first.” 
 
         Everyone laughed, but I wasn’t really feeling it. Thinning my lips, I looked back down to my food only to notice that it wasn’t in front of me any longer. Not even surprised anymore, I looked over to Kim, but my annoying glare faltered when it was only her tray. Confused, I looked around at the others, but my tray was nowhere to be seen.  
 
         “What’re you looking for?” Gab asked.  
 
         “My tray. Where did it go?” 
 
         “When you stood up, the guy who served us must have thought you were finished or something and took your tray.” 
 
         “You didn’t think to stop them?” I asked through tight lips.  
 
         “Uh, no. I thought you were finished and leaving us. My bad. I can go up and grab you another.” 
 
         “No,” I sighed and leant back in my chair. “It’s fine. I have finished, anyway.”  
 
         However, I couldn’t help but feel that was weird of someone to do. Looking over to the guy that was serving food, he had a bright smile on his face as he served. Perhaps he’s new. Maybe he thought he was helping out by clearing the table for another person to sit at. Whatever. Him taking my food is the least of my problems. I’m still a little hungry, but it can be manageable until tomorrow morning rolls around. 
 
         After some time, Allison pushed her tray away and grumbled. I grimaced, stood and reached my hand out towards her.  
 
         “Let me walk you to your room before I go and crash as well.”  
 
         “Awesome. Thanks, Iseya.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four. 
 
              
 
      
 
         I have a mission today. Every time before a mission, I am always nervous. No matter how well prepared I am, the thought of leaving this base and venturing into the world where we don’t belong anymore, yeah, that fucking scares the living shits out of me. Every step and every breath will be taken into account when I move in their world. I have to hear everything. Not to benefit me, but for the sake of Tera and Mike, as well as the herbalist. If anything comes past me, it is on me. And if that happens, I will ultimately be taking my team into the blue room. I need to make no mistakes today.  
 
         I dragged my hand through red hair and let the damp strands slip away from the arch of my back and to the side and over my left shoulder. I stared at blue eyes for a moment when I looked into the mirror. Then, slowly, I lowered my sight downwards and at the scars that plagued me. They tend to move in the shower, or when I am not looking. Whenever I glare back or stare, they are still and silent. Not a spark of pain or anything.  
 
         I just want to know what they do? I am aware of my tail and the fact that I am a monster. But why do I feel like I am some armoured thing? This unrealistic machine monster compared to the more frightening, flesh-ridden ones that I have seen. It doesn’t make sense. Every time I try and think or dwell on it, a pulsing headache crushes my skull time and time again.  
 
         I want answers.  
 
         I sighed with frustration and looked away and waved Ary and the mirror away. Then I touched my bracelet when something weird happened. The map flashed red. I raised my index finger towards the map, and it blinked open. Surprised, I stepped back and further away from my hand as hills, and different types of landscapes rolled past. Large tall trees. Mountains. Deserts. Sand dunes. Forests. Broken cities and woods. My eyes scanned the entire first-person layout that it was giving me, in blue. It went across all of that scenery when suddenly, it stopped. The map stopped to a flashing red orb that moved towards me. I had this urge to touch it, and so I reached out to tap on the red light that flashed when the layout changed and, on the map, there was me and my location. It beeped red. Then, there was the other, stable and very far away, and this one that was obviously moving closer to where I was located.  
 
         “Liam?” I questioned.  
 
         I leant in closer when the map suddenly switched off, and a light tap came to my door. Surprised, I jumped back and glared at the door. They tapped again.  
 
         It was early hours. It was just past six in the morning, and someone was already knocking on my door. That doesn’t seem suspicious at all. And was probably the reason I was a little hostile right now. I grabbed my weapon that was on the bed. Then I walked to the door. The suit rolled over my skin and covered me before I reached the door and tapped it until it slid to the side and opened. My heart beat alarmingly loud as I stepped further out, and then spluttered when Allison jumped in front of me.  
 
         “Boo!” She whispered.  
 
         “Christ, Ally.” I grasped where my beating heart was. “You scared the living shit out of me.”  
 
         “Really?” Allison straightened up, surprised. “Sorry. I just wanted to know if you were up for some breakfast before you leave.” 
 
         “Yeah. Cool. Only quick. I need to be near the elevators by seven. Garath told us we are leaving an hour earlier than usual. Apparently, herbalists are impatient.” 
 
          “It’s so awesome that you’re going to meet one. They get to talk to everyone. Even the Council.” I flinched at her words as she rambled. “I’d love to meet them one time. Even just to know what they look like, you know?” 
 
         “Yep.” 
 
         She doesn’t know the half of it. No one would like to know what the Council looked like. No one would want to talk to them if they knew how they spoke to others. Being in that room was belittling. They had that air of superiority palpitating off of them. I am positive that no matter what, even if they were speaking to a friend, or even to each other, they would have their heads raised, and that same arrogant, know-it-all-look on their faces like they had shown me.  
 
         “You okay?” Allison asked. 
 
         “Huh? Uh, oh, I am nervous about today, is all.”  
 
         I smiled wearily and hoped that my words were believable enough for her to not persist at my somewhat tormented look. When Allison just nodded, my heart slowed its pace back to normal, and we walked into the mess hall. This would be the second time I have been in here within three weeks. Surprisingly, it wasn’t that bad this morning. Perhaps the reason was for today's mission. I couldn’t think of anything or anyone else. 
 
         Up at the front, someone I don’t know, nor recognised, slid the tray with soup, bread and water towards Allison and then me. She perked up, smiled and said, ‘Thank you!’ as she grabbed the tray.  
 
         Lowering my eyes to the tray before me, I merely grabbed hold, lifted it up and followed Allison. Down at the centre table, in the middle of the mess hall, I sat down with Allison when I noticed Kim and Mike on the other larger table and seemed to be talking in whispers and engrossed into their conversation. While I opened my soup, I looked around some more and found Gab outside talking to Garath. I wonder if they were talking about that incident with Tera on our last mission. Maybe Garath is taking the initiative on the situation in case Gab had doubt about this team and working with us. Garath did mention Gab’s family are the type that wants the best of the best teams. However, Gab acts normal, in away. His looks of a bodybuilder do beg the differ, though. 
 
         “What mission do you have again?” Allison asked. “Don’t think I remember.”  
 
         She never asked, nor have I told her, would be the reason she doesn’t remember.  
 
         I smiled fondly and replied, “Uh, a type of herbalist mission. My team is going to an area where we protect the herbalist while they gather ingredients.”  
 
         “Woah! That’s so cool?” Allison grinned broadly at me. “Do you reckon you can get some strawberries?” 
 
         “Don’t we have strawberries here?” I asked. “I am pretty sure you can buy a bunch on Ary. Why do you want more?” 
 
         “I want fresh. If you can find a vine, can you sneak some in your pouch or something for me?” Allison asked. Her eyes widened, and she pouted a little and clasped her hands together. “They are so deliciously fresh! All the juices burst out and are full of flavour!” 
 
         Why is everyone so excited over fruit in here?  
 
         It would have to be a type of luxury that’s hard to acquire, or else my friends wouldn’t all be raving on about them so much.  
 
         “Is there a strawberry pie?” 
 
         “What? Eww, gross.”  
 
         I assume not.  
 
         Pursing lips, I looked away and averted my gaze. Down at my food, I tore the bread apart and soaked it up with the soup until the entirety was moist and soggy. Taking bites out of the mushy food, I nodded glumly and thought, I had better. 
 
         We ate and talked. It was nice just spending time with Allison. She was easy to talk to and wasn’t necessarily ever gloomy unless it involved her going on a mission. Even then, I could calm her down and ease her haywire thoughts before she went out. Before or when she leaves were the only times that our conversations grow dark. I try my hardest to not be so down when I go on a mission. I don’t want her to worry about me. So, as we talked, I smiled and chatted on how strange today would be, and what I would do with my points when I come back.  
 
         I now have enough points to do whatever I want. I was thinking more along the lines of foodwise, lately. Considering the food here is crap, tasting luxury wouldn’t be such a bad thing. However, the thought of getting upgrades and having specific devices would be great as well. That’s where my dilemma comes in, and that’s where Allison is most helpful.  
 
         She wants me to decorate my room. The thought never really occurred to me, even after the many times I have stepped inside of Allison’s room. It was very bright and vibrant. Many prints of animal and fruit. I often stare at her watermelon pillowcases when I sit on her bed. Small, watermelon, with black seeds, were printed on her pillowcase. Vibrant pink, green and reds filled my eyes before I turned away and stared at something else new that she had bought from Ary. Every time I go in her room, I knew she was utterly useless with saving her points. As soon as she gets them, she uses them. So, when she spoke to me about decorating my room, I cringed a little on the inside.  
 
         Her room was enough for me.  
 
         I left earlier than Allison. Rick came in to chat with her along with a few others. I smiled weakly at the one serving before I walked out.  
 
         My team was stand-offish, I’d like to think. Kim and Gab stood slightly apart from Mike and Tera. Before them all was Garath. He noticed me first. As soon as I stepped outside of the mess hall, he watched me. My movement. The way I walked and stared back at him. He was watching me as I watched him. That was until Gab caught my attention when I stood beside him.  
 
         “You ready to meet our herbalists?” Gab asked.  
 
         “I bet they’re snotty,” Kim curled her lip. “I bet they have that air of superiority resonating off of them. Disgusting.”   
 
         “Or. . . They could be just like us.”  
 
         “Please.” Tera snorted. “They live up higher than we will ever get. That’s a lot of power. They are going to belittle us every chance they get.”  
 
         “I agree.” Mike stopped staring at his device long enough to look up and chime in. “A lot of people come to me. The higher up that they rank on the system, the less they think they can pay me for what I do. They demand a lot more. Their time limits are shorter, and they expect the job I do to be a high priority. I hate when they knock on my door. Everything about high ranked people screams fake.” 
 
         “Fake. Really?” I breathed a laugh. “Aren’t most people fake?” 
 
         “Eh. In a different way,” Tera explained.  
 
         “Listen up,” Garath announced. Whirling around, we all straightened up our positions and suddenly went rigid. “We are going up to level ninety-nine. The other teams and herbalists will meet us up there. I know you know the drills, but let me remind you. Don’t talk to any higher up ranked people unless you are told to do so.”  
 
         Like always, the repeated lines Garath has to say before we head up to the spaceship. Pretty much he is telling us to do nothing and to not look at anything or anyone. Doesn’t help that the higher ranked people look rather intimidating instead of Rick. Rick is Rick. No one thinks that he is intimidating. 
 
         “Yes, Sir!” We all piped up.  
 
         With a firm nod, Garath walked down, and we followed him to the elevators. The dreaded elevators that I despise for the pure fact that I have to be crammed in a small space, with no personal bubble and beside someone who grows more suspicious of me every day that I don’t tell him what the Council fully asked of me.  
 
         I sighed irritably and stepped inside the elevator and weaved my way until I reached the back. Where it was less cramped. Perhaps the reason it was less crowded was for the fact that they wanted to be near the doors for an easy exit. 
 
         Garath shuffled from in front of me. I glanced up immediately into those green eyes and then away. A multitude of questions popped in my head, but they were all the ones I cannot express to him. Everything that came to mind was about me being a monster. There wasn’t anything else that I wanted to talk to him about.  
 
         Our mission worries me, but not to the extent that I needed to talk to him about it. Garath already knows how I feel about working with Tera and Mike. I am more than surprised that the two of them don’t know how I feel about working with them. Like I have been told countless times before. I wear my heart on my sleeve. So, unless I am changing ever the slightest, my words especially would make it know that I am hesitant and worried. Tera may irritate the herbalist to the extent that he writes a formal complaint. The thought that the herbalist may be set on this mission to watch me as well. That doesn’t surprise me.  
 
         I am glad I chose to work away from Tera and Mike if that is really the case.  
 
         After some time, of waiting impatiently for the elevator to reach its destination, I was finally able to escape the confined space. I breathed in the fresh air, unlike in the elevator where I could taste Garath’s breath whenever I inhaled. 
 
         Behind Garath, we manoeuvred our way around other spaceships and spacecraft that were either going or coming through the large gaping holes. People that were mainly in groups ran up ramps or were shouting orders to others that were surrounding them. Some cleaned spacecraft and other people were fixing them as well. Sparks flew past me as one worked incredibly close to where I walked. He didn’t flinch. I did.  
 
         Garath’s spacecraft was easy to pick out while we were on our way to the spaceship. Aside from the fact that it was a deep red colour. Almost the colour of crimson, I must admit. It was also the shiniest, and cleanest spacecraft I have seen so far on this level. It glistened and gleaned from the sunlight that beamed down. This is probably where Garath spends most of his time if I were perfectly honest with myself.  
 
         Tera nudged my shoulder and whispered, “Iseya, we are here.”  
 
         I snapped my head away from the spacecraft. Not that far ahead was a massive spaceship. A group of six were already up to the stairs once we arrived at the foot of the ramp. Above the ramp, once the group faded away and into the cargo area, two people that distinctively looked utterly different to us glared down at us.  
 
         Aside from being male, they had distinct similarities. Both had gelled back hair that smoothed down and shined in the fluorescent light. They wore tightly fitted white clothing with a white cloak that draped around them. Staring at them made a sharp pain spark along my temple.  
 
         They reminded me of the white cloaks from my memories. That can’t be a good sign.  
 
         “Greetings, Garath. You are untimely.”  
 
         Going up the stairs, Garath mumbled, “Get used to it,” before he walked past.  
 
         Unable to contain myself, I snorted a laugh at the flabbergasted look on both of their faces. Typical Garath. Uncaring of how he is perceived in the eyes of others. Aside from the fact that he devotes his life to Paradise Eden because his grandfather destroyed the world.  
 
          When I went past the both of them, one stared at Garath with surprise while the one with darker hair darted a look at me and those dark eyes held firm. Suddenly suspicious of this one, I narrowed my eyes and kept mine on him until I bumped and tripped into Gab.  
 
         “Seriously, Iseya,” Gab hissed. “Keep your head in the game.”  
 
         “Sorry,” I whispered. 
 
         In the cargo area, we all went to the wall to unstrap our gear and get comfortable. After I unbuckled my gear and raised it on the hook, I noticed a corner of a piece of paper that hung out of one of the small pouches. My stomach dropped. I quickly stuffed the note back in and clipped the flap of the pouch before I followed Kim towards the door that leads to the other section of the spaceship.  
 
         “Greetings, Garath. You are untimely,” Kim mimicked one of the herbalists. “Swear, I wonder how far that pole is up in his arse.”  
 
         Tera snickered and said, “Probably the size of my forearm.”  
 
         “They do walk like they haven’t been broken into.” 
 
         “I don’t understand what that means,” I murmured.  
 
         “He means stiff. Like a stick is shoved up them,” Gab explained.  
 
         “Ah . . . Gross,” I blanched.  
 
         “Excuse me.”  
 
         Surprised, I jumped to the side of the hallway when both herbalists marched past us and into the room to the right. 
 
         “Do you think they heard us?” Kim whispered.  
 
         “What do you think?” Tera hissed out. “We were talking like elephants. Of course, they heard us! Oh, fuck. They are going to tell our team leader. We are going to go to the blue room.” 
 
         Tera was already breaking out into a cold sweat and getting the shakes. I needed to diffuse this situation before she wails, panics and causes more unwanted attention towards myself.  
 
         “Chill,” I snapped. “Garath won’t do shit because I am here. Remember, I am the one praised highly. He respects me, and therefore, we are safe.”  
 
         “Yeah,” Mike piped in. “Iseya’s right. But from now on, let’s not degrade the herbalist. At least not until the mission is over and we are back safely in Paradise Eden.”  
 
         “Okay.” Tera nodded her head repeatedly. As if she was trying to convince herself that we won’t get in trouble because of this conversation. To be perfectly honest, I wasn’t even sure myself. “Okay. Yeah. Let’s just shut up about this, right, Kim?” 
 
         “What the...?” Gab smacked Kim lightly on her arm. No one but myself would have seen because of the way that I was positioned between Mike, Tera and Gab and Kim. “Fine. I will bite my lip.” 
 
         “We should head in before the spaceship flies off and we aren’t strapped into our seats,” Gab spoke.  
 
         Inside of the room that the herbalists entered, I darted a quick look at both of them. They sat at the front, heads forward, and from my position, it looked like they were looking at the bot before them.  
 
         I sat beside Kim, who still looked pissed off by what Tera said. Honestly, I would be as well. Tera was as much to blame by keeping the flow of that particular conversation. She could have dropped it or said nothing at all, but she did not. It was getting harder and harder to be around her when she’s like that. To the point that I feel that whenever we are on a mission, I need to avoid her. That isn’t good considering she was my teammate.  
 
         The start-up was smooth. The pilot definitely knew what they were doing. I didn’t even realise we were in the air and flying until the robot spoke and told us that it was safe to unbuckle and walk around freely. I snapped the buckle lose and stood. I went to walk down the aisle when the herbalists marched forward before I could. Again, the one with darker hair glared at me as he went past.  
 
         He makes it bloody evident that he’s watching me. At least the others that were watching me laid low enough. However, it makes me feel slightly at ease. Unlike in Paradise Eden, in here I knew he was watching me and therefore needed to keep an eye on him and know where he is at all times. Inside Paradise Eden, I was consistently on edge and wondering who was watching me and where they were.  
 
         Like our last few missions, my team went into the kitchen to hang out with the other teams. With these types of missions, when Garath doesn’t have to warn us that there would be higher ranked people working with us, my team have grown more comfortable around the other teams. Kim and Mike always know a fair few of them, and that forms a flow of a conversation. That also gives me a chance to relax in the rooms by myself and get a little shut-eye before our mission.  
 
         I left my teammates to their own demise, and went further up until I saw a blue sticker on one of the doors. Lately, our team colour has been blue. It was like that colour was calling us to it. Whenever we have a mission with another team, a blue sticker is always on our resting room door. I like the colour blue, so I don’t object.  
 
         The room was small. I always complain about how little they are ever since my mission with Lloyd and his team. That room was luxurious. They had their own shower room and bathroom for even more privacy. Where I am now, it was just a room with beds squashed together.  
 
         Exhaling a deep breath outward, I flopped down on the one closest to the door out of convenience and shuffled up to the pillow. Burying my head and snuggling up, my body went to relax when someone cleared their throat. Immediately, I flew up into a seated position and stared directly across from me.  
 
         “Do you mind not making such ghastly noises while I read?”  
 
         Un-fucking-believable. Why was he in my team’s room? Herbalists are higher ranked than us. They should be living in platinum or gold classed room that dripped in riches, chocolates, fruit and delicious meals. Not squashed on a single bed in white pyjama’s and reading a book.  
 
         The Council are really making it visible they want him to watch me.  
 
         “What are you doing in here?” I demanded.  
 
         “I was relaxing until you showed up. Your type is always very loud and obnoxious. I cannot fathom how I will be able to work with such a loud group guiding me.”  
 
         “We are very professional,” I snapped.  
 
         “Really?” He scoffed. “In what part of that conversation between mocking my colleague's voice and asking how far the pole up his arse was ‘professional’, Iseya?” 
 
         “None of it,” I admitted. He cocked an eyebrow and lowered the book onto his lap. “What we said was out of line. I apologise if our words may have hurt you or your friend in any way.” 
 
         “He’s not my friend. Merely a worker in the same field as I am,” He replied blankly.  
 
         They get offended very easily. I should apply for that job.  
 
         “Right. Cool.” Awkward silence swelled in the air. I could feel the seconds ticking by as we stared at each other. Lowering my eyes at the book, I pointed and said, “What are you reading?” 
 
         “A novel,” he stated.  
 
         “Cool. About what?”  
 
         “Dragons,” he murmured. “Are you going to make fun of that?”  
 
         Yep. Definitely on the defensive side. 
 
         “Uh. No. I recall reading a fantasy-type book a very long time ago.” 
 
         “Oh . . .” Silence again. Nodding my head, I aimlessly looked around, suddenly bored. Eventually, I went to lean back when he said, “Do you recall what it was called.”  
 
         Surprised, I straightened up again and replied, “Alice In Wonderland, I think.” 
 
         “Never heard of it,” he replied.  
 
         I was wounded with his harsh words until he took hold of his white cloak that was folded on the bed and took out a black pen. Opening the book that he was reading, he scribbled along the inside. 
 
         “I’ll remember that. I like reading whenever I have a chance.”  
 
         “Cool. Why?” I asked.  
 
         “Gets you away from reality. Any opportunity that I can gain to leave this wretched world and transport myself into another I will gladly take.” Loud, barking laughter erupted from down the hallway. With a sigh, he shuffled to the end of the bed, placed his book atop of his clothes and stood. “I cannot rest in this environment. If anyone asks for me, I went into the shower room for privacy.” 
 
         “Cool. I don’t know your name, though, so how would I know if anyone was looking for you.”  
 
         “Aiden Smith. Only one will ask where I am located. We both still haven’t figured out what team we want to be assigned to. It is becoming a dilemma.”  
 
         “Any particular team you have in mind. If you don’t mind me asking.”  
 
         “I do mind.”  
 
         With those parting words, he closed the door behind him and left me by myself. My eyes gradually dragged down to the book that’s presenting itself to me and were calling for me. Pursing my lips, I shuffled further down the bed until my toes touched the carpet. The walkway between both beds was so incredibly thin that all I had to do was reach over, and I was touching Aiden’s bed. My fingers dragged along the smooth surface of the cover. Fingertips brushed against the paper until my fingers firmly gripped the book. I opened the front page. Tension in my throat relaxed when indeed all that was written was, ‘Alice In Wonderland – Iseya’.  
 
         Maybe he isn’t watching me after all.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         Maybe I was wrong once again.  
 
    The opportunity arose where he could have chosen Gab, Kim and Garath, but he did not. Again, I glared at him as he immediately chose first and picked my team to work with. Now, I am not very bright, but I am smart enough to know when a person jumps before spoken to. Before the other herbalist could speak, Aiden announced that he was working with my team.  
 
         I swore softly under my breath when he stepped towards my group. The others didn’t care. Every one of my teammates accepted the fact that they gain a herbalist. No one knows that the one we got could be potentially watching my every move. Not only mine. But my teammates as well.  
 
         Beside Aiden, we waited for the other teams that were about to go out have their herbalist beside them as well. Garath was on the other side of me, face forward. We were waiting for the doors to slide down into the ramp so that we could do our mission. Mike was behind me. I could hear him tapping away on the screen. He was preparing for our adventure out into the real world.  
 
         “You may leave,” Ary suddenly announced.  
 
         Red lights flashed a bright green. A gush of air and smoke sprayed inwards when the doors opened upwards. A dense, thick sense of smell wrapped around my throat like a vice. Pricks of salty water sprung to eyes, and my nose immediately felt stuffy from the air.  
 
         Garath was right. The air was constricting and thick. I didn’t expect a rainforest to smell this overwhelming. If anything, I assumed I would be breathing and tasting a hint of pine and soil. This was too much and very confusing for my senses.  
 
         “Here.” Garath handed me a mask to cover my nose and mouth before he walked down the ramp. “This way, my team.” 
 
         Shit. I forgot I was the voice of this mission. Tera would have been useless. Mike was just the navigator, in away. The herbalist follows and searches the ground.  
 
         “Where to, Mike?” I called.  
 
         “Straight ahead. We should reach it in approximately twenty to thirty minutes.”  
 
         “How long do we have on this mission?” I asked.  
 
         In the corner of my eye, I noticed the herbalist. He tugged on large rubber gloves, and he had a mask over his face. 
 
         “We have to be back and in the spaceship by Five. It’s Twelve now. We have at least four hours. I suggest we leave our location and head back at four.” 
 
         “I agree,” I replied with a firm nod. “Let’s move out then.” The herbalist was still fiddling with the special rubber suit that he has to wear. “Aiden, that means you as well.” 
 
         “I am well aware.” 
 
         “Tera, grab the crate filled with pots, considering you will be closer to the herbalist. Be aware. I will be heading further back now to survey the surrounding area.”  
 
         “Cool. Stay safe.” 
 
         “Likewise.”  
 
         I watched them walk further away from me and waited until I was unable to see them any longer. Having a hold of the tablet, on the radar, Mike, Tera and the Herbalist were ahead of me and were blinking dots. After confirming that the detector was working for me, I pressed the earpiece in and then rolled my eyes at Tera’s immediate conversation starter. I even gave her something heavy to carry so that her breaths would shorten enough so that she couldn’t speak much. She apparently defies expectations.  
 
         With a shake of my head, I walked in the direction that they were in, and scanned the area.  
 
         A rainforest is by far much more complicated than a forest, or even woods. It was more vibrant. Colours burst on trees, and wildflowers and moss, thick and lush green covered the ground. Thick and long vines dropped down, and bright leaves plucked from branches. Intense and loud sounds of birds and monkeys – I think – surrounded and suffocated my senses. It was hard to figure out what noise was a threat and what wasn’t a threat.  
 
         I stepped over a large log. Then I rotated slightly when my team stopped for a passing second. The herbalist found seeds on the ground and wanted to see if some weren’t open before they moved along. Even knowing we already had a destination, if our herbalist wanted to stop and search an area, we at least had to listen. He was the one that studied and learned how to find types of herbs and food.  
 
         I heard a snap of a twig not that far from where I walked. I raised my weapon and darted left to right when a shadow came into focus from a sunlit patch within the break of the trees. Steel slid out from the hilt of my sword, and I crouched low enough and stepped behind a tree when the movement came into focus.  
 
         Shit. He could pass as a type of bulky monster.  
 
         After I exhaled breath, I stood back up from my crouched position and waved to Gab. He was surveying his area. Leaving him to do what he has got to do, I trailed behind my team that decided to move further along.  
 
         I’m definitely on edge, but I have to be. One movement I may have overlooked could be a monster heading to my team. Right now, I fear the blue room.  
 
         It took us longer than expected to get to ‘The Heart of the Forest’. What Mike supposedly calls it. Definitely not that hard to find either. The trees were much more clustered together. It shut out any sunlight to the extent that I had to contemplate if I needed my flashlight or not. There was eerie darkness that rippled outwards, and there was a sense of dominance that filled the air.  
 
         There is no doubt in my mind that monsters are lurking within. But we already knew that.  
 
         The tablet blinked, and I watched the red dots move further within the darkened rainforest. That made me move around. I wanted to see all of it. I wanted to walk around the whole outside area of the darkened section of the rainforest to see if there were any signs of danger lurking about.  
 
         Thick vines were in my way. Shrouding down and entwining within each other, making it hard for me to move. I had to use my blade to slice vines open to give me room to breathe and weave around, all the while watching for any movement.  
 
         “Holy shit.” Immediately, I froze and pressed the earpiece in further. “That’s a fucking lot.”  
 
         “What’s a lot?” I hissed as I made my way into the darkened rainforest. “Mike. Can you hear me?”  
 
         “Uh, yeah . . . We just bumped into a lot of monkeys.” 
 
         “What! Are they deranged and mutated? Do you need help?”  
 
         “It’s a sloth,” Aiden sighed with annoyance. “Don’t worry, they won’t do anything. This actually may be a good sign considering sloths don’t travel that far for food. Meaning . . .” 
 
         “There has to be a source around,” Tera beamed.  
 
         “We should set up here and look around further,” Aiden suggested. “Drop your belongings and follow me.” 
 
         “Iseya, your call,” Mike spoke. 
 
         “Uh, yeah. Listen to Aiden. He seems to know what he is doing. I will still survey the area and pipe in if I see anything suspicious.  
 
         I sighed with relief and stepped back out from the darkened rainforest and made my way around the outside once again. My job was draining and boring. Draining because I had to keep a lookout for any sounds or movement nearby. Boring because there wasn’t really any at all.  
 
          I did have a bump in with a monkey that dropped mushy, eaten fruit. I didn’t dare pick it up in case they do carry a type of disease. I then moved along as the monkey laughed at me and swung along the vines. It was somewhat degrading.  
 
         After I made my round around the darkened area of the rainforest, I stopped for a momentary second and grabbed hold of my water canister. Exhausted from the walk, I drank and listened into Mike and Tera. They found unique herbs and mangoes inside of there. They were all excited because they were herbs for medicine and mangoes are impossible to find. They were now about to head out, so I decided to wait for them to peel behind once they were in front.  
 
         “Iseya, help me!” Garath suddenly screeched through the crack of the trees.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
         “Iseya!” 
 
         “Garath?” I breathed out.  
 
         “What? Iseya, are you alright?” Mike asked.  
 
         “Iseya, please help me!”  
 
         The wailing pitched screech came through the trees on my right, where the sunlight hit the brightest. A cold shudder worked its way up my body, and a shaky breath escaped through dry and cracked lips. I scanned the area and was hoping to find anything. A shadow or even Garath being taken off in that direction but there is nothing. Only the sound of his cries as he begs for me to save him.  
 
         But where?  
 
         Where should I run to?  
 
         “Do you hear that?” I whispered. “Garath is in trouble.” 
 
         “Iseya, don’t leave us,” Aiden barked. “Let him die.”  
 
         “What! That’s our team leader, Asshole!” Tera seethed.  
 
         They were arguing, and it was dulling my senses. Before I could hear what Mike was about to say to me, I ripped the earpiece out and scanned the area once more in the dead of silence.  
 
         “Iseya. Please!”  
 
         There.  
 
         Confirming where Garath was, I ran in that direction without care of my team or the danger they may head in without me. My focus was on my team leader. I needed to get to him. He was in immediate danger, and he wanted me to save him. He must have known that I was nearby him. He knows everything, so that doesn’t surprise me in the slightest.  
 
         Garath’s voice became louder the more that I ran. Breaking vines. Ripping them from the branches they swung along, I made a path for I was not going to go around and cut off valuable time getting to him.  
 
         My breaths were eradicated into near hysteria. My heart was breaking, and my legs were aching.  
 
         Parting the vines, sunlight suddenly beamed across my face, and I winced. I raised my arm over my face to block out the sun and looked up at this massive rock wall that scaled at least fifty feet. While I darted a look around, wondering where Garath may be located, rubble dropped along the rock ledge from above and dirt that has accumulated over the years slipped down the cracks.  
 
         He has to be up there.  
 
         Without hesitating, I grabbed hold of a handheld and then foothold. This felt like climbing the rock wall in the training grounds. I have had so much practice, going down there every day to climb. This felt easy for me to do. With all the strength that I could muster, I reached for any hold I could and even jumped and leapt for daring ones to get up there faster to save Garath from this unknown monster.  
 
         I raised my hand, and it suddenly slapped against a surface. I pushed myself up and was halfway up when a hollowed-out area with a darkened cave appeared along the rocky ledge. Immediately suspicious, once I scrambled up onto my feet, I grabbed for my weapon and crept towards the cave. 
 
         Darkness engulfed the entire cave. There wasn’t an ounce of light to go on. Not even my flashlight produced even a spark to see inside, it was that dark. There was also this decaying scent that breathed outwards through the draft of wind. It was wretched, and I had to muster up enough willpower not to vomit.  
 
         “Iseya, in here!” Garath gargled.  
 
         I could feel the blood rise up my own throat and knew Garath was severely wounded.  
 
         I raced in to save him, but before I could reach the darkness, I gasped. This silky, shiny and scaly long and enormous tail whipped out and slammed into my abdominal. Whatever breath that I held gasped out along with spittle. Surprised, I flew back and over the edge. My hands reached out, but there was absolutely nothing that I could grab onto. I was flying in the air and backwards by the sheer power and force of whatever the fuck that was.  
 
         Right now, I know I am going to slam on my back and break a lot of things. I needed to do something. I needed help! 
 
         Triggered by these raw emotions, the fire burned along my skin. Moments from hitting the ground like a pancake, my body twisted. My hands and feet touched the moss, and I landed in a crouched position. Similarly, to a cat. Shocked, I craned my neck and noticed my tail flick around and the iron spikes across my back shudder.  
 
         Balance. They are used for balance.  
 
         “You could have done that in the training grounds when I am falling from that rock wall over and over again,” I growled.  
 
          “Iseya?” 
 
         Straightening up, I ran back towards the direction that I came from to try again.  
 
         Obviously, that colossal beast is trying to keep me away from Garath, and used that cheap tactic. But it won’t happen again. I will make sure that I am prepared for any type of sneak attacks and will lure that thing out and save Garath.  
 
         Back up the top once more, I heaved a deep breath out and straightened up. The iron spikes shuddered along my back. They were drinking everything in and making me aware of every movement that was around me. 
 
         Creeping towards the darkness, inside it hissed. A low hissing of a sound. I then stiffened and felt my entire body become penetrated by fear when piercing yellow eyes opened. I could feel my blood drain from my face when the yellow eyes moved closer. Shiny silver scales gleaned when they hit the sunlight. Silk-like and smooth, this enormous snake slithered out of the large cave. Mortified, I tried to move, but I was paralysed by fear. The look on the snake’s face made me think that it knew what it was doing. 
 
         Sharp fangs slipped out through its gums when the snake was close enough, and an eerie sound screeched out.  
 
         “Iseya! Please! Please, help me!” 
 
         It was the snake. The snake was making that sound all along.  
 
         The fangs of the snake lowered down above my head, and I recall that I have been in this dilemma before. A figment of Glitch appeared before me. Sharp jagged teeth wide over my head, about ready to snap down and tear it off. That’s why this feels similar. I am about to die the same way again.  
 
         Shit.  
 
         I wanted to close my eyes, but my entire body was still frozen from fear. My body was so cold that not even a bead of sweat wanted to accumulate. 
 
         Jaws suddenly slammed shut and drool dripped down my face. A dark and low chuckle came through from the throat of the snake as it slithered further back so that I could see its glowing yellow eyes once more.   
 
         “Isseya,” the snake hissed. “Or should I call you an Enomorg?” 
 
         Surprised, a deep and shaky breath slipped through clenched teeth.   
 
         The snake was amused. Its mouth upturned into a smirk while it slithered around my body until it was coiled around me. Its tongue slithered out, inches away from my face as it watched me.  
 
         “I know all about your kind, Isseya,” it hissed. “Desstined to kill monssterss. Created from power.” 
 
         I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t justify or defend myself even if I knew what the fuck this snake was talking about. All I wanted was to unwrap myself from its tight restraint and bolt away before it kills me. 
 
         “Thiss will fill my belly with joy, eating you whole,” the snake chuckled. “The tasste of power within my grassp.” 
 
         A hitch of breath sucked in when the snake arched its head back. I saw the hunger plain in its yellow eyes. The snake wanted me dead. Killing me would give it joy. Like it was achieving a goal or a purpose I couldn’t fathom because I don’t know anything about my wretched bloody life! 
 
         This does suck. 
 
         The snakes head launched towards me when blood and pus suddenly prayed out of its right eye. In pain, the snake uncoiled me from its grasp and hissed in agony. An arrow sunk into its eye and now the snake was bleeding black ooze and yellow pus.  
 
         Suddenly, I was able to move. I gasped for that longing breath that I wanted from the start and raised my blade towards the snake that dove towards me.  
 
         Another arrow shot from behind me, but this time, the snake was prepared. It slithered and ducked underneath before launching with all its might towards me. Mouth wide open, fangs slipped through its gums and poised for me. A harsh breath escaped my lips, and a smirk of my own settled on my lips. I ran forward and towards the snake. When it dove down, I dropped onto my knees, raised my weapon and felt the blade sink into the belly of the snake and drag downwards to the tip of its tail. When I looked back, the snake cried out and toppled over the ledge. I stood when the gravel shuddered from the force of the enormous snake hitting the ground.  
 
         “I hate snakes,” I mumbled. “Fuck that hurt.” 
 
         “Iseya.”  
 
         Surprised, I turned around and felt bones snap in place when I did so. As soon as Garath scrambled up onto the ledge, bow and arrow around his arm, my tail and iron spikes had already sunk into my back.  
 
         “Garath. You are the one that shot the snake? How did you find me?” 
 
         “My team bumped into yours. Mike handed me this and told me to find you.” He raised the tablet, and that made me sink my shoulders low and heave a longing breath out. “They said that you heard me screaming and came to find me.” 
 
         “Yeah . . . It was the snake. I don’t really get how it could make such a humane sound, though.” 
 
         “Some imitate its prey so that it can get inside of its head and lead it into its own death. However, by saying that, I have never seen a snake that large before. It's an anaconda. I wonder if it mutated or if there are any more.”  
 
         I stepped aside and jerked my thumb back into the direction of the cave.  
 
         “Do you want to find out?” 
 
         “No . . . But what is that hanging from the cave?” 
 
         I looked back and up. Going towards the entrance of the cave, I reached up and plucked a small round bead from the vine and popped it into my mouth. This sour, slightly scrunchy and mushy taste swirled around the inside of my mouth.  
 
          “Grapes?” 
 
          Garath touched the earpiece and said, “Bring both teams here at once. We found our very first grapevine in years.”  
 
         “Years? Wow,” I stretched out the word. “Are they hard to find?”  
 
         “A lot of animals ate most small fruits. I guess this would be our last chance of getting them. The animals wouldn’t have ventured this far unless it wanted to be food.” Garath kicked a small bone that was between the rocky ground and grimaced. “If we didn’t find this, you would have been sent to the blue room, Iseya. Your herbalist should be happy with these findings.”  
 
         “Seems like I keep getting myself out of trouble somehow.” 
 
         “Seems so,” Garath replied blankly.  
 
         Lowering my eyes down to the ground, I followed the trail of black blood to the edge, where the snake fell off.  
 
         It told me I was destined to kill monsters. I wonder how exact its words are and why it would say such a thing. And as much as I want to tell Garath, the sounds of my teammates and the two herbalists stopped me from saying anything at all. Instead, I helped Garath pluck the vines.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         Black blood washed down the drain. Lathering soap, I scrubbed my skin over and over again. The snake’s blood had stained along my face and neck. Perhaps being dramatic and slicing at the belly of the snake was not a good idea in the first place. Maybe I should have, I don’t know, prevented blood getting on me so that I wasn’t standing here in the communal showers scrubbing my face until my skin peels off.  
 
         I also objected in having a shower, but because I was the only one that came back dirty and covered in blood, they persisted and said that I could have the shower to myself. After that, I agreed. I was still not ready for anyone to see the scars that plagued me. As for now, I only wanted Garath to know my dark secret. If anyone else found it, they would ask harder questions I may not be able to answer without revealing a piece of myself.  
 
         After the shower, I dressed in there for convenience and space before I headed out to the kitchen area. There were only a few people in there. One of them being the herbalist that I was still suspicious of. Everyone else was too exhausted to move around and resorted themselves to the rooms to rest and recover. As much as I wanted to rest and recover, I was also hungry. I didn’t eat lunch, but supposedly the other teams have done so by eating and ‘test trying’ fruit and herbs and vegetables while they were looking for eatable things to scour. I only ate one grape because I had beady green eyes watching my every move.  
 
         Perhaps the reason was that he knew I shifted into a monster. My tail and spikes were shown, and he looked at me like he was expecting them to appear again. I’m glad they did not. I can’t even tell him with confidence that I won’t suddenly grow a tail surrounded by people that kill monsters.  
 
         After I shuffled past Aiden, that was with the other herbalists, I went to the fridge. In the kitchens, I was the only one that wasn’t a herbalist. It was very uncomfortable. There was a single thought of wanting to keep my head in the fridge until they leave. By the sounds of their hushed laughter and whispered voices, they were waiting for me to go instead.  
 
         This was great. I should have waited until I got back to Paradise Eden to eat instead of dealing with this uncomfortable situation.  
 
         At the table, I placed the food I just microwaved on the table. Peeling the flimsy, film lid, steam rose in the air. There were a few different types of microwavable foods that I could have chosen that were in the fridge. I decided to pick this hot, chicken curry. There was thick, clumpy yellow sauce slathered on the chicken. And there was white rice that was glued together. When I stuck my fork in it, I raised the entire rice into a lumpy pancake.  
 
         This food doesn’t look good at all. However, when I tasted it, it was lovely. By far better than some soups I have tasted in the mess hall at Paradise Eden. Definitely, no Pluto-Pup and definitely no Spaghetti I ate with Glenn’s team. But it was nice enough to eat while I was here in a very uncomfortable situation.   
 
         “We have to write down our findings and report them by the end of today,” one of the herbalists’ piped in from their group.  
 
         “Today?” Another questioned. “I thought we had a few days to write everything down. Do we need to do a description as well?” 
 
         “Yeah. We do.”  
 
         “Oh, damn. I haven’t even started. I should go fill mine out. I thought we had all this time. I even scheduled for a bath.” 
 
         Bath? 
 
         “I will take them,” Aiden announced. “If you could all give me your list before we leave the spaceship, I will hand them in.” 
 
         “That’s very thoughtful of you. Will you need a key to visit the Council?” 
 
         “No. I deal with them all the time. I have a key of my own,” Aiden declined the other herbalists’ offer. “My room is coloured blue. If I am not in here, leave them on the dresser and under the book called, ‘A Dragons’ Reign’. 
 
         “Thank you for your kindness. We should all go and finish our documents now then.”  
 
         The others agreed aside from the herbalist that worked with Garath’s group. He kind of scoffed, rolled his eyes and sat on the chair near me. He didn’t look that pleased with the other herbalists, and neither did Aiden.  
 
         “Where did the Council get those particular people? They have no sense of schedule. Before they came into the kitchens, they should have filled out each plant they have found. It is unprofessional.”  
 
         “Leave them be. We die quicker than Paradise Eden’s soldiers because we have never trained a day in our life. Let them make those simple mistakes instead of the bigger ones we face every time we step out of the safety of our own home.” 
 
         “If we had our own land, though, we could grow a limitless amount of fruit and vegetables for Paradise Eden.”  
 
         “I know,” Aiden sighed. “But the Council decided to ignore our offer and instead extended on Paradise Eden.” 
 
         “Really?” Aiden nodded glumly. “Shit. Not even Paradise Eden will be safe. Our Council members are fucking stupid. What are they thinking letting those –” 
 
         “Iseya.” Aiden suddenly cut off the other herbalist. “I didn’t notice you there. I thought it was another herbalist.”  
 
         I glanced down at the white suit that I was wearing and then back up at Aiden. It was plausible that they noticed a hint of white and assumed I was a herbalist coming in to eat. Now that makes sense of how loud they were talking. Like they didn’t think twice that what they were saying was odd to say around me. 
 
         What they said did interest me.  
 
         The Council extended on Paradise Eden.  
 
         I wonder what they extended on.  
 
         “Uh . . .” I trailed off and looked down at my half-eaten food. “Sorry for overhearing your conversation.”  
 
         “Not at all. It’s not that secret. Thought everybody knew.” Aiden smiled.  
 
         Aiden smiled.  
 
         Yeah. I am not fucking stupid. He just wanted me off his tail and to not press on what they were talking about. I can play that game.  
 
         “Oh, yeah, you know, I think I can remember Garath mentioning something a few days ago. Must have slipped my mind because of this mission. I get nervous whenever I’m about to head out to another mission.” 
 
         “Of course.” 
 
         “Anyway.” I took hold of the tray and slid it in the bin next to the entrance of the kitchen. “It was cool working with you, Aiden. Bye.”  
 
         Without waiting for a response from him, I walked out and into the hallway. I sighed deeply, knitted my brows together and narrowed my eyes.  
 
         Aiden works closely to the Council. Now I know for sure that he cannot be trusted. I need to keep an eye on him whenever I see him around.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         Tired and drained, I stepped off of the spaceship when Garath cleared his throat. As a team, we turned around to face him while the other teams around us separated and complained about the mission we had today.  
 
         “A bot will be inspecting the levels from one to ten. Make sure everything is cleaned. No wrappers of food. No food or anything deemed suspicious in their eyes.”  
 
         “What!” Mike exclaimed. “We had an inspection not long ago. Why are they doing another one?”  
 
         Garath glanced at me and then away and said, “No one knows why the robots do things. Perhaps this is a surprise inspection, to make sure levels one to ten are in proper form. I don’t know, but what I do know is that it is no rumour. They will come on Wednesday. You have tomorrow to make sure everything is clean or else you will be sent into the blue room. Understood?”  
 
         “Yes, Sir,” I murmured.  
 
         There’s no surprise there. I should have known the Council would do something like that to keep me on my toes. What I need to do now is go back as quick as possible and figure out a hiding spot for my horn again. I don’t want to place it in the exact same spot. It was risky keeping it hidden in the pillowcase. I won’t be leaving it there again, that’s for sure.  
 
         Heading down the elevators, Garath left us earlier while we descended. Cramped between Gab and Kim, while they chatted about how awesome it was to find some fruit they always wanted to try, I thought of what I was going to do for the rest of the week.  
 
         Tomorrow will be our day off. That’s the only day that we don’t study for our next mission, so we can do whatever we want. That day I will be cleaning. Maybe I might do some tonight, just to keep up on top of things.  
 
         Outside and on level one, unlike Tera, who was still hungry and decided to go into the mess hall to eat some more, Gab and I went up to the second floor on our level to sleep in peace. Sleeping on the spaceship is never peaceful. There’s always someone loud and obnoxious next to me when I am trying to rest. It always seems to be Tera as well, so maybe that is why.  
 
         Exhausted and jetlagged, I went to my door and touched it lightly. Inside, after it closed, I stared around my neat room and pursed my lips in wonder where to start. Everything looks tidy enough to be plausible and deemed acceptable for a bot to see. Everything aside for the horn. They may think that it is a collectable from when I was on a mission, or maybe not if the Council told them that anything deemed interesting of mine has to go back to theirs.  
 
         The horn needs to be hidden.  
 
         After I placed my weapon on the dresser table, I crouched down and went to lift the bed sheet to grab the box that was underneath when there was a knock on the door.  
 
         Perhaps Garath may be here to give me fair warning about the robots. Or maybe it was Allison, and she expects that I may have strawberries for her. Well, I guess she is going to be very disappointed. 
 
         I touched my door, and to my surprise, Gab appeared.  
 
         “Hey. What’s up?” I asked. “Thought you were going to get some shut-eye.”  
 
         “Yeah, I was, but I really wanted to talk to you about today.” 
 
         “Oh.”  
 
         I guess me coming back covered in snake blood worried him enough to ask what happened.  
 
         I was expecting this. I thought ahead of time on the spaceship for when my team decided to ask me what happened. So far, Gab was the first to ask while the others stayed quiet on the matter.  
 
         “Well, I thought Garath was calling my name so that I could help him,” I started.  
 
         “Yeah. I know,” Gab said with a shake of his head. “I was there. You looked . . . Different. I even called your name, but you seemed fixated on something else.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
         A shallow breath escaped my lips as I recalled what he was telling me. I knew already. It was when I fell down off of the rocky ledge and landed swiftly on my hands and feet. That was when the spikes and my tail slid through bone and appeared in the flesh. He was the one that called my name that time, not Garath.  
 
         My eyes darted to the dresser and to where my weapon was. I was too far away from it to defend myself.  
 
         “Don’t, Iseya. I know what you’re thinking. I came here, bearing no weapons at all. I came as a teammate and as a friend. What are you?”  
 
         Reality hit. There was no way out of this. There was no plausible excuse that I could make that would make him believe me. Right now, he already knew the answer but wanted me to say it anyways. Choking on my own saliva that was thick in my mouth, I was unable to speak. I had to say the words. I had to tell Gab the truth.  
 
         “I’m a monster,” I breathed. His eyes widened substantially. “But I am not like them. I don’t kill people . . . Good people.” I corrected myself. “I don’t kill good people.” 
 
         “I know.” 
 
         “And another thing . . . Wait. You do?” I asked. He nodded firmly. “Why?” 
 
         “For one, I have been sitting here for ten minutes, and you haven’t decided to kill me.” I breathed a laugh at his words, and he did the same. “But seriously, we have been on missions together, fighting side by side together and you have sacrificed and placed your life on the line more than once. More than some in here. If you are a monster . . .” He breathed a laugh and shook his head once more. “What are we?” 
 
         “Human. You’re only human, Gab. But, if you do tell this secret, I would have to cut out your tongue.” He barked a laugh. “I am serious. If people know. If the Council know . . .” I choked on my words once more.  
 
         “I won’t say a word. Your secret is safe with me. But, when you changed, you were different than any monster I have read about. What type of monster are you?”  
 
         “I don’t know,” I admitted. “All I can remember is waking here.” 
 
         “Oh . . . Crap. The hit to the head. Now it makes sense. You were shit at training at the start.”  
 
         “Shut up.” I shoved Gab lightly on the shoulder.  
 
         “Who else knows?” Gab then asked.  
 
         “Garath. We are trying to figure out where I came from and who I am.”  
 
         “Let me help you.”  
 
         “No! The last time someone tried to help find out who I am, they died. I don’t want anyone else to be involved. They might watch . . . I am already a suspicious character in here. I don’t want you to be watched as well.” 
 
         “If you insist. But, if you ever need my help, or for me to bail you out or vouch for you if others seemed to have found out about you, I will be there to do so.” 
 
         “I know. You are a good friend, Gab. I trust you as much as I trust Garath, but the rest of my team . . . Not at all. They already think that I am superhuman. I can deal with that. But knowing I am a monster. I will be prosecuted where I stand. They won’t understand like you and Garath do.” 
 
         “You’re absolutely right.” Gab tapped my shoulder once and then stood. “I should head out and sleep now. I just came by to talk to you about it. I have always known you were keeping a huge secret. I have tried to know what it was, but now that I do, I get how you reacted so standoffish and on the defence.” 
 
         “Why are you so understanding?” 
 
         “Don’t get me wrong. If I saw any hostility and signs towards you that were threatening, your head would be on the ground right now. I would have gone straight to the Council.”  
 
         I flinched at his words.  
 
         “I showed hostility towards Tera one time in the study room. Even pinned her to the ground without knowing.”  
 
         “Yeah, well, the difference between you and I is that I would have pinned her to the ground knowingly. She deserved it. Anyway, I’m going to clean up now so I can rest and recover tomorrow.”  
 
         After he stepped outside of the door and it closed, I collapsed backwards and heaved a deep sigh outward. The fluorescent light above shined down and made my vision blurry, but I couldn’t look away. 
 
         Gab now knows who I am. That’s a problem if he starts to act differently to me while I am being watched. Perhaps I should have told him about the conversation I had with the Council and how they already deem me a very unusual character. But then would that place him more on edge? Probably. No, I shouldn’t tell him. It would only escalate things further. But I do need to tell Garath that Gab knows.  
 
         With a grunt, I rolled over to my side and stared at the box that was halfway out from under the bed. I reached down and shuffled inside and grabbed hold of that one unfamiliar, hard and palm-sized object. I raised my hand high in the air and shined it in the fluorescent light.  
 
         What am I going to do with you? 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         The door opened, and I stepped through and into the clinically white room where four people, three males, one female, sat. They were in their late forties or early fifties. They all wore black suits and white gloves. All four had their hands before them and pressed on the table. They had stone faces and a look of knowledge and wisdom upon all of their faces. They all had greying hair, mingled with brown patches aside from one. He looked the oldest, I think. Or he didn’t age that well. His hair was white, and he had glasses, square and thin lenses. Bright blue leering eyes stared back at me.  
 
         I took a few more steps in the room when Glenn pushed me the slightest. That was when I heard a tapping sound off to the left of me. A young lady was there, dressed in black as well. She sat at a small square white desk and had a computer propped up. With every step that I took, she immediately started to type as she stared at me.  
 
         That wasn’t creepy at all.  
 
         “Here she is, as you asked. Can I go now?” Glenn asked.  
 
         “No,” the older woman answered.  
 
         Glenn raised a brow and jolted slightly forward as if he was about to speak. Instead, he clamped his mouth shut and glared down at the ground. He’s probably pissed but cannot express how pissed he is considering he is in the presence of the Council.  
 
         “Iseya,” the one with the old green tattoo of a tear under his eye spoke. “Are you thirsty? Do you want a drink? Perhaps a seat to sit comfortably on? We want you to be as comfortable as you can here.”  
 
         “No, thank-you,” I replied.  
 
         I doubt I will feel any less uncomfortable, even surrounded by a buffet of delicious food.  
 
         ‘I second that’.  
 
         “Alright. Shall we get started then?” He asked, and they all looked at me like they wanted confirmation. When I nodded the slightest, the lady with the computer typed away again.  
 
         “Can she not?” I blurted out, to my surprise. “Sorry. It’s just, her typing is very distracting.”  
 
         “She writes down what we may miss. Mrs Ebonie has studied facial expressions. She can tell a lie with the slightest of movements or hesitation made by the one in question.” The woman smirked. “Not like we would ever think that you would lie to us, or hide crucial information from us, Iseya.”  
 
         That felt like a slap in the face. Her face even says it all. She also knows it was a slap in the face. I can already tell they are going to ask me harsh questions. Any signs of hesitation or a tweak or whatever will be written down by Mrs Ebonie. Either I am going to master the art of lying comfortably without her knowing, or I am going to the blue room. There’s no middle ground here.  
 
         “We will all ask you a series of questions each, but in different categories. You have to answer them within the best of your abilities. I will go first, and then Zoe, Shane and Daniels.”  
 
         I darted a look at Daniels. He was the one that found and helped Garath. He was also the oldest of the four and has not spoken at all. Daniels has been staring at me this entire time. Watching and waiting patiently. He will ask the toughest of questions, so I need to prepare for him.  
 
         “Cool,” I responded. “Fire away.”  
 
         “My name is Benjamin, and I would like to ask you . . .” He trailed off.  
 
         The only sound was of Mrs Ebonie typing away on her computer. The constant tapping sound irritated me, and I tried to fake it now, but it was hard. I don’t even think that I am doing anything or expressing anything, but she was still typing away while I stared directly at Benjamin and waited for him to bloody ask me the question. It isn’t that hard.  
 
         “Why did you break our rules?” He suddenly asked.  
 
         Caught off guard, I raised my brows and looked around at everyone at the crystal-clear glass table before looking back at him.  
 
         “I don’t think I know what you’re talking about?” I admitted.  
 
         “You stole your team leader’s private password, knocked out your own teammate, broke into a spacecraft and left Paradise Eden. You broke four rules. Not to mention destroying the spacecraft because you had no experience in flight at all. I want to know how you stole your team leader’s private password first, and why?” 
 
         “Oh. Okay. Um –” Shit. Can ‘Um’ be a lie? She’s typing. I need to answer quickly. “I didn’t necessarily steal it. He used it a couple times, and I so happened to be beside him when he was using it. I have a somewhat good memory and knew it by heart quickly. Um, as of why I used it. Well, I needed to get to level ninety-nine without being caught, so I used it,” I replied with a shrug. “Not that hard to figure out.”  
 
         The lady didn’t stop typing away since I walked through this door.  
 
         “Interesting. And why did you knock your own teammate unconscious?” Benjamin then asked.  
 
         “She was in my way,” I answered immediately. “She was going to stop me from going to level ninety-nine, so I punched her in the face and knocked her out. That’s why.” 
 
         “She has no awareness of your plans at all prior, or helped in any way? We do have cameras stationed everywhere. We can see everyone.”  
 
         But not the elevators. I wanted to smirk because I knew he was lying through his teeth. There are no cameras in the elevators. Garath told me that when I used to look around after I would blush. Benjamin just wants me to be on edge in the hopes I would give him more information. I am not stupid. 
 
         “No,” I replied, bearing no expression. “I thought of that plan suddenly, and I had one opportunity before I was sent back into my room, and I exploited it. She was the only one in there. I doubt I would have gotten away with it if Garath escorted me back.”  
 
         “Garath?” Benjamin questioned. “Do you say his name informally. He is your team leader. That is rather degrading.”  
 
         “He doesn’t seem to mind. I don’t seem to care. Are we here to question why I did what I did or question why I call my team leader Garath?”  
 
         Mr Daniels had a hint of a smile on his face like he was very amused with what I just said. I wanted to smile as well, but Mrs Ebonie may think I was sadistic and categorise me as psychotic by one little hint of a smirk.  
 
         “Very well. Moving on. Why did you break into a spaceship?” 
 
         “Because I needed to use it.”  
 
         “How did you know basic instructions into how to fly one?” 
 
         Crap. I don’t want to mention his name. I don’t want to explain the situation I was in because they would then question that as well. But I also don’t want to lie because I was utterly useless at lying, I think. Well, lying more than saying yes or no. Especially here, with someone who has studied facial expressions.  
 
         ‘He’s dead anyway. I don’t know why you care so much, Iseya’.  
 
         “A book I read before I came here.” 
 
         “A book,” he scoffed.  
 
         “Yes, a book,” I spoke defensively. “I love to read, so whenever there was a book or a pamphlet or even a newspaper or magazine, I would take it and read it even if it didn’t make sense. I was surprised that it worked, to be honest. And as you could tell, I wasn’t very great cause I crashed the spacecraft.”  
 
         “I don’t believe you,” Benjamin shook his head. “Do you expect me to believe that?” 
 
         “It’s not yours to expect, Benjamin.” Daniels, in a low drawl, spoke. “It is up to Ebonie. Right now, you sound biased.”  
 
         “Biased!” Benjamin exclaimed.  
 
         “As I said. We are all aware of how much you dislike soldiers. You even call them arrogant dumbasses. Your opinion in her answer is biased. Move on to your last question. I am sure Iseya would want to sleep before dawn.” I nodded once. “There you go. You’re not only wasting our time but hers.” 
 
         “Whatever,” he spat venom. “Last question. Why did you leave Paradise Eden?”  
 
         “I wanted to save my friend,” I answered.  
 
         “Who was your –” 
 
         “Benjamin,” Zoe smiled sweetly. “She answered your question, and now you want to steal one of mine. I don’t think so.”  
 
         “Fine,” he puffed. “My questioning is over. Zoe, it is your turn.”  
 
         “Thank-You.” Zoe straightened up and stared directly at me. “I only have one question. However, my one question can create hundreds more. Depends on how you answer the ones before. Okay?” 
 
         “Sure,” I whispered. “I get it.” 
 
         “Wonderful.” Zoe leant further across the table and smirked at me. That same cocky smirk she did before. “Who was your friend you tried to save?” She asked.  
 
         Fuck.   
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         It was early Wednesday morning. I woke to a low, droning siren. Lights then flickered on and illuminated my darkroom. Half asleep. Drowsy for the prime fact that I couldn’t get much sleep, I sat upright and yawned. I blinked away the sleep and shook my head left to right and tried to adjust to everything that was happening. The light. The annoying and loud noise and the thumping headache that won’t go away.  
 
         What’s happening?  
 
         “Good Morning, Iseya. I suggest you get up and get ready for the day. You have study, remember.”  
 
         “Yeah. I usually get up at seven, not at . . .” I trailed off and blinked in the screen that was swirling lines. “Six in the morning.”  
 
         “Also, the robots are here and are waiting to inspect everyone’s rooms.”  
 
         Wonderful. That’s exactly what I wanted to be instilled for today. I even completely forgot about the inspection. All yesterday I was too busy training with Gab and Tera all day to comprehend.  
 
         “Iseya?”  
 
         “Yes.” I sighed. “I am up.” 
 
         I didn’t want to get up. I wanted to sleep for another hour.  
 
         Shrugging off my gown, I didn’t even bother to shower. I just dressed, grabbed my gear and weapon and stepped out. Surprised, suddenly fully awake, I jumped to the right and away from the bot that stood outside my door. It didn’t say a word but quickly moved inside. I wanted to see what he was checking when my door closed and I stared at cold hard steel.  
 
         I wasn’t the only one that was standing outside and on the upper floor. Almost everyone stood outside their doors. Tera looked a nervous wreck, and it doesn’t look like she was going to leave from outside her door at all until the robot leaves. Then she will probably scrounge around back inside her room to make sure that nothing was missing.  
 
         “Iseya!” I smiled at the cheerful voice of Allison. She skipped towards me and looked as vibrant as ever. “Do you want to train until they are finished?” 
 
         “You aren’t going to wait until the bot is finished looking inside of your room like the others?” I asked.  
 
         “No. The robot made a weird sound when it opened up my door. Like a feigned shock, or something. I didn’t want to stick around for a lecture of how pink my room was.”  
 
         “Right. So, you came to me instead, because I wouldn’t pick on your overly pink room.”  
 
         “Correct,” she chirped.  
 
         I honestly don’t know if Ally was being oblivious or not. 
 
         Inside of the blue room, we decided to tackle the rock wall. Allison needed more training by going up as fast as she could. Right now, she wasn’t very good at reaction time. So, while she climbed, I timed her and shouted, ‘Now,’ repeatedly, so that she had to react within the three seconds after I shouted. She was flabbergasting around, jerking her arm forward and back, hesitating. This wasn’t looking good. But better than when she first started and couldn’t even get halfway.  
 
         While I helped Allison, a short while after, Kim, Mike, Tera and Gab came into the training grounds as well. The bots were finished on the first level and worked their way up. My teammates decided to train until it blows over on level nine so that we could all eat nice food. I was down with that. The thought of being in level one to eat again, so soon as well, didn’t sit well within my stomach.  
 
         “Iseya, I am stuck,” Allison announced.  
 
         I blinked rapidly and looked away from Gab – that was at the shooting range – and up at Allison. From here I could even tell that the buckle of her strap was stuck and twisted along one of the groves of the rocks. I sighed and shook my head slightly in disappointment before I went to the rock wall to help her down. 
 
         Up to where she was, I untied the knot and fixed her up. She gave me a reassuring smile right before she jumped backwards. I laughed slightly and decided to do the same, for there was no use for me climbing the rock wall. My time was too fast to beat, even for myself.  
 
         When I landed onto the mat, in the corner of my eye, I noticed something small slip out of the pouch and skid across to where Allison sat. My stomach dropped, and I went to reach for it when she took hold and shuffled into a stance. Immediately, I stood and reached for it as she inspected what she held.  
 
         “What is it?” She asked.  
 
         “I don’t know,” I lied. She raised her hand, and I took hold of the horn. “Something I found on my last mission. I didn’t want the bots to take it away. Pretty cool, huh?”  
 
         “Looks like a weird bone.” Allison brushed her hands down her shirt and then hopped off of the mat. “Anyway, I have a new mission tomorrow. It’s a pretty awesome one, I must admit.” 
 
         “What?” I asked right after I shoved the horn back into the pouch.  
 
         “We are going to set down beakers!” Allison squealed.  
 
         “Really? That’s a dangerous mission.” 
 
         “Rick thinks we are ready.”  
 
         Well, I will definitely be having a word with Rick next time I see him. Forcing Allison, the most fragile doll looking young girl to go out into a mission like that. Heck, Garath hasn’t even given us a mission like that yet.  
 
         “Well, be careful.”  
 
         “It’s not really that bad. Rick says we may not even see any monsters. The location he picked is in the desert, so there’s barely any food or water around.”  
 
         “Why are you building there, then?” 
 
         “It used to be a city in the desert. Weird, right? It’s going to take us until next Monday to complete. Another big one for us. A lot of travelling. I hope Rick has some pills so that I won’t get sick again.”  
 
         I nodded in agreement.  
 
         I cannot deny that I was worried about her next mission. However, with every mission that we go on, or any of my friends outside of my team go on, I get more and more nervous. Soon enough, I may lose them forever. But out of everyone, I’d like to keep Allison the longest. She reminds me of someone. I can’t really remember who, but the way she looks at life at that age, and after the horrors that she has seen, she has held a sense of innocence. It’s utterly remarkable.  
 
         I don’t want to lose her.  
 
         ‘She reminds you of Liam’.  
 
         “Liam,” I whispered.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
         Our next mission was unusual.  
 
         We were going to save the village.  
 
         I mean, I wanted to relax. Perhaps go to a sector, or a clean-up mission would suffice after the one that we just had. However, I am not a Team leader, Garath is. This mission will definitely test us, for we all have to work together. Mike will be our navigator once again on the spacecraft. Kim will be our pilot. Tera, Garath, Gab and I will be working and coordinating together on this rescue mission.  
 
         We are also the only team going. That was, I guess, the most daunting part about this mission. We won’t get any help. Garath even said the village people might all be savages, which definitely didn’t help my feelings about this rescue mission in the first place.  
 
         “We have to jump,” Tera whispered. “I never jumped off a spaceship before. Do we at least get to train?” 
 
         “No,” Garath answered. Tera flinched and bowed her head lower towards the table. “If you want to practice, jump off the rock wall and not land on your head.” 
 
         I can do that. People will learn that I am a monster and possibly burn me where I stand at the village, but I can most certainly do what he just said.  
 
         “We can practice.” I shrugged and pursed lips. “We should do that later today, after dinner for a few hours.” 
 
         “Yeah, that may get me more confident in, you know, jumping out of a fucking spaceship.”  
 
         “Cool. Dinner at seven and after we will train?” Gab confirmed, and we both agreed. “Mike and Kim, are you going to come?” 
 
         “No,” Mike scoffed. “I don’t need to jump out of any spacecraft. I’m eating than crashing. But good luck. Break a neck or something encouraging like that.”  
 
         His dry sense of humour is quite baffling sometimes. I couldn’t help but bite my lip and suppress the laughter that wanted to come out.  
 
         “Kim?” Tera asked.  
 
         “Seriously? With these legs? Hell, yeah. Count me in!” 
 
         I grinned at her response. That was until Garath cleared his throat. We all turned in our seats immediately and straightened up to work once more.  
 
         I worked on the tablet that was before me and rotated the map of the village and surrounding lands. There was a lot of trees where monsters could be lurking, so I shaded those areas using red. It was a warning zone for me. When I land, I need to be wary about those surrounding areas. I then coloured the homes in green, to know that people would more than likely be inside and need to be escorted out. There was also a crops area I coloured in green, as well as the well, that was further away from the village. People may potentially be there, gaining resources when we arrive. Everything else was a grey area.  
 
         The village wasn’t that big, so it shouldn’t take us that long to usher people in the spaceship. However, Kim wasn’t allowed to land until we tallied up all of the people that we could find, for safety reasons. Fear-ridden people may climb over it before they knew what was happening and be unresponsive to what we are telling them. Garath believes it will be safer to go down there without the spaceship and tell the villagers as well as gather them into where I shaded light blue. That was in the centre of the village, where a large hall or church was placed. That’s where we will tell them to go if they wanted safety at a new sector that has just been cleaned and secured.  
 
         Beside me, Mike drew a green line along all the streets of the village and possible back exits of homes as well. He looked very engrossed in what he was doing.  
 
         On the other side of me, Tera wrote, ‘Do not go,’ in most places, even some that I coloured green, where people may be. I couldn’t help but roll my eyes and look back down at my own screen. There’s no point helping Tera. As much as we need to coordinate as a team, I may as well let her go to the spots she deemed safe, while I roam places she or Gab may not want to go.  
 
         I get to work with Garath this time. Perhaps after all of the complaining I had done with working with Tera, he decided to let me breathe for once. Which, I don’t mind at all. In fact, working with Garath would be perfect because we could speak openly about me being a monster. Also, I still needed to tell him that Gab knew that I was a monster. That seemed like the perfect time to lay it all out without the Council listening and watching my every move.  
 
         At the end of our study session, I stepped out of doors to level five and stared ahead at the church doors. I left the rest of my team that wanted to rest before dinner. I needed silence and to pray for Allison and her team. She already left for her mission early this morning. I wanted to say goodbye, but when I went to her door and knocked, there was no answer. When I went down to the mess hall, she was nowhere to be seen, so I am assuming that they left early. 
 
         The doors creaked when I opened them. As always, it was empty. It doesn’t surprise me when I go to this church. No one prays. No one cares for the others. Only themselves.  
 
         My eyes darted to the cubicles where people could supposedly pray in silence in case it was too crowded and loud. Before I sat down, I flung the doors open to see if anyone was squatting down to listen into me. They were all empty, but that still didn’t reassure me that someone wouldn’t decide to sneak into the last one and overhear my words. To become more comfortable in this environment, I grabbed the vase of roses that were on the altar and pressed them against the open door, to keep it from closing while I prayed.  
 
         I then sat down on the bench and sighed softly. My hands before me, I clasped the pendant bound to me and bowed my head. Slowly, my eyes closed until darkness overwhelmed me. After that, my thoughts drifted.  
 
         After I prayed, I straightened up and went to lower my hands when again, he appeared. Beside me, like he used to, he sat there, and he prayed. His black hair hid his face well enough from view when I directly looked at him.  
 
         “Stop staring, Iseya. You are creeping me out.”  
 
         “What?” I hissed. “You aren’t even real. Right now, I am staring at absolutely nothing and talking like a fucking crazy person!” 
 
         “Are you? Then why don’t you stop? You said so yourself. I am not even real.”  
 
         My mind enjoys playing tricks on me.  
 
         ‘Because you are letting the madness back into your mind’.  
 
         I hesitated. He noticed my hesitation, straightened up, and those dark eyes softened as he looked at me. My heart contracted at the scar that crinkled when he smiled at me. My throat closed over, and every move my body wanted to do was to wrap my arms around his neck and bury my face into his chest. But I knew that my arms would go straight through and out the other side like there was nothing there at all. So, trying would hurt me more than not trying at all.  
 
         “I wish you were,” I whispered. “But I need to stop entertaining the thought that you are still here with me when you are not.” 
 
         I slackened my arm and released the grip on the pendant and stood. Before I left the church, I took the vase and placed it back to where it was located and closed all the doors.  
 
         It was time to have dinner with my teammates. 
 
         We agreed to eat on level one. A place that I don’t necessarily want to eat at, but it was the closest to ground level to train. Instead of waiting in a lift that could be overcrowded, or the fact that we may need to wait for the next one, it was easier eating on the level that I live on.  
 
         I was the last to come, and they were already eating. It made it easier for me to go up to the counter and grab my food in peace. I say peace because it does take me some time to actually step forward with my tray so that the man could serve me. The memories of him working here always flood back whenever I come in here. I try to push them away. It would be easier that way. However, it was merely impossible to do so. 
 
         The smell of his delicious meals still wafts through in this particular mess hall. The aroma of every individual meal he placed before me was a memory I never wanted to fade, even knowing how painful that memory was.  
 
         I drank in the herbs and looked down at the gluggy glue that the man rested on my tray. Deflated, I picked up my tray and went over to where my teammates sat and chatted away. This time the conversation played around something that I was very interested in.  
 
         How are we going to jump out of a spaceship? 
 
         Many scenarios played in my mind, but they were all superhuman and monster-ish, to begin with. I doubt any of my teammates can morph into a type of monster and land gracefully like a cat onto the ground after jumping out of the spaceship. Yeah. I seriously doubt that. Which then led me to ropes. Hook them up somewhere, and drag ourselves down.  
 
         “Maybe the spaceship won’t be that high, so it would be like jumping from a second-floor building,” Tera spoke with a hint of hope that immediately got shut down from Kim.  
 
         “Nope. I know how high I need to fly. You’re all screwed without something to help you.”  
 
         “Rope,” Gab piped up. “We tie it around us and kind of use it to gradually bring us down to the ground.”  
 
         “Plausible. But how are you going to get back up after? What if you drop down and there’s immediately an attack of hive hounds? What do you do then?” 
 
         “Run,” I said with a shrug. “Unless you know any special gadgets that would help us, Mike?”  
 
         “I was waiting for you to ask. Took you all day.”  
 
         My jaw dropped. My trust in Mike as well dropped significantly far down. He knew of a way to get down already but entertained the thought that he didn’t know. Not only that, but he sat and listened to us all debate how we were going to jump out of a spaceship and didn’t pipe up once. Now I wholeheartedly believe Mike is sadistic.  
 
         “There’s a buckle and leather wire you clip on the front of your gear. You know that metal piece that’s attached to it?” I looked down at the gear that was still around me and flicked the metal clip that dangled there. Interesting. “Anyway, there’s four-lined atop of the spaceship door. You yank down the chord, clip it to your gear and jump backwards. The wire will do the rest and take you down without falling face first and dying,” Mike laughed. “Next time, to stop the unnecessary embarrassment, ask me first.”   
 
         “Fuck you,” Tera snapped.  
 
         ‘You probably would’.  
 
         I laughed suddenly, and they looked at me with raised brows. Embarrassed, I straightened up, grabbed my bread and buried my red face into the gluggy soup.  
 
         “Do they have anything to practice on at the training grounds?” Gab asked.  
 
         “No. I wish Iseya never asked me, for I was utterly entertained to at least watch all of you jump off the rock wall like lunatics. I bet you all would have been the laughing stock of the day.  
 
         “Not again.” Tera shuddered. She then slammed her hands on either side of her tray and said, “What do we do now?” 
 
         “Train?” I asked. “I mean, if there is a chance we stumble on monsters in that village, training would greatly help us. Wouldn’t you agree?”  
 
         “You’re right. Shooting range, it is!” Tera cheered.  
 
         “I’m going to go in the simulator to train more on flying,” Kim announced. You going to come, Mike?” 
 
         “Yeah. Sure. I will indeed watch you crash into walls once again.”  
 
         Wounded, Kim feigned shock.  
 
         “Iseya, what are you going –” 
 
         “Iseya!” Surprised, I whirled around to my name being called.  
 
         I knew that voice from anywhere, but I haven’t seen them for a while, so it did come to a surprise that they are making an appearance. If anything, I would have expected him to be on his way to another mission, considering that was the norm for that team.  
 
         Lloyd came over with Chloe. They were both covered in blood. Tera gulped, stood, grabbed her tray and left quickly. Kim and Mike had the same idea and also left before Lloyd could sit down. Gab didn’t care much. After we trained with them and been in a complicated situation with Lloyd and Chloe on that mission, Gab isn’t that disgusted in them as he used to be. We both understand more than our team of the reason they act the way they are. If anything, I feel great sadness whenever I see Lloyd. His closest friend, he called a brother, died not long ago, and his actual brother was torn apart by hungry people. He has been through hell.  
 
         “You could have showered before casually taking a stroll down to my level.” I huffed. Lloyd merely nodded his head repeatedly and rolled his eyes at the same time. “Anyway, why are you down here?” 
 
         “We were bored and thought to come down and have a quick chat before we prepped for our next mission,” Chloe answered.  
 
         “We wanted to see if you wanted to come and join our next mission. You will get double the money if you agree. We could really use your help,” Lloyd replied with a grin.  
 
         Every time they come to see me; it was never for a social conversation. For the fact that they haven’t come down in so long, I assumed that they gave up on the notion of asking me to go on a mission with them. I knew the reason that they wanted me to go. They wanted to test me to see if I could keep up with them. That was their sole purpose of asking me to join. And every time I said no, I cannot deny and say that it doesn’t pique my interest every time. Even now, I wanted to know what mission they wanted me to go on. I wanted to know what we will be up against. I wanted to know if there were monsters to kill. 
 
         “Sorry. Not going to happen. I have a mission I am already training for. I can’t do two. I am not like you. I am no hybrid,” I lied.  
 
         Exasperate, Lloyd straightened up and so did Chloe. He scratched the back of his wavy blond hair. Flakes of dry blood dropped down and onto the counter. People that sat close to us looked on with disgust and shuffled further away. For some odd reason, it didn’t bother me.  
 
         “It was worth a try,” he sighed. “Anyway, we better go get changed. Such a shame that you won’t join us, but perhaps some other time. See you around, Iseya.”  
 
         “Why didn’t you agree?” Gab asked once they left.  
 
         I shrugged and stood from my seat. Then I picked up my tray and went over to the front to hand in my tray. Gab followed behind to do the same. I didn’t speak until we stepped outside of the mess hall. Instead of going down to train, I stopped at the red steel staircase that went up to the second floor.  
 
         “I don’t work for Glenn. Garath’s my Team leader, and you are my teammate. That’s why I didn’t agree,” I answered.  
 
         “At least you were honest.” I raised a brow and cocked my head to the side. “I saw it in your face. You wanted to go, but your loyalty stands with us.” I looked down and glared at the ground from his words. “Are you going to train with us?” 
 
         “Nah, I think I am just going to crash.” I took a step up the steel staircase. “We will train tomorrow. Promise.”  
 
         After that incredibly short conversation with Lloyd and Chloe, I lost all feeling to train. This deflated feeling hit me hard, and I guess the reason was that I wanted to say yes, but I said no instead. There’s possibly a chance Garath would say yes, and I could go on a mission with them. But I don’t want to have that urge to go again and again to the point that I then decide I want to join Glenn’s team because it was much more exhilarating than the missions I go on with my own team. I need to draw a line to prevent the monster from creeping out without me noticing. Even the most passive of missions caught me off guard, and that resulted in Gab finding out about my darkest of secrets.  
 
         Stepping inside of my room, the door closed behind me, and I stared down at the bed. I desperately wanted to sleep in and forget today.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         My throat closed over, and I was unable to speak. Even knowing I knew that would be a type of question that they would have asked of me, I was not prepared. Being mentally prepared for a question will never be more than physically prepared. Everything I thought of repeatedly saying in my head while I went up the elevator turned into mush. Words wouldn’t escape my mouth. If I opened my mouth now, raspy breaths would only come out. Everything I wanted to keep to myself would have to be spoken openly enough so that they would be satisfied. As well as Ebonie, the woman that could betray everything that I have said so far.  
 
         “Iseya, I asked you a question.” I blinked rapidly and warped back into reality and looked at Zoe. She sat impatiently as she waited for me to answer. “Who was that friend you tried to save?”  
 
         I need to say his name. I can’t lie. They would have been handed information from Glenn. He was there and one of the Team leaders that came to rescue me, alongside Garath. If I lied, I knew he would give me a sidelong glance and wonder as to why I lied about who I saved. There’s no way around this. I had to say it. I have to say his name.  
 
         ‘Well then fucking say it, Iseya. Why are you so scared?’  
 
         “Eric,” I choked out.  
 
         A piercing pain shot me straight in the heart. I felt the pain swell, and I struggled so hard to keep it together. To keep everything in so that I wasn’t showing any form of weakness. I don’t want to cry. At least not now and not around the ones that rule over Paradise Eden. But it was so hard. Knowing the fact that just early today, I rested my hand on his casket and said my last goodbyes. I should be moving on. I needed to move on. Yet, here I am, reliving the horrors I wanted to avoid.  
 
         “Eric?” Zoe questioned. I nodded slowly. “He was the one that escorted you out recently to that same destination?” 
 
         “Yes. But Gar . . . My Team leader came with us, as well.”  
 
         “We are aware. We are also aware that he sat in the spacecraft that whole time you and Eric went out. That’s rather suspicious, don’t you think?” 
 
         I don’t get where she was coming from. How is going out suspicious?  
 
         I shook my head in disagreement.  
 
         “So, you leaving to the exact same location before the recent incident had nothing in common at all?” She asked.  
 
         “No. The first time I was searching for something I lost. The recent time, Eric went on a clean-up mission and was attacked by a monster.”  
 
         “So, it seems.”  
 
         “What?” I hissed. From beside me, Glenn shifted uncomfortably. “What other reason would it have been?”  
 
         “The both of you could have plotted to escape Paradise Eden without being formally released by us.” 
 
         I barked a laugh. I could feel the hate and anger rise too abruptly that there was no way to distinguish it.  
 
         “Really? Are you fucking an ignorant bitch?” Her brows shot up in disbelief. “I left Paradise Eden not to escape with Eric, but to bring him back safely!” 
 
         “Everyone said that he was dead, yet you were still adamant that he was still alive. I do not disagree with the fact that a monster killed him. We are all aware you killed The Glitch. I just want to know the reasoning as to why you would leave to save just a friend.” 
 
         “Yes. To save a friend,” I spat.  
 
         “We have intel that believes that he may have been more than a friend,” Zoe said with a smirk. “Ebonie, play it.”  
 
         A holographic image appeared before the table the Council sat at. My face suddenly slackened at the image captured from the device Garath used to call me from. My face, tear-stricken, redraw, with the pain and sorrow adamant on it was shown right before my eyes. From Garath’s view alone, I can see how absolutely torn and destroyed I was. My shoulders slackened.  
 
         “I’m sorry,” I croaked out. “But Eric needs me more.” The holographic image blinked out and Ebonie repeatedly tapped on her computer. Lowering my eyes, I stared at Zoe, who found humour and amusement in what we all just watched. “What do you want from me?” I whispered.  
 
         “This friend of yours was more important than listening to your Team leader’s orders?” She questioned. I nodded. “No one inside Paradise Eden would go that far to save a friend, Iseya. Your words are unbelievable.”  
 
         “I’m not like you,” I muttered.  
 
         “Sorry, what did you say? You would have to speak up more if you want Ebonie to hear from you.”  
 
         Irritated, I straightened up and glared straight at Zoe. She was the one I wanted to punch very fucking hard.  
 
         “I am not like you. I have never been trained like any of you. I am from the real world. I don’t doubt that I have seen much more terrors than any of you combined! I was out there, untrained, and then ripped out of there and thrown into this fucked up place. What the fuck is up with the blue room? You are some sadistic rulers, aren’t you? What, to keep us in line?” I began to pace back and forth, the anger building higher and higher. The monster within burning bright as a newborn flame catching the light. “I know the reason as to why I am here. You can’t control me, so you are trying to implement fear into me so that I will bend like every other brainwashed worker in Paradise Eden. I am what you would call wild and rabid. You cannot contain me, and if that is the case, why don’t you just throw me out?”  
 
         All three turned their heads to Daniels, and slowly, I did the same. I was so heated that I could feel my back burning. I glared at Daniels, and it suddenly occurred to me that he was the voice. He was the one who chose me to stay. By the look at the other three and their faces, they never wanted me to be here. They never wanted a wild and untrained monster to be part of their controlled system. He wanted me to stay, and I knew the reason as to why. Garath told him to keep me in here, and as Garath’s reward or punishment, he had to teach me the ways of Paradise Eden. As much as I was learning, I was also learning how fucked this system is. I will not bend to these rulers. I don’t care if Ebonie diagnosis me as crazy at this point, I will not be ridiculed and pushed and bent to their will.  
 
         ‘I think deranged and insane is better than crazy.’  
 
         “That’s enough, Zoe,” Daniels spoke in a deep drawl. She glared at him and went to speak when Daniels raised his arm. “I suppose we should tell you the truth, Iseya. We didn’t bring you here to question why you broke out, or your relationship with Eric. We brought you up here to understand you more and to get to know you more. How you tick.” 
 
         “What?” I questioned.  
 
         “There’s no denying the fact that we watch you, and after this, we will continue to watch you until you have settled into our way of life properly. Right now, you are emotional, and yes, a wild and rabid person. There have been countless incidents where you launched yourself at other people. Even your own teammate, for that matter. You broke a few weapons in the training room, and damaged a hurdle.” I flinched slightly. “We thought you going into the blue room for an hour would perhaps diffuse this burning fire inside of you, but you still act the exact same. But the stunt you pulled. Breaking into a spacecraft and risking lives that followed after you was the breaking point for us.” 
 
         “I didn’t tell them to follow after me,” I complained.  
 
         “No, you didn’t, but if you think harder on it, you would have known Garath would have.” I narrowed my eyes and heaved a breath out but didn’t respond. Daniels huffed a sigh and leant further forward. “I have a question for you. The one intel we gathered after that incident when Glenn and Garath found you. It is probably the only question we really wanted to ask you.”  
 
         “Get it over and done with so that I can leave,” I spoke through clenched teeth.  
 
         “In the showers, when you were washing the blood off of you, we noticed gashes of blood, yet no open wounds implemented on you.” I suddenly went rigid. “Now, it could have been plausible if Glitch’s blood was red in colour, but it was black. You even confirmed that. We have knowledge from several other cases as well. That screwdriver. Where’s the scar on your ear? A doctor also confirmed that your wounds on your thighs healed quite remarkably quickly as well. Even the two gashes on your back Garath stitched up. From our cameras, there are no cuts that identify as those ones he patched up.” I went to speak when he raised his hand. “We are more than aware of the fact that you have a fair few scars that riddle your back. You need to start assuming that we have cameras everywhere. Even in the local showers on the spaceships.” Daniels grinned wickedly at me and then said, “So, Iseya, how do you heal so incredibly fast?”  
 
         I am fucked.    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight    
 
            
 
      
 
         Eyes slowly opened, and I looked up at the camera that watched me as I showered. The red light glared at me while I scrubbed at my arms. All this time, there were cameras in the local showers, and I had no idea. I was too busy watching everyone that was around me that I didn’t even think to know that there were cameras implemented everywhere inside of a spaceship. Garath needed to tell me. No, he didn’t need to. I should have already assumed.  
 
         I sighed softly and looked away from the camera and glared down at the drain and watched the clear water swirl down. I hope my words to Daniels were believable enough. Or enough to make him assume that I am nothing more than a superhuman. Not a wolf in sheep’s clothing.  
 
         Garath will never know the truth as to what they asked of me. He can know about Benjamin’s questions. He can know that Benjamin finds me to be a shady character that he dislikes. He can even know a hint of the conversation I had with Zoe, but what Daniels asked me, there’s no way I would tell him. From our previous conversations, he looks up to Daniels. He was the one that found and saved him from the broken pod he was trapped in. If he were to know that he thinks I am different and superhuman, I knew Garath would stand beside his words and defend him. Why would he defend me? Why would he still protect me if he knew what I told Daniels? Garath doesn’t owe me shit. But right now, he still believes he owes me, but if he knew, he might change sides, and I needed him still. I needed him to believe that they were watching me not because I am superhuman, but because I wasn’t a trusting person in their society.  
 
         I grabbed the handle of the hot water and twisted it until it was all the way off and the water dripped down the top of my head. Then I took hold of the towel that was on the hook beside me and wrapped it around and then curled red hair back away from my shoulders.  
 
         After I dried, I tapped the button on my bracelet and let the suit wrap around me like a warm and comforting blanket.  
 
         Outside of the bathroom, I stepped into the hallway of the spaceship and went to the kitchen where my teammates spoke amongst one another.  
 
         We were close to our destination. Garath told us to shower to get rid of any stink off of us. I complied, even after I knew I had no scent. The only ones that knew were Glenn’s team and Gab. I don’t think Garath knew I had no scent unless he was sniffing the air around him deeply when we were in the elevators. Even then, he knew I was a monster. Having no scent could be plausible to him.     
 
         Gab and Mike played this game where they would slap each other’s hands. I didn’t get it, but it amused me, and I watched that weary look on Mike’s face when it was Gab’s turn to slap Mike’s hands. Tera had her head bowed, in her usual coping position right before a mission. 
 
         I wanted to play the game Mike and Gab were playing, but I really wanted to talk to Garath. He leant up against the bench with a warm mug within his hands. However, I knew I couldn’t speak to him about anything. I don’t even feel comfortable having a chat with him. Daniels believes there was a reason Garath followed me out to bring me back to Paradise Eden. He wouldn’t tell me. Instead, after our conversation, he told Glenn to escort me out.  
 
         “You’re brooding,” Garath stated when I opened the fridge to grab a bottle of water.  
 
         “No, I am not.”  
 
         “So, you weren’t staring at me for thirty seconds straight for no apparent reason?” I shut the fridge, lent against it and twisted the cap of the water bottle. “How are you?” 
 
         “I am fine,” I replied. When I looked at him, he had a smirk on his face before he sipped on his coffee. “You’re going to wreak when we leave the spaceship. Wouldn’t a monster smell you?” 
 
         “I smell of coffee beans, not fresh meat or perfume, Iseya. Coffee is fine,” he answered. “You should talk to Tera and feed her some encouragement before she falls apart.” 
 
         “Why don’t you do that?” I snapped. “You are a Team leader, not me.”  
 
         “One-day Iseya, I might now be around and the next in charge, I would want it to be you.” My eyes widened substantially, and I went to talk when he walked off. 
 
         I slumped my shoulders and looked towards Tera and sighed softly. As much as I wanted to ask Garath what he meant about not being around, I decided to go sit beside Tera and stop her from breaking down. I really needed her to be a teammate so that she doesn’t get anyone around her killed.  
 
         “Hey.” I poked her shoulder.  
 
         When she looked up, her face was completely drained from any blood. She looked as pasty as a ghost. This wasn’t good at all. At this rate, she wouldn’t even make it out the doors of the spaceship. I would have to push her out.    
 
         “Hey, Iseya. What’s up?” She asked.  
 
         “I’m wondering what to say to these villagers when I spot one,” I mused. She furrowed her brows and looked confused. “Either I am going to say, ‘Hello, I come in peace, don’t shoot me,’ or I will say, ‘Get the fuck in the church if you want to be rescued’. Which one, Tera?” 
 
          She barked a laugh. I smiled when the colour began to flow back within her cheeks. This was what I needed to do. I needed to keep her mind off of the mission and the dark and dangerous parts and the light-hearted parts.  
 
         “Yeah, uh, get the fuck in the church seems the most legit. I might actually say something similar as well. I wonder if we will get rewarded as well. I heard sometimes people are gifted with food and ornaments whenever they rescue a village or a city.” 
 
         “Fuck it. Once they are in the church, we should go raid their houses. They wouldn’t need any of that crap anymore. May as well eat and entertain on this boring mission.”  
 
         “I wouldn’t call it boring, Iseya,” Tera laughed. “There may be monsters watching us.” 
 
         “Then I will kill them,” I replied with a shrug. “No big deal. We have been killing monsters for a while now, why would I care now?” 
 
         “Yeah. I get that. You have more courage than me, Iseya. I can’t help but still freak over every mission. It could be my last, you know. I can’t ever get comfortable going out there with those things. God, just seeing a monster disgusts me.”  
 
         ‘Well, you’re looking at one right now.’  
 
         I huffed a breath.  
 
         “What’s so funny?” Tera asked.  
 
         “Huh. Oh, uh, nothing, I guess. . .” I trailed off and looked away.  
 
         What was I laughing at? 
 
         Before I could dwell more on that thought, a light tap came from the entrance of the kitchen and Garath ducked his head in. He had that serious look on his face, and all the progress I made on Tera washed away. Colour drained on her face, she stood stiffly and trembled. Mike and Gab stopped playing their game, and I sighed and rose from my seat slowly. I knew already why he came back in before he said the words. We were at our destination, and we had to get ready.  
 
         In the cargo area, Mike stepped inside of the cockpit with Kim. Garath stood at the closed door and grabbed hold of a clip that was above the door. He dragged it down, and the wire zipped towards Tera. He grabbed her gear and pulled her towards him. My eyes narrowed at the proximity of how close they were until he clipped it on her gear and stepped onto the next one. Gab went forward, and Gab clipped his own. Going to the one after, I stepped forward and felt my face burn at how close he was to me. Garath dragged down the wire. While intense green eyes stared at me, he clipped the wire to me and tugged on it a few times. I inched closer and closer to him until I could taste his minty breath. 
 
         “Once we land, make sure you follow my movements, alright?” He whispered. I nodded once. “Good.” Stepping to his own, he clipped his on and grabbed the railing that was on the edge of the door. “We’re ready, Ary!” He shouted.  
 
         A gush of air pushed my hair back and made me narrow my eyes so that I could see at all. The spaceship shook the slightest, and I wobbled and reached out to grab hold onto Garath’s arm that was beside me. My eyes then widened when the door opened, and I was staring at the open sky. My stomach dropped and throat clenched up at the significant drop we had to make. I don’t think I could do this. Far out, if my wire breaks, I am going to splat onto the ground and die instantly. There’s no coming back from this.  
 
         Garath shrugged my hand off of his arm. He turned so that his back faced the other way and outwards. Due to so much noise, with the propellers of the spaceship screeching in my ears and the gush of wind that lashed flaming red hair around, I wasn’t able to hear what he was saying. I narrowed my eyes and shook my head, but that only made him smirk and jump back. My heart immediately skipped a beat, and I leant down to see that he dropped really fast.  
 
         Sudden determination kicked in. I turned around and jumped back without hesitating and left my stomach back on the spaceship.  
 
         The wire zipped, and I plummeted fast. I scrunched my eyes shut and thought that was the end of me. The wire snapped, and I was about to die like this. How stupid of me to trust in a machine. But then, I gasped, and my gear tightened around me. I opened my eyes and noticed that I was inches from the ground and floating above. Garath was beside me. He cocked an eyebrow and smirked at me.  
 
         “You screamed,” he chuckled.  
 
         My eyes widened in horror.  
 
         “I didn’t scream, did I?” 
 
         “Yep.” He reached out and tugged down on my gear until my boots rested on the ground. Once he unclipped it, the wire zipped upwards back to the spaceship. Garath then stepped towards me and whispered, “You practically alerted every monster within range. If I die, it’s on you.”  
 
         “Shut up,” I snapped and shoved him away. “Let’s just do our job. Lead the way, Garath.”  
 
         I was embarrassed. Was I going to tell him that? No.  
 
         He reached for his gun and pulled it out. Suddenly realising that this was still a mission, I reached for my weapon and let the blade slip out.  
 
         The village was quiet. Eerily quiet. To the extent that I started to wonder if anyone lived here or if it has been long abandoned. But it can’t be, because the dirt paths were clear and weren’t overgrown. Someone has been managing this place, or else weeds and roots would have consumed the brick homes, and the grass would at least be waist length or even higher. Smoke also lingered out of chimneys, so it wasn’t abandoned, it was just very, very quiet, and I wasn’t the only one that noticed. Garath narrowed his eyes and darted a look around in wonder where any of the villagers were.  
 
         “Did a monster come through before us?” I whispered.  
 
         “It’s possible. Keep your eyes peeled. We will go around and in the direction of where the well is located.”  
 
         I nodded in agreement and followed behind Garath. I made sure that I inspected any possible movement that could be deemed a threat or a frightened human. 
 
         As we walked around the path that goes around the outside of the homes and where the security fence was, I noticed Tera and Gab were going through the village. They were more than likely going to go around to each individual home and knock to see if anyone was hidden inside.  
 
         Around the back, where the grass was thickest behind the steel fence that secured the village, barbed wire looped atop of the two-meter-high fence. Flakes of dried blood covered the spikes. Dried flesh also hung from the top of the fence. Some parts of the fence looked chewed and bent. Possibly from hive hounds. I’d expect that wendigo would have sliced the fence apart by now. Hive hounds or something smaller but definitely ruthless enough that the villagers would have to place a fence up.  
 
         I raised my weapon and scanned the area. It was too quiet. There were no sounds. Not even birds or livestock nearby that made a peep. I expected people to run up to us with open arms and beg for safety upon arrival. Not a dead village with no hint of where they would be. Now I am not entirely sure an attack happened. If there were an attack, I’d at least see blood on the grass and dirt, as well as dead bodies. It was like they packed up and left.  
 
         The path I followed Garath led around homes. He didn’t bother knocking. Just like I was thinking, Garath must also believe that the villagers weren’t home. That resulted in us going straight to where the well was located. It was far enough from the village and down this dirt road. A fence on either side, it felt like I was livestock myself. Trapped in a cage with security around me, but in a world where the monster can easily wait for a chance to break in or for one of the preys to stray too far from what they believe is safety. As safe as this looks, was it a place I would want to stay in for long knowing monsters could surround the entire village and kill us all?  
 
         Probably not.  
 
         That might be the reason as to why, whenever I have a memory, that I am running.   
 
         The fenced area expanded somewhat into a circled shape. Dirt turned into grass, thin and moist. A well was positioned in the centre of the circled area. It had a bucket hanging from a thick rope that was tied to the handle on the side. While Garath looked around, I touched the stone of the well and looked down. It was an incredibly dark hole. Intrigued by how far it goes, I picked a pebble up from beside the well and dropped it in. Bending my arms, I moved in enough and tried to listen in with my right ear. 
 
         “Iseya,” Garath called my name before I heard the sound of the pebble plop in the well. I straightened up and whirled around. Garath stood back at the entrance of the well. “We should head back and check-in with the others. I don’t know where they would be.”  
 
         “Right, okay. But before we go, can we talk for a moment?” 
 
         “Does this look like an appropriate time to have a chat?” Garath asked.  
 
         “No,” I answered. “But it is important.”  
 
         “If it’s about Gab knowing about you being a monster, perhaps this should wait until we are back in the safety of the spaceship.”  
 
         “What . . . How?” I demanded.  
 
         “He started to not care when you drift in study sessions,” Garath explained. “He looked more understanding, in a way, which is unlike him. If that were the case, he would be more understanding of Tera as well, but he is still distant and harsh to her.” 
 
         “You can’t base that on me being a monster,” I blurted out. 
 
         “He also keeps looking at your arse, and I am well aware that Gab doesn’t find you attractive, which means he has seen your tail.”  
 
         “Oh. . . I see,” I looked away embarrassed. “Can you promise me that we will talk on the spaceship?” 
 
         “If we make it back, yeah,” Garath agreed. I raised my brows in surprise. “I’d rather have a conversation about it than keep seeing you stare at me like you want to talk instead. It’s kind of distracting.”  
 
         “Sorry,” I said sarcastically. “But good. We will talk on the spaceship.”  
 
         “Do you really have to confirm it right after I have confirmed it?” He breathed a laugh. “You are definitely weird.” 
 
         Strangely enough, I wasn’t wounded by his words. I am weird, and so is he and so is our entire team. That’s what I like about them. How incredibly odd they are.  
 
         With a smile on my face, I followed after Garath again. By the time we got back to the village, we had walked towards the church. Going straight through, still, without bothering to open any doors, we found Tera and Gab right out front. They had weary looks upon their faces. That wasn’t a good sign.  
 
         “Any news?” Garath asked.  
 
         “None.” Gab shook his head.  
 
         “It’s a fucking ghost town. Where are they?” Tera asked.  
 
         I stepped back why they spoke and looked around. It was weird that there was absolutely no one in this village at all.  
 
         Did they up and leave? 
 
         Why would they leave?  
 
         This just doesn’t make any sense at all.  
 
         We all agreed to go our separate ways after that and search the vicinity for clues. Garath told us just three days ago there were still sightings that they were there and there was no breach of monsters. There still wasn’t any. So, where the heck did, they all go? Are they camping underground somewhere?  
 
         Utterly confused, I went through the homes that were near the entrance of the village. It was eerily dark inside and quiet. Nothing was out of place. There were no scratches, broken glass or any markings that would have announced a monster somehow entered any of these homes.  
 
         Upstairs of the home that I searched, I pushed open the door and into a very pink room. There was a pink bassinet with yellow, frilly netting around the outside. Above the bassinet was yellow ducklings that hung from the ceiling. I tapped onto them, and they jingled as they spun around and around.  
 
         I took a step back and away from the bassinet and turned towards the door to leave when a spark of light shined from the window. Interested, I went over and looked out. Through bits of sunlight that seeped through parted clouds, something shined outside and at the gate that leads out of the village.  
 
         Now at the gates, what shined was a key inserted into a lock. Quite odd that it was there and not somewhere safe. I find that to be a little odd. There’s no way that someone would leave a key in this lock. I need to go and find Garath to tell him about this so that he can know what to do next.  
 
         About to leave, I did end up hesitating. Outside of the gate, something different caught my attention. I took hold of the chain that was bound around the gate and looked left and right outside. My weapon clutched in my hand much more firmly than before. I clipped the lock until it opened. Fingertips pushed delicately against the gate. It creaked only the slightest. I opened it enough just to step out. I was still wary enough, in case of a monster darts towards me. 
 
         What I saw wasn’t that far from the gate in the first place. So, it wasn’t like I was going far enough down the path alone. I was simply stepping out to grab what I noticed on the side of the dirt track and in the bushes. Letting my body shuffle out of the small gap that I made, my heart suddenly stilled, and my breaths thinned out. Creeping out with my weapon raised, I inched forward and was prepared for anything. Fingertips curled around silk, and I tugged up the purple ribbon that was caught on the twigs of the branch.  
 
         The ribbon didn’t look old, worn out or dirty. This ribbon was new and well taken care of. Like it was dropped moments before we arrived. 
 
         Confused, I stood up from my crouched position and looked around when I heard a grunt and some shuffling from down the trail. Raising my weapon, poised and ready, I crept forward when I noticed a trail of blood. My heart sped up some more when I found a man trying to prop himself up and, on the grass, just off of the path.  
 
         “Hey. Don’t move.” Crouched down beside him, I grabbed the medical kit when the man glared up at me and shoved me off. “I am trying to help.” 
 
         “No,” he gasped. The man’s hands clutched at his wound. Blood seeped out of a massive gash through his rugged and dirty shirt. “Please, they got the children.” 
 
         “They? What? I don’t understand.” I went to grab the medical kit and help the man when he spat blood on my face. Surprised, I shuffled back and blinked rapidly. “I will leave you here to die,” I hissed.  
 
         “Good. I know I am about to die, but you can still save everyone else. They got the kids, and we are trying to . . .” His body relaxed, and he stared at me in a daze. 
 
         He’s dead. I can already tell without checking a pulse. The light in his eyes faded almost instantly, and the hand that was trying to hold the blood in relaxed. He even smelt like death already, which I don’t think is particularly normal.  
 
         “Iseya, what are you doing out there?” I stood abruptly and noticed Tera inside of the gate. She stared with bewilderment at me. “What’s over there?” 
 
         “A dead man. He said that something took the children. I am guessing that’s where the villagers went. They must have travelled out to rescue them. We need to save them.”  
 
         “Out there?” Tera blurted. “You are fucking with me, right?” 
 
         “Tera, for once stop being a chicken shit!” I growled. Even from this far away, I knew that my words had taken her back. “Go find Garath and tell him that I am out there searching for them.” I scanned the area and noticed long parted grass near where the man was located. I pointed and turned back to Tera, “There’s a broken path overhear. I am going to follow it. The sooner you tell Garath, the sooner you can follow.” 
 
         “What! Iseya!” She shouted, but I ignored her words and ran down the path of parted grass.  
 
         It makes sense now. Something must have lured the children away from the village, and all of them must have gone out to search for them. I needed to follow behind. There was no time to go back to get him myself as well. I could lose the trail or be too late. That man had fresh blood on him. Even knowing he died quickly, the wound was fresh enough to see that it was a quick enough death.  
 
         I clutched the ribbon tightly and ducked underneath an overgrown tree branch that hung low. Darkness swept around me, and I could hear my own heart inside of my ears. It was drumming much louder than usual, and it suffocated the silence. I scanned the area again when the trail cut off. The grass was short here, and it was mostly bark, fallen leaves and dirt. Down onto the ground, I brushed at the fallen leaves and rubbed the wet soil against fingertips. There was a muddy trail that led deeper in. I dug into the dirt of where many footprints stepped and stuck in the mud was a purple coloured hairclip.  
 
         I then followed the trail again with a ribbon and hairclip in one hand and my weapon in another. When I was far enough in, I heard the rustling of leaves and bushes shake. Ready for a fight, I went into a stance and waited for the monster to come. Twigs and sticks snapped. Shallow, exhausted breaths became more apparent. To my surprise, so many people stood up and moved towards me with fright on their face and exhaustion. I lowered my weapon and straightened up from my crouched position.  
 
         “Hello. I am from Paradise Eden. I have been sent here to take you to a safe and secure sector. What are you all doing out here? Where's the children?” 
 
         “Oh, thank the heavens of your arrival.” An elderly lady that held a walking stick came the closest to me. Her wrinkled face had a few warts, and her dark eyes were knitted in worry. Her arm trembled when she grabbed hold of my arm. She wasn’t that strong. Her grip was weak. “Can you please help us? They took the children, and we aren’t strong enough to face them.”  
 
         I don’t like the idea that both she and the man said them. That means whatever monster it is, there are more than one. That sucks for me if Garath and the rest of my team don’t appear before I decide to be an idiot and go ahead to find the children.  
 
         “Alright. Where did they take them?” I asked.  
 
         “In that direction. A path opened up, and they took them to the old lake that has now dried up.” 
 
         I firmly nodded, released her hold on my arm and marched in the direction of where the elderly lady said when my name was called. Relieved, I waited for Garath, who had his gun raised when he noticed the villagers that surrounded me. Gab did the same, and Tera trembled behind both of them.  
 
         “What’s going on? Why are the villagers out here where it isn’t safe?” 
 
         “The children are missing,” I whispered. “They tried to find them, but apparently it isn’t safe the further we go. They keep saying ‘they’ have the children. More than one monster, I guess.” 
 
         “What monster would want children?” Tera asked.  
 
         “Multiple,” Garath answered. “But monsters . . . There isn’t any that I could think of that would want a group of children. Unless they are abnormal monsters that work as a team. I am beginning to believe ‘they’ means people and people took the children.” 
 
         “Who would take the children?” I demanded. “Humans are so fucking . . . Fucking disturbing.”  
 
         Garath looked around at the villagers that stood behind us. There were about twenty-five of them. I pointed to the elderly lady that had stood beside me. I think she is the one that is the leader of her village. Garath walked up to her with a serious look on his face.  
 
         “What are we working with? Are they people or monsters?” The elderly lady darted a look to the right, where this woman stood. She was tear-stricken and had a stuffed rabbit clutched within her hands. The elderly lady then looked back at us and at the firm look in Garath’s eyes. They are rather intimidating. “Tell me now, or we will leave without the children.”  
 
         He is also cold-blooded. Noted.  
 
         “They are people.” The elderly lady sighed. My heart sunk at her words. I felt sick to my stomach, and I wasn’t the only one that did. Gab lowered his weapon, and Tera shook her head in disappointment. “A group that has been causing trouble in our village took the children and are using them as . . . As bait, to keep the Wendigo at bay.”  
 
         That story reminds me of Kim’s, but much more disturbing.  
 
         “Why not cattle? Or sheep? Why not slaughter an animal, not fucking children!” I spat venom. 
 
         “Iseya, enough,” Garath snapped. Irritated, I glared down at the ground and tried to keep my composure. “My teammate is also correct. Why not use an animal to keep the Wendigo from attacking your village?” 
 
         “We ran out, and because wendigo lives in this area, there’s no wildlife that we can trap and use. That is why we sent out an S.O.S for anybody to help us. The group then stole the children and took them away. A good friend of mine. Terry was attacked by them when he tried to stop them from leaving the village. That was when we knew and tried to go after, but they have our weapons. We are defenceless. Even if we get to them in time, there is nothing that we can do. Can you please help us get the children back?” 
 
         “We will,” Garath announced. “How many are there?” 
 
         “There are nine that stole the children.”  
 
         “I don’t care for them. They will die where they stand without ushering a word. How many children did they take?” Garath asked.  
 
         “Five children. The youngest is three.” The elderly lady looked at the woman that whimpered and clutched the rabbit tighter. The man that was beside the woman hugged her tightly and had a grave look on his face. “She’s my granddaughter. Please save them.” 
 
         Determination set in and I went running when Garath grabbed my arm to prevent me from leaving.  
 
         “Runoff again, and we may have another incident like last time in the rainforest,” He whispered in my ear. “Keep cool.” 
 
         Remembering the fact that I ran off last time and turned into a monster that Gab witnessed, I relaxed the slightest and breathed out the anger and frustration. He was right. I needed to keep calm or else I may explode. The monster within me comes out when I least suspect it and grows stronger with every breath that I take. One mistake and Tera would be the one person I know that would tell the Council on me. She would do that as soon as we got back to Paradise Eden.  
 
         “Team, let’s move out,” Garath demanded. On our way, after we left the villagers, Garath spoke again. “I expect there to be a type of zone where they used to leave animals to distract the wendigo. I assume that is where they are taking the children. We must be wary and make sure that we are out of sight. Even from the children. If one spots us, they can show signs of relief, and that may alert the people.”  
 
         “Won’t they be dead?” Gab asked.  
 
         “I doubt that. They would want them to scream and make noise to alert the Wendigo to that area. If they are too quiet and there’s no movement, even the scent of blood could fade and blood to run cold. The wendigo may move on to tastier prey. Perhaps even break into a village.” 
 
         “Makes sense,” I murmured. “Humanity is at an all-time low.”  
 
         “It’s the real world, Iseya. Everywhere is like this. Sometimes, as you have seen in sector seventeen, even in a sector as well.”   
 
         Yeah, I definitely remember that day. Those people hungered to steal and take and then blamed the poor people that lived in the slums. It’s hard to have hope when every time I go on a mission, I wonder what I am saving. 
 
         Is it people? 
 
         Am I doing anything?  
 
         Or is it too late? 
 
         I shook my head back and forth to try and rid of these negative thoughts from plaguing my mind further. I need to focus on the mission and save those kids that were stolen for fodder.  
 
         Crouched low behind a tree, my heart thumped loudly. In front of where I hid was a large, flattened, smoothed out area. Muffled cries came from the centre. Children on the ground, bound by rope, unable to defend themselves. Large wooden poles before them. Chains were connected to the wooden poles. People had a hold of a few chains, and they tied them around the children’s legs so that they couldn’t run.  
 
         The movement came from my right. Tera was in the bushes. She had a sniper rifle poised. Garath made her our protector. While she waited behind there, ready to shoot any that got too close to a child or us, Gab, Garath and I were to creep up close to them to attack. The enemies had guns as well. Ones that looked like they could spray a lot of bullets in any direction and kill anything in its path. I needed to tread carefully. One wrong move and I could kill us all.  
 
         Garath was on the other side. The people were careless. They must believe that the villagers wouldn’t come and save the children. Guess they weren’t that incorrect. The villagers stood off because these people had all of their weapons. So, it was easy for Garath to sneak up and wrap his arms around one of the enemy’s neck. Immediately, Gab and I stood from where we were positioned and moved forward. I was a few paces behind Gab. I fired with ease. All that training has helped out. My arms moved, almost mechanically, to where the enemies were located. They dropped like flies.  
 
         Relief swept over me. I lowered my arm and then suddenly gasped. I landed with a thud on my back. Hands wrapped around my throat and tightened. This angry woman was trying to strangle me. That livid, bloodlust in her eyes reminded me of mine. Fire swept up, and I could feel my skin part. My tail slid out and was about ready to slice through her when she convulsed. Blood dribbled out onto my face. I blinked rapidly and looked to my right and to Tera. She had the gun raised and a set and firm look on her face.  
 
         I guess it was easy to pull the trigger when you know you are up against your own kind.   
 
         A soft sigh escaped my lips. I sat up, and my tail slid back in without anyone noticing. Tera punched my arm lightly when I stood. I laughed softly and shook my head. I was embarrassed that I let someone creep up on me like that.  
 
         “You all good?” Tera asked.  
 
         “A little raspy,” I croaked. “Let’s go to the others and help out.”  
 
         I took a step and immediately froze. A shrill shriek cried out. My skin quickly grew cold, like ice. Everything felt numb. That noise was one I have heard before, and I wasn’t the only one. Gab went full eye, and Tera swore repeatedly, and Garath ran to the children.  
 
         “We need to get the kids and leave now!” Garath demanded.  
 
         At where the kids were tied up. My blade was sharp enough to penetrate through anything. I cut the chains away from the kids one at a time. I needed to work fast, for more shrill cries echoed through the woods. The sky darkened, and rain dropped down until it poured and soaked my hair. At the last kid, I cut the chains away from her and cut the rope that bound her. She was the smallest, and so I grabbed her arm, raised her up and let her wrap her arms around my neck and waist. She clung like a koala bear.  
 
         “Where do we go?” I asked as we ran through the woods.  
 
         “Back to the village,” Garath breathed out. He had a child on his back and another holding his hand.  
 
         Other children were older and ran ahead of us. They were calling out, and that was when I noticed the group of villagers. There was no time to reminisce and be happy that the children were back. Another threat has risen, and if the wendigo is unsatisfied with the dead that lay there, they will go in our direction. We were making so much noise. Villagers cried, sobbed and children called to their mum or dad. We were a lit beaker to them.    
 
         “Sir, what’s happening?” Mike came through the receiver. “There’s great activity happening where you once were . . . Are they...?” 
 
         “Wendigo are heading right towards us. We are going back to the village. Tell Kim to set the spaceship down. We are leaving immediately.” 
 
         “Fuck! Kim –” 
 
         The receiver went dead. 
 
         “Are we going to make it?” Tera asked. “We are so dead!”  
 
         “Stop talking,” Gab heaved. He had two children clinging to him as he ran. “Talking slows you down. keep running.”  
 
         “Everyone, head to the church,” Garath shouted. “A spaceship will be there. Run straight in. Don’t go home. Don’t grab anything.”   
 
         Back onto the path that leads to the village, considering I was the one furthest behind everyone else, I heard snarling from behind me. The little girl I held onto sucked in her breath, and her eyes raised higher above my head. I felt the drip of saliva on my shoulder. I could smell decay in the air. The girl gasped when I halted and ducked. Leather hands swiped at where I once was. Hollow dead eyes darted around. The wendigo shrieked and snarled when they landed on the ground behind this man that was running towards the open gate. He cried out, and that made me wince. Back up and running, I moved the little girls head so that it was pressed against my chest. I hoped she couldn’t see the man when we ran past. I hoped she blocked out the gargled begs and pleads. I could not. I could hear the flesh rip away from bone and body.  
 
         Inside the gates, Garath had no children with him anymore. He slammed it shut and twisted the key that was still in the lock. Even knowing they would climb over the fence; the fence will delay them enough for us to get the heck out of here before they come through.  
 
         Light shined, and a gush of a sound of wind and whirling propellers came from the middle of the village. But it wasn’t that easy. A shrill cry came from ahead of us. A wendigo was up on one of the roofs of the homes and jumped down on the lady that cried out. Garath grabbed my arm and dragged me away from that street and onto another. Glass shattered from behind us, and a shrill inhumane cry echoed in my ear. I wanted to turn around and kill it, but Garath’s hand tightened on my arm and kept me from doing anything reckless.  
 
         The spaceship came into focus. Villagers ran up the ramp and inside. A cry came from the street we avoided. A man was on the ground, but the lady that was above him couldn’t run for the man had a hold of her dress. She was so desperate to run that she ripped at her dress. A gun appeared right before me and aimed at them. I flinched when Garath pulled the trigger. The man went limp, and the woman ripped her skirt away from his grasp and headed towards the spaceship.  
 
         “Behind you,” the girl whispered.  
 
         My eyes widened, and stomach dropped. Something grabbed my leg, and I tripped and landed on my knee with the girl still in my arms. Unable to do anything without the girl being mauled, I ducked my head and wrapped my arms tightly around her so that I could protect her.  
 
         “Iseya,” Garath cried out. I looked up when he darted behind me with his sword out. I couldn’t see how incredible he was at wielding a blade, but the grip slackened around my leg, and Garath had a hold of my arm. “Let’s go.”  
 
         As I ran with the girl still in my arms, I looked back at the Wendigo that tried to drag us both away. Its head was clean off, and dark blood oozed out from its neck.  
 
         Up to the ramp, we were the last ones to enter. Garath shouted at Mike, and he ran back inside the cockpit. I let go of the girl, and she stood beside me. Shrill cries came from outside of the spaceship. A horde of wendigo crawled up walls, houses, roofs, and swarmed towards us. The doors were closing slowly, and the spaceship started to float. A gush of dirt whirled and mingled with the downpour of rain that suffocated the sounds of people that couldn’t make it to the spaceship in time. My heart beat faster when a wendigo leapt up, but before it reached the spaceship, the door closed and I jolted back and into the arms of Garath that stood behind me.  
 
         “We are safe now,” He breathed. Garath released his grip on me, and we both looked back at the people that looked shaken up. “There’s warm water for showers, medical equipment and a kitchen filled with food and beds to sleep in. Make yourself comfortable. It will take us a few days to get to the secure sector that will be your new home.”  
 
         Everyone looked drained. They didn’t look happy. They looked utterly defeated. I know that feeling. Even knowing they survived, not all of them did. They lost a few and had a group that rebelled against them and tried to sacrifice the children. This was not a day to be happy and thoughtful. It was a day of sorrow.  
 
         The little girl beside me poked my leg. I crouched down so that I was at eye level and I smiled weakly at her. I looked her up and down. She had a small cut on her head and a graze on her elbows and legs. Her hair was a mess, and one silk ribbon was in her hair and clipped down. That made me go into one of my pouches and take out two items.  
 
         “I think these belong to you, kid.”  
 
         I handed her a purple ribbon and a hairclip. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine.  
 
      
 
      
 
         Red lights flashed, and the door to the spaceship opened up. I was relieved to finally be done with this mission. I was the first to step out and stretch. Never thought being around villagers for so long would take its toll. They are chatty and enjoy each other’s company and ours. As much as I wanted to talk to them, I also wanted to rest. That incident with the wendigo frightened me. There were so many of them swarming the village. To have so many wendigos at a time. I could only imagine how easy it would have been for them to destroy and kill everyone within the hour if my team wasn’t there. They’re ruthless killing machines.    
 
         “Hey, Iseya!” Towards the elevators, I looked up at Lloyd. He stood atop of this large, metal cargo shipment and had a hold of the chain that lowered it. “Good mission?” 
 
         “Had a run-in with Wendigo. Wouldn’t call it a good mission, just draining,” I admitted, shrugging. “Did you just come back from yours?” 
 
         “Yeah. Just stock up mission. Nothing interesting. Do you want to join us on our next mission?” Lloyd suddenly asked.  
 
         “Uh.” I looked back to my teammates, but they were all ahead and at the elevators waiting for me. “No. Sorry. I am going to rest the week away until my next mission.”  
 
         “Maybe next time, then,” Chloe called. She had a hold of the chains that secured the side of the cargo shipment. “See you around!” 
 
          I waved, turned and went to walk away when this rumbled growl came from behind me. I stiffened, narrowed my eyes and turned back around. The cargo shipment they carried and placed down growled again. A low, deep rumble of a sound that I may have not picked up on if I weren’t so close to them. I then looked at Chloe and Lloyd. Their eyes were dilated. They looked like monsters. Big wide eyes, stone faces, and both of them had a hold of their weapons that were strapped to the side of them. They most certainly looked territorial and wanted me to back up and pretend that I didn’t hear anything. But I couldn’t do that. I heard something inhumane inside of that cargo shipment  
 
         “Do you need help with that cargo? I have time,” I called.  
 
         “We are fine,” Lloyd replied. “This is just going down to B1. We have this under control.”  
 
         B1. I wonder if what the herbalists spoke about that time that they didn’t notice that I was there. Would make sense why they were shady, and now Lloyd and Chloe were very suspicious. What they are doing must be something under wraps. Not that many people know about it, and they would probably even kill to keep it secret.  
 
         “Sure.” I nodded and took a step back. “See you around.” 
 
         I really want to know what the heck they are transporting into Paradise Eden.  
 
         What are the Council up to? 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         A light knock on my door alerted me early in the morning. I grunted, grumbled, rolled over and tugged the sheet so that it covered my head. All I wanted was to rest, but the persistent knock sound made my blood boil. I had the day off. I could sleep in. No robots were coming up to check my room once again. It was a perfect time to relax the entire day away and avoid everyone. However, whoever was knocking doesn’t care and wanted me up.  
 
         An exasperated sigh escaped lips. Tearing the sheets away from me, I jumped to my feet, stomped my way to the door and opened it up. A wave of blond hair bounced, and rosy cheeks made me realise this was not an ordinary person from Paradise Eden. Unable to be mad at her, considering she was here because she was back from a mission, relief flooded over me instead.  
 
         “Ally,” I said yawning. “How was your mission? Did everyone make it back fine?” 
 
         “Yep! It was awesome! Come down and eat dinner with me so that I can tell you everything that went on!”  
 
         “Dinner? Did I really sleep the day away?” I murmured.  
 
         “Uh. I guess so.” She grabbed my arm and tried to rip me out of my room. “Come on!” 
 
         “Hold up. I am not even in the appropriate clothes to leave the room. Give me five, you fully charged battery.”  
 
         She barked a laugh, and I did the same and shook my head.  
 
         Inside, I washed my face, tied my long hair up in a ponytail and undressed so that I could turn on the bracelet and dress. Once the bracelet turned on, the map appeared. Surprised, I blinked rapidly and took a step back away from my arm. Two red dots blinked almost atop of each other. I went to tap them when the map shut off and my suit encased over my skin.  
 
         What the fuck was that about?  
 
         A good few times, my bracelet jumps to this layout of a map and shows me things I still don’t really understand. Doing it now immediately made me suspicious, and I wanted to delve more into it, but Allison was waiting for me outside of the room.  
 
         Allison didn’t speak the whole way down to the mess hall. Not a peep came from her. She did have a broad grin plastered on her face, which made me grow alarmingly uncomfortable. Particularly spritely, when we went into the mess hall, she waved enthusiastically at the lady that served us. Even I had to raise a brow and shrug when the lady handed me my tray.  
 
         “Alright,” I sighed, sitting down in my seat. “Spit it out.” 
 
         “We may have a new recruit,” Allison blurted out in glee. Both brows shot up, surprised. “I know! We found him on our mission. He was badass. Killed a few hive hounds and saved Hanna from being attacked. It was amazing.”  
 
         “Wow,” I stretched out the word. “So, where is he?”  
 
         “In the medical facility. Rick said something about making sure he doesn’t have any diseases that could carry. You know, stuff like that,” Allison answered. “He’s so dreamy, as well. Reminds me of you.”  
 
         “I wouldn’t count myself as dreamy,” I snorted a laugh.  
 
         “That’s not what I meant,” she laughed and shook her head. “Anyway, I think he will live on our level. I think you should be friends with him.”  
 
         “Why?” I asked. 
 
         “Just cause.”  
 
         I really don’t know where she was going with this. Just cause doesn’t give me anything. I wanted to persist, but a part of me knew I wasn’t going to like her answer, and that’s why her answer was so evasive. I didn’t want to ruin this moment. Allison seems to happy and light-hearted. If anything, I’d more than likely find out sooner rather than later on what she really meant.  
 
         “What does this dreamy man look like?” I asked, rolling my eyes as I said it.  
 
         “Tall,” she started, and I could definitely see where this was going. “Blue eyes.” Yep. Next, he will have blond, wavy hair that shines in the sunlight. “Really red hair, as well.” 
 
         “Huh?” I breathed out.  
 
         “Right. That’s why I said he reminds me of you, but that can’t be right. You told me it was only you out there. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t someone just like you out there. A male doppelganger. Insane.”  
 
         “Yeah. What was his name?” 
 
         “He kept muttering Liam in the spaceship. Not sure if that is the only word he knows how to say,” Allison replied, shrugging. 
 
         “Liam?” Gab came around behind me, holding a tray. He placed it beside me and sat down and said, “Weren’t you scribbling Liam in your notepad.” 
 
         “Uh, where did you say they were at?” I asked, nearly about to take off out of my seat. 
 
         “Medical centre through the training room,” Allison answered.  
 
         “I got to go,” I announced.  
 
         “But it is nearly curfew,” Allison complained.  
 
         “I will see you at breakfast. I will go by your door personally,” I promised. “I just need to . . .” I trailed off and gave Gab a pleading look.  
 
         “Allison, how was your mission?” Gad suddenly asked.  
 
         “Oh. My. God! It was insane.” 
 
         I silently thanked Gab before I ran out of the mess hall and towards the elevators. My heart beat excruciatingly loud within my chest. The thought that Liam, the small kid in my memories being in here frightens me and excites me. I needed to go down and see them and know if it really was him or if my suspicions were wrong. They also killed hive hounds, and if he were anything like me, there would be a monster inside of him as well.  
 
         At the elevator doors, I waited patiently. Two workers on either side of me that always stands there were looking at me with raised eyebrows. I know why. I can see the jitters shake my arms and legs as I stood. I didn’t have that long until it was a lockdown, so I needed to go down there quickly before everything closes and a robot sees me. I already know the Council must think my sudden movements to be interesting right about now, but I can’t help it. I needed to know if Liam was here and if he was okay.  
 
         The doors opened. I stepped in, relieved that there was no one else inside. After I pushed the button for the ground level, I stared ahead and out at a man that looked at me. His eyes narrowed, and I knew that once these elevator doors closed and cut off the connection, that he would be in contact with the Council. I was very suspicious, but I was risking everything to see if it really was Liam. What if Indie wasn’t the one taking blood samples as well? Would that medical person find something abnormal in his system that would alert the medical personnel into thinking that Liam was a monster? Those were the types of questions that swarmed my mind while I waited for the elevator to go down to the training level.  
 
         Outside, the training room was empty. There was only one person inside, and they were packing up the equipment. The woman looked at me funny from the practice range when I ran past her. I grabbed the handle that leads down the hallway into the medical facility, but when I went to shrug it open, my shoulder banged into it, and the door didn’t budge. Stunned, I stepped back and looked up. The ‘Enter’ sign that is usually green was now red. So many possibilities ran through my mind in wonder as to why that sign would be red. The distinctive one was that Liam turned into a monster and they closed off the area to quarantine him or destroy him. Panicked, I grabbed the handle again, shook and knocked. The clear glass rattled, but from inside, there were no signs of movements. Even the lights from the other side looked dimly lit.  
 
         “Hey, what are you doing? You okay? Do you need medical assistance? If so, go to Ary, and she will bring you supplies back to your room.” The woman that I ran past stood behind me. I breathed out an exasperated breath and turned to look at her. She had colour on her clothes, vibrant and orange. She looked like she was a good few levels above level ten or even twenty. She may have also known Eric. “You okay? You don’t look so good.”  
 
         “Uh, I am fine,” I said sighing. “My friend is just in there, and I wanted to visit them.” I tried to act normally after being frantic as soon as Allison told me their name. I needed to start regaining composure. “Would I be able to see them?” 
 
         “Sorry, no can do. Doors for the medical facility lock about nine here.” 
 
         “Oh. . . Why?” I asked.  
 
         “So that the people inside can get a good rest without being disturbed,” She replied, shrugging. “Anyway, I am off. It’s nearly curfew. Don’t want to be caught after hours and end up in the blue room.”  
 
         “Yeah, same,” I agreed.  
 
         Surely, I will be able to come early tomorrow morning to see them. I know the medical facility opens early because when I train just after six, people walk through with ease. I just never knew they had a lock-up time. Guess that makes sense considering Garath forced me to strip in the training level instead of taking me into one of the private rooms.  
 
         Back up to my level, I was surprised and not that surprised to see Garath at my door. He leant against it like he owned the door and that I needed to ask him to let me in, which should be the other way around. Those green, piercing eyes cut straight through me. Every time I see them, I remember the memories that have been slowly coming back to me.     
 
         “Hey. What are you doing here?” I demanded.  
 
         “You are on edge. It wouldn’t be because of the fact that you ran out of the mess hall so suddenly and into the elevators?” Garath asked.  
 
         I am starting to believe Garath was a stalker.  
 
         “Is that why you are here? Because I looked suspicious and you came to tell me to stop looking suspicious?”  
 
         “No. We couldn’t properly speak of things in the spaceship because of the villagers. There was never a moment where I could get you alone.”  
 
         “And so now, right before curfew, you decided to come up to talk. Why not during the day?”  
 
         “I did knock,” he said smirking. “Can I?” He nudged his head towards the door.  
 
         I nodded. Even if I disagreed, I doubt he would have just left. He would have entered anyways without any care. Wasn’t sure why he was asking now. If anything, I am surprised he isn’t in my room all ready and waiting for me.  
 
         Inside, I sat on my bed, and Garath leant up against the dresser and touched the scar along his thumb. I wanted to ask what happened, but it was probably from one of the previous missions he was on before I joined his team.  
 
         “What did you want to talk about?” Garath asked.  
 
         “Uh. I wanted to know more about me. I was hoping you would have more answers for me,” I started. Garath nodded, encouraging me to keep going. “Right. Memories are flooding back and confusing me more than they should. I remember the day I met you when Blob came.” 
 
         “Blob?” Garath questioned, raising brows.  
 
         “Yes. Not very inventive, but that was what I called it,” I muttered. Garath laughed softly, and that made me even more nervous and squeamish. “Anyway, I remember slicing my horn off and it was because I wanted safety, but . . . But I wasn’t alone.” 
 
         “I am trying to figure if I have to give you answers, or you need to give me answers. You weren’t alone? There are others like you?” 
 
         “I don’t know,” I blurted out. “But I think one is here, in the medical facility. I don’t know if they are monsters, but they are very . . . They look similar to me. Hair colour and eye colour wise.”  
 
         “But you don’t know if they are monsters?” 
 
         “No.” I sighed.  
 
         “I am going to assume that they are,” Garath said. “How many?” I raised up two fingers. “How many are here?” I raised up one. “In the medical facility. I hope Indie is working on them.” 
 
         “Why, Indie?” I asked.  
 
         “She took your bloodwork before. If something came up abnormal, so far, she has kept it to herself. Anyone else would go to the Council, which will trace back to you.”  
 
         “What do I do?” I demanded. “I am already on the hotspot with them ever since I had that meeting with them. If they find out, they will kill us both.”  
 
         “I doubt that,” Garath murmured.  
 
         “What? They won’t kill us? We will live in peace with people that hate and kill monsters for a living?” I scoffed a laugh and shook my head. “You have a lot of faith in that Daniels guy.”     
 
         “No, Iseya. I mean that the reason they won’t kill the both of you first is that they would want to experiment on you.” 
 
         “Disgusting,” I growled. “Where would they do that in? B1,” I laughed bitterly.  
 
         “I don’t think they would do it in the blue room, Iseya.”  
 
         My eyes widened the slightest, but I tightened my hold on my lips and made sure I didn’t say anything. Garath doesn’t know about the extension. I would have assumed. That was what I was going to ask after this conversation. I expected more, but if Garath was also in the dark, it means whatever they are hiding is worse than bad. He’s the closest to the Council more than anyone else. But Glenn and his team know more than Garath. That wasn’t a good sign.  
 
         I really want to know what else is on B1. What else are they hiding aside from the blue room?  
 
         “What should we do?” I asked.  
 
         “You are to do nothing. Don’t even come out of your room at all tomorrow. I will cancel our study session and figure out where your friend is at. Hopefully, they are still in the medical facility. Boy or girl?” 
 
         “Boy. Younger. About twelve or thirteen years of age.” 
 
         “That’s good. There’s a possibility Indie would have checked him. She’s the best with younger people that come here.”  
 
         “Right. Yeah, that is good.” I sagged my shoulders the slightest, bowed my head and rubbed my temple. This was all too much. “Why can’t I have a break from everything? Why can’t it all go back to the week before the Council asked for me?” 
 
         “Iseya.” I looked up, and Garath was crouched low and at eye level. It was near impossible to tear away from his gaze. Those intense green eyes dragged me into a world that wasn’t chaotic and filled with blood. “I will take care of this. You can trust me. I will not abandon you. Even if everyone finds out who and what you are. I will stay by your side no matter what. You just have to trust me.” 
 
         “I am trying.”  
 
         Garath rested his hand on my cheek and smiled. “That’s all I ask for.” Slipping his fingers away from my skin, Garath stood and motioned towards the door. “I am going to do all I can. I will knock once so that you know it is me at your door sometime tomorrow. You just have to be patient and stay in here.” 
 
         “I promised Ally that I will have breakfast with her tomorrow.”  
 
         “Ignore your door and make up an excuse next time you come out. Leave, and the Council may call for you, and I won’t be able to find you.” 
 
         “I’m going to punch in my code that I just reset. No one can open it besides the Council members or me, but they have never left their level, ever. You will be safe here until I figure things out.”  
 
         “Garath.” He hesitated at the door. “Thank you. I don’t know where or what I would have become if I didn’t have you after . . . After everything that has happened.” 
 
         “What are friends for?” He asked, but he wasn’t really asking. I smiled weakly and looked away, embarrassed. “Please stay in your room and don’t do anything reckless.”  
 
         He says that like I do reckless shit all the time.  
 
         ‘You do.’  
 
         Maybe I do, but to blankly point that out wounds me a little and now I am assessing life choices that I have made up until this point.  
 
         When he left, I stared at Ary and frowned. It was a past curfew, but I was wide awake out of fear. I am not glad that Garath came to talk and he was the right one to do so because he can freely roam around when other people cannot do that. The scary thought was one that consisted of every person on every level, knowing I was a monster, coming to level one and to my floor to shoot me as soon as the doors opened.  
 
         Then what Garath said came back. The Council may want me. They might want to dissect me and use me like a lab rat. The whole concept sounds familiar. Sounds like the white-cloaked people from Sector One. I didn’t feel happy, and I didn’t look satisfied whenever those memories flashed back and drilled back into my mind. Now I am beginning to wonder how corrupted and distorted, and evil people really are.  
 
         ‘Really? Now you are.’  
 
         “Shut up,” I muttered.  
 
         “I am sorry, Iseya, did you want me to shut off the lights?” 
 
         “Huh? Oh . . . Yeah, turn the lights off.” 
 
         What was that about? 
 
         Shaking my head side to side, I tried to remove this hazy, almost fog-like feel from my mind and relax. Even knowing my thoughts were too haywire for sleep, perhaps having the light off and lying down in the dark would ease my mind the slightest for a wink of sleep.  
 
         I didn’t sleep at all.  
 
         Every movement. Every sound. Even my own breaths and the light from Ary spooked me and kept me wired on. I was worried that someone would knock on my door, and I was trapped. I was worried that Garath knocked on my door and it wasn’t good news. Everything kept me from going to sleep. Even my reaction to what Allyson said could be held against me by the Council.  
 
         Ary turned on the light at six, but she did not state that I needed to get up and eat. She didn’t say good morning, and she didn’t tell me to wash in the shower and get dressed. That was when I knew that Garath punched in a code, locked the door, and I was allowed to stay in the room without being in trouble. That eased me enough to sit up, get up and have a shower.  
 
         Closing the door to the bathroom, I made sure it locked and then turned on the tap for the shower. Warm water sprayed down. Delighted for a shower, I stepped under and felt the tension and knots disperse and relax. I wasn’t even worried about the fact that watery blood swirled down and into the drain. There was nothing that I could do. I accepted the fact that the steel that was inside of me enjoyed the warmth and the burning feeling of hot water along my skin. It might have something do to with the fact that I feel like I am on fire but not in any pain. The fire was comforting, and it was like I was wrapping myself up in this blanket of . . . I am not really sure what, yet, but at the time it feels good enough to explore.  
 
         After the shower, I sat back on the bed and ignored the hungered pains within. I didn’t eat that much yesterday considering I woke late, and I ran out at dinner because of what Allison told me. Now I am starved, but not hungry enough to walk outside and see what’s waiting for me. Definitely not that. All I need to do is wait and have faith in Garath. 
 
         “You do not seem well today, Iseya. Do you need some medicine?” 
 
         “No. I just need to keep my mind preoccupied today,” I said. “Do you have any good games on that screen of yours?” 
 
         “I have a card game.” 
 
         “Cool. Teach me how to play.” 
 
         The card game kept me from thinking about anything negatively for some time. But after the fourth game, three hours later and still no sign of Garath, they wanted to consume me once again. It wasn’t that hard to encourage my mind from thinking the worst. I live in a world where monsters are real, and I was one of them. Assuming that people can be as bad if not worse than monsters, it wasn’t that hard to believe.  
 
         The card game was also straightforward to play along with when there wasn’t someone else to play with. I couldn’t focus much on the other games that she showed me as well. They were straightforward to play, and so I became bored and hungry. I wish I had a stash like Kim does in the slip of her pillowcase. She even told me how she kept her stash of chocolates hidden when the robots went and searched her room. Definitely sneaky. Kim cut a hole in her pillow and stuffed them inside of the stuffing of her pillow and placed the pillowcase back on. Kim supposedly has five pillows on her bed so I can only imagine how much chocolate she can fit in them.  
 
         A long and exaggerated breath escaped my lips when I flopped back and onto my bed. Up at the ceiling, I glared at the fluorescent light and counted the footsteps from people that walked past my room. My heart skipped a beat when some stopped just at the door, but then they kept going a couple minutes later and I relaxed once again.  
 
         I sat upright, stretched and then stalled at one single knock on the door. My heart skipped a beat and throat closed up. On my feet, I reached for the door and touched the door. It slid open, and I immediately stepped back and eyed my weapon when they stepped through the door.  
 
         Piercing blue eyes. Dark red flaming hair struck out from the sides of their cap they wore. And a smirk that twisted my intestines. Fingers glided across Ary, and the screen with red lines shut off completely. The door to my room closed. The weapon I eyed was in their hands. They touched the bottom, and the blade slid out, and they played with the tip. They wore a suit like mine. Tight. Very revealing. 
 
         “Well, well, well, Iseya.” He chuckled darkly. I dived towards them when I gasped. His arms moved in ways that I wasn’t used to. One moment I was in the middle of the room. The next moment I was pinned against my wall with my face pressed against their hand and stonewall against my cheek. He came in close. Hot breath brushed at my ear. “I found you,” Chuck whispered.  
 
         My eyes widened substantially.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten. 
 
      
 
      
 
         Sweat beaded down my forehead, along my nose and dripped onto the blue mat underneath me. Hands-on my knees, red hair fell down like a curtain around me. Through that curtain, from what I could see, Chuck paced back and forth. That crooked smile upon his face. Again, I felt defeated by his hands. Not only by Chuck but also the man with piercing green eyes that held his clipboard tightly. It was about ready to break. I know he was trying to mask his anger, but that passive-aggressive look was what I was used to lately. Since Chuck and Liam came along, I was never good enough. I was a disappointment. Someone that never learns and was weak. A failure, in his eyes. But for some reason, I always wanted to prove him wrong. I wanted to show him that I could stand up alongside Chuck and Liam and be the monster that he wants me to be.  
 
         I straightened up and winced. A surge of pain struck along my ribs. My hand glided across, and through my suit, I could feel this tenderness and knew that it was swollen. Chuck wasn’t the type to go easy on me. Every time we train, he uses so much force and strength that I am not sure if he does it to make me look foolish in front of everyone else. Either that or his competitive drive overpowered the monster more than anything. Could be either. Chuck was relentless.  
 
         My arms raised on either side in a fighting stance. I could feel the skin part, and the steel bone slides out of my back. A tail behind me flicked up and poised. I was ready for anything. Anything aside from the fact that Chuck moved so fast that once I blinked, he was right before me. I gasped and bent my knees and leant my back backwards. A steel, sharp tail lashed out where I once was. The gleam of it shined in the fluorescent light above. I rolled to the side. I could hear the point of his tail tear at the mat and rip out the stuffing that was inside. There was definite bloodlust in his eyes, but not enough to consider it the mind of a monster, like everyone has warned us all not to become.  
 
         Focus, Iseya. I need to win and prove to myself that I am not a failure.  
 
         Back up on my feet, I launched myself at Chuck. His smirk broadened into a sinister grin. His arms reached for me, but his tail flicked to the side of me. I ducked my head and dove forward and wrapped my arms around his waist and tackled him to the ground. Then I reached behind me and went to grab my weapon when he flicked my right leg up and threw me off. Angered, I went to roll away when he then grabbed my other leg and dragged me back towards him. Fingernails dug into the torn part of the mat, where Chuck sliced, but even my vice of a grip wasn’t enough. I ripped it down into a long strip towards Chuck and then felt the blade along my neck. Pain stung and I felt the blood slip down and knew that again, I was defeated by Chuck, and that meant he would be angry.  
 
         Up at those green eyes, they narrowed, and he had that passive-aggressive look upon his face. Smoothed features, but I knew he was angry. I knew that all he wanted to do was yell at me. The clipboard shook within his grasp. Again, I feel like I wasn’t doing anything to prove that I was superhuman. I wasn’t proving to anyone that I can kill a monster if I cannot even defeat Chuck. I lowered my head down onto the mat after Chuck removed his blade. I knew that no matter the circumstances, I will be no match to Chuck.  
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         “Wow!” He exclaimed. “You’re fucking feral!”   
 
         Pinned against the wall, I tried to lash out, kick and squirm my way free, but he separated my legs and slammed his knee into my stomach. I gasped for breath. Spittle sprayed out, and I tried to double over, but he kept me in a position that wouldn’t let me rest and bend for a moment. Face pressed against the stone wall, I glared up at him and seethed through clenched teeth. In his hands was my weapon, and he waved it around like it was no more than a child’s toy that he could play with. That arrogant, cocky smile plastered on his face. I am beginning to remember him, and the memories around him weren’t that great. I could consider him an enemy right now. He did technically step in my room, do something to Ary and is beating me to a pulp. I can’t catch a break.  
 
         “Let go of me!” I spat. “Ary! Help me!”  
 
         “Why would she do that?” Chuck chuckled. “She wouldn’t dare do anything to reveal who we really are.”  
 
         “What?” I breathed out.  
 
         Chuck took off his hat, and my eyes widened at this bone of a horn sticking out of the front of his head. Those blue eyes twinkled, amused by my dumbfounded expression. I wanted to speak. To wonder what the fuck was going on, but just like in that memory, he looked all too pleased with himself by the notion that I am weaker than him. That I am nothing more than a fly he could swat away.  
 
         Anger. The fire kind. The one I feared the most bubbled to the surface. All those memories. The same green eyes that tormented me every time I slept. All the time, there was this disappointment that I couldn’t bear it looking at the one he cared for most. The one that wasn’t tortured. Forced to her limits to the point that she had to shove her own weapon inside of her. That was the anger that surfaced and lashed out at the one that wanted to hurt me now, again.  
 
         I jerked my elbow back and slammed it into his jaw. He didn’t release me, he was smarter than that, so I slammed my elbow into his jaw again. His hand tore away enough for me to slide my face away from the wall and the hand that held my weapon. With not that much room to move, I hopped up on my bed. Chuck dived for me, but I bounced up when he landed on the bed. On the edge of the bed, I grabbed the handle of the bathroom door, swung it in, went to lock myself in when I felt steel slide along my waist. I gasped at the constricting tightness and looked down at a fucking tail that wrapped around me and was preventing me from going any further.  
 
         “Uh. Can I say, ouch? That hurt, Shithead.”  
 
         “I would do worse if –” 
 
         “Shut up, Iseya.” His tail released his hold onto me. I went running again when he grabbed my hair. Gritting teeth, I stumbled back out of the bathroom and then shoved onto the bed. “Christ, Liam warned me that you would act like this.”  
 
         “Liam?” I sat upright and glared at Chuck. “Where is he?”  
 
         “Do you really think that I am going to bring him here? Surrounded by the fucking enemy? Fuck no. I left him to his own demise. We will go back to him later. Right now, I am here to get you the fuck out of here.” Chuck looked up at the top of my head and frowned. “You are a fucking idiot. They told us if you cut it off, you would lose all of your memories because that bone was the place that holds our memories. Not like you know any of what I am saying considering you cut off your horn!”  
 
         “What?” I shook my head and furrowed my brows. “You are a monster, just like me?” 
 
         “Oh, my fucking God!” Chuck shouted. He placed his hat back on his head and made sure that I couldn’t even tell that he had a horn. “Okay, let me explain shit before you turn back into a monster and rip out of my intestines. By the way, nice hit. Did you work out?” 
 
         I found it rather disgusting that I felt pleased by his praise. Irritated, I looked away and to the door before Chuck shifted so that I was looking at him. He really wanted me to keep eye contact with him. Maybe he might have thought that if I didn’t none of what he was saying would sink into my head. Not like anything that he is saying to me was making any sense. He also seems very overdramatic, and now I am wondering if that was just his personality or because he supposedly knows me so well that he was an ass.  
 
         “What did you do to Ary?” 
 
         “Ary? I told her not to do anything. She was ours before this place took over her. She knows us by name and knows everything about us and who we are. She will protect our identity at whatever cost.” Chuck said and nodded. “She came from sector one.”  
 
         “Sector One?” My eyes widened substantially. Chuck rolled his. “But that’s where . . . That’s where Garath was from.”  
 
         “Garath,” Chuck growled. “Is he here?” 
 
         “Why?” I demanded. “If you touch him, I will kill you.”  
 
         “Please. Are you fucking serious! His dad was the one that fucking experimented on us, Iseya!” 
 
         “What?” I breathed.  
 
         “We were created by Mr Robert Herbert. Garath’s father. I got nothing against that heavy breathing mask faced kid, but his dad was the one that tortured you and trained you until you bruised and bled, Iseya. What did Garath do? He did absolutely nothing! And here you are, gravitating back to him because you have a sick and weird obsession with these demented humans.”  
 
         “No,” I replied, shaking my head. “Garath has saved my life countless times. He knows I am a monster and has kept it a secret. He is even running around right now, making sure that no one knows you are a monster to protect us.”  
 
         “Protect us,” Chuck scoffed. “Please. He is probably just like his dad. He knew when he saw you what you are and more than likely took you in to experiment on you later on. Typical.”  
 
         “He doesn’t know,” I breathed. Chuck raised his eyebrow and gave me a deadpan look. “He said the pod that he was in broke and the oxygen level depleted, resulting in memory loss.” 
 
         Chuck laughed outright. “Sure. You’re so gullible.”  
 
         “I am beginning to know the reason as to why I ran away,” I said, groaning. “You’re a headache. Yes, I am serious.”  
 
         “So, you’re telling me that if I showed him what I truly am, he would shoot me in the face because I am a monster, not because he remembers me being an asshole?” 
 
         I kind of wish for the latter one now. But, knowing that he wanted a serious answer and not one that I desired, I nodded in agreement. Chuck scratched his cheek and pursed lips. While he did that, I started to contemplate on why I haven’t thrown him out or ran out of my room to escape from him. Maybe the reason might be because he holds the answers that I truly desire. He knows everything about me and therefore, would more than likely be the reason as to why I am not screaming and begging for someone to come help me.  
 
         “Ary, can you confirm this?” Chuck asked.  
 
         Ary appeared, and I feel kind of betrayed on how well she listened to him. Red lines from one end to another swirled along. “Iseya is correct. From my knowledge, Mr Herbert doesn’t know anything prior before he came here.” 
 
         “Interesting. So, if you asked, he would help us, right?”  
 
         “In what way?” I demanded.  
 
         “In getting out, duh. We need to leave before thousands of humans figure out what the fuck we are and want to kill us. Preferably soon, before Glitch finds Liam.”  
 
         “Glitch is dead,” I announced.  
 
         “Fuck off.”  
 
         “He is. I killed him.” Chuck’s eyes widened substantially. “Yeah. Ripped his head off and let him bleed black.” 
 
         “The Queen isn’t going to be happy about that,” Chuck muttered. “But if you are right, then we will have less urgency to run when we leave this place. Iseya, how can we escape this place?” 
 
         “I can’t do anything,” I admitted. “I am being watched by the Council, ever since I stole a spacecraft and went out to kill Glitch and . . .” I averted my gaze when I had a flashback of him lying cold and lifeless on the ground. A stinging pain throbbed inside of my chest. “Yeah. When I did that.”  
 
         “Why?” 
 
         “They think I am superhuman, so they have been watching me. You coming in my room right now is suspicious to them. They will watch you as well now. We wouldn't be doing anything or going anywhere if I wanted to leave this place.”  
 
         “Why wouldn’t you want to?” Chuck asked.  
 
         “There’s shelter. There’s a private bedroom, food and a working warm shower. I am guessing we had none of that out there and if we leave, we will be running again.” I shook my head. “Even knowing people are questionable in here, and there’s weird shit happening right now, and I am being watched because they think I am superhuman, it’s better than being out there with those monsters.”  
 
         “Reality check, Iseya. We are those monsters as well.” I flinched at his words. “But you may be right, kind of. It would be good to have a break and relax. However, we can’t stay here forever. We were created to kill monsters, Iseya. We were birthed in this world to save humanity.”  
 
         “If that’s true, why don’t we stay here and help. This would be the perfect place, right?”  
 
         “Open your eyes, Iseya. We can’t save humans because humans are destroying themselves. They’re more rabid than the monsters. We tried, out in the real world, but we can’t save them when they don’t want to be saved. All we can do is detach and keep ourselves alive and together. Liam is still out there. Do you really want to keep him waiting? The Queen will find him. Do you really want his blood on your hands? He is your younger brother. Well, we both are, but I think that you hate me still, so, whatever.” He shrugged.  
 
         I don’t know what to do. I feel conflicted with everything that he has said. Chuck wasn’t the one in the mask. Garath was in the quarantine mask. We were experiments. That explains the memories of me waking in an incubator. At least now, I am starting to understand more of my past and how I ended up in Paradise Eden.  
 
         “Do you still have that voice inside of your head?” Chuck asked, suddenly.  
 
         “Voice?” I questioned.  
 
         “Yeah. Voice. The one that talks to you and tries to persuade you into doing bad things.” 
 
         “No,” I scoffed. 
 
         ‘Yes, you do.’  
 
         “Huh. Perhaps chopping off your horn eliminated the voice of a monster that terrorises you and tries to force you into being a monster.”  
 
         “Monster? Aren’t we already monsters?”  
 
         ‘Not exactly.’  
 
         “In a way,” Chuck admitted. “But not all the way.  We don’t kill people. We are very aware and in tune, unlike actual monsters, that are all like, kill! Eat! You know?” 
 
         “What does the monster say?” I asked.  
 
         “They want us to feed.”  
 
         “Feed on what?” I demanded.  
 
         “Human blood.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven.  
 
      
 
      
 
         A light tap, once, came to the door. Suddenly, my thoughts are torn. I sat upright on the bed and stared at the door. A low hiss of a breath seethed through Chuck’s clenched teeth. His eyes narrowed, and I knew that he must know as well on who stood on the other side of that door. He reached out to tap the door. I went to move and stop him when it was too late. The door slid to the side, and intense green eyes darted a look between Chuck and I. Garath stepped in and settled his hand on his waist. He looks on edge. Enough for him to curl his fingers around the dagger that was strapped on his gear, along the pouches. Doesn’t surprise me. Garath, more than likely, assumed that I would be alone. Not with someone who looked similar to me.  
 
         “Iseya,” Garath acknowledged, nodding. He then looked at Chuck and looked him up and down. “You aren’t a kid.”  
 
         “No,” Chuck stretched out the word. “What made you think that I was a kid?”  
 
         “Never mind,” Garath spoke softly. “I assume that you are just like Iseya, correct?” 
 
         “No. I am not a girl.” Garath narrowed his brows and looked at Chuck like Chuck was a fucking idiot. Yeah. That’s how I feel as well, Garath. Chuck sighed, rolled his eyes and muttered, “Yes. Yes, I am a monster as well. Did you want to see my horn and tail?”  
 
         “I’d rather not. I would like if you could keep what you are secret while you’re in Paradise Eden.”  
 
         “Yep. Cause I was going to jump out and murder a whole bunch of people for sport in my monster form.” Garath stared blankly at him. “No. I am not a fucking idiot.” I think he is. “I will keep it under wraps for now. Besides, I won't be here for long. I came to pick Iseya up so that we can leave.”  
 
         “Leave?” Garath questioned and turned to me. “What’s he talking about?” 
 
         “Nothing. I am not going anywhere.” 
 
         “My names Chuck, by the way, and yes, you are. Liam is waiting for us outside.”  
 
         “Liam? Was he the one that you assumed was here?” Garath asked. “Where is he then?”  
 
         “Someplace safe,” Chuck answered through clenched teeth.  
 
         “Well, if Iseya doesn’t want to leave, she doesn’t have to,” Garath replied, shrugging. “You and your brother are welcome to stay as well. We can pick him up and bring him back to the safety of Paradise Eden.”  
 
         “Liam doesn’t have the control like Iseya, and I have. Liam cannot hide his tail and spikes,” Chuck explained. “Besides, this place isn’t safe. We are surrounded by people who would want to kill us. We would be safer out there.”  
 
         “That’s your opinion.”  
 
         “Iseya told me she is being watched,” Chuck blurted out. “What would happen if they find out that she’s a monster? What would they do? They already think she is a superhero type of human.”  
 
         “I have it under control. That’s what I have been doing all night and day today. Keeping everything under control.”  
 
         “Really?” I asked, surprised. “What’s going on?”  
 
         “It’s settled. Indie did Chuck’s bloodwork. I bargained with her. She won’t usher a word or give the correct results to the Council. So far, she seems trusted, and that’s only because she is curious as to what the two of you are now.”  
 
         “Great. All we need is a white cloak experimenting on us again. Should I get rid of her?” Chuck asked.  
 
         “Get rid of?” I asked. “How?” Chuck dragged his finger along his neck, and my eyes widened. “You are not killing anyone inside of Paradise Eden.”  
 
         “Iseya is correct. You need to abide by our rules while you stay here.”  
 
         “I am not staying here. As soon as Iseya understands that she is better off with her family, we will leave.”  
 
         “You won’t be able to,” Garath said, sighing. Chuck narrowed his eyes and furrowed brows. “The Council summoned me this morning. You are forbidden to leave Paradise Eden, and if you do, they are for missions with my team.” 
 
         “You are fucking with me!” Chuck barked a laugh. “What? I don’t even have the right to leave Paradise Eden? I am trapped in here?”  
 
         “Not until you have been here for six months are you allowed to ask for leave. Those are the rules. That or die,” Garath replied, shrugging. “If you have an issue, I can submit one to the Council, and they may or may not accept the request and talk to you. Other than that, we can find a way for Liam to be able to stay without being noticed.”  
 
         “What? Tell him to keep it in his pants! Fuck off. Fuck this. I am going to find my own way out.” Chuck shrugged past Garath and then whirled around to glare at me. “If something happens to Liam because you are a fucking idiot who has decided to stay here in Paradise Eden, I will fucking kill you and everyone in this fucking place.” 
 
         He stormed out. Garath turned back towards me and smirked. “Your family is more of a hothead than you, Iseya.”  
 
         “Shut up,” I snapped. Garath breathed a laugh. Annoyed, I leant back until I flopped down on my bed. “You can’t trust Chuck, Garath. As hot-headed that he is, I can tell that he means everything that he says and it is conflicting for me.”  
 
         “Because of Liam?” 
 
         “Yeah. Because of Liam. I don’t want anything to happen to Liam, but I also know that I don’t want to leave Paradise Eden. I don’t know what to do, Garath. This is all too complicated. All I know is that I want to protect the ones I care about and that means . . . That means Chuck and Liam as well.”  
 
         “Alright. I will figure something out, then.” Surprised, I sat upright, wide eye. Garath had a sincere look upon his face. Those intense green eyes softened when he looked at me. “It won’t be right now. Maybe in a few weeks to a month. I am not sure. But I need to know his location. Would you be able to find out the exact place of his whereabouts? I will put something in a place where, if he can’t be a part of Paradise Eden, we can smuggle him in and hide him somewhere.” 
 
         “My bracelet. I have these red dots on my bracelet on a type of map. Here.”  
 
         I stood abruptly and shuffled over so that I stood close to Garath. I swiped, tapped, and the holographic screen popped up. Two dots flashed nearby each other, and when I flicked across the screen, the other was far from here, from what it looks. Garath moved further in a pursed his lips.  
 
         “I don’t know where that is,” Garath admitted. “Maybe have a chat to Chuck about what I just told you and see if you can get him on board and if he knows where he left Liam. I can work from there.”  
 
         “Okay. I can do that,” I nodded. “Thank you, Garath. I don’t know where I would be without you.” I could feel the heat flush cheeks, and I knew that I was blushing.  
 
         “I am your Team leader. I look out for my team.” Garath looked to the door and back to me. “Are you alright? How did he get in?” 
 
         “He knocked once, and I thought it was you,” I admitted.  
 
         “So, you let him in after you knew it wasn’t me?” 
 
         No. Chuck forcefully worked his way into my room and attacked me because I reacted and attacked him. That’s what happened. Do I want to tell Garath? Fuck no. All I needed was more of a divide between him and Chuck than there already was because Chuck has a vendetta against him from when we were kids. To think that we came from Sector One and that we were created by Garath’s farther isn’t something that I could fathom.  
 
         “Yeah, I did. After I saw him, I sort of remember him, you know?”  
 
         “I see.”  
 
         He doesn’t buy it one bit. That look was the exact look that he gives me whenever I am evasive or hide shit from him. I know it would be easier to just tell him and hope that he doesn’t react – like he would – but I’d rather not explain that I got my ass kicked in and remembered that I always got my ass kicked by Chuck and that’s why we aren’t that close as siblings.  
 
         “When you see Chuck next, tell him that we have study tomorrow morning and he is required to be there.”  
 
         “Uh, yeah, will do.”  
 
         Garath went towards the door once more. Before he left, he whispered, “Be careful, Iseya. I don’t trust him.”   
 
         He isn’t the only one.  
 
         The door closed and I collapsed back onto the bed and groaned very loudly. All I wanted to do was rest but the haywire thoughts in my head of mainly what Chuck said flooded back.  
 
         What did he mean blood? Taste? Am I supposed to drink human blood? I don’t think I ever looked at blood and wanted to drink from it. That thought disturbed me, and I shuddered when I tried to imagine drinking anyone’s blood. Not wanting to think about it further, I decided to have a shower to wash those weird thoughts away for good. I don’t want Chuck’s words to affect me at all.  
 
         I hope it doesn’t affect me.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         Chuck was easy to find early the next morning. As soon as the doors opened, I went down to the training grounds and there he was, playing with his food, I should say. A crowd formed around Chuck, and they looked on with awe when he slammed another guy onto the mat and repeatedly poked him with the bamboo stick. The guy doubled over and hugged his stomach and rolled away with a pained look on his face. I stepped to the side when the guy hobbled away and towards the elevator. Girls that crowded around swooned, and some even whispered and pointed to his junk, which I really don’t want to look at, but I have realised in these outfits, they definitely hug every part of our body.  
 
         “Iseya!” Chuck called my name. He twirled the bamboo stick around within his hands. “Care to take me on, just like old times?”  
 
         I’d rather not. I’d instead tell him he has study soon and should head up to eat. I should be doing the same. Even tell Chuck what Garath said to me after he left, in a fit filled with rage. However, I stepped forward instead. My body lured me towards the mat he stood on, and I grabbed hold of the bamboo stick that was on the mat. There was this desire within me that wanted to knock Chuck down a peg or two. I wanted to prove to him that I wasn’t the girl that got dropped over and over again in front of Mr Roberts Herbert. Those eyes haunt me when I sleep. Those eyes and brown eyes filled with love and adoration forced me to wake up in a sweaty mess. Now, here I was, trying to get rid of one nightmare to keep myself sane enough through the day.  
 
         Chuck grinned broadly. His grin was worse than Garath’s smirk. I’d like my bamboo stick to slam against Chuck’s smile. That would satisfy me so much. Even knowing I can’t necessarily remember Chuck, the parts I do are not that redeeming of memories. He hunted me in the dark. Beat me in front of My Herbert. He was the one that Mr Herbert told me to avoid, not the boy in the quarantine mask. There needs to be a reason why, and I think I know that reason. Bloodlust. 
 
         I raised the bamboo stick and glared ahead at Chuck. I ignored Tera, Kim and Gab that forced their way to the front of the crowd of onlookers. I ignored the catcalls. I ignored the swooning girls. I focused solely on Chuck and the way he moved. I inched around the mat and went in the other direction. My eyes narrowed as I watched Chuck. My heart beat with every step that I took. A deep and loud thump within my ears. My vision blurred surroundings until every fibre of my sight focused onto Chuck.  
 
         He moved first. I knew he would. A bamboo stick jabbed forward. I dodged the blow and jumping to the side. I cried out loud when his boot slammed into the side of my waist. Stumbling backwards, I collapsed onto the ground and glared up at Chuck while I pressed my hand against the side of my waist. A spark of pain throbbed and shuddered when I stood back up and raised the bamboo stick once again.  
 
         This was no proper training session. Chuck was fighting dirty. I should have known and figured it out, but I thought at least he would play honourably in Paradise Eden, where there are rules. Unfortunately, I was wrong. I needed to fight dirty as well. Like Lloyd has taught me. If there was anything that crazed human taught me, it was to fight like a monster. Fight like who I am.  
 
         Chuck moved first. He made the first move like last time and jabbed the bamboo stick forward. I dodged but knew that he wouldn’t use the same movement again. That was what he expected me to do and react. He wants me to look where his foot would be, but I stayed level headed this time. Chuck whirled the bamboo stick to the side. I raised my arm and let the bamboo stick slam into the bottom of my forearm. I ignored the pain and stepped forward and jabbed the bamboo stick towards Chuck’s pretty face. He stepped back again, and we both circled around, giving each other space. That grin thinned out into a line, and he glared at me, and I did the same.  
 
         “Who taught you that?” Chuck asked. I didn’t answer. Chuckling, he said, “Silent treatment, eh?”  
 
         He wanted to distract me, but I wasn’t buying into the petty, small talk. Knowing that I was smarter than that, Chuck smiled and launched himself at me. Surprised, I raised my bamboo stick when he dropped his. He grabbed onto mine, and we glared at each other. My abdominal tensed up like my body was telling me he was about to kick me again and take my bamboo stick off of me so that I wouldn’t have a weapon. Releasing the hold of my weapon, I dodged his kick, and he swayed, unbalanced. A grin spread over my face when I tackled him from the side, but it felt like slamming into stone. He didn’t budge. A low chuckle escaped, and my eyes widened when I felt my body lift. Unable to prevent anything, I flew off of him and slammed into the mat, dazed and in pain. My bamboo stick stabbed into my spine, and I could feel cracks snap as Chuck dug it deep down. I wanted to cry out, but I gritted my teeth and forced the tears down.  
 
         “What’s going on?” The bamboo stick released from my back and I rolled over to see Glenn. He glared at both of us. Behind him were Lloyd and Chloe. They had amused looks on their faces. “Break it up before I throw all of you in the fucking blue room.”  
 
         Immediately, the crowd dispersed in a flurry. All that was left was my team and Allison, who stared at Chuck with admiration and awe. I even lost my little protégé to that supposed brother of mine. Fantastic.  
 
         “Here.” I reached up and grabbed Chuck’s extended hand. On my feet, I touched my back and stretched the pain away. “You are a way better fighter than before. Who taught you?” I pointed towards Lloyd that was talking to Glenn. “The one that looks at you like he owns you.”  
 
         “What? He doesn’t look at me like that.” Lloyd looked towards me, smirked and then looked back to Glenn that was speaking to Chloe. “Does he?”  
 
         “Yeah. Did you do something to make you his bitch?”  
 
         “Maybe I have heard something he never wanted me to hear,” I whispered.  
 
         “Interesting. What?” Chuck asked.  
 
         “I don’t know exactly. But whatever I heard, it growled at me.” 
 
         “Growled? Like a monster?” He asked, and I nodded but also shrugged because I couldn’t be entirely sure. “Interesting. Very interesting.”  
 
         “Hey, who is this?” Tera ran up to us. Lust brimming and radiating all over her. It was disgusting to see. Even Gab rolled his eyes, and I knew we were thinking the same. “Wow, you two both look so alike!”  
 
         “Really?” Chuck went to step forward and probably flirt, who knows, but I wasn’t having a bar of that. I raised my arm and glared at him. Pursing lips, he nodded and stepped back. “Iseya is my sister, that’s why.”  
 
         “Wow!” Tera swooned. If Mike were here, this would be devastating for him. “You never told me you had a . . .” She looked down, and her face went a beet red colour.  
 
         “A brother,” Kim finished when she realised Tera wouldn’t be able to finish her own sentence after her eyes wandered. “My name is Kim, and you are?”  
 
         “Chuck.” He shook her hand and smiled at her. “Pleasure to meet you, Kim.” 
 
         “Cool.” I snorted a laugh and looked away. Chuck stepped back, kind of baffled. Those flirtatious words won’t be working on her at all. “This is Gab as well. Are you our new teammate? Our Team leader said something yesterday about bringing someone under our wing, but if you are like Iseya, you will be teaching us a thing or two.”  
 
         “I am better than Iseya. I will teach you more.”  
 
         “Teach me what?” Tera asked.  
 
         I have never seen Tera flirt. This was the first time I am listening to the words coming out of her mouth, and I feel sickened by them. All I wanted to do was make gagging sounds whenever I see her flutter her lashes and look at Chuck with her sex eyes. If I could prevent that from happening, I will do whatever it takes to make sure I do.  
 
         “Team.” I know that voice from anywhere. Garath came towards us. He had that blank look on his face. I wasn’t able to read anything. He looked between Chuck and me, and I wondered what he thought before he looked to the rest of our team. “You’re late,” he announced. “We have a mission to learn about.”  
 
         “A mission?” Chuck asked. “Study?” 
 
         “Yeah,” Tera piped in. “We have to study and learn about the mission, see what monsters will be there so that we can take the proper action and kill a shitload of monsters.” 
 
         No, Tera, stop trying to make yourself look good. We all know that the first person to break on a mission is you.  
 
         “Sweet. Onwards, then.” Following behind Garath, Chuck leant in and whispered, “Here that, Iseya. They kill a shitload of monsters. We don’t belong here.”  
 
         “Shut up,” I hissed.  
 
         I knew he was right, but I would hate to admit it to him how right he was. A monster doesn’t belong here, fighting alongside them, but there was no place else that I could go that I would deem safe. Not even in a sector. Not like the Council would let me leave to go into a sector in the first place. That means if I ever were going to leave, it would be back out there, and I don’t consider that an option.  
 
         “Morning, Iseya.” Lloyd inclined his head. He had that bloodlust look in his eyes.  
 
         Weakly smiling, I nodded again and looked away. Chuck’s words, as well as hearing something in the cargo shipment, made me worry more about Glenn and his team. I am desperate to know what it was they were carrying and why they would need it. There’s definitely something on the basement level that even Garath doesn’t know about. Perhaps on whatever free time that I have, I should find a way down there and figure out what really is going down at Paradise Eden. Maybe Chuck might be some use after all, as well. Never thought that I would be saying that, either.  
 
         Up in the elevator, I was in an uncomfortable position. Garath in his usual corner, Chuck was beside me, a grin plastered on his face. What made this situation worse was the fact that the levels were going up excruciatingly slow, and piling in with more people as well. I stepped closer and closer to Garath. I could feel my face burning. I wanted to either wiggle so that my back was against him, but there wasn’t any room for that as well. All I could do was keep my hands outstretched on either side of Garath’s body that was pressed against the elevator walls. From beside me, Chuck breathed out laughter and shook his head. I assume my reaction wasn’t overly new to him, and he found amusement by the fact that I was struggling to not touch Garath.  
 
         “You look a little tense, Iseya,” Chuck snickered. “Perhaps you should relax those arms of yours.”  
 
         “Shut up,” I growled.  
 
         “Sibling dynamics are uncommon in here,” Garath suddenly mused, I think to himself. Maybe to keep himself from thinking that the elevator has exceeded max capacity and was about to snap and break and we all plummet to our deaths. I have never known Garath to actually start small talk, so I am assuming that is the reason. “Usually, a sibling at a time would come to Paradise Eden, so they don’t lose a family bloodline.” 
 
         “How about you, Garath?” Chuck asked, and I turned enough to face him and glared at him. He ignored my attempt at making him shut up and persisted. “Do you have any siblings?”  
 
         “Not that I am aware of,” Garath answered flatly.  
 
         “What’s that around your neck?” Chuck then asked. I thought he was talking to Garath, but he poked at my chest and at the silver that shined in the fluorescent light. “You didn’t have that out in the real world.”  
 
         My throat tightened, and heart contracted. A cold chill ran up my spine, and my eyes widened as I reached for the chain, and clutched the cross bound around my neck. No one asks about the cross, but that’s because everyone knows what had happened and how close he was to me. I know Chuck is unaware and probably curious about how I claimed the necklace, but the memories that flashed across my mind pained me enough to keep quiet. But who was I to think Chuck wouldn’t persist? His nature, so far, is all about persisting, blabbering on, and loving the fact that he gets to hears his own voice.  
 
         “A friend that is no longer alive,” Garath spoke softly. Gab wasn’t that far from us. He tilted his head back to look over and then away when he noticed me looking at him. “He was a good guy.” 
 
         “Fascinating,” Chuck mused.  
 
         He didn’t speak after that, which I was glad for. Maybe it was the set look on my face, but the whole elevator cart plummeted into silence. Most people know him because of how genuine and a nice guy that he was. Most know me, not because we were close, but because I am considered wild, and so they keep quiet and don’t talk much about him around me. I have enjoyed that silence so far, but now I feel Chuck would put pressure on sooner or later and I don’t want to break.  
 
         I watched Chuck most of the time when we left the elevator. He assessed everything. Watching him made me realise I done none of that when I woke here. I should have looked everywhere, but because I woke with no memories, makes sense why I didn’t do that. Chuck’s reason for looking around and assessing and searching is because he is trying to find a way out.  
 
         Inside of the study room, I sat beside Kim, on the corner, obviously because I didn’t want to sit beside Chuck. Chuck, however, sat beside Kim and grinned wickedly at her. She furrowed her brows and turned away from him and towards me. Chuck straighten up, baffled. 
 
         “Hey, Cutie, you look like shit,” she said, smiling.  
 
         “I do?” I asked astonished.  
 
         “Like you have hardly slept,” she admitted.  
 
         That’s weird. I thought that I got enough sleep and had a shower and slapped my face a few times to wake myself up so that I didn’t look like I have hardly slept. Nightmares take its toll out of me and make it harder for me to get a decent night’s sleep. Maybe I need to talk to Indie again and ask her for more pills that I used to have when I was sleep-deprived. They helped prevent them for a certain amount of time. I could tell her that I can hardly sleep again and make up some sort of excuse. But I am hesitant after what Garath told me. She is aware that we are different. She may want something out of it that I am not willing to give her.  
 
         “Do I?” I gave her a look. “Weird. I feel fine.”  
 
         “Who knows. You might sleep easier now that your brother is here and safe.” 
 
         Probably not. Having my brother here will more than likely set me more on edge, especially around Garath. I don’t know his agenda with Garath yet, and I am not sure if he will try and hurt him or not. Safe to say that when they are around each other, I would need to watch him more.  
 
         ‘If that is the case, why don’t you tell Garath the truth?’  
 
         Irritated, I straightened up and looked up at Garath that was getting Ary to wake up. The lines on either side flickered, and a screen blinked on. It was of a beaker. The ones we use to build a sector or a protected area. Interested already in what this mission would be about, I leant forward in my seat to listen carefully to what Garath has to say.  
 
         “Beaker mission,” he started.  
 
         “What?” Chuck asked, confused.  
 
         “Fuck no,” Tera breathed out.  
 
         “We haven’t had this mission before,” Gab said. 
 
         We haven’t had this mission before, indeed. A beaker mission, where we would have to go out in the open land of what is called ‘The Real World,’ and place protective beakers around a piece of land or extend on an area for more people to live safely without hiding or fighting for their lives each and every day. I have always wondered how to work a beaker. I haven’t touched one before also. With this mission, I am more excited than scared because it was a mission that I haven’t done before.  
 
         Garath touched Ary, and she changed to an image of a sector. On the side of the sector, there was a red zone around the sector. Garath touched the screen, and Ary zoomed in and to the red section. Four green dots around the red zone appeared and flashed.  
 
         “We are creating another section on a sector. What we are doing is landing outside of the sector, planting beakers on those locations that are flashing green, activating them and leaving. We are not staying for long. We are doing what we can and immediately leaving.” Garath stepped forward and glared at Chuck. “We go in pairs, and I will decide who will be with who. Tera, you’re with me. Gab, you’re with Iseya, Chuck, you are with Mike.”  
 
         “What?” Surprised, Mike straightened up. “Me? Don’t I need to operate the spacecraft?” 
 
         “The more people we have, the quicker the job will be done. Chuck is capable of defending you, considering he killed hive hounds by himself on Rick’s mission, when they found him.”  
 
         Found wouldn’t be the right word. Even Garath knows. Chuck was stalking Rick’s team to try and get on the spacecraft. I have half a mind to think that he may have been the reason hive hounds were in that area. The best way to get noticed by people in Paradise Eden is to kill a monster and surprise them at the same time. Heck, I did that, and that’s part of the reason as to why Garath brought me back with them.  
 
         Chuck huffed a breath out, leant back in his chair and looked annoyed when Mike looked at him. I would have done the same if I was stuck with Tera. I am glad that Garath would now be stuck with her. Glad and nervous. She might not be capable of pulling the trigger if they were surrounded by hive hounds. If that were the case, I want to know how far away the beakers are from one another to keep a closer eye on them.  
 
         “We are the only team doing this, so we will take the spacecraft. When we are out there, I want you all to stay sharp and alert. We are in the monster’s playground. Anything could happen.” 
 
         “Wonderful,” Tera said sighing. “Team Leader, there are four beakers but three teams, what do we do about the other one?”  
 
         “We will all group up at the fourth beaker before we head back together and as a protected team,” Garath answered. “Now, sit with your partner and figure out who is going to do what. One would have to be the lookout while the other one plants the beaker and activates it.”  
 
         Chuck, annoyed, slid out of his seat and went over to where Mike sat. Kim shuffled over a chair, and Gab sat beside me. He had a tablet within his hands, fired up and ready to use. He tapped the screen so that it mirrored what Garath had up on Ary. Gab clicked one beaker and claimed it without me confirming if that is the beaker I wanted to do. I’d preferably like to be near the one Garath, and Tera picked, but Gab must have thought the best one would be the one near the lone beaker that we would all group to at the end. Chuck and Mike picked the one beside Garath and us, and Tera took the last one, way off to the side, near the edge of the sector we are extending. Him working with Tera made me nervous. I tried to push down the nervousness down and forced all of my focus onto my part of the mission with Gab.  
 
         “I can be the lookout. I am not very good with that sort of stuff.”  
 
         “Really?” I asked Gab. He nodded, embarrassed. “But you’re good at everything else.”  
 
         “Everyone has a flaw, Iseya.” Gab laughed. “Uh, I can help you learn how to use one.” Suddenly, a beaker appeared right before me. I went to snap at Garath, but Gab interrupted. “That’s a mock one. Not the real thing.”  
 
         “I’d like both people in their team to learn how to use the beaker. If something happens to your teammate under unfortunate circumstances, our mission requires us to push forward and finish the job.”  
 
         “What?” I asked, surprised. “Really?”  
 
         “Unfortunately, that’s what the Council has written,” Garath admitted.  
 
         “Why?” Kim asked.  
 
         “I don’t ask questions. I just get the orders and relay them.” 
 
         Why?  
 
         What do they want to know? 
 
         Do they want me to get attacked by hive hounds? 
 
         Injured so they could see themselves how my healing abilities work.   
 
         Garath gave me a look that made me believe that he also knew the reason why they gave us this mission. At this rate, I am going to be a liability to my team, and that scares me. I am trying so hard to make sure I keep my team alive and myself a secret and now Chuck. It is like the Council is pushing me so they can see how well I can go far in tricky scenarios.  
 
         “There’s a guide on how to use a beaker in a pdf file on the tablet. Best get started if you have never touched a beaker or read how they work yet.”  
 
         That’s me. That’s also Gab. He went into the file and popped the screen up. While he did that, I grabbed the beaker and twisted it around. There was a screen at the front with four arrows underneath the screen that pointed down and four arrows atop of the screen that pointed upwards. On the side, there was a button labelled activate. 
 
         “Iseya,” Gab whispered. I tilted my head to the side. Gab leaned in and whispered, “Is Chuck like you?” 
 
         “Yes,” I agreed, whispering. Gab nodded and leant away. “He doesn’t know you know. Let’s keep it that way.”  
 
         “Will do.” Gab scrolled down and frowned. “Okay, we are supposed to turn the beaker on up the top.” I flipped the beaker over, and Gab pointed to the centre. “Maybe touch that.” I touched the top, and it expanded. Inside there was a switch to flick. “Maybe,” was all Gab could say.  
 
         Irritated, I dragged the tablet over to me and read the instructions. Only says to turn the beaker on up the top. Nothing about pushing a button until the top extends and then flick a switch. Whoever did these instructions are useless and seriously need to edit and continue on parts, so we both know what the heck we are doing. I decided to flick the switch. When I did, the beaker lit up red and smoke simmered out.  
 
         What? 
 
         “Congratulations, Iseya. You detonated the beaker and killed everyone in Paradise Eden,” Garath said, smirking.  
 
         Surprised, I placed the beaker down and looked at Gab. Confused, he looked back down at the tablet and scrolled back up to figure out what we did wrong. 
 
         “Oh. It says if you push the button and flick the switch, you can use the beaker like a bomb.” 
 
         “Suicidal bomb?” I questioned.  
 
         “Yeah. Crazy. Would you do it? Flick the switch?” 
 
         I looked up at Garath that leant down on the table and watched Tera intently as she worked on the beaker. “Yeah. If it meant saving the ones I care about, I would.”  
 
         “True,” Gab agreed. “Alright, let’s get back on track. Flip the beaker over, we got it the wrong way.” I flipped it over, and Gab pointed to the top. “There’s the on button.”  
 
         That stupid button. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve. 
 
      
 
      
 
         Three days have passed. I followed Allison inside of the training grounds. She wanted to train more before her next mission. She was going to a sector to pick up some items for Paradise Eden. She would need to push cargo and wanted stamina to do so. We went around the track. I should be practising with my aim if a monster comes out of nowhere when I go on my mission. But nearby the shooting range, Chuck was on the floor again, training with the bamboo sticks. I didn’t want him to see me nor ask for a rematch. Being ridiculed once a week is enough for me. I am not ready yet to train with Chuck. I need a lot more practice. 
 
         Allison was silent today. It was like she was dwelling or brooding. A thing I rarely see her do. She is also usually open with me. Her unable to tell me must mean whatever she had on her mind was a serious matter. I don’t want to pry, but I also do want to ask what is the issue, but I also respect her privacy enough to keep my persistence to myself for a few more days. Her mood may shift altogether tomorrow. Allison may need a day to get over whatever was on her mind.  
 
         That left me running around the obstacle course for a few hours until I grow hungry and want dinner.  
 
         Chuck was incredibly strong. He didn’t hold back either, and I guess that was the reason people loved challenging him. They were getting an honest and hard fight so that they can learn better. I don’t even think Chuck cares that is the reason they want to fight him. He wants a fight. I guess he needs stimulation, which I can understand. If I didn’t have amnesia, I would more than likely be jittery for a few weeks in here. We fought for years and ran for years. No fighting or running can make a person feel weird for a while.  
 
         Slowing my pace, I let Allison run around when I went up to the crowd of girls admiring my brother. Irritated, I pushed my way through until I got through the group and at the edge of the mat. I winced when the man got slammed across the face with the bamboo stick.  
 
         “Iseya,” Chuck said, grinning. “Care to fight me again?”  
 
         “No. Can we talk?” I asked. “Privately.”  
 
         “If you insist.” He threw the bamboo stick, and a girl grabbed hold of it and looked up at Chuck, surprised. “Use it and train, Sheep.”  
 
         “You’re very rude,” I muttered when we were out of earshot, at the back, in the corner and near the broom closet. “Why did you call her Sheep?” 
 
         “Because she is, as well as all the other mindless girls that swoon over me when I fight. Sheep following the ram. It’s disgusting.” Chuck looked around. “Where’s that black chick in your team? She’s got spunk and always ignores my advances, unlike that girl with a tiger tattoo. She always flutters her eyelashes like she has some dust in them or something.”  
 
         I laughed. Chuck furrowed brows in confusion. “Sorry, but uh, Kim likes girls, that’s why she doesn’t flirt with you.”  
 
         “Really? Huh. . . I like that.”  
 
         “You’re gross,” I said, shaking my head. “Anyway, can we have a serious talk about Liam?”  
 
         “What about Liam?” Chuck demanded.  
 
         “Garath . . . Uh, Garath is trying to find a safe place for him to go if we bring him back here. We are going to pick him up and protect him, but I don’t know where he is located. Would you?”  
 
         “What do you mean to bring him back here? Liam cannot shift like we can. He has a permanent tail sticking out of his arse, Iseya.”  
 
         “I am aware,” I snapped. “But we are trying to figure out a way to sneak him in and keep him someplace safe. Maybe even . . .”  
 
         “Even what? Tape his tail to his back?”  
 
         “No. I have an idea, but I need to tell Garath about it. Maybe we can create a sector for you two to live in.” 
 
         “You mean us.”  
 
         “I don’t know about me. I have friends here. I want to keep them safe. But you don’t have that and Liam can be himself without running.” 
 
         “Wouldn’t your leaders know?” 
 
         “That’s why I need to talk to Garath about it more. I think it can work. I think if we do that, Liam will be safe. You can have a home and a farm to make food and drinking water. Does that sound good?”  
 
         “I cannot deny that it doesn’t sound good,” Chuck replied, sighing. “But I don’t think I can go if you aren’t there?”  
 
         “Why?” I asked.  
 
         “Liam . . . Liam needs you more than he needs me. That’s why I came all this way to get you out of here. You understood him more than I ever could. Maybe it was our design, or how we were created.” 
 
         “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
         “They created you first, but you were weak. A failed project. They then created me, a male, but I was much more defiant to orders but strong, so they created Liam. He is strong, not defiant. A young mind that listens. He needs a . . . Like a mother figure in his life and that has always been you. When he was tired, you understood. You carried him for three days straight one time. He needed you, and you needed him. If we go to the sector, you would have to come.”  
 
         I opened my mouth to speak when my name was called. Lloyd, a grin ear to ear, waved and walked towards us. Embarrassed, I stepped beside Chuck and curled stray red hair behind my ear.  
 
         “Hey. What’s up?” I asked.  
 
         “We have a mission tonight. Only a night. We will be back around three in the morning. Enough time for a little nap before your study. Glenn wants you to come. He even agreed to give you triple the points and . . .” Lloyd looked at Chuck and back to me. “You can bring him.”  
 
         “Sorry, Lloyd, but –” 
 
         “We would love to,” Chuck interrupted. “Give us half an hour to prep, and we will meet you on level sixty.”  
 
         “Sweet. See you in thirty.”  
 
         “No, L –” I tried to speak out and object when Chuck grabbed my arms, twisted so that I faced him and gave me a level look. “What the fuck was that about?” I demanded.  
 
         “He wants to show you something to the point that they will give you triple the points and bring me, an outsider, along. This is your chance to figure out what that team is hiding. Are you seriously going to pass up that opportunity?”  
 
         I looked back to Lloyd. He was at the elevator door. I then looked back at Chuck that nodded his head. Sighing, I nodded in agreement myself. He relaxed his hold, and Chuck grinned and looked a little gleeful. I guess any type of thrill was better than being stuck in here. But what kind of mission were we going to go on? We could be entering a hive, or even worse, meeting the queen herself. As much as I wanted to go on a mission with Lloyd, I am frightened of the outcome and what was going to happen.  
 
         I am so fucked. Garath is going to send me to the blue room for taking an unauthorised Chuck out to the real world. Then he will throw me in the blue room again for leaving without consent and going on a mission with another team. 
 
         Perfect. 
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         Not knowing what to expect on this mission, I showered. Scrubbed myself clean so that no scent lingered on my body. After I was dressed, I stepped outside to Chuck. He was waiting for me. He had a smirk settled on his face.  
 
         Down the flight of stairs, I darted left and right and hoped I wouldn’t see Garath or anyone that would run back to my own Team leader. I don’t even care if they tell the Council. As long as no one tells Garath where I went late at night. He already is suspicious of me, and I know why and still haven’t set anything straight or said anything that would ease him the slightest. But with what Chuck has also told me as well, the fact that Garath is the son of the man who created us, I am now worried slightly of what he may be thinking. Not like he gives anything away, really, which makes it all that more worrisome, to begin with.  
 
         Downstairs and towards the elevator, I felt slightly relaxed until the doors opened and Allison came up. I didn’t tell her anything and left, leaving her to run around the obstacle course. She didn’t look suspicious, luckily. Instead, I had to roll my eyes when she looked at Chuck and blushed profoundly. I knew exactly where she was looking because I now know how revealing these outfits really are.   
 
         “Hey, Iseya and uh . . . Chuck, right?” She asked.  
 
         “Yeah, kid.” He raised his arm to touch and possibly pet her head, but she dodged his hand, spun, ducked between the both of us and out the other side. “Weird.”  
 
         “Bye!” She exclaimed and ran off.  
 
         Annoyed with Chuck, I smacked his arm – which made him look at me confused – and marched inside of the elevator.  
 
         On our way up the elevator, the nerves started to come in. I have no idea what this mission is about or how dangerous this mission could be. I shouldn’t be surprised if I am fighting a swarm of Wendigo, or a burly, massive acid monster. Glenn’s team practically are a bunch of psychotic people that enjoy the thrill of a fight. Monster or human. Chuck doesn’t know that yet, but in a way, he may know what they are like. 
 
         Lloyd and Chloe were waiting for us on level sixty. She enthusiastically smiled and waved at me specifically. I say specifically because when she looked at Chuck, she sneered and had that unyielding hate withering from her. I wanted to laugh at Chuck. Most of the girls I am, I’d like to say closest with, don’t like men due to personal reasons. Allison doesn’t like being touched, even by me sometimes. Kim likes girls, so all of Chuck’s flirtatious remarks are unwarranted. Chloe hates men because of what happened to her sister and mother on that unfortunate night.  
 
         “Hey, Iseya. Are you ready to earn loads of points?” Chloe asked.  
 
         “Sure, I guess,” I replied, doubtful.  
 
         “Let’s go. Glenn’s waiting for us,” Lloyd announced. “He doesn’t like being kept waiting for long.” 
 
         I could tell. When he escorted me up to the Council, and they denied him leave, he looked pissed off. I was surprised he didn’t bite their heads off, but he bit his lip and glared ahead like he was waiting for them to go up in flames, instead.  
 
         “What’s our mission?” I asked when we stepped into the elevator and ascended. “I swear, Lloyd if we are slaughtering a town of evil people, count me out.”  
 
         “Count me in,” Chuck mumbled under his breath.  
 
         “Nah, it is a monster mission. Glenn will give you more details once we are on our way to our destination. Cool?” Lloyd asked.  
 
         I narrowed my eyes. “Yeah. Cool.”  
 
         It was not cool. I knew what Lloyd was trying to do. He wanted me securely inside of the spacecraft so that after they tell me what the mission is, there’s no turning back. They must really want me on this mission and are that desperate that they would boost up points, let me bring Chuck and want me locked on a spacecraft to break what mission we are going on.  
 
         That’s worrisome.  
 
         ‘You think?’ 
 
         Because of how late it was, on level ninety-nine, it was empty and silent. There were a few workers that seemed to be fixing and working on spaceships and spacecraft, but they worked quietly and on their own.  
 
         I followed down the path Lloyd took. There were only a few lights on, but one stood out the most. Doesn’t surprise me that we are taking a spaceship rather than a spacecraft. This team seems like they enjoy flying in the luxury and comfort of first-class. Not to mention that on a spaceship there’s more variety of food. I hope I get to eat excellent food before I go on a mission, considering Lloyd cut my mealtime short earlier.  
 
         The door to the spaceship was open. Max was up to the ramp. A wide grin upon his face. Chloe grunted at him, and that made Max stick his tongue out. Lloyd pet Max on the head and that made Max grin and twirl around to walk beside him. We followed after both of them. Max rambled about how much better he was getting at throwing knives in hive hounds’ vital organs. He was very enthusiastic and descriptive. I kind of wanted to tune him out, but what he was saying was intriguing enough to listen on.  
 
         Through the door to the hallway, Glenn was in the kitchen, eating some rice dish with this heavy, thick dark sauce and chunky beef. It looked delicious, and I wasn’t the only one who thought so.  
 
         Chuck pointed to Glenn’s food and asked, “Can I have what you’re having?”  
 
         Glenn looked up and to Fiona. “Sure, Fiona will fix you both up. Come have a seat so that I can explain everything.”  
 
         “Finally,” I muttered. I sat down comfortably at the table. Fiona touched the pad on the table, and a hole opened up. The aroma wafted through, and I salivated. I took hold of a plate and dragged it towards me. Then I picked up the fork and pointed it at Glenn. “What’s the mission?” 
 
         “Capture and contain,” he answered immediately. My eyes narrowed and brows knitted together in confusion. “This mission is top secret. Any mention to anyone outside of this team, and you will die, and we will die as well. To prevent that, I will kill you and the ones that you have told so that I don’t die myself.”  
 
         “Intense,” Chuck chuckled. “Why would you want to capture and contain a monster for . . . Unless you are using them as experiments.” Glenn’s eyes narrowed. “People here are more fucked up than the ones outside of a protected area.” 
 
         “That’s the reason we wanted Iseya to come along,” Lloyd said from the doorway. “No one else would understand more than a wild person that lived on the outside. Or a team that wasn’t trained like everyone else was to get inside of Paradise Eden. We do our job without a word, but that doesn’t mean we are loyal.” 
 
         “Fiona, Harry, start up the ship so that we can be on our way,” Glenn announced.  
 
        “Yes, Sir!”  
 
         “I have a loyal team,” Glenn spoke after a mouth full of food. “But they are loyal to me, not the system and not the Council. When I saw you resist them, Iseya, I knew you would be exactly like us.”  
 
         “And that is?”  
 
         “We like knowledge to gain access to better areas. Once we have enough that could blow the cover on Paradise Eden, we will fight back so that we can leave.” 
 
         “You don’t want to stay? I seriously thought all of you enjoyed killing.”  
 
         “Please,” Lloyd said, laughing. “We love killing shit. But we enjoy freedom more. If I could lay on the beach all day, listening to seagulls, safe, I’d take it.”  
 
         “There are sectors. Why not there?”  
 
         “We were fucked and locked away,” Chloe spat venom. “We had no choice of freedom. Even inside of a sector, we are forced to work. Forced to be who they are and there are always rules even in a sector. We want out of everything.”  
 
         “And to get out, you have to go about holding leverage on the Council? You all have been here longer than six months. Why not tell them you want out?”  
 
         Glenn laughed bitterly. “You leave, I can agree with that, but you will be leaving in a body bag. No one leaves unless they are severely injured, and I mean a torn off limb that prevents you from fighting any further. I don’t want to lose a limb just to gain my freedom, nor does anyone else. This is our only way out, and I want you . . . and your brother, I guess, to know so that you can have the upper hand on the Council as well.”  
 
         “What if I don’t want to leave?” I demanded. “I have friends and a team here.”  
 
         “Look.” Glenn leant back in his chair and sighed. “Maybe we should do this mission first so that we can show you what the Council are really focusing on. Then you can think on it some more, but after a few more months of doing this shit and preparing, it is either leave with us or die when Paradise Eden crawls with monsters that can eat your worst nightmares.”  
 
         “She won’t go without her teammates. Especially Garath,” Chuck said.  
 
         “If that’s the case, we can give you an hour at most on the day we plot our escape. Gather whoever you can within that timeframe.”  
 
         “I need to see what’s down on that level for me to understand any of this shit you’re saying, Glenn. This sounds insane. You hate Paradise Eden that much?” 
 
         “I want to make sure their heads are bitten off, just like Eric’s.” I flinched at the mention of his name. “They’re the reason he’s dead. Glitch lurking there and the Council didn’t know? Really? I seriously doubt that. Why did his team board up the factory when Eric was inside? Did you know that after the clearance mission, after a sector has been secured, they place sensors around to capture any activity? Eric’s teammate told Lloyd that there was no description on their mission. Only to clean up. Usually, on clean up missions, there are specific locations of dead monsters or bodies and a body count on the file they are given. Nothing. She even said someone gave them the word to board up the factory. No matter who was still inside. She said Eric went further at the back on someone’s order, but apparently, she never heard that order.”  
 
         “Like another server?” I said through clenched teeth. “Why would they want to kill Eric off?” 
 
         “Iseya.” Glenn settled down his fork, pushed his plate away from him and glared at the both of us. “You are special, and I assume that brother of yours is as well. I guess that they knew you would go after him once he went missing, believing there was a chance he was still alive. They wanted you and Glitch to meet. You killed Glitch, the queen's knight. No one has ever even wounded him at all, and you killed him, unscathed as well. Right now, Iseya, you are the most important person in Paradise Eden. They will do anything to keep and use you as a puppet. Lure you in scenarios that are impossible so that they can see how far they can push you.” 
 
         “Next step, they would use you as a science project,” Chuck said. “Do you really want to stay here? We can all leave with this plan. Way better than what Garath suggested. Then we can get Liam and go somewhere safe.”  
 
         “Liam. Who is Liam?” Glenn asked.  
 
         “Our brother. He’s still out there. Iseya’s Team leader said he can sneak him in if we can locate where he is, but we don’t know places and their names,” Chuck said.  
 
         “We can do that. Doesn’t sound bad at all. This is our spaceship. We maintain it, and no one enters. We can work together. If Garath wants to help, he can. I have respect for him. He can plan to get your brother here, and we can hide him in here. My team will plan our escape, and we can get the fuck out of here for good and let Paradise Eden rot.”  
 
         “Maggot,” Chloe snapped and nudged her head towards Chuck. “Come with me, and I will get Harry to check out where your brother is.”  
 
         “Maggot? I will have you know, I am no maggot, bitch.”  
 
         Leaving the two to ridicule each other, Lloyd sat beside me, and I looked back to Glenn.  
 
         “How will we expand on sectors? Create more safe places for people?” I asked.  
 
         “I am sure they will find a way without the Council manipulating people to do their dirty work. Seriously, a fucking blue room? They really want to control us. We are disposable to them.” Lloyd shook his head in disgust. “I fucking hate people more than monsters. We keep doing shit. Experimenting. Consuming without giving back. I’d say after this world went to shit because of Professor Herbert, it was a fresh start, but we went back to what we do best.” 
 
         “Right.” I pushed my food away. “Let’s capture and contain this monster so that you can show me what the fuck is going on around Paradise Eden.”  
 
         “Good plan.” Glenn nodded in agreement. “We really needed your help on this one.” He tapped on the table, and a picture bleeped up on a holographic scene. “That’s the monster we need to contain.”  
 
         “Fuck me,” I breathed out.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen.  
 
      
 
      
 
         Bait.  
 
         Yep, I heard correctly. I am the bait. No amount of complaining was going to get me out of being bait for this monster. If it weren’t for what they told me in the kitchen room, I would have flipped them the finger and been on my way. Now, everything that they said appealed to me in more ways than anything. Safety. I could bring my friends and Garath. The thought that the Council plotted Eric going on that mission and dying. It all forced me to stay and to know if what Glenn said is true. If there is a secret level where they are experimenting on monsters, I want to know, and I want to know the reason as to why they were studying on them for.  
 
         “Why did I have to be bait?” I hissed.  
 
         “Because you stink,” Chuck laughed.  
 
         “Shut up!”  
 
         “Complete opposite, though. It’s because she doesn’t stink,” Glenn stated.  
 
         “Chuck doesn’t smell either!” I protested. 
 
         “He doesn’t smell?” Glenn asked, surprised. “Why didn’t you tell us sooner? Your brother would have been bait aside from you.”  
 
         Perfect.  
 
         They apparently never really needed me. I am not unique or special. I am just a non-smelling meat sack they needed to dangle in front of this creepy arse monster they showed me. I shuddered when I pictured the thing. I so do not want to be in the line of sight. I don’t want to be here at all. I am now curious about the monsters they have at Paradise Eden. The supposedly safest place to be because monsters cannot enter. Well, it doesn’t mean a thing if there are monsters already inside!  
 
         A harsh breath through the receiver cut off my angered rant. Hot breath brushed against my back. Strands of red hair that fell from my ponytail moved gently in the breeze that didn’t smell nor feel like summer air. This burned and was uncomfortable. A hint of decay came to from the air, and I wanted to cringe and gag at how horrible it smelt. Very rotten and disturbing.  
 
         Slowly, almost like creeping, I turned and made sure I didn’t make any sudden movements that could trigger the monster that was behind me. Gravel under boots crunched. I winced at every small sound. Even the sound of my heart that beat rapidly within my chest. Right before my eyes, a monster with six limbs, sharp, like pincers, and a head morphed to its round, flat body, stood before me. About ten feet tall, it bent down and sniffed the air. Nostrils on either side of its goldfish eyes flared open and were taking in everything. The monster definitely could see me. This particular monster can sense heatwaves. Probably seen me through buildings and was curious when a scent didn’t pick up. The monster wasn’t sure what I was, and that’s the reason I am still alive.  
 
         My mission starts now.  
 
         “Hey,” I breathed out. I raised my arms, almost like I was surrendering and stepped back. The dry, cracked grey fish scale monster stepped forward. Nostrils flaring. Eyes glued to my every moment. “Don’t eat me you six-legged freak.”  
 
         I took another step back. Suddenly on alert, those eyes turned red, and I knew he was pissed. My jaw dropped when the monster raised two of its pincer legs, revealing its large, oval-shaped mouth. Thousands of jagged, sharp, tiny teeth pointed outwards, and its long tongue rolled out, and saliva dripped on the ground. I ran immediately. I am not hanging around for that thing to eat me. I need to be a bait and lure it to the trap.  
 
         I ran down the broken, crumbled street. Almost all of the buildings were broken, damaged, and laid in a heap. Desolated and destroyed by bombings years and years back, supposedly.  
 
         Out in the real world, I thought I would be more afraid. I thought I would sweat it out and panic. But I knew my team had my back. Hidden behind walls, behind me, and Lloyd and Chuck waiting at the large trap ahead, where I was heading. Everyone was level-headed and, on their A-game. If I had my own team, and Tera, I would more than likely freak out more than just at the monster that was behind me and wanted to devour me.  
 
        The monster’s pincers thunked, slamming into the ground, forcing the gravel underneath boots to shake with every step that I take. It followed. Jumping over ledges and broken parts that I had to dive over or slide underneath. Nothing was fazing this monster. Nothing was going to stop this monster from wanting to tear me apart. So, I needed to focus. That was when the first shot came. Zipped straight past my head. The monster cried out, but it didn’t slow down. There was no fatigue in the monster’s movements at all. I glared up at the building, to where Harry crouched, gun poised for another shot. He fired again. I flinched at the sound. The monster cried out, but still, persisted. There was no stopping this thing. It really didn’t want me alive, and I am not sure if it is confused that it can’t smell me at all.  
 
         Leaping over broken piles of rubble, up ahead, I saw the shine of steel. A broadened grin reached my face, and that was when I turned to look at the monster. It was above me. Its pincers ready to slice me in half. I widened my eyes and ducked when this whirl of wind gushed past, above my head. Turning back around, metal bars were right before me. I raced inside the trap and slammed my boots down on steel, and it rattled. I ran to the other side of the cage and out. Lloyd grabbed my arm, dragged me to him and released his hold on the bar door. It swung closed. I stepped back in time before the pincers slid through the gap and tried to claw at me.  
 
         “Chuck, the other side!” Lloyd shouted.  
 
         From the other side of this giant metal cage, Chuck released his grip and the bars swung down and locked immediately. The monster slammed itself against them, but the cage was much stronger than the monster. I sighed deeply and crouched over. My chest hurt, but this energy soared inside of me. Heat pulsed and surged within me. All of this adrenaline exfoliated through my pores. I had this desire to do this type of mission again. Heck, I wouldn’t mind being the bait to this team, because I knew they would have my back.  
 
         “Man, that monster nearly took your head off,” Lloyd said, grinning.  
 
         “It was intense,” I breathed out. I then straightened up, stretched and looked back to the cage. “What happens now that we trapped it?” 
 
         “It goes to beddy-bye time,” Lloyd cooed.  
 
         Right. I forgot that he was a complete nut-job. For a moment there, I thought he was as normal as everyone else in Paradise Eden.  
 
         Glenn came running up, gun slung around this shoulder. Harry followed after, and through the receiver, I heard Fiona say that she is flying towards us. We had to work quickly now. After the adrenaline wore off, a chill crept up my back at the fact that we could be watched. This monster is loud, and we are making a considerable commotion right now. Glenn must have known, for he raised his gun, aimed, and fired a few rounds of sleep darts, I think he said. We don’t want to kill this monster. I have that urge of wanting to, based on instincts, but I resisted that urge and looked away when the monster collapsed and was now knocked out.  
 
         Fiona came with the spaceship. The bottom opened up, and a long, thick chain rattled its way down. Lloyd pressed a button, and these metal rollers went around the cage, and to me, it looked just like a cargo shipment container. Very and incredibly sneaky for the Council to take in place.  
 
         Chains rattled, clinked and snapped. Chloe shook the chains a few times, and the cargo clanged and started to move upwards. I jumped up along with everyone else and scrambled to the top of the cargo shipment container, and we ascended. Inside of the spaceship, after the doors closed from underneath us, I hopped off and stared at the container. Ignoring the sounds of engines and chatter around me, within I could hear the sounds of a rugged, deep, scraggily breath from the monster.  
 
         Glenn came into focus. Spinning so that I faced him, I folded my arms over my chest and glared at him. “So. Show me where you keep the monsters,” I demanded.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         Engines died down, and the spaceship rested onto the ground. Back inside Paradise Eden, tension rose high. I was nervous about anyone finding out about what we brought back. Lloyd said no one knows. No one but their own team, select scientists and the Council know about monsters coming back into Paradise Eden.  
 
         I helped Chloe and Chuck with the chains that wrapped around the container. I went around on one side, made sure that they were secure and tightly in place. We don’t want that container to drop, fall loosely and open up a whole can of worms on level ninety-nine. Chloe, on top of the container, clipped the chain on the hook and made sure it locked and bound firmly. Chuck pushed the button, and the chains rolled upwards, tightened the container and lifted until the container hovered a few inches off of the ground.  
 
         While we were doing that, Lloyd came up back through the ramp with Glenn. Glenn went into the cockpit where Fiona and Harry were. From what they told me, Harry and Fiona watch all the security cameras and make sure that we have a clear path.  
 
         “Alright, we need to raise the container high up and move it around the spaceship and onto one of the forklifts,” Lloyd announced. “Glenn’s telling Fiona to open up the top of the spaceship and we should be all good.”  
 
         “What if that monster wakes up?” I asked. “What do we do then?”  
 
         Lloyd walked away from me and to the wall of guns. He grabbed a sleep dart gun and shoved it to my chest. “That’s where these come in handy, Iseya.” He had that cheeky grin on his face. That grin that basically screams ‘I am mentally deranged!’  
 
         I rolled my eyes and took the gun and slung it around my shoulder and grabbed the chains. They rattled within my grasp. Up above, a portion of the spaceship slid open. The hook that was attached to the chains turned into this crane and extended higher than the spaceship. The container swayed slightly. Lloyd and I on either side made sure it does the minimal movement. Chloe was atop of the container, holding onto the chain, pushing and moving it enough to keep the container from hitting into anything else as well. Chuck was with Glenn. Glenn touched his shoulder and Chuck went into the cockpit while Glenn controlled the crane itself. When the container was too high for us to navigate, I followed Lloyd out and down the ramp.  
 
         “What do we do now?” I asked.  
 
         “Climb,” he replied. “Make sure the container doesn’t knock into the spaceship. Glenn will be pissed at you. Probably shoot you where you stand.” I straightened up and stiffened. That made Lloyd laugh. “Chicken.”  
 
         Angered, I glared at Lloyd. Unphased, Lloyd grabbed onto the side of the spaceship and scrambled up. I followed after him until we got to the top and to where Chloe was around the back of the container. Lloyd and I were on either side of the container, and we all held it steadily. Outside of the spaceship and on the ground, Glenn still controlled the crane. We all worked as a unit to get this container down steadily and to the forklift on the side of the spaceship. My arms tensed, muscles contracting, any movement contained and controlled as much as possible. All I could think of was that I didn’t want to make a dent in the spaceship. Glenn is lethal. He will kill me if I hurt his spaceship. I couldn’t care less if the monster dies or wakes up in the container. As long as I make it down without damaging anything, that’s fine.  
 
         My arms relaxed, and my heart went back to its normal beat when we rested the container on the forklift. Chloe went back up the top of the container and unhooked the chains. Glenn removed the crane and placed it back inside the spaceship. Chuck came out and called me over for a moment. Seeing that Chloe and Lloyd had this under control, I went over to see what Chuck wanted to say.  
 
         “They found Liam’s location,” he said, grinning. He handed me a folded piece of paper. “They wrote it down. Give that to Garath so that we can go get our brother back soon.”  
 
         “Yeah.” I breathed a laugh. “I hope he’s okay.”  
 
         “If he weren’t, he would put a warning up to alert us. There’s no alert, and I have been monitoring his movement. He’s not leaving that area like I told him to do.”  
 
         “Good.”  
 
         “Hey, Freaks!” Chloe called. “Hurry up. We don’t have all night.”  
 
         We followed behind the crazy forklift driver of Lloyd. He drove like a madman and stopped without warning, which made me stumble back, and spout angered words. That made them laugh, and their humour fuelled my anger. I was tired and grouchy. Before the nightmares plague, I usually can get roughly a few hours of sleep. It was past midnight. I doubt I will be getting any sort of sleep now. 
 
         We stood outside of this triple door elevator. Glenn tapped in the password. The light turned green, and we were granted access. Inside the elevator, I was pressed up against the wall and container. Head leant to the side, I glared ahead while I listened to the rumbling sounds of the monster inside. My stomach dropped when we descended down. We must be bypassing levels, for the elevator didn’t stop at all. Numbers rolled down from ninety-nine until we got down to B1. Basement level one. The elevator dinged, and the doors opened. My stomach felt sick, and my throat tightened. We were in an area I am not used to seeing at all.  
 
         An empty, boxed room. Florescent lights glared down on us. On the other side of the room, a red light blinked. A keypad stuck on the wall on the other side of the room, beside the silver doors. Inside of the room, Glenn tapped on the keypad and because I was beside him, and he must have been impatient and tired himself, he didn’t cover the code. Seven-two-zero-nine. I am very good with numbers. It would be easy for me to remember that one.  
 
         Glenn looked at me, and I looked away and pretended that I was always looking in another direction. I hope that I didn’t look suspicious. I have been told that I always look suspicious. I probably look suspicious, trying to not look suspicious. Far out, I am an idiot. I should have just kept looking without care. He’s probably going to change the pin-code.  
 
         The light on the keypad switched to green, and after that, I heard a click sound. Immediately suspicious, I looked above at these vents that opened up. I thought that perhaps this was a mini version of the blue room that was happening. The Council found out what Glenn’s team is planning to do and they are going to fucking drown us all. My eyes darted to the doors we came from. I was about ready to bolt towards them when steam and air gushed out from them and sprayed down onto us. I closed my eyes and held my breath for it smelt weird. Had this bleach, disinfectant smell to it that made me want to sneeze. When the air abruptly stopped, from beside me, Chuck gagged and coughed. Lloyd and Chloe snickered. They found all of this to be funny because we weren’t used to this sort of treatment. 
 
         “What was that for?” I asked.  
 
         “To make sure we aren’t spreading any sort of contamination inside of here,” Glenn answered. He then nudged his head towards the container. “Mostly from that monster we captured.” 
 
         The door slid open, and everything changed. An orchestra of sound made my bones chill and freeze, like ice. My throat tightened, and eyes widened so much that I expected them to pop out. On either side of the long corridor were protective, glass screens that shuddered and shook. Going inside with the forklift, I jumped when black sludge splatted against the glass on the right side. Bright, neon yellow eyes glowed through the muck, and I suddenly realised that it was a monster. I stumbled back and into the forklift and went to reach for my weapon when Chloe grabbed my arm and shook her head.  
 
         “They can’t get out. If they try, Ary gasses them,” Chloe spoke softly. “You’re safe.”  
 
         “Right,” I breathed.  
 
         The forklift moved again, and I followed behind. Monsters were all around me. Some hairy, some skinned with flesh peeling off of them or melted to the bone. There were hive-hounds. They scratched against the thick glass and barked at us. Froth and saliva dripped from their mouths. They showed aggression. Others, however, cowered in the corner when we walked past. No eyes, or eyes, they all looked the same. They feared us, and that scared me more than the monsters. We should be afraid of monsters. Fighting to survive and taking back what was rightfully ours. Not experimenting on them.  
 
         I felt sick. Utterly ill to my stomach. I wanted to throw up. I could feel the bile work its way up my throat. A sickening sight to see. One I would never want to see again for it brought up so many memories of when I was in sector one. I was an experiment. They would have done what they have done to these monsters to me. Even knowing they are killers. Designed to destroy humans, I couldn’t help but sympathise. Monsters don’t do this to humans. Monsters don’t do experiments. They kill on sight. Their basic natural instincts.  
 
         “This is disgusting,” Chuck said, blanching. “Reminds me of when we were in the lab.” I nodded in agreement. Chuck then really looked at me and furrowed his brows. “Are you – Are you okay?” He asked.  
 
         “This is too much,” I breathed. “Why? Why can’t we just kill them? This is inhumane. I can’t deal.”  
 
         “Hey.” Chuck grabbed my shoulders and shook me lightly. I tore my gaze away from the small monster that was very hairy and had four large bug eyes and was cowering in the corner and up at Chuck. He had that serious look in his eyes. “We aren’t like them. Soon we will get out of here and let this place go up in flames, okay? That’s all we can do.”  
 
         I nodded. For once, I agreed with Chuck. If this was what Paradise Eden really was underground. If we were genuinely experimenting, not to see if there was a cure, but for some other reason, I don’t care how much we help humanity out. It’s not enough to sell my soul and think that all of this is okay. Not in the slightest. And if what Glenn had said about Eric is right, they can all burn for all I care.  
 
         We went down the corridor until Glenn stopped to an open cell. Lloyd rotated the forklift, moved the container inside and lowered the forklift down and slid it away. After, he turned off the engine, hopped down and stretched.  
 
         “What do we do now?” I asked.  
 
         “We open our sleeping princess up.” My eyes widened. “Come Iseya, we need to open the containers and place them back on the forklift before the monster decides to wake up and kill us all.”  
 
         “Fuck me,” I breathed.  
 
         “Gladly,” Lloyd said, chuckling.  
 
         “Behave, Lloyd,” Glenn sneered.  
 
         We all participated in this part. Lloyd and I removed the secure chains that kept the crate bound and handed them to Chloe. She dragged them out and placed them inside the forklift. I then took out the large bars that held the metal container in place. The sheeting removed around it and Chuck, Chloe and Glenn carried the sheeting over to the forklift. That only left the cage we trapped the monster in. I cringed back and away from the monster. Its teeth were near me. Its mouth opened and closed. The monster was in a deep slumber. My fingers trembled at the locks. If that monster wakes up, we are all doomed. I need to make sure that I don’t make any sudden or loud movements that could alert it from waking up. However, even knowing I was careful, it didn’t mean the others cared. Lloyd, Chloe and Glenn ripped the poles out. I flinched at the sound as they rattled on the ground. Monsters from their cells on either side and near made a ruckus. So much that when I looked down, and at the monster, its yellow neon eyes stared, almost dazed and at me. My breaths shallow. I stepped back until I was pinned against the wall. Glenn swore from the corridor, where he was placing one of the bars on the forklift. Lloyd reached for his gun, but Chloe grabbed his arm, and that made him hesitate. Wide-eyed, he stared at me, fright in his eyes.  
 
         Fright! He’s frightened! I have a fucking monster looking at me like a snack!  
 
         What should I do? Do I stay still?  
 
         “Get out of there, Iseya!” Chuck shouted.  
 
         The monsters dazed glowing eyes solidified, and it started to move. Pincer legs rose and slammed into the walls around me. I had to duck when one hit against the wall from where I just stood. The monster still seemed delirious.  
 
         Guess I am going to leave.  
 
         I ducked underneath one of the monster’s legs. I felt the wind brush against the back of my neck at the force. Every step I took, my heart beat to the sound. The arm Glenn lowered of Lloyd’s raised. He must have had that mentality of not caring if he destroyed their missions hope if that meant I survived. I ran forward and out and took hold of Lloyd’s arm, for I didn’t want him to screw this mission up. When I turned back around, Chuck slammed the button, and the door went to slide shut when it made a beep sound and opened back up. I lowered my eyes and dived forward and reached for the metal bar that was jammed in the door. I grabbed hold and yanked it off when a leg came into focus. I was dragged back, and yellow blood sprayed out. The monster cried and moved its leg back inside. Chuck pushed the button and the door closed. He sighed deeply and lowered the gun that he held.  
 
         “Good job,” Glenn praised. “In the leg. Someone will patch that up later.” He then pointed and glared at Lloyd. “You nearly fucked this up for us. I saw where you were aiming.”  
 
         “My bad,” Lloyd muttered. “You alright, Iseya?” 
 
         “Fine,” I said sighing. “What do we do about the other bars?”  
 
         “That’s going to be Chloe and Lloyd’s job. The two of you go up back to your level and rest.”  
 
         “And what if a robot sees us?” I asked.  
 
         “Tell them to contact me, and I will deal with them. But they shouldn’t cause you trouble. The area should be clear for you.”  
 
         I nodded in agreement and walked off with Chuck beside me.  
 
         “Thanks,” I said yawning. Chuck raised his brow. “From saving my ass back there.”  
 
         “Yeah, well if I didn’t Liam would have killed me.” Chuck laughed. I smiled, awkward and confused. I wonder if he’s joking or not. “What are you going to do?”  
 
         We stepped through the elevator on the other side of the corridor, and I pushed for level one.  
 
         “About what?” I asked.  
 
         “Are you going to go with them. Open the door to about thirty monsters, and they are dangerous monsters and let them run loose and slaughter thousands of people?”  
 
         “Oh . . .” I trailed off. Didn’t think I needed to answer that now. “I am still unsure about what I want to do. I don’t want to be a part of it, but if that’s what they’re doing, I will get as many people I know to escape with me.”  
 
         “You know if they find out about us. If they know we are monsters as well, they will put us –” 
 
         “I know,” I snapped. “I don’t want to think about it.”  
 
         The doors to the elevator opened and we stepped out. Chuck lived on the opposite side of them. He stopped at the stairs he would be going up. Blue eyes narrowed, and he held a firm and steady look.  
 
         “They will find out. We need to act before they do or else, we are never leaving.”  
 
         He was right. I hate that he’s right. It is evident what I have to do. I am just going to hate doing it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen.  
 
      
 
      
 
         There was a holographic screen before me. In front of my hands was a touch screen keyboard. Adrenaline pulsed. My heart rate amped up. My fingers trembled with anticipation. Everything felt heightened. I could see everything. Even the slight movement to the right of me.  
 
         Fingertips hovered over the green button on the keyboard. Across the darkened room, numbers were counting down from ten. I glared ahead at them until my vision became blurred around me. I evened out my breathing enough to hear the countdown from five. Now, I focused on the blank holographic screen and waited until numbers came up. I touched the green button, and soon, some numbers that were white on the screen went red. I had to react. I had to focus. I had to work simultaneously and in harmony with my reaction time and focus. I touched the holographic screen and picked out numbers before the red glow changed back to white. While one hand did that, my other was on the touch keyboard, and I typed away the letters that match with those numbers. I was focused on my mission until the numbers that flashed red came in faster. My heart sped up, and throat clenched when I touched a number that wasn’t lit anymore. The holographic screen zapped, and the red button buzzed, which made me flinch. However, I still tried to persist. I needed to do this. I needed to prove to them that I am capable of greater things. But every number I got wrong, I flinched. The buzzer kept irritating me and telling me how bad I was doing. How incapable I am of hacking into a simple system.  
 
         An alarm beeped, and the holographic screen blinked shut. I stepped back, annoyed. My tail flicked back and forth, and the spikes on my back shuddered. I looked to my right and at Chuck. His screen lit up green, and a congratulatory sign flashed. Light blue eyes looked at me, and he smirked, acutely aware of how well he had done. He knew he was going to do better than me. He has always been better at decoding and hacking into the systems.  
 
         “Iseya.” I flinched and stepped away from the computer system and further back. Mr Herbert came in with the clipboard in hands. He looked at whatever was marked on there with dissatisfaction. “Your results this time was worse than the last times. I would think that you were getting better. Smarter. Instead, you’re decaying right before my eyes, and I don’t like it one bit.”  
 
         “Sorry,” I whispered.  
 
         Gloved fingers touched my hair, and I flinched and glared down at the ground and wished that I was someplace else. I closed my eyes, and a rush of water came into focus. The sound of seagulls cawing. The sound of waves crashing. Thunderous and loud. I could feel the warmth from the sun radiating off of my skin. Desire itched. A need to go see the beach. That yearning to be far away from sector one as possible, even if it meant being outside with the monsters.  
 
         “Chuck, you outperformed. You are free to go wherever you please.” 
 
         “What’s going to happen to Iseya?” Chuck asked.  
 
         Mr Herbert rested his hand on my shoulder and squeezed tightly. He tore me out of my dreams of being somewhere safe and back here, in this room, with the man that thinks I am a failed project. That’s the reason he created Chuck and Liam. I wasn’t good enough. I wasn’t strong enough. I wasn’t smart enough for Mr Herbert. 
 
         “I believe she showed better results in captivity and away from the others. Away from any sort of distractions. Miss Beverly, take her back to her room without food or water. We will starve her as well and see how long she can last. Perhaps that will kick her survival skills into motion.”  
 
         Miss Beverly took hold of my arm. One last look at Chuck and he even looked worried and afraid before he turned and followed Mr Herbert out. He was Mr Herbert’s latest project and unique creation for now. I heard he was creating another, younger, less dismissive and more polished and does what he says. Soon, Chuck will become me, and he will be cast aside for someone that follows orders.  
 
         Down the lit florescent lit hallway, I slowed my pace down when I got to a transparent screen. The boy in the quarantine mask was playing some sort of handheld game inside. When he noticed me, I could tell that he was following my every movement. That boy was the one that spoke to me about the beach. He told me about a better place far away, and now whenever I shut my eyes, it was all I could see. It was the motivation I needed. For one day, I may escape and go to that place and live in peace away from anything that could harm me.   
 
         She touched the door to my room and shoved me inside. I stumbled, turned, and before I could even reach out, the door closed and locked. Again, I was trapped in here. I wonder how long I will be in here for this time. Last time it lasted two weeks. Maybe a month. Maybe two months. I don’t know and not knowing frightens me. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         I sucked in a breath and rose from the bed and clutched my heart. I sat there for a few moments until I could regain control. That memory was a new one compared to the onslaught that usually plagues me. Essential information came back to me. The desire to see the ocean because of Garath. That should account to something, right? We must have bonded inside of sector one. I just can’t remember.   
 
         Ugh. I have lived in a very complicated life.  
 
         ‘Complex indeed’.  
 
         I decided to freshen up before I leave for breakfast. I still had twenty minutes until the door opens. Enough time to drown the memory away before I dwell on it for the remainder of the day. I needed to wait so that when I see Chuck, later on, I could tell him what I remembered. Perhaps he could shed more light on the situation. Why I was so desperate to escape, aside from the fact that they trapped us like lab-rats.  
 
         After my shower, I stepped out of the bathroom and turned to the door when I heard a light tap. Up at the clock on Ary, it was five pasts six in the morning. Someone is very eager to see me. I went to open the door when I hesitated. It could be the Council. They found out what Glenn was trying to do. They’re here to eliminate me or take me into the cells where the monsters are trapped. Either one wasn’t an option. If I could choose, I’d rather die than to be locked away. Used and abused once again.  
 
         It has to be the Council. Or even worse. Garath.  
 
         Shit.  
 
         There was no use delaying the inevitable. Taking hold of my weapon firmly, I touched the door, and it slid open. I was ready for anything besides Allison. Surprised, I stepped aside, and she walked in quickly and sat on my bed. Her legs shook, and she fidgeted with her hands that were on her lap. Allison looked different. Dark circles and bloodshot eyes made me suggest that she had no sleep whatsoever. Unruly blond hair stuck in knots. She still even wore her dressing gown, which was daring in itself, considering if a higher authority or robot sees us out wearing a dressing gown, we are in deep trouble. Probably will send her into the blue room if I let her leave in her gown. 
 
         I went into my drawer and took out my shirt and pants. Not like I wear them at all. I threw them at her, and she let them slap against her face. “Wow, Allison, what the heck is wrong with you? You look like a zombie.”  
 
         “Oh. Do I?” She shook her head and slid on the clothes I gave her over the gown she wore. “Sorry. I didn’t have much sleep.”  
 
         “I can tell. What’s wrong?”  
 
         “My next mission,” she stuttered.  
 
         “Ally, don’t sweat it. I am sure you will do fine. Every mission you have been on, you have been amazing.”  
 
         “I am going back to my sector too. . . to finish unfinished business with my family.” My eyes widened, and I clenched my fist. “Rick said that I... that I can take you as well. Your brother is in your team, right? He can take your place, right? I really need you for this. I don’t think I can do this without you and Rick for moral support.”  
 
         “Shit, Ally. If I come, I can’t hold back. If he tries to do anything to you, I swear.”  
 
         “No,” she said firmly. “This is my mission. I need to do this, but… but, that means I can’t help my teammates out.”  
 
         “Wait. I am not moral support. I am taking over your mission so you can do a side mission,” I blurted out.  
 
         “I cannot go there and do nothing. I need… I need to see if my dad is still… is still.” She couldn’t get the words out, and I knew why.  
 
         I sighed and stepped forward and knelt down and touched her shoulder. Allison flinched but didn’t remove my hand. She glared down at her lap and tightened until her fingertips grew red. I knew what I had to do. I needed to help her.  
 
         “Alright,” I said. Allison looked up and smiled weakly. “I will ask Garath if I can go. When is it?”  
 
         “Next Tuesday. You don’t have a mission then, do you?” I shook my head. “Good. I didn’t want it to interfere with your work.”  
 
         “No problem. How many days?” I asked.  
 
         “One. We will leave early and come back late afternoon. Is that okay?”  
 
         “If I can get accepted, all will be sweet.” I stood and pursed my lips. “Now, I think you need to go back to your room and shower and dress before the day ahead of you, alright? Don’t want Rick to worry, do you?”  
 
         “No. Heavens, no.”  
 
         “Heaven?” I questioned. “What’s heaven again?” 
 
         “A place after you die. You either go to heaven or hell. Angels and demons. Your afterlife.”  
 
         “No,” I said, shaking my head. “No place exists.” At least not for a monster.  
 
         She left. In the silence of my own room again, I sat down and exhaled breath and leant up to look at the fluorescent light above. Today has already become an eventful day. Now I need to tell Garath that I will be heading off to another mission if he hasn’t found out about last night’s expedition. If he has, I seriously doubt I would be able to go anywhere. Not only that, but I had to give him the note that has Liam’s location. We needed to act fast on that. I needed to move quickly on a lot of things. There’s too much to take in.  
 
         I feel like my brain is on fire.  
 
         I left my room not long after and met up with Gab and Kim in the cafeteria on level nine. The cook on level one was awful. The food always looked like mud, and as much as it didn’t look appealing, it never tasted good either. That meant level nine had the best food within level one to ten.  
 
         When we sat down, Tera and Mike came in together. I sighed, and Gab grunted when she touched his arm and giggled. One moment she is all over Chuck and the next, when he is out of sight and mind, she is all over Mike. This girl needs to chill out and work on herself and the fears she emits whenever we have a mission. If I tell her that, she would more than likely go on the defensive.  
 
         Annoyed with what she was doing, I looked away and ate my food in silence while everyone talked around me. I needed that to be a blanket while I dwelled on Allison’s, Glenn’s and Chuck’s words. All of them required me to make a decision. All I wanted was for everything to go back to the way it was before Eric’s death. But that’s just wishful thinking, for even before his death I was being watched by the Council.  
 
         That’s right. All this time, they were to blame. They are the reason I am put on the spot time and time again. They want me to reveal who I really am and watch my every decision and move. They want to use me, but I am sick of being used.  
 
         “Hey, Iseya.” Kim touched my shoulder. “We should do something this weekend, after our mission.”  
 
         “Like what?” I asked.  
 
         Kim grinned at me. “Let’s get drunk again.”  
 
         “Oh! I am down!” Tera chimed in.  
 
         “Me too, this time,” Mike agreed.  
 
         I looked at Gab. I silently begged. If he says no, I know Kim wouldn’t want to go with Tera and Mike. For all we know, they would be drunk flirting the whole time. He was my getaway. All he needed to do was purse those lips of his and say no, and I wouldn’t have to answer. I wouldn’t have to do anything but look upset and pretend that all I wanted to do so this weekend was to get drunk. After the last time, the thought of drinking makes me cringe. I made a total ass of myself. Knowing my luck, I would do it again.  
 
         “Yeah. Why not.” My eyes narrowed, and brows furrowed. Traitor. “How about you, Iseya?” 
 
         “Whatever,” I muttered. “I will come, but force a drink upon me, and I will punch any of you in the face.”  
 
         “Damn. Alright, Iseya.” Kim laughed. “We should invite Hanna and Allison.”  
 
         “Allison might want that drink before her mission,” I murmured to myself. “I will invite my brother, as well.”  
 
         “Really!” Tera swooned.  
 
         “Really?” Kim sighed. “I don’t know, Iseya. I don’t want to be a Debby downer, but he looks at me like he wants to devour me lustfully.” 
 
         “No, he does not,” Tera snapped. We all raised our brows at her, and I gave her a deadpan look. “Never mind.”  
 
         Maybe I can tell Garath that we can get rid of Tera now, considering Chuck has joined us and is a part of our team. I’d rather his snark remarks than a girl that does nothing but whines and complains but pretends that she’s a strong fighter. She needs to stop mixing work with pleasure. She will get us all killed. If I were to escape, she would be the last person I tell or at all. 
 
         ‘Now, there’s the monster within’.   
 
         It was like a slap to my face. I blinked rapidly and tore out of my thoughts and glared down at the empty container before me. I heard it. I listened to this small voice, barely, inside of my mind. Was that what Chuck was telling me before? When he asked me about the voice inside of my head, it wasn’t my own voice but another separate from my own. Deeper and darker. It left a bitter iron taste in my mouth. Not even water I drank could make the feeling go away.  
 
         I hope it isn’t coming back because I remember more and more about my past.  
 
         After dinner, we went back down to level one to wait for Garath. Chuck was alone in the centre. When I came out of the elevator doors, he raised a brow and smirked. I looked over to Kim, and she looked away from him and sneered. I can already tell Chuck was going to be on Kim’s nerves for the remainder of the day today.  
 
         I went to walk over to him when I was shoved. I stumbled backwards. When I found my footing before I fell, I glared up at that milky white eye. Adam. What does he want? I went to step towards him, probably to bite his head off, but he kept walking with his teammates that followed behind him. I narrowed my eyes further and watched them all. I know for a fact that Adam watches me. The Council would have to have him watching me. He has reasons to hate me. And I have reasons for hating him.  
 
         “You need to watch out for him,” I whispered when I got to Chuck. I nudged my head in Adam’s directions. “He is already suspicious of me.”  
 
         “Should I kill him, then?” Chuck asked. I glared at him. “Or not. Don’t worry, I get it. Low profile.” I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “So, where’s this Team leader of ours. Particularly tardy.”  
 
         “Right behind you.” I smiled when I noticed Garath with that signature blank stare of his. Chuck whirled around and grunted. “Good morning, Chuck. Team, let’s move out.” 
 
         Chuck mimicked Garath, and I breathed a laugh, not because he was teasing Garath, but because Garath got so under Chuck’s skin with a simple remark. That’s just Garath’s usual self. I am glad he said that instead of glaring at me. If he glared at me, I would have known he knew I snuck out last night.  
 
         Our study session was easy and straightforward enough. I grew angry a lot at the beaker. It was hard to figure out. The instructions were vague and hard to read. By the time Gab and I figured out components of how to work the beaker so that we could activate it, Garath mentioned installation of the beaker. I didn’t know we had to install it as well. However, it does kind of make sense now. Obviously, if we don’t get the beaker to stick into the ground, it may become damaged or move, and we don’t want that. So, after we figured out the beaker, we needed to learn how to install the beaker into the ground.  
 
         For Gab and I, we were useless, and I know the reason as to why. That memory that came back last night showed how imperfect and horrible I was at figuring out any sort of technology. I couldn’t even work out my bracelet, and it took me a memory to figure out how to open my own weapon. Gab was a gun fanatic and great with weapons and information. Not figuring out how to read instructions nor open a beaker.  
 
         “Oh, man, I need a feed!” Kim groaned. “Should we eat at my level again?”  
 
         “I’m down,” Gab agreed. “After, I can train a little as well.” 
 
         “I’m going to sleep,” Chuck mumbled.  
 
         I feel the same way as well. 
 
         “Uh, I am going to chill in my room and get ahead of sleep,” Tera announced. She detached herself away from Mike, that kind of stepped back slowly until he walked beside Gab as they left the study room. “Let’s walk together, Chuck.”  
 
         “Coming, Iseya?” Kim asked.  
 
         “Yeah, in a moment. I will catch up.” I waved them off.  
 
         Once they were out the door and the door closed, I turned to Garath that touched the screen. He was clearing all the data from today's work and wiping it new for tomorrow. I didn’t know that he had to do that. I thought Ary done it all. Huh, no wonder Team leaders have busy schedules.  
 
         I waited until he was finished with what he was doing. I needed his undivided attention with what I needed to talk to him about. I leant against the table, folded my arms across my chest and clutched the note in my hand. I observed him as he worked. Dark hair swayed underneath the air-conditioning that hummed in the silent room. Fingers tapped away, old scars along his thumb stood out against his cream coloured skin. I always wanted to ask where those scars came from, but I have an excellent idea that it may either be a time before he could remember or he would give me that very blank and passive look on his face.  
 
         After he dragged templates in order and activated them through Ary, he lowered his arm and turned towards me. I went rigid and straightened up on the table until I was standing. Green eyes intense and reminded me of Mr Herbert’s eyes. They were hard to look at but also very hard to look away from. Captivating, to say the least.  
 
         “Yes, Iseya?” He questioned. “Why aren’t you down praying or with your team eating dinner?”  
 
         “You know that I pray?” I asked, surprised.  
 
         “That church is the quietest of places to go without being bothered. I tend to go there sometimes so I cannot be found by annoying teammates or Team leaders.”  
 
         “Do you go there to avoid me?” I asked.  
 
         “Why would I go to the exact same church as you go to if I wanted to be away from you?” He questioned.  
 
         Shit, he’s right. I sound like an idiot.  
 
         “Anyway, are you here to ask me if you could go on a mission with Allison next Tuesday?” My eyes widened. “How did I know? Rick came up to me this morning to see if it was alright.” I silently cursed that loudmouth, Rick. “You can go.” 
 
         “What? Really?” I blurted out. “I thought it was going to be harder than that.”  
 
         “Alright. You can’t go, then.”  
 
         “What!” I exclaimed.  
 
         “I’m just screwing with you, Iseya.” Garath laughed softly. My heart skipped a beat. I had to reach up to my cross and clutch it tightly. I had to remember the reasons why I will never have those sorts of feelings again. “How was your night last night?” He touched his cheek, and that made me glower. “You heal, but not fast enough. Where did you go with Glenn and his team?”  
 
         “Just on a mission.”  
 
         “That late and only for a night? Must have been urgent. I am assuming if you tell me anything, you will get shot?” 
 
         “How did you know?”  
 
         “It’s Glenn’s go to the line. If you do tell anyone, he will shoot you. He doesn’t bluff.” Garath stepped closer towards me. He reached up and touched my cheek, where the monster smacked me when I reached for the pole. “But you can tell me, Iseya. You know I won’t tell anyone of your secrets. You can trust me.”  
 
         I clutched the cross more tightly until pain sparked within the palm of my hand.  
 
         “I know, but it’s safer for you if I don’t tell you anything. At least not right now,” I whispered.  
 
         Garath lowered his hand and placed it back to his side. “Then, I will trust your judgement. What’s in your hand?” 
 
         “Oh, just Eric’s cross.” I tried to clear my throat. It was still hard to say his name. I relaxed my muscles, and the cross dangled back on its chain with a tinge of red.  
 
         “What’s in your other hand, I mean.”  
 
         “Oh, shit, right.” I flew that hand forward and handed him the note. As he unfolded it, I said, “Glenn’s teammates found where Liam is located. That’s the destination. Glenn also said that he can hide Liam in his spaceship.” 
 
         “Makes sense. No one ever goes in Glenn’s spaceship. There are even orders that if anyone goes in his spaceship without his consent, they would be shot. Even his own teammates.” Wow. I didn’t know he was that lethal. “But, why would he want to hide Liam, unless you gave him a reason to let him hide your brother?”  
 
         “He was there in the room when the Council were questioning me. He knows I am superhuman and wants to help me.” Wasn’t necessarily a lie. I am just merely hiding the fact that Glenn thinks I will work with him and set thirty monsters loose in Paradise Eden because I am superhuman. “When should we go?” I asked when Garath didn’t say anything. He just stared at me blankly. He probably knows I am withholding information but now knows the reason that it was because I am trying to protect him as well. 
 
         “Your brother mentioned superhuman as well. I guess this is another thing that you can’t tell me?” 
 
         “For your safety. Yes,” I agreed. “Also . . . I also didn’t want you to think differently about me.” 
 
         “I do think differently of you,” Garath whispered. My eyes widened, and my heart had a pulse of pain shoot through me. “Compared to everyone else.” 
 
         “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.   
 
         “Next Friday,” Garath stated. I blinked rapidly at the sudden change of conversation. “We will rescue your brother and place him in Glenn’s spaceship. Your duty is to find Glenn and tell him that’s the day we will be getting your brother. It will take two days to get there. We will be back on Tuesday or Wednesday. Tell him to keep his door unlocked for us to sneak Liam inside. Also, Iseya, you do realise that Liam cannot hide out of his monster form? What do you think Glenn will do if he sees a monster inside of his spaceship?” 
 
         “I was thinking of that. I think he needs to come on the mission with us.” Garath’s eyes narrowed. “I know, but our teammates will see Liam. It will be easier if they come along and I give them the whole two days back to convince them not to kill my brothers.”  
 
         “Or even you.”  
 
         “Right. Even me. Does that sound good?”  
 
         “Sure. I will find Glenn and bring him on the mission. He listens to me.” Everyone listens to Garath. Apart from the Council, Garath was the most known and a high ranked leader, even knowing he de-ranks himself because he believes he owes it to the world. Sometimes Garath is the stupidest human I know. “Was that all?” 
 
         “Uh, yeah, I think it was,” I said, agreeing. “I will get out of your hair, then.” 
 
         “Iseya,” Garath called when I got to the door of the study room. I turned and noticed the sincere look on his face. “Be careful, Iseya. I don’t want to lose you.”  
 
         “Likewise,” I breathed out. I could feel my face burning. “Have a good night, Garath.” He nodded and turned back to the board.  
 
         Garath makes me feel helpless. Makes me feel like there’s something wrong with my body every time he talks to me in that way or tone. I know it was him warming up to me and that we are growing closer, but it still gets to me. He can’t be hot and cold all the time. He can’t say those things to me. I can’t get closer to anyone. Not after what happened to Eric. Not after what Glenn told me. I don’t know what the Council will do or how they would exploit Garath if they felt that he was the closest person to me, which he technically is the closest.  
 
         I decided to go to the church first to pray. It feels like it has been some time since I came here. With everything that’s going on with Chuck, Liam and my friends and the Council, I found it hard to stay consistent with my prayers. Especially now that I know that there’s a secret door for people to spy on me from.  
 
         It was dark and eerie, like usual. Silence filled the room when the door closed silently. The warmth from the flames flooded in from torches on either side of the room. It was empty. I never expect anyone to be in here when I come. A church in this place doesn’t seem to get utilised that often. People have stopped caring about anyone else and only themselves. It was survival. Everyone else was a pawn in their way, or that can be used to protect themselves from harm. Why would they care about their friend if that meant they lived longer because of their death in some way, shape or form? Some are different, of course. Allison and Rick’s team all show sadness whenever Ben has been spoken about. But Tera forgot about him easily enough when she found someone else to use.  
 
         Tired from all the brainwork, I collapsed on the long seat and crouched forward and massaged my temple. I feel so overworked and drained. I have a mission this Friday that will take us a day to get there and back, then I have Allison’s mission and later next Friday. That was the day the scales will either go in my favour or not. I need to convince my team and Glenn and his team that Liam was not a threat. I need to prove that we are innocent enough. That we will not harm them… I hope. I will need to see Liam first. But I need to bring someone I know Glenn wouldn’t shoot and that’s Garath. The Council hold Garath highly. If Glenn shoots him, I don’t know what they would do, and neither does he and I doubt he would want to find out. He has other plans for escaping. Garath should come with me to get Liam. It will also let me see how he will react against a human and see if he still has his sanity.  
 
         If all goes well, Liam will hide in Glenn’s spaceship. Probably not for that long. The way Glenn’s talking, in a few months, Paradise Eden will be nothing but a nesting ground to monsters. We will all be escaping soon enough and finding another place to call home.  
 
         I closed my eyes to pray and heard the sound of the sea. Waves crashed against the water. Warmth to the breeze and the smell of salt. Seagulls cawing, flying off along a clear blue sky. I could envision myself living there. Basking in the sun all day. In a safe place, having no fears of monsters or scientists in white cloaks. A desire. A need. A want to have freedom.  
 
         Was that all I was after this whole time?  
 
         Was the reason I jumped down and went to Garath that day was not for safety inside Paradise Eden, but safety and freedom near a beach?  
 
         I can’t tell anymore. I can’t ask. Garath has no memories. Chuck thinks that I ran to him because I love humans. Possibly. But I do remember standing atop of that building, thinking of the beach once again. Wouldn’t surprise me that when I found Garath that I reacted in the way of safety. Believing that we would go to the beach and live out our days there.  
 
         I reached up and wanted to touch the sun in this world, I imagined when I felt a sleek suit brush past fingertips. Surprised, I retracted my hand and opened my eyes. Chuck slumped beside me and stretched out his legs and stretched his arms. He made a groaning sound that echoed inside the church. 
 
         “What are you doing here?” I snapped.  
 
         “Tera was annoying me, so I came to find you. Did you tell Garath?”  
 
         I nodded. “Yeah. We are getting Liam next Friday. Has he moved?” 
 
         Chuck shook his head. “Nope. He's a good puppy. Who is coming with us? Just you, me and Garath?”  
 
         “Our entire team.” His eyes widened. “And Glenn’s team.”  
 
         “Do you want us to die?” He asked.  
 
         “Shut up.” I nudged his arm. “They trust me. If we tell them we aren’t a threat and explain, I am sure they won’t kill us… Hopefully.” Chuck nodded, but he looked extremely doubtful. I was even questionable of this plan, but it was the only plan I could think of at this time. I looked down at my chest and touched the pendant. “I had another memory dream last night. You’re brilliant at hacking into things.”  
 
         “Yeah, I guess.”  
 
         “You could hack Ary, couldn’t you? You can see what they are up to, can you?”  
 
         “Uh. I tried before. I can’t hack into them. They re-wired some of Ary’s components. I can pick at some information, but the big shit is behind this massive wall. I would need to get to the motherboard to work my magic. Why?”  
 
         “No reason,” I said, shaking my head.  
 
         Chuck pointed to the pendant I was holding onto. “You were his lover, weren’t you?” Embarrassed, I looked away. “Look, I don’t know what you have been through since coming here. I have heard from Tera and a few others that Eric… Eric, right?” I nodded. “Was someone special that you lost. Someone you would have cared for and maybe even loved. But you can’t keep holding onto a memory forever. That monster will exploit your sadness and eat you alive. You need to move forward.”  
 
         “Don’t tell me what to do,” I hissed. “You don’t know. No one knows what I saw in that building. When Glitch opened its mouth so wide that he… that he… that he.” Angered, I stood abruptly. “Don’t sympathise with me. You will never understand anything that I have been through.”  
 
         I stormed off.  
 
         “Maybe not,” he called after me. “But you need to confide in someone. Garath would be best if I am honest.”  
 
         “Just leave me alone!” I shouted. “I don’t need anyone to confide in, and I certainly don’t need your sympathy.”  
 
         With those parting words, I left in a fit filled with rage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen.  
 
      
 
      
 
         We have new uniforms. Not like I needed one. But yeah, new outfits. While my teammates, too unaware of caring, took off their rags and slipped on their new suit. I, on the other hand, looked at the suit and pursed lips. Less revealing, that’s for sure, however, do I need one? Do I need an outfit to go over the top of what I am wearing? I didn’t need one. That’s true. But even Chuck put his new uniform over his suit that I found quite revealing. I wondered why he would do that, but when I saw him with our team and in the same uniform, I knew why he put it on. He looked part of the team while I looked like an outcast. 
 
         I raised the suit up again. Black, possibly to cover up the blood, and had a blue outline that worked its way up to the collar of the suit. I stepped inside of the suit. It didn’t hug my body like mine does, but it fits tightly enough. After I slipped my arms through the holes, I dragged the zipper up all the way to the collar. I flexed, gloved fingers tensing and un-tensing. I didn’t feel that much restraint. A little stiff but that might be from the newness of the uniform, not the fact that I had something over the top of what I usually wear.  
 
         We looked like a proper team now. Not just a bunch of people working together. But a group that has bonded, weirdly enough. I smiled and laughed when Kim flicked her blue and pink hair and announced that it matched her. Kim was the most fashionable one I know. Always looking at the latest trends. I didn’t think Garath was the same. On the outside, he looked in with a small smile. He wore the same suit as us. He looked slightly uncomfortable. Come to think of it, I don’t think I have seen Garath wear anything else aside from his long-sleeved black shirt and black pants. I don’t think he has ever worn anything that compacted before. I could see his muscles tightening underneath. Can he even breathe? He doesn’t look like he’s breathing properly. I snorted a laugh, and those green eyes pierced me. Heat flushed my cheeks, and I looked away, heated.  
 
         “Kim and Mike, we are off now. Go fly.”  
 
         Kim and Mike straightened up, gave Garath a firm nod and marched into the cockpit. Tera – who was all over Mike before – gravitated to Chuck. He didn’t look that overly pleased when Kim left. In fact, I can’t help but think that he may have a little crush on her. Weird, considering I already told him that she liked girls and they have hardly spoken, but the way his blue eyes glimmered when he looked at her made me suggest so. Not sure how I know. I couldn’t tell when Eri – when he used to flirt to me until it was apparent towards the end. 
 
         “You hungry?” Gab asked me. I shook my head. “You didn’t eat this morning.”  
 
         “I didn’t feel hungry,” I replied. “Are you going to eat?”  
 
         Gab shook his head. “Nah. I am going to get some shut-eye before we get there.” He twisted his body until he turned and looked at Garath. Garath was at the first aid section, checking the medical kits. “Team leader. How long until we get there?” 
 
         “Six hours. We will be there roughly around three in the afternoon. That should give us enough time to plant and stabilise the beakers.”  
 
         “Five hours sleep sounds good enough to me,” Gab said, nodding. “What are you going to do, Iseya?”  
 
         “Uh.” I looked over to Garath and back at Gab. “I might get my packs ready and adjust in this new outfit of ours before I get myself killed from not being able to run.”  
 
         “Hah, yeah.” He looked at Garath and back at me. “See you when I wake.” 
 
         Gab went into the hallway, and I walked over to where my gear hung. I checked the buckles, made sure that none of them was rusted, weak, or looked bent or cracked in places. Tested the leather and made sure that it wasn’t worn, fragile and easy to rip. My fingers went along the fabric. Tugging, pressing and flicking locks and parts. When I was satisfied that my gear wasn’t going to break on me, I went over to the medical supplies. Where Garath was located. While he checked inside of medical kits, I took hold of one and opened one up. There was a needle, thread, alcohol rub, numbing cream and patches for wounds. I placed that in one of my pouches and went to leave when Garath cleared his throat. I looked over, and he handed me a small red padded bag tied with string. I furrowed brows, tugged the strings until they came loose and looked inside. I touched small bottles and then a few empty syringes.  
 
         “What’s this for?” I asked.  
 
         “We are going outside and into the real world. One bite or scratch from a monster and you may not live if left long enough. Considering our orders to activate all of the beakers even if injured, having that handy will go a long way.” He pushed the bag back towards me. “There’s only one.”  
 
         “Only one?” I hissed. “Why?”  
 
         “More than likely, they want to see how far they can push you, Iseya. Keep that on you. If you get bitten, at least you can inject yourself. If they are watching, they wouldn’t be able to tell if you heal naturally to infection or if it is the injection that made you heal.”  
 
         “Smart.” I sighed and shook my head while I placed the bag in an empty pouch. “Do you like the Council?” I asked.  
 
         “In what way?” I asked. “Do I like them as friends or allies? What do you mean?”  
 
         “I don’t know. Do you like them in general?”  
 
         “If it weren’t for them, I would have been dead. If Daniels didn’t save me, I would have choked in that tube and died from loss of oxygen.” I nodded. I knew where he was getting at. I knew that he was telling me that he values them because they saved his life. “But,” he started. Surprised, I stopping packing quickly and looked over to him. There was torment on his face. “But if I had to choose between working for them or keeping you alive and safe, I’d choose you.”  
 
         I felt sick in my stomach. My heart raced. My throat tightened until it was hard to breathe. Green eyes looked at me for a fleeting second. A glassy reflection that I could see myself in and I wish I had not. Doubt portrayed me. Fear. Those wide blue eyes and the red flush on my cheeks betrayed me. These feelings I had inside betrayed me. I haven’t felt like this since… since Eric, and I am not going to have them now. I need to distance myself from Garath so that I can stop these feelings progressing. I am aware of them now to know that I need to shut them down.  
 
         “I’m, um… uh, going to go chill in the room. I will finish packing my gear later,” I whispered. My voice couldn’t go over a soft breath around Garath anymore. “See you when the mission starts.” 
 
         “You’re acting strange. If it’s about the injections and the Council, don’t worry. I will make sure nothing happens to you.”  
 
         There he goes again. Declaring how he will protect me and keep me safe. I need to leave now. 
 
         I smiled weakly and turned quickly enough to leave. Inside the hallway, once the door closed, I leant against the wall and sighed deeply. I reached up and clutched my necklace and the pendant. Before I went into the room to chill. I wanted to regain enough composure that I could. I closed my eyes and thought that would help. That I could forget and think about my memories of Eri – him, but the sound of waves came to my ears. Echoed inside of them. Roared and crashed. I opened my eyes, turned and jumped at Chuck. He smirked at me.  
 
         “Need someone to talk to?” He asked.  
 
         “Shut up,” I snapped. “Stop looking at me like that as well. It’s creepy.”  
 
         “Really? Huh, I thought it was seductive. No wonder Kim won’t talk to me.”  
 
         I laughed softly and shook my head. “I doubt that’s the reason. I am going to chill and read for a few hours. What are you going to do?”  
 
         “Avoid the showers and bathroom. Tera looks at me like I am a piece of meat. Wouldn’t surprise me if she followed.”  
 
         “Neither,” I agreed.  
 
         “Well, I am off to see if there’s some good food in the kitchen. You should clean your hand before anyone notices and makes a remark.” Confused, I looked down at my palm. Blood smeared across, and there was a small dent in the centre. I didn’t know that I crushed the pendant that hard. “Maybe you should keep your emotions in-check, Iseya.”  
 
         “Shut up,” I snapped and shoved his shoulder and walked past him.  
 
         Chuck is observant in a non-observant way. He acts like he doesn’t watch or know things when, in reality, he does. He sees right through me. Perfect. All I need is for Chuck to pry more than usual. He was already getting on my nerves.  
 
         Inside of the room, Gab was asleep on two beds that he pushed together. I breathed a laugh, shook my head and landed on the bed that was across from him. Usually in spaceships, on top of the dresser or in the bedside table drawers, there’s often a book or a magazine. And, yep, I was right again. In the second drawer of the bedside table beside the bed that I sat on, there was a book, and oh, it was about Paradise Eden. This spaceship must be one where they bring people in and make them a part of this screwed up system.  
 
         I flicked the paged, and there were rules, guidelines and descriptions of the Council. I touched the face of Daniels. In this book, he looked younger. Less grey in his hair and lines of age on his face. Yet, there was still that same expression. Those eyes settled in a way that implied that he was dangerous and powerful. That look had no sense of calm or reassurance. Daniels is lethal. A lethal killer.  
 
         Angered, I slammed the book closed. Gab jolted away and jumped up into a seated position. He blinked rapidly and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes.  
 
         Ops.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         I pushed both hands together until I heard that satisfying click of the buckles. Once they were attached to me, I tugged the straps to make sure they were firmly in place. Okay, I can definitely feel the difference now that the gear was strapped around me. It felt like I was wearing special padding all over my body. The uniform crinkled in places and didn’t settle as comfortable against me like my suit had done. Seems I wasn’t the only one. Chuck muttered complaints as he tried to wiggle and make the gear move in the direction he wanted. But we were the only ones that seemed to be bothered by the gear. Everyone else done up their gear, grabbed weapons and stood next to their designated partners.  
 
         Kim was the only one still in the cockpit. Tera stood beside Garath, but not too close. A thing I notice my teammates do is keep their distance still. Mike stood beside Chuck. He was trying to get any information about Kim that he could, and Mike was obviously feeding him that said information. Disappointed in Mike and how unaware he was, I shook my head and looked to Gab. He smiled brightly at me and leant in.  
 
         “You look like you are hiding a tail,” he whispered.  
 
         “Ha-Ha. I can still kill you. You know,” I hissed.  
 
         “Scary. For a second there you looked like a lion, not a domesticated cat.” I snorted a laugh and Gab laughed as well. “Have you figured out how to activate the beaker?” 
 
         “Not a clue,” I whispered.  
 
         “We are so screwed.”  
 
         “Yep,” I said, making the P pop when I spoke.  
 
         We trained for a whole week with that beaker, and to no avail, we couldn’t do the last instruction in the booklet. We know how to place it, stick it in the ground, turn it on and punch in the numbers. After that, we don’t know how to lock the numbers in. I even tried getting Garath to help us, but he stared blankly, and I always turned around and walked back to my desk. Gab was even more scared than me. Claimed that Garath looked at him funny and never left his seat. For a whole week, we have been stuck, and I also asked Tera and Mike, but they laughed at us. They literally don’t know that if we fuck up that beaker, we are all screwed. Well, they are going to know soon enough, considering we have arrived at our destination and we were about to go outside and start this mission.  
 
         Kim landed the spaceship. Ary announced our arrival and the doors opened automatically. A gush of heat made me wince, leer and peer out. Dust swirled around and flowed into the spaceship. Outside, it was a vast wasteland. The red dirt was everywhere. Or was it sand? Not entirely sure, but it left a grainy taste in my mouth and up my nose. I sneezed, waved my hand in front of my face and blinked away the sand.  
 
         “Where are we?” I asked. “This is vastly different than the other places we have been to.”  
 
         “Most of the city has been contained. We are just doing a part of the outer area. We need to work on the piping system down there, but no one is confident enough to do that without the outer layer of protection,” Garath answered. “Supposedly, this place used to be the best place to gamble, get drunk and get married.”  
 
         “Married?” I questioned. “What’s married?”  
 
         Tera snorted a laugh. “Wow. You were living in the real world before our Team leader found you. It’s where two people fall in love and decide to tie the knot, so they are only bound by each other. Marriage.”  
 
         “Sounds disgusting,” Chuck said, blanching. “Do they do that anymore?”  
 
         “In sectors, they do. Maybe not in Paradise Eden. It would be a hassle. We die too often.”  
 
         That was a particularly true statement for Tera to make. I still don’t understand married. Why do they need married to say that they are bound by each other? Sounds very complicated.  
 
         “Let’s move out. You know your locations. We will meet up at the last beaker as we said.”  
 
         Listening to Garath’s voice, I gave Gab a firm nod, raised the gun within my hands, and we stepped out of the spaceship and on the sand. I could feel the difference. Gab had the tracker locating where we needed to go. The tracker also sensed signals of disturbance. If any sign of a monster comes near our location, the tracker will beep like no tomorrow. That won’t alert the monsters either. I thought bitterly with a roll of my eyes.  
 
         From where we walked, I could see the city. Nothing but a wasteland in my eyes. Large buildings that are broken crumbled and stained with sand. A dry world. Even my face felt cracked, dry and broken. My lips like sandpaper. Out here, I felt parched. Thirst was overwhelming. Sweat beaded down my forehead. This uniform wasn’t making any of this any better. Heat radiated off of black more and irritated my skin. I scratched my head and felt the grains of sand and sweat soak my hairline. I will need a shower after this mission. 
 
         Our location gave nothing away. There was no sign. No flag or flare that signalled Gab and me that this was where we had to place the beaker. Nothing but sand upon the sand. I had to look at the tracker again, but it was definitely blinking where we were standing. Gab shrugged before he went into the bag and handed me the beaker. We already made a deal that I would set the beaker up and figure out how the heck I am going to activate it while Gab kept watched and made sure nothing creeps up. Not like they would. We have a tracker that works like an alarm.  
 
         I brushed the sand away until it became much more solid and firm. On my knees, I raised my hand, and Gab handed me the pike. I stabbed it into the hole that I made, pushed down the top of it and pressed the button. I could feel the sand underneath part a good solid ten meters like Garath claimed that it would. That’s what was going to keep this beaker from tipping over and being destroyed. I wiggled the pike a few times, but it did not budge at all. I am not sure anyone will be taking this out. Garath said once all beakers activate and join, static pulses through the pike which makes the fence immovable unless deactivated by a computer. The only one that has access to that computer is the Council.  
 
         The beaker clicked into place. I wiggled it a few times, but there was still no movement. Satisfied that I was doing it right, I looked up at Gab, but he was paying attention to our surroundings. Back at the beaker, I took a deep breath and twisted, lifted, flicked the switch and pushed the button. That was the easy part. Beaker activated, and now numbers lit up with arrows up and down. I punched in the pin-code that will be changed once they are all enabled. That’s the good safe part about these beakers. Once they are all wired and connected, they rework themselves, in case of an angry person from Paradise Eden gets the shits and deactivates a protective wall.  
 
         Now here comes the tricky part. The code is punched in, but I don’t know how to activate it. There’s no other button. This was where the torment came, and I stared down at a beaker that I wanted to break apart.  
 
         “Alright, we are done,” Garath announced.  
 
         “Same,” Mike agreed. “How about you, Gab and Iseya?”  
 
         “Uh . . . Iseya?” Gab asked.  
 
         “Working on it,” I muttered.  
 
         Garath sighed. His breath sparked my heart to falter. “We will see both of you at the last beaker, then. Hurry up. Mike and Chuck, meet us over there.”  
 
         Irritated, I shuffled back and faced the beaker that was in my way from completing my mission.  
 
         “What did it say again, Gab? The last piece of instruction?” 
 
         “Uh, something about twisting the beaker,” he answered. I reached out to twist it, but the sound of a signal amplified and made me flinch. “Shit. We have a problem.”  
 
         I stood and raised the gun and aimed it around. “Where?” I asked.  
 
         “There.” He pointed ahead, but all I could see were these black dots off in the distance. Ripples of heat waves made it had to focus on what those dots were, exactly. “Hive hounds, maybe.”  
 
         “What’s going on?” Garath demanded. “I’m on my way. Tera and the rest, finish that beaker. Gab, they won’t be hive hounds. Hive hounds don’t do well in this type of heat. They may be desert foxes.”  
 
         “Foxes? Normal foxes?” 
 
         “Unfortunately, no. They carry a lot of diseases. Make sure that you don’t get bitten.” 
 
         “I didn’t know foxes hunted in packs.”  
 
         “Gab, you do the beaker, I will handle the foxes. You may be able to get that done faster.”  
 
         “I will trust your word on that.”  
 
         “I will have your back.”  
 
         We swapped positions. I took hold of the tracker and noticed that twelve dots blinked on the screen. The reason I wanted Gab to keep working on the beaker was that he may get it up and we can place a barrier before a fight breaks out between the both of us. Nervously, I took my stand before Gab and made sure that I could protect him as best as possible. I raised my gun and aimed it at one of the foxes that were further ahead.  
 
         “Iseya, don’t shoot!” Garath huffed. He must be racing to get here. “Shooting them won’t do anything. They are completely dead. You have to chop off or crush their head for them to die.”  
 
         “Really? Like a fucking Wendigo?” I hissed. “Where was our brief on these monsters!”  
 
         “Just get the fucking beaker activated and try your best to not move much until I get there.”  
 
         Barking alerted me. My stomach dropped. “Too late,” I breathed.  
 
         Going offline, I threw the gun on the ground, knowing that it would be useless and took out my weapon. I raised my hands and touched the bottom, and the blade slipped out. Sharp, shiny and pointed. I took a few deep breaths in and out. I needed to keep control of myself. The Council must be watching this and observing my every movement. They want to see how far they can push me. To see how powerful I really am, but I will not break. I have to do with without turning into a monster.  
 
         Five of the foxes were faster than the others. One leapt up, orange fur torn in places, ragged and looked of straw. Blood and sand cacked all over its body and face. Its eyes were red. A dark crimson. Jaws opened. Rotten brown jagged teeth aimed for my throat. Saliva that reminded me of the diseases Garath said came back to me. My arms tensed. I stepped to the side and sliced the blade downwards. The fox yelped, blood oozing from its shoulders. Another came up, and I whirled around and slammed my boot into its head. Unlike wendigo, these monsters are more fragile. When my boot hit into its head, it turned into mush and slid right off. An exhaled, hot breath escaped parted lips. My eyes widened and hands extended. Adrenaline pumped through my veins. That same frightening rush I felt on that night mission with Glenn and his team. Desire and heat flushed my cheeks. Hunger rose when I tore another one down. I could feel the power and joy I needed most. I was created to hunt and kill my own kind. To protect the world from turning into ash. I wanted more and more.  
 
         “Shit, Iseya, I figured it out. Come back.” I whirled around to Gab when a spark of pain hit my calf. I grunted in pain and bit back the cry. The fox’s bones cracked when I slammed my other foot into the side of its head. “Hurry up!”   
 
         I ran back to Gab, limping as I ran. Pain sparked and ignited. I stumbled forward and slammed onto my back right when the fox’s dived towards me. I raised my arms to defend myself when a blinding green light shined. The fox’s hit into the fence of the beakers. Blood, skin and guts rained down on me, and after it all, I came out soaking in thick sludge.  
 
         “I definitely need a shower,” I said, blanching.  
 
         Blinking through the blood, Gab was standing before me. He had a disgusted look on his face.  
 
         “Do not touch me with your diseases,” he demanded. I laughed and stood. Pain throbbed along my leg, and I leaned more on my leg that wasn’t wounded. “You were badass, though. Killed almost all of them.”  
 
         “Iseya!” Garath raced over. He went to grab my arms when he hesitated. Green eyes drew up and down my body, trying to analyse me. “Are you hurt?”  
 
         “I little, but it’s just a bite.” I tried to bush off his words. I am glad that all this blood covered my burning cheeks. “I may need one of those syringes.” 
 
         “Syringes?” Gab asked.  
 
         “Yeah.” I sat down and took out the bag. “Fuck, it hurts a little now.”  
 
         “Gab, head back to the spaceship. I will deal with Iseya and bring her back safely.”  
 
         “You don’t need any help?” Gab asked. Garath shook his head. “Alright. See you back in the spaceship.”  
 
         “Take off your normal suit and roll up this uniforms pant-leg and let me see what I am dealing with,” Garath said.  
 
         I tapped the bracelet and felt the tension along my skin relax. I then touched the end of my pants and hissed a breath when I tugged the fabric up and over. Blood slipped down and soaked in the sand. Garath rolled out the bag, took one of the clear bottles and needle. The liquid slipped inside of the needle. My eyes widened substantially as memories flooded back from the countless of times needles pierced my skin, time and time again. Afraid, I shuffled away from Garath and raised my hand up and grabbed hold of his arm that had the needle.  
 
         “What?” Garath asked. “I’m not going to hurt you.”  
 
         I nodded, took a deep breath and relaxed my hand. Garath pierced the skin. I felt the needle slip through, and tension and rushing of freezing liquid entered my system. I scrunched my face up for a moment until the needle came out.  
 
         “That should help with any of the diseases. Now, let me patch up your leg. It will more than likely heal within a few days, but make sure you conceal yourself, especially that the Council is watching you.”  
 
         I nodded in agreement.  
 
         Garath took hold of my leg more properly and washed the blood away until it was all clear. I watched him as he stitched my leg up. The bite wasn’t that deep. I only needed a few stitches.  
 
         “You would need to shower and scrub yourself clean when you get back into the spaceship.” I nodded in agreement. “Keep your wound hidden. Any sign of healing and they will be onto you. Okay.”  
 
         “Cool. Yep.” I nodded. Lowering my eyes, I reached out and touched Garath’s hand after he finished stitching me up. “They will find out about me, and if they do, there’s no saving me, Garath. When they find out, I will have to run with my family. I wouldn’t be able to stay in Paradise Eden.”  
 
         Garath squeezed my bloody hand. “I know. I know. That’s why when that time comes, I will follow.”  
 
         “What?”  
 
         “I will follow you, Iseya.”  
 
         I hitched a breath. My heart felt like it was on fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen.  
 
      
 
      
 
         Blood and sand washed down the drain. Soap and bubbles swarmed around my feet. But the tension and stress from complications were still there. I could feel the cameras watching my every movement. In the shower, my leg was patched and wrapped up. Must be stressing them out. It stresses me out that I have to do all of this to stay safe in Paradise Eden.  
 
         Garath’s words came back. I lowered my eyes and droplets of water cascaded down and blurred my vision. Pain throbbed along my palm as I clutched the pendant tightly. I blinked a few times to disperse the blurred vision when feet came into focus. I furrowed brows and looked up only for my heart to pound deep within my chest. I hitched a breath. Those dark brown eyes got to me. That sincere and innocent look upon his face. The scar along his cheek. Every time I see him, my heart clenched, and throat tightens in a way that I couldn’t breathe.  
 
         “The other day, your brother was right,” he whispered.  
 
         I tore my gaze away from him and down at the ground while I washed my hair. I tried to focus only on getting the grains of sand out of my hair, but it was hard. He made it hard for me to focus on. I wanted to talk to him. I desperately wanted to wrap my arms around him. My body tingled in a way that it irritated for all my body wanted to do was to touch him. I wanted to feel the comfort and warmth that I haven’t felt in a very long time.  
 
         “What was he right about?” I asked.  
 
         “You should find comfort in Garath.” His hand touched my shoulder, and I flinched and closed my eyes. I could feel the burn in my eyes. My lip quivered and trembled. “And move on from me.”  
 
         I shook my head back and forth.  
 
         “No,” I whispered. Fingers relaxed, and the tension from holding the pendant released. I dropped my hand, and Eric disappeared. Now I was alone to think upon these bitter thoughts. “I can’t do that. Not yet.”  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         Doors opened, and a gush of wind hurled itself inside and lashed my hair around. Outside of the spaceship, every time I step on the ground, my surroundings begin to spin until I blink the dizziness away. Beside me, Kim slapped my shoulder and gave me a thumbs up. It was the first time I have seen her since our mission began. She was the only one trapped in the cockpit, unallowed to leave. She demanded food and so we all agreed to go down to level one and have some dinner and crash.  
 
         Inside the elevator, I sighed and pressed my body against the cold surface of the wall. There weren’t that many people here because it was nearly curfew time. I could relax very far away from Garath without it looking that suspicious. I just needed some space to clear my head. After that hallucination and Garath’s kind words, I am confused and don’t know what to think.  
 
         “Team.” He called us when we were growing closer to level one. “We won’t be briefing out mission until Wednesday. You have five days off to go about your day freely. I do recommend a couple hours a day training in the training grounds. Shooting and physical fitness.”  
 
         “Is it going to be a chill mission?” Tera asked.  
 
         “You will find out Wednesday, wouldn’t you?” He replied blankly. I bit my lip and tried to suppress my laughter at how cold he can be probably without knowing. “Have a good night.” The elevator doors opened. He gave me a quick look before he stepped out.  
 
         “You got the eye, Iseya,” Kim said, waddling her brows.  
 
         “What’s the eye?” Chuck, who genuinely looked interested, stepped towards Kim and smiled. “Care to show me?”  
 
         “I am not very good at the eye, so, uh, Tera can show you.”  
 
         “Oh!”  
 
         “No, thanks,” Chuck muttered. The doors opened, and when we walked out, Chuck went up to the stairs near his door. “I am crashing. Night.”  
 
         Sometimes. Only sometimes. I do feel sorry for Chuck. He’s trying his hardest to impress a girl that I think he actually likes. However, I feel more sympathy for Kim, considering she has to witness Chuck trying to flirt with her.  
 
         “I wonder what our mission will be?” We all sat down on an empty spot on the table. I placed my tray before me and looked up at Mike in torment. “You would know, Iseya, considering you are the one he’s closest to.” 
 
         “Uh. No,” I lied and shook my head. “And what do you mean closest to? Do you really think that he tells me about all of his battle plans ahead of when he tells any of you?”  
 
         “Shyeah,” Kim said, laughing. “Either that or some sexual tension talk. Both of you have a lot of chemistry.”  
 
         This would be the first time that I ever felt like I wanted to slam my tray across Kim’s face and to tell her to shut up. Her words wound me more than makes me feel awkward and uncomfortable. Clutching the tray tightly, I strained my laugh with the others that also found her words funny. If only they knew that it hurt hearing that. Betraying the one I loved the most that are no longer here anymore.  
 
         ‘Yes. He’s dead. Move on.’ 
 
         Anger rushed over me at the voice in my head. They were cold and uninviting and unfriendly in any sort of way. It was a hiss of breath. Like it was whispering within my ears. Following behind me. This invisible force that hungered within and desired blood. I can tell that it wanted blood. It looks at my friends like they are lambs and it was the lion. It wants to break out of its chains and cage.  
 
         I took a deep breath and looked down at my food and sighed disappointedly. Chunks of chicken floated around this thick, garlic-scented sauce. When I took a sip, I had to grab the bottle of water and chug a few mouthfuls. There was definitely an overpowering taste that made my throat burn. I wiped my tongue with the napkin to rid of the overwhelming feeling that wouldn’t go away. I guess the positive part about all of this was that it had flavour, but it wasn’t the taste that I was after.  
 
         I gave Gab my food and left to rest. Up to the stairs and towards my door, a familiar figure blocked my way to my room. I raised my brow and folded my arms across my chest and gave him a look that demanded him to tell me what he was doing here.  
 
         “Hey, Iseya,” Lloyd smirked at me.  
 
         “Yes, Lloyd?” I questioned. “What brings you down to my domain?”  
 
         “Bored. Came to bring you this.” He raised his hand and opened his palm. A soft intake of breath escaped my lips at the pretty shine of a coin. “This was my brother’s. He loved finding coins when we tried to find a safe place. I wanted to give it to Eric after we bonded in the shelter, but he refused. I would have gotten offended if I didn’t know his personality. But, you, Iseya, I consider you family as well.”  
 
         I snorted a laugh. “Family?”  
 
         “Yes.” He nodded. Lloyd was dead serious. He had that set look in his eyes that made my cheeky smile falter in the slightest and look away. “Will you keep it safe?” 
 
         “Why do you consider me family? Why don’t you give it to Chloe or Max or even Glenn, your Team leader?” 
 
         “Glenn is a mentor. Max is someone I wish would die on every mission, and I love Chloe.” My eyes widened at his words. I didn’t expect that. “When we leave, I am going to make sure that she is safe and that I am not like those monsters that killed her family. Afterwards, we will have children.”  
 
         “You have a very imaginative mind,” I said, laughing. “Does Chloe know all of this?”  
 
         “None,” he admitted. “But isn’t that what we do.” I furrowed my brows, confused. “Humans. We keep our desires and heart a secret to the ones we care for most. Isn’t that right, Iseya?”  
 
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I replied flatly.  
 
         “Never mind. I am sure that you will admit them soon enough.” 
 
         “You are crazy, did you know that?”  
 
         Lloyd took hold of my shoulders and leant in. I stiffened and had that urge to headbutt him.  
 
         “You have thirty days to get yourself ready. Bring you who can and who you can trust. This place is going to be a blood bath.”  
 
         A shaky breath escaped from parted lips. I nodded. Lloyd smiled, touched my shoulder briefly and walked away. I stood there a moment longer outside of my door. I didn’t know what to do or think. For the first time, I was slightly more excited than scared. The thought of leaving here made me thirst for it. But now worry seeped through. I wasn’t sure how I was going to convince everyone to leave without warning the Council. If the Council gets a sniff of knowing what Glenn’s team were doing, we are dead.  
 
         Laughter came from down below. I jumped at the sound and turned. From below, Adam stood with his usual group. They laughed around him while he glared up and at me. A shiver crawled up my spine. Goose-bumps poked to the surface. Hairs on the back of my neck stood on edge. He looked at me like he knew what I was up to. Like he knew what Lloyd was talking to me about. That suspicious look in his eyes. They narrowed further until they were tiny slits on his face where eyes should be. When I went to turn away and go in my room, I noticed a hint of a smile. I would smile, too if I weren’t in this position. Show him pearly white teeth and not care if I was that unknown girl from a few months back. The girl that didn’t know she was a monster. That didn’t know what Glenn’s team were going to do. That girl that didn’t know loss.  
 
         Looking away, I went into my room and closed the door.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         The next day I decided to climb the rock wall and train before I eat. For some reason, when I woke today, I wasn’t feeling being spoken to so early in the morning. Maybe because of that horrid sleep I had. Barely a wink after that nightmare. As much as I tried to push down the dream, where he was, lying on the cold floor, sticky blood soaking into his shirt and staining the cement underneath where he laid. I stood over him wearing nothing at all. Completely naked. I could feel the heat rise within me, but I knew I should be feeling cold. The air was still, but when I looked outside the window, it was snowing. I should be freezing, but I am not. My tail flicked side to side behind me. Spikes were the only part of my body that shuddered, but certainly not from the cold. It was like they were communicating. Speaking to one another and feeding me information.  
 
         My body tensed when I rose my arms. I thought that I was reaching out to him. To touch his black hair, or close those vibrant and intense eyes. Instead, I raised my arms and turned them over, palm side up. Blood already painted me. I should be frightened and scared. But here I was calm. My heart didn’t beat up or slow down. My stomach didn’t drop, and my throat didn’t close up. My legs didn’t give out, and I didn’t fall to my knees and sob. I looked ahead, to a mirror that so happened to have magically appeared. Blood stained around my mouth and covered my chin, jaw and throat. My eyes, that blue-grey colour was the same, but around them veins pulsed, black and throbbed above the surface. I touched my lips with my fingertips. A smile, cold and unfriendly, spread across my face. That was when I woke.  
 
         I took hold of the next hand-hold when I slipped. I gasped, fell back and slammed into the mat. Air escaped parted lips, and I laid there, winded. I have never slipped before. With this outfit, I haven’t made that much of a mistake at all. It was designed perfectly for me. That means I was dwelling on that memory again when I swore that I would be coming down here to train and not think.  
 
         I glared up at a few people that were climbing the rock wall and exhaled a breath outward. I don’t have any motivation to move, but I should, in case one of them decides to fall earlier and land on me. I rolled to the side until I got to the edge. I stood, stretched and went over to the iron dummies. I took hold of my weapon and threw it back and forth in my hand while I tapped the buttons to bring one of the dummies forward. After, I stood before it and pursed my lips. I want to train properly. I don’t want to hack and slice parts off. I want to train, and so, my training consists of hitting the iron with the flat of my blade in vital spots I needed to hit if I were fighting a monster. The sharp blade slid out and gleamed in the fluorescent light. I raised it high and went to slice it downwards when I arm halted right above the iron dummies head. My arm strained, and there was a slight pain when their hand tightened.  
 
         “What do you want?” I hissed.  
 
         “I’m bored. Come play with me.” I snapped my head to the side and glared at Chuck. “A little family rivalry, you can call it.” Relaxing his hand, he held out his other, and it had two bamboo sticks within his grasp. I sighed and rolled my eyes. “Come on. We haven’t trained since that day.”  
 
         “Because I know the outcome,” I said and then turned away from him. “I cannot beat you in anything.”  
 
         “Aw, and how do you know that?” He asked.  
 
         “Because I have memories every night and within those memories, I was nothing more but a used toy while you . . . You were the new shiny toy that done everything better than me.” Chuck narrowed his eyes and furrowed his brows. “You’re a good hacker. It kept you from starving to death.”  
 
         “Shit,” he breathed. “Why do you seriously remember the worst memories?”  
 
         “Oh, are there good memories as well?”  
 
         “Not really,” Chuck muttered. “Look. We were kids. You cannot blame me for what they created and how I came to be. I thought what they were making us do was healthy competition. I didn’t know that they . . . They were discarding you. That since Liam and I came along, you were their Guinea pig. Someone they experimented on to see how much our bodies could withstand under extreme circumstances. If I knew, I would have –” 
 
         “Have done what?” I interrupted him. “Starved? Stabbed yourself repeatedly, feeling like all your organs were about to spool out after every slice? Looked into those green eyes and felt utterly and completely worthless every time he looks at you? No, Chuck, I don’t think you would have done any of those. The reason we escaped was that we got lucky. The glitch appeared and went on a rampage.”  
 
         “Glitch? He wasn’t the reason our Sector got destroyed.” 
 
         “What?”  
 
         “No, it was the queen. She broke through the walls and buildings. She was the reason we could escape, even knowing the reason she was there was to kill us.”  
 
         “Kill us? You know what. Why do monsters love us so much? Why was the Glitch hunting us?” 
 
         “I don’t know. Because we were designed to kill them all? Even the queen.”  
 
         I scoffed a breath of laughter. “Yep. Cause we can definitely kill her. Have you ever seen the size of her?”  
 
         “Obviously. It’s the reason we always run. Fuck that. Those scientists were crazy to believe we could kill her. But as long as she is alive, she can control all the wendigo and hive hounds that she can to find us and destroy us.”  
 
         “Great,” I muttered.  
 
         “That’s why we are better off sticking to each other. You, me, Liam and I guess Garath and Kim.”  
 
         “Really? Garath? I thought you had some vendetta sort of grudge against him?” 
 
         “Yeah, well, I am not that much of a piece of shit that I would kill the one my sister likes.”  
 
         “Excuse me?” I blinked rapidly and took a step back and away from Chuck. “I don’t understand.”  
 
         “Obviously. You’re also ignorant.”  
 
         “Okay, you know what, hand me that fucking bamboo stick. This is on.”  
 
         I snatched the bamboo stick off of him and stormed off to the foam mat, where people usually train against one another. I raised the bamboo stick and then slammed it down on my knee and broke it in half. Unlike the other times, where I tossed one aside, I gripped them both in my hands and sneered at the man that claimed he’s my brother. Chuck stepped up on the mat, a wide grin plastered on his face. I crouched low and was ready for anything.   
 
         “Let’s make this entertaining.” Confused, I straightened up and glared at him. “If I win, you get to admit.”  
 
         “Admit what?” I hissed.  
 
         “Your feelings. Like a grown fucking adult,” he elaborated.  
 
         His words annoyed and angered me, but I ignored them and pointed to myself. “What about me? What do I gain?”  
 
         “Uh. You get to keep self-withering in your own depressing thoughts.” I scrunched my nose and made a face.  
 
         I shook my head in disagreement. “No. If I win, you don’t mention this again.”  
 
         “What’s this?” He asked. A smirk reached his face.  
 
         “You don’t mention or remark anything in my personal life.”  
 
         “Whatever. The winner is claimed once they give in. Sounds good?” 
 
         “Perfect,” I replied flatly.  
 
         “Let the fun begin.”  
 
         Crouched low once again, I twirled the bamboo sticks within my hands and took a step to the side. Murmured voices filled around the mat as more people crowded around. Either they were waiting for a sibling rivalry rematch, or . . . They enjoyed looking at Chuck. My guess is leaning more to Chuck’s magnet that attracts the female species from grovelling all over him like a piece of perfect medium-rare meat. ‘Cooked enough to want, and still juicy’. I thought those words were utterly repulsive, especially since they came out of Tera’s mouth the other day.  
 
         Yes, because I was withering in the thoughts of disturbed people, I hadn’t noticed Chuck was right before me. Bamboo stick raised high and about to slam in the side of my face. I ducked, prepared enough to think before I was hit. On the mat, I shuffled back. Bamboo stick slammed where I once was. Back up on my feet, I twisted my body to the right and let both bamboo sticks hit into his. My hands shook and were moving closer to my throat. Chuck was stronger. His bamboo stick inches away from giving me whiplash along my neck. I couldn’t push them away. I had to shift positions. I shuffled my foot backwards and bent my legs and forced him to move with me. He was surprised and lost balance. Back against the mat, I flicked my legs up and kicked him backwards. Chuck flew off the mat and hit into his obsessed fans. They didn’t even look like they cared that he crushed them.  
 
         As he stood, I noticed the anger in those blue eyes. They narrowed. Bloodlust sparked. From my memories, I could tell Chuck hates to be outdone and outclassed. It must piss him off not having much of a say when we have a mission. Not even second in command. An underlying. I bet he made all of the rules on our journey. Told us when to stop, who was on watch and when to run and fight. A control freak at heart. And I am going to tear down that wall once and for all.  
 
         He launched himself at me. A tactic I do a lot when Garath or Lloyd angered me whenever we trained. Now, I feel calm and collected. I feel in control of my own emotions. I just wished that my control resonated outside and made me stronger, but it didn’t do that at all. I gasped. Winded. Blood spittle out of my mouth. Droplets splattered onto the blue mat. I should have dodged. Moved to the side and counter-attacked. But now I was stuck with this decision. I needed to act fast.  
 
         Dragging a foot back onto the mat, my boot held firmly in place, and I stopped moving backwards. I took hold of his arms. My hands gripped them tightly. Fingers dug into his skin. My abdominal and arms tensed. I twisted my body and cried out when I ripped Chuck off of me and flew him away from me. He’s like iron.  
 
         Dark, cruel laughter echoed through the silent training grounds. Chuck stood and stumbled slightly. There was a graze along his temple. More than likely, a burn from when he landed on the mat. Seeing him wounded made me smile. Means I accomplished something since being created. Finally wounding the invincible Chuck. He did not look happy at all.  
 
         “You’re dead,” he growled.  
 
         Ready, I picked up the bamboo sticks again and raised them and was prepared to defend. Our bamboo sticks hit into one another, ricocheting and making slapping sounds. He wanted to destroy me, and I wanted to humiliate him. We both wanted each other to submit.  
 
         I threw one of my bamboo sticks at him. He dodged and went to tackle me again. Prepared for that move again, I side-stepped when my feet were kicked up, and I slammed on my back. I went to slam the bamboo stick into his face when his hand pinned my arm down and crushed it until my tight hold relaxes and I cried out. His other hand wrapped around my throat. Individual fingers tensed until they crushed uncomfortably around my neck. I gasped and struggled to suck in air through my lungs.  
 
         “Submit!” Chuck shouted.  
 
         I shook my head, and with my last breath outwards, I choked, “No.” His hands tightened further until I started to see black spots in the corner of my eyes. I was about to pass out.  
 
         “Enough!” A voice like thunder cracked.  
 
         Chuck’s hands released around my throat. I rolled over to the side and inhaled air and gasped, choking it all back out. It was hard to swallow, and when I touched my throat, I winced at the tenderness. Snot ran down my nose and dribble dripped on the mat, mingled with a hint of blood that streamed through the saliva.  
 
         “We weren’t really hurting each other,” Chuck tried to defend what was going on. I’d probably say the same. We both agreed to whoever would submit first. I doubt Chuck would have gone further. That’s why I didn’t want to submit. “Just friendly rivalry.”  
 
         “Iseya.” Warmth touched my cheek. “Are you alright?” I looked up at intense green eyes and a softened, worried expression. Those dimples were present from the strain on his face. They were admirable. I had to look away. I nodded, and he sighed. “Alright, everyone, move out before I throw you all in the blue room.”  
 
         Garath grabbed my arm and set me on my feet. I crouched forward and took a few more strained, deep breaths inwards.  
 
         “While you are here, Team leader, perhaps you would like to take me on. Me and you. Let’s have some fun.” I looked up to Chuck. He had that cheeky grin on his face. I really think that he just wants to bully and pick on someone today. “Come on. I am bored.” And there’s the reason.  
 
         “Very well.” My eyes widened, and I straightened up and took hold of Garath’s arm. “Yes, Iseya?” 
 
         “Don’t do it. You will lose,” I croaked out.  
 
         “Have a little faith in your Team leader.” He touched my hand that was on his arm and brushed it off gently. Allison appeared out of nowhere and helped me off the mat. “Could you hand me a stick.”  
 
         As much as everyone was afraid to crowd around, it didn’t stop them from pausing from their training to eye off Chuck and Garath. Two alphas, settling the score. For a few days, most people have wondered who would win against a fight. Garath or Chuck. As much as I wanted Garath to win, Chuck is a monster. We have incredible strengths and power, and he remembers his training, unlike me. I can’t think of a reason for Garath to win unless Chuck was missing a leg. Handicap in some way.  
 
         “Come sit over here, Iseya.” Allison set me down at the edge of the mat that leads to the rock wall. She sat down beside me and touched her glossy, shiny blond hair. “Your throat is very red.”  
 
         “Really?” I croaked.  
 
         “Holy shit!” My teammates raced towards us. They looked like they came from the elevator. “What’s happening?” Kim asked.  
 
         “They are going to fight,” I answered.  
 
         “Why do you sound like my grandma?” Tera asked.  
 
         I shook my head and waved my arm in front of me. I really didn’t want to tell her anything about Chuck.  
 
         “Let’s get the popcorn,” Mike whispered.  
 
         Let’s get the popcorn indeed. This was what everyone wanted to see. Chuck was a rising star in Paradise Eden, and Garath was the lone wolf. Strong and dependant and attra – no, Iseya. Focus on the fight. Even Rick sat beside Allison, eager to see who would win. He may possibly be rooting for Chuck considering Garath always slams him on his back countless times.  
 
         Chuck and Garath circled around each other. I straightened my back and folded my hands together. My eyes were glued to them. I tapped my leg repeatedly, and my heart pounded inside my chest. I didn’t want him to get hurt. I don’t want to see pain contorted on his face.  
 
         They both raised their bamboo sticks and clinked them together. That signified that they were allowed to attack now without catching the other off guard. I hadn’t done that before, for I always trained with surprise attacks. This was a challenge to see who was the strongest in Paradise Eden. No one has beaten Garath. Not until now.  
 
         Chuck swung the bamboo stick down low. Garath’s legs kicked up, and he slammed on his back. I winced and felt my body move forward. Chuck slammed his bamboo stick down when Garath moved to the side, twisted his leg around Chuck’s and jerked it. Chuck bent his knees and landed on his hands and knees. Garath rolled to the side and stood back up. He jerked his bamboo stick forward. Chuck shuffled away in time and stood with his bamboo stick within his grasp. They then walked around the mat and were sizing each other up. Intense blue eyes to green eyes. A spark of power withering between the two of them like fire to dry grass. Easily spreads.  
 
         Again, they moved. This time Garath moved first. He went forward. Chuck jabbed his bamboo stick. Garath raised his arm wide, and the bamboo stick went underneath his armpit. Garath crushed the bamboo stick between arm and waist and jerked it forward. Chuck was stubborn and refused to let it go, which meant Chuck fell forward into Garath elbow. Chuck released his bamboo stick and stumbled backwards. Garath now had two. With no time to spare, he moved them both to the side, and they hit into Chuck's leg and head. Chuck flicked up and landed on his back. I thought Garath had him, but Chuck grabbed Garath’s legs and dragged them out from underneath him, forcing Garath to let go of the bamboo sticks and also land on his back. A brawl broke out. Chuck hopped on Garath and wrapped his arms around his throat. I stood and wanted to break it up. The anger rose deep within. I could feel my skin part along my back. What was holding me back was Allison’s hand on my arm, keeping me from going further. Well, I could if I wanted to, but I didn’t want to harm Allison in the process. 
 
         Watching both of them, Garath twisted his body, having enough strength to do so. He raised his knee, and Chuck clenched, and his hands slackened. A grin spread on my face when Chuck rolled over and covered where Garath kneed. Garath stood with a bamboo stick within his grasp and pressed it against Chuck’s stomach.  
 
         “That’s a low blow,” Chuck groaned.  
 
         “You would do anything to survive,” Garath huffed a breath. “Absolutely anything.” 
 
         I raced over, my grin spreading wider and wider.  
 
         “Even sacrifice the one you love?” He asked. I paused and looked at Garath. Green eyes narrowed. “Would you do that?”  
 
         “No. Probably not.”  
 
         Chuck nodded, rolled over and sat on his knees.  
 
         “I think I can like you a little more now.”  
 
         “That was awesome!” I exclaimed.  
 
         “I told you not to underestimate me,” Garath spoke softly. “How’s your throat? Looks red.”  
 
         I touched where it hurt. “Better. It will heal pretty fast.”  
 
         “I know. Wear your jumpsuit and zip it all the way up to the top to conceal your throat for a few days. To make it look like it has healed naturally.”  
 
         “Okay, I will.”  
 
         “You should also limp a little more. You were attacked a few days ago. I am surprised no one has picked up on it yet.”  
 
         “Shit,” I breathed. “I am an idiot.”  
 
         “Not an idiot. Careless.” That wasn’t any better. I rolled my eyes and looked the other way. “Get some rest, Iseya. I think you done well enough today to warrant rest.”  
 
         “Yeah, definitely. I am just going to pray first.” 
 
         “I hope you find peace of mind.” 
 
         “Anywhere away from Chuck is a peace of mind,” I replied, laughing.  
 
         “Iseya, what was the reason you and Chuck were fighting? It looked very aggressive.”  
 
         “Uh . . .”  
 
         “Hey, Iseya,” Rick called. I was thankful that he did. “You’re studying with us tomorrow morning. Nine, sharp. Allison will pick you up.” 
 
         “Yeah. Cool,” I groaned and turned back to Garath. “I really wanted to chill out until our next mission.”  
 
         “Hmm. I told Glenn. He’s available. You sure you want them to come?”  
 
         “Yes,” I whispered. “I’m ready for this. They will trust my word. Especially Lloyd.”  
 
         Garath narrowed his eyes. “Why, Lloyd?” He asked.  
 
         “He considers me family,” I answered. “Why?”  
 
         “No reason.” Garath looked away. “You should go pray and relax before your hectic schedule tomorrow.”  
 
         “Yeah . . . Uh. . . Yeah.” I went to turn when I closed my eyes for a moment, sighed and turned back around. “Did you, uh, maybe . . . Uh. . . Want to . . . to come?”  
 
         “Cool,” he whispered.  
 
         I breathed a slight breath out and whispered, “Cool.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen.  
 
      
 
      
 
         My head spun. I woke with a migraine. Thought that I wasn’t going to drink again, but the games were more fun, and we laughed a whole lot more than last time. Even Tera was bearable. She tried flirting with Chuck every chance she got, but he ignored her enough for her to flirt with Mike, who was oblivious, weirdly enough. Even Allison had a great night. We all laughed a little too much, and now I regret everything.  
 
         Vomit gargled out of my mouth and into the toilet bowl. After I was done, I shuffled to the side and leant up against the wall. I had an hour before I had to meet Rick and his team. Great. I feel like shit. My own doing of course, but now I need to suck it up and wash, so I don’t look that horrid.  
 
         Water was good. Better, in away. Especially cold water. Numbed my brain from thinking that it was on fire. Blurred tiles that kind of joined together separated once again and solidified. Tension in my bones relaxed. Blood washed down the drain, making that sucking noise. My tail dragged along the ground. Shine from the fluorescent light made the tail sparkle. Made of steel. I should ask Chuck why steel? Why do we have sharp still hidden under our skin? How come it isn’t painful? Where does it go? I should have asked those questions that day he announced he was my brother and just like me.  
 
         I’m so stupid. Why am I so fucking stupid?  
 
         After my shower, I went into the bedroom. A plop, air gush of a sound came from the chute. Medication and a cup of water came down. Silently thanking Ary, I popped the two pills, downed it with water and immediately felt rejuvenated. 
 
         I had time to eat. Well, enough time to quickly go down to the mess hall and scoff one of the soups and a portion of bread and water. Inside of the mess hall, Allison was nearly finished her meal. She smiled, weakly at me. I could see the dark circles under her eyes and knew that she didn’t get that much sleep last night as well.  
 
         The food was tasteless, and I cared. I cared because I craved something juicy and meatier. Possibly deep-fried, like the Pluto-pup that Garath always gets. While I ate this meal, I salivated over an imaginary buffet. I am sure more people in Paradise Eden would be more inclined to go out and risk their lives if they were given decadent and delicious food. Not like we can’t burn it off. Our job is to work out daily.  
 
         “I feel so dizzy,” Allison said, yawning. “I could fall asleep in our study session today.”  
 
         I nodded in agreement. I even contemplated if they would need me today. Wondered if I could ask Allison later today if she could fill me in. Seeing her now, I really doubt that. She’s going to be sleeping through this session, but I also can’t blame her that much. She is on her own mission, and I know it would be a tormenting one at that.  
 
         “How are you feeling?” I asked. She looked up and gave me a deadpan look. “About seeing your dad again,” I elaborated.  
 
         Her gaunt, pale face looked a little green and ill. I struck a nerve, but I don’t know where her head is at. I am not even entirely sure what her side mission is and what she was qualified to do. The look on her face made me believe that she would have to make some tough decisions and would need all the support she could get after she comes back from that mission. Allison looked away and pushed her food further away from her. I decided not to persist because if I were in her position, I’d probably want to be left alone as well.  
 
         “Your Team leader is so cool! I can’t believe he won against your brother!” With a tight-lipped smile, I nodded. Heat rose along my cheeks. “You look sick. You did drink a lot last night.” 
 
         “Yeah.” I smiled weakly. “I might sleep with you in our study session.”  
 
         Allison giggled and said, “Yeah, Rick doesn’t mind. He’s pretty laid back.”  
 
         That’s exactly what I needed today.  
 
         That’s precisely what I didn’t get. Rick was the polar opposite of what Allison told me. When we got to level sixty, he was grouchy as they come. I guess that he lacked sleep as well. Allison did invite him to the drinking fiasco, and he did come. He was one of the last to leave. Allison and I helped Gab to his room. Hanna, Kim, Tera and Mike, with Rick all, stayed longer.  
 
         Rick’s voice woke me up. Like a slap in the face. I blinked rapidly, straightened my back and marched to my seat, beside Allison. Hanna came in after everyone else. Her hair was a mess, and she still had make-up on. Mascara and eyeliner smudged underneath her eyes. I don’t even think that she cared. Hanna slumped on one of the back seats. That’s when I noticed something different. There were already books beside her and . . . And I think a photo frame as well. I wanted to lean further back. Strain the chair enough to see the photo, but Rick cleared his throat.  
 
         “Our mission is easy, thank fuck,” he said, sighing. “Everyone, go and grab a book or whatever. Study, sleep, but . . . Uh, Iseya, come here. Let me get you up to date so I can die.”  
 
         He’s definitely no Garath. Far from it. When I went up to the front, he gave me papers and ushered me back to my seat. Not sure if it was because he is hungover and doesn’t really have a vocabulary, or if he was always like this. Couldn’t tell from just one day.  
 
         Back at my seat, I placed the papers in front of me and sprawled them out. I wasn’t feeling study, but I needed to at least know the basics before Tuesday. At least it was a day mission.  
 
         Right, focus.  
 
         ‘Yes. Stop getting distracted by the voices in your head, Iseya.’  
 
         They are snide. Cocky. Arrogant. I hear her all the time. Those comments make me wonder if there’s someone behind me, but when I turn, I realise that it was inside of me. And yes, I am being distracted by the voice in my head, just like it said. 
 
         I shook my head, exhaled a breath of, what I would like to think, concentration, and read. Supply missions. Nothing extravagant nor dangerous to be worried about, aside from people that want to kill me and take the cargo. I work with Rick in bringing in water supplies. Allison must do missions alongside him most of the time. There was a map on the other piece of paper. A yellow line started at the spacecraft all the way to this building, that wasn’t really that far from where the landing strip is located. There was also no time restraint. Not like the usual missions my team goes on. Then I suddenly realised that this mission is too easy. Too easy for anyone really. The simplest of mission and I suddenly know the reason why. This was a side mission, not Allison’s mission. The main focus was her and what she had to do. I guess she even said she wanted to do it alone, so we have this mission, so the team is doing something productive.  
 
         I leant back in my seat and tilted my head to the side enough to see what Allison was working on. It was a description of a man, a face that goes with it. Short blond hair, nearly white in away. He looked well-groomed. A man I wouldn’t have thought who would do such vile things to young girls. A man that I would kill to keep Allison safe. Her hands trembled and really shook when she touched the pad and swiped left. Another description came up with a woman. Unlike the man that looked well dressed and well taken care of, she looked dead. Her hair was a matted, dark blond mess. Those eyes, faded. Skin, wrinkled and aged. There were stains on her white blouse. For a moment I assumed that perhaps this lady was from the slums and the man was rich in that specific sector, but when I looked at their names, they had the same last name. Sadness swept up when I looked at Allison. Her bottom lip trembled, and her eyes were glassy. Like she was about to cry. As much as I wanted to comfort her, I knew she didn’t need that from me. Instead, I did what Rick and Hanna were doing. I rested my head on my arms on the table and closed my eyes.  
 
         “Hey, Iseya.” I flew up in my seat and blinked rapidly. Beside me, Allison released her hand on my shoulder and smiled the slightest. “We are finished for the day. Did you want to eat?”  
 
         “Uh.” I blinked a few more times and removed the sleep from the corner of my eyes. “I am going to level five first. I will meet you there?” 
 
         “Sure. I will shower and stuff first. I still feel like I am sweating vodka.” Allison giggled, and I snorted a laugh. I feel the exact same.  
 
         Out of our seats, when we walked past Hanna, I saw the photo. My heart sunk. This team must really have bonded. They care so much about each other. It saddens me so much to think that in twenty-nine days they will die if I don’t get them out. I need to get them out. But Lloyd and his team aren’t giving me enough time. Perhaps I can force everyone to get drunk the night before and bunk at my place.  
 
         I breathed a laugh.  
 
         Perhaps not.  
 
         “I think I might use my points for vanilla ice-cream with chocolate fudge sauce,” Allison said. Her lips pressed together, and she nodded firmly. “Ice-cream is good for all occasions, right?”  
 
         “Yeah. Even in winter?”  
 
         “Even in winter! Winter is the cold, right? I didn’t pay that much attention at school because . . . because of everything else.” Allison inhaled a deep breath. “I’m scared. What if I make the wrong decision? What if I get sent to the blue room?” 
 
         “Hey. Hey.” I touched Allison’s shoulders to keep her grounded. She looked like she was about to crumble to the ground. I smiled at her and hoped that it looked genuine. “No matter what decision you make, I am sure it will be the right one. Are you afraid that you can’t do what you are tasked to do?”  
 
         “I’m afraid that as soon as I see them, I am going to freeze and be that little girl that was trapped in that basement.”  
 
         I tightened my hold on her shoulders. “You are stronger now. You can do this, alright.”  
 
         Allison nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, you are right. Thank you, Iseya. I don’t know what I would have done if I didn’t have you.” I smiled at her words. “This is your stop, right?”  
 
         She was right. Level five. I left her in the elevator and went inside the church. Again, there was no one inside. Peaceful solitude. Like I always do, I opened up the doors to the cubicles, in case someone wanted to spy on me. Once I knew they were empty, I went to the front row and slumped down. At the altar, there were new flowers. White roses. They looked better than the red roses. Fresh and crisp. Whenever I see the red roses, I am reminded of blood. When I think of blood, I see him lying there, and it scares me so much that I can hardly breathe.  
 
         I bowed my head and took hold of the pendant and crushed the cross within my grasp. A cold wind brushed against the right side of me. Red hair flowed across my face. Before I closed my eyes, in the corner of my vision, I saw him. Always watching. Always beside me and in that same position. I closed my eyes and cut off the connection to him and suppressed everything that was beside me. Breath. Warmth. Touch. Movement. I focused on my prayer. Praying for Allison and myself on our mission. Praying that Liam would return to me safely and that we could all go and see the beach together. I focused on that. That type of warmth.  
 
         After my prayer, I opened my eyes. I released my hold on the cross and placed my hands on my lap and leant back. I brushed against a shoulder, snapped my head to the side and jumped up and onto my feet. A low hiss escaped from my lips. I reached for my weapon when I hesitated.  
 
         “Hello, Iseya.”  
 
         “Adam,” I seethed. “What’re you doing here?”  
 
         “You come in here a lot.” Adams stood. That Milky eye stared straight at me while the darker coloured eye looked around the room. “I was wondering if there was a reason.”  
 
         “To pray,” I replied. Hostility resonating off of me.  
 
         “Really?” Adam laughed. “No one prays. It’s uncommon.”  
 
         “I am not like any of you. I wasn’t from the sector.”  
 
         “That’s exactly why I find it uncommon.” Adam stepped towards me. I stepped back and into the aisle, towards the door. “You would have seen death out there. You probably would have killed countless more monsters than anyone between level’s one to fifty. So that’s why I find it strange that you’re praying.”  
 
         “Because I want to,” I said through clenched teeth. 
 
         “Hmm.” Adam took more steps forward until I reached the doors to the church. “I am watching you, Iseya. I am always watching you.” He leant in. I went rigid. My hand clutched my weapon tightly. “How’s your leg? I heard you were bitten on your last mission.”  
 
         I bent my injured leg so that I wasn’t putting that much pressure on it. My hand touched the door. I was ready to run. “Yes,” I answered. “It’s healing well.”  
 
         “I see. I will let the Council know of your wellbeing.”  
 
         “Please do. I am sure they won’t be unimpressed.”  
 
         The corner of his lips turned upwards. A grin plastered on his face. He stepped towards me, and I quickly moved to the side, and he left the church. The doors swung shut. Closing my eyes, I shook my head and balled my hands into fists.  
 
         “Shit,” I breathed out. “I’m an idiot.”  
 
         ‘Indeed, you are.’  
 
         “Shut up.” 
 
         I’m also going mad, speaking to the voices in my head. I need to find Allison before I go completely insane.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         I tugged the straps real tight, made sure the buckles were situated correctly around me. I had time to fiddle with my gear before the doors opened. Glenn’s team was much more uncoordinated than mine. Or, I guess they have more freedom. Rick, Allison, me and two other teammates of hers that I didn’t properly get to know walked over to the doors when they began to open.  
 
         An overcast day today. Grey, thick clouds. Gloomy. Looked to be about to rain. I could smell the rain, as well. That dense, thick smell that’s overwhelming. There was warmth in the air that usually comes moments before the rain. Then the chillness comes after. I wrapped my arms around me. I decided not to wear my team uniform. It wouldn’t have been right. Instead, I chose to stand in my revealing suit beside people that looked to be wearing rags. Because that makes it so much better.  
 
         Rick moved out first. Down the ramp, I followed shortly behind him with my cargo trolley. Plastic containers rattled, and the buckles that bound them together rattled and clinked together. Allison walked with both of us towards the factory that held our water supply. We weren’t rushing. Rick moved at a snail’s pace. Allison walked beside me. I leisurely looked around.  
 
         Sector nine was different from sector seventeen. This looked bigger and wider. The streets are wider. Buildings are taller. Cleaner. Nicer. Glass windows glistened. People wore business suits. Black, grey or white. Very monotone colours. However, they looked flashy, in away. Jewellery shined. Pearly earrings, watches, necklaces. They didn’t look like us. We looked like outsiders compared to them. We looked low budget.  
 
         “Sectors two to ten are the most finished sectors,” Rick announced. “They all drink coffee, skip breakfast, talk like the world owes them and drink highly-priced drinks in the evening.”  
 
         “Seems like you don’t like them,” I said.  
 
         “Iseya, don’t. He won’t shut up about it.”  
 
         “Yeah, well, that’s true,” Rick announced. He went on a tangent after that, so unlike Allison, who is too kind for her own good, I tuned him out and looked around.  
 
         Doors opened, and a woman came out wearing a pencil skirt, long-sleeved striped dark blue and black blouse, black stockings and leather, glossy shoes. She had bags looped on one arm, and they all looked flashy. I bet there were very pricy clothes inside.  
 
         Inside of where she came out of, a chandelier gleamed down its crystals. Rows of clothes filled the area. Woman wearing beautiful dresses. Mesmerising in away. Kind of breathtaking.  
 
         Allison lived here? No wonder the man in the photo looked very well managed, in away.  
 
         Down the street, we stuck to the roads. There were no cars. Everyone walked places. I believe the road is for people like us, that need it for specific situations without clogging up the pathway. Allison stopped in her tracks and turned to this building. I think I have learnt about them before. They’re apartments.  
 
         “This is my stop,” she breathed out.  
 
         When Allison told me her story, I imagined a home, not an apartment building. She told me that they had a basement. I think that only the ground floor would have a basement, right? Allison went to take a step forward, but it was like there was an invisible wall in front of her. Something was holding her back, and it was her fear. I wanted to nudge her shoulder, but Rick called my name and nudged his head. Allison must need time to herself before she goes inside.  
 
         “We will pick you up on the way back, Ally,” Rick called.  
 
         She just nodded. Her eyes glued to the apartment building. 
 
         “Will she be alright?” I asked. “Should I stay with her?” 
 
         “She will do fine. Ally needs to figure this out and work up the courage on her own. If you do it or I do it, she will never learn. She will regret not being the one. Whatever she makes at least it is her decision.”  
 
        Makes sense. Allison needs to accomplish this. I hope she is alright by the time that we come back and pick her up. I hope she will be okay.  
 
         We made our way up the road. Rick said this was a main street and road so it will take us all the way up to the factory that had water. Very convenient. However, longer than I thought. The map didn’t justify how long this street was. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like for someone to go from one end of the sector to the other. If I lived here, I’d find work near my home, so that I didn’t have to walk much.  
 
         People stared at me a lot. Compared to Rick, I was utterly different. What I wore made their eyes widen. Flush, delicate and pink on their cheeks. One spat out their coffee, all over their black suit. He looked embarrassed. Funny. I feel embarrassed that they were looking at me. Now I wished I wore my team uniform. At least that’s not revealing at all and much more professional in a sector like this.  
 
         I assumed the factory would be separated from everything else. All by itself. Standing out compared to the other buildings. Nope. Looked like every other building. Off to the side and on the right. There was no buzzer or special codes in our way. We walked straight inside. However, unlike the other place I went to when I was with my teammates, this looked like the type of commercial ad. They had water bottles on display like they were advertising them. Different brands and logos on them. I was utterly bewildered. They even had a glistening chandelier in the centre, where the receptionist desk was displayed.  
 
         There was a lady behind the desk wearing white. The dress hugged all of her curves, but not in a way like my suit hugged me. I looked at the dress with a sense of envy. A desire, even. I don’t think I have ever worn a dress before. Done my hair like hers. Dark ringlets down her chest. Make-up, not too harsh, but a subtle pink against her cheeks, gloss on her lips, cream along her eyelids, and a dark line underneath. She looked beautiful in this world. Too beautiful. For some strange reason, just for a day, I wouldn’t mind being her and seeing what it was like to dress like that. Work an average day of her life and then go home with no worries of fighting monsters, or being one for that matter.  
 
         “Iseya, leave the crates there and come with me,” Rick announced. Leaving the trolley near the door, I walked at a fast pace to Rick. The woman in the white dress smiled at us and straightened her back. “We are here to claim the rations you are donating to Paradise Eden.” 
 
         “Yes. Alright. Would you like the standard package or the premium package?” 
 
         “Normal.”  
 
         “What’s the premium?” I asked. Rick sighed and glared at me. He really doesn’t like this place, does he?  
 
         “Well, if you must know, the premium package is waterfall water.” 
 
         “Waterfall water?” I questioned.  
 
         “The best water on earth. Fresh. Crisp. Delightful.” She took one of the bottles that were displayed beside her, twisted the lid until it came off and handed it to me. “Taste the difference.”  
 
         “Ours is just fine,” Rick muttered. “Water is water.”  
 
         I took a sip. I could taste a slight tinge of a difference. It tastes silky if that could make sense. However, the water moved differently along my tongue and slid down my throat without an aftertaste.  
 
         “What water do we get?” I asked. I didn’t want to tell her that I did, in fact, taste a difference. The way Rick is looking, he’d more than likely explode.    
 
         “Rainwater. It is up there. Fewer bacteria and diseases are carried in rainwater compared to drain water.” 
 
         “What’s drain water?”  
 
         “unhygienic dirt. Sitting in a damn, dirt soaking into the mixture. Animals tongues, or even monsters’ tongues, lapping up our water. Trust me, honey, you do not want to taste that water.”  
 
         “Honey? I’m not honey.” 
 
         Rick snorted a laugh. “Allison told me you take most things literally. It’s a nickname. She's sweet with you so you can buy her perfect waterfall water. But guess what, honey, we don’t care. Give us our water.” 
 
         “Humph. You have no manners and are very unprofessional. But, if you insist, very well.” The woman went underneath the desk and produced paperwork. She slapped them right before Rick and smiled sweetly. “Sign these for me, if you would. A declaration of supplies. You. Girl. Come.”  
 
         I set the water down and quickly followed behind the woman when Rick didn’t say a word. He just muttered to himself, grabbed a pen and started to read. I felt kind of sorry for him. He has told me numerous times that he is a fighter. He enjoys thrilling missions and heart-pumping mission. Coming to a sector doing business was not his forte, nor mine. I feel if I were left nonattendant, I would ask for the premium pack without understanding the consequences. Probably the reason Garath wanted me to do the food rations. They were already jotted down, and I just had to grab the fruit and vegetables.  
 
         She took me at the back. Opened the door and into a white storage unit that had crates and crates of water. Different containers had different colours. Yellow. Green. Blue. Different shades of those colours. It was astounding to see so much piling up. As I walked, I touched the plastic that held the bottles in place and wondered. I wondered if I can leave and go back out there with those monsters. If I can live safely with food and water without scavenging for scraps.  
 
         What if I grow too hungry or thirsty that I look at Garath or Allison like they were tasty snacks?  
 
         ‘They are tasty snacks.’  
 
         “Shut up,” I muttered.  
 
         “Excuse me?” Wide-eyed, I looked up at her. The woman looked back at me and raised her pencil eyebrow. “Did you say something?”  
 
         “Uh. No. Nothing,” I lied. Because telling her that I have a voice inside of my head that tells me to eat humans would have been so much better to say.  
 
         “Alright. Love that outfit, by the way. Where did you get it from?” She asked as we walked.  
 
         “It’s mine,” I answered. “Designed especially for me. Comes out of my bracelet.” 
 
         “Hmm. Amazing. I didn’t think Paradise Eden had such advanced technology. They usually take from other sectors. We supply them with everything. I have never seen that before, and I do business with every other sector.”  
 
         “Oh. I, uh, had it before I became part of Paradise Eden,” I answered. “When I used to live in the real world.”  
 
         “Huh.” She stopped walking and turned towards me. “With what resources?”  
 
         “Sorry?”  
 
         “The real world isn’t a scientists laboratory, filled with machinery that works. You say it comes out of your bracelet. That one?”  
 
         “Yes.” There was a slight edge to my voice.  
 
         “By the looks of it, seems like it can camouflage. Which makes it unique and designed flawlessly. I could believe that you made that bracelet yourself with bits of metal and scraps, but that wouldn’t explain how a suit can appear on you by the bracelet. That doesn’t make sense. And by the look of you, I can already tell you aren’t that particularly smart.”  
 
         “Excuse me?” I hissed.  
 
         “Don’t get grouchy. It isn’t an offensive remark. But it is true. Just like how I am no designer and cannot get into designing clothes if it were to save my life. Therefore, I am a saleswoman. It is nothing to be ashamed of.” 
 
         “I am not ashamed!”  
 
         “You got a particularly hot head, don’t you?” She laughed lightly, but it sounded cruel and unfriendly. “Goes with your hair. Typical. So, how’d you get that, if you didn’t make it or gain it from Paradise, Eden.”  
 
         “I’m not telling.”  
 
         She grimaced. “Pity. I would have given you half the profit I would have made if we could replicate that again. You wouldn’t have to go back to Paradise Eden and work as a social lamb in their fucked-up system.” My eyes narrowed. “Business, honey. You could have a taste of my life.”  
 
         As much as I wanted to be her for the day, to become like her every day didn’t appeal to me. “No, thanks. I am happy where I am.” Another lie, but I believe everyone in Paradise Eden must say that line over and over again. “Water?”  
 
         She slapped her hand on a crate filled with water and said, “Here. I am sure you can manage these yourselves. I have another appointment to attend with sector five.”  
 
         Her heels clicked when she waltzed past me and back the way that we came. I watched her longer than I should. That envy I felt when I first saw her faded into nothing. Perhaps looking like that. Dressing like that. It comes with a toll. She was rather bitter. Her attitude left a bad taste in my mouth.  
 
         She didn’t give me anything to handle these crates, and I left mine out there. These were, however, in their own packaging. It would be easier to grab them and place them on the trolley. It also wouldn’t be time wasteful as well.  
 
         Determined to do just that, I went to grab a crate when my name was called from behind me. I jumped, spun and reached for my weapon when I sagged my shoulders and relaxed. It was just Rick.  
 
         “You’re particularly jumpy,” He said, grinning.  
 
         “That woman was . . . overwhelming.”  
 
         “Iseya, they all are here. This is the business sector. They would do anything for a paycheque and say anything to claim one. What did she ask you? Did she try to offer that premium package again? You said no, right?” 
 
         “Yeah, of course,” I agreed. “Um . . . Water is here. Do we just carry them?”  
 
         “Open the packaging of that large crate, and there are smaller packages of bottles with ten inside. While you open that crate, I will grab the trolleys, and we can start putting the packaged water in our crates.”  
 
         Right. More work. Perfect.  
 
         Exhaling a breath, I went to rip the plastic, which was easy enough and tore it all the way down to the bottom. When Rick came back, he pushed both trollies towards me, and we loaded them up. Time past fast for us, however, when I did notice the time, when we were leaving, we had been in their storage unit for over an hour. Outside of the electronic doors, it was sprinkling. I looked up at the sky and blinked rapidly as soft, cold and light droplets cascading down my face. Even knowing they were light, they soaked me quickly. 
 
         “I wonder how Allison has gone with her mission,” I grunted. The trollies were heavier with water in them rather than vegetables. “What was her mission, exactly?” 
 
         “Make sure that Mrs Lock was not abusing drugs and Mr Lock was not taking pornographic photos of children in his basement.” My eyes widened substantially, and a hiss of a breath seethed through clenched teeth. “She was either to hand them over to the thing they call, police system, where they will be in a cell for a lifetime, or thrown out into the real world, where they would have to defend themselves and are not allowed back inside of a sector, or kill them.”  
 
         “She would hand them over, wouldn’t she?” I asked.  
 
         “I don’t know. We all think differently. You would have killed them. I would have, as well. People like that shouldn’t live. But to go up against your parents. No matter how much they have fucked you up, it would be hard.” 
 
         I nodded. I could agree with that. Everyone is different.  
 
         I looked ahead and pursed lips and furrowed brows. “Where’s Ally?”  
 
         “She should be out by now.”  
 
         “Shit!” I released my hold of the trolley and ran forward. Rick called to me and scrambled to grab hold of the crates before they steered into the gutter. “Shit. Shit. Shit!” I raced into the apartment building and to the receptionist lady that was seated in her seat, reading a book. “Which room does Mr Lock live in?” I demanded.  
 
         “Excuse me, but I cannot give out that information.” Angered, I went into my pouch and took out my weapon. Yes. Even knowing the rules state weapons aren’t allowed in a sector, I brought mine in . . . for safety reasons. “Room four, through the right . . . over there.”  
 
         “Thank you.”  
 
         My heart pounded within my chest. Breaking ribs as I ran. This sick and ill-feeling swirled on the inside. My throat closed over. Tension rising. I felt sick thinking of what could have happened to Allison. What that man could have done to her. I shouldn’t have let her do this alone. I shouldn’t have let her go. I should have gone with her. Like a personal bodyguard. I am such a fucking idiot! 
 
         Down the hallway, I darted left to right until I got to room four. The door was open the slightest. A crack that seeped light. I touched the wood of the door with one hand while my other hand pushed the button, and the blade slid open of my weapon. I pushed the door inwards. The door creaked, and I flinched, crouched low and glared down the hallway. No movement or sound at all.  
 
         Why am I creeping in the first place? 
 
         I straightened up and went down the hallway and into a kitchen. There was no damage that I could see. No holes in the wall. A cup on the glass coffee table was still on its coaster. A strong, coffee bean scent came out. Left a bitter taste in my mouth. Also, on the table was a plate of food. Someone was about to eat. Everything was in its place. Knife and fork beside it, straight. Untouched. The kitchen looked well managed.  
 
         I touched the table when a shuffling noise and a thump came from down another hallway. I quickened my pace, uncaring of the sound that the boots made any sound. I pushed the first door open. Bathroom. There was nothing inside. I pushed the second door open on the other side and stilled for a moment. I blinked rapidly at the bright pink colours. The bed had pink fitted sheets and stuffed animals in extravagant and bright colours. Pictures hung on the wall, and they made my lip tremble. She was wearing pretty dresses. She posed like a model. But the look . . . The look in her eyes. Allison was dead inside in all of them. Yeah, she smiled. She laughed. Looked as if she really enjoyed what she was doing. But I could see that all she wanted to do was cry and wish she was someplace else.  
 
         Another thud alerted me. Outside of Allison’s room, down the hallway further, I kicked the door open and gasped and stepped back. Blood soaked into the sheets of the bed and into the ragged shirt that she wore. Dead, lifeless hazel eyes gazed up at the ceiling. Mouth open. Like she was in shock. I moved forward, touched the shirt and where the blood spooled out. Right in the heart. Wouldn’t have thought that much blood would flow out of a human.  
 
         ‘Taste it.’ My eyes widened, and I licked my lips. ‘Taste it. Taste it. Taste it.’  
 
         My fingertips came up red. I moved them to my lips, all the while that voice itched its way into my mind. Into my hand. Moving it to my mouth. They were about to graze my bottom lip when another thud came from behind me. I snapped out of my mind. A loud cry came after and forced me to move.  
 
         I slammed my foot into the last door that led downwards. Down the creaky stairs, I stilled, and my eyes widened, and mouth flew open. Mr Lock was on his knees. Wide, horrified eyes looked at me. Blood washed over the stone ground. A knife jammed into the side of his neck. Wild hazel eyes glared down. Her hand pushed the knife in so far that it looked like her fist was about to enter inside of Mr Lock’s neck as well. She cried out. Tears streaming down her face. Anger and sadness sweeping through her.  
 
         “Allison,” I breathed.  
 
         Allison let go of the knife, and Mr Lock collapsed in a heap onto the ground. I moved to her and touched her shoulder. For the first time, she didn’t flinch and move away from me. She stood there and glared down at her father that was dead on the ground.  
 
         “You should help the girl,” Allison whispered.  
 
         “Girl?” 
 
         “Through the curtain.”  
 
         Steps thudded down the stairs. Rick came in and stilled at the bottom of the stairs. His eyes widened a fraction, and he looked down at Mr Lock. I moved away and stood before a sheet that resembled a curtain. It was one of Allison’s. So many flowers covered the sheets. From the other side, soft music played. Sweet, soft music. My fingers touched the sheet and curled around the edge. I moved the sheet to the side, and my heart sunk, and lip trembled. It was set up like a photoshoot. Cameras installed in the corners. A video recorder in the middle. A bed at the back. Rose silk sheets. A small child atop of them, strapped down with rope, her mouth bound by a cloth. She looked at me like a wild and frightened deer. Tears streaked down her face, staining the make-up she wore. Bruises covered her legs. Urine wafted through the air. I reached out to her, and she flinched.  
 
         “It’s okay.” I sniffed. “It’s okay. I am here to help you, alright?”  
 
         She shakily nodded her head. But, when I raised my blade, her eyes widened substantially, and she sobbed. I knew that any sort of weapon she was going to see was going to freak her out. I put the blade away, reached for the rope with my hands and untied them. Her wrists were chafed and red. Lipstick smudged her face when I took off the cloth. Once she was freed, she shuffled back, went into the foetal position, wrapped her arms around her knees and cried. I wanted to comfort her. Wrap my arms around her and tell her that everything was alright. But maybe she didn’t need that. Perhaps all she wanted was the comfort of her own family.  
 
         Rick came through the curtain. Blood on his hands and shirt. “Do you know who she is?” I asked.  
 
         “No. I asked Hanna to get the police officers on the line and come here, to see who she belongs to. There are not that many missing children around. Girl, where are your parents?”  
 
         She looked up. Her eyes are red and watery. “They . . . They . . . They work at . . . At the . . . The mall . . . I want to . . . See my . . . my mum.”  
 
         “You will.” Allison stepped through the curtain and smiled at the girl. The girl jumped up off of the bed and embraced Allison. Must be because, in her eyes, Allison would have been the one that saved her in this hell. “It’s okay. Someone is coming to take care of you. You will go to the hospital to get taken care of as well.” 
 
         “Thank . . . you.”  
 
         “Allison. You stay with the girl until the police arrive. Iseya and I are going to take the cargo back to the ship.” Allison nodded and pet the girl’s unruly light brown hair. “Good job.” 
 
         Outside of the home of death, the ambulance has already arrived. They had two body bags, zipped up, and were carrying them in the back of the van. I grabbed the trolley and pushed it past them and walked beside Rick. He was quiet. Rick’s never usually this quiet. He’s as loud as they come. Even on the way to the place where we got our water, he muttered and complained the whole way. Nonstop chatter. To be silent now. Something must be wrong. Wasn’t until I got to the ramp when I reached out and grabbed Rick’s shoulder.    
 
         “Did Allison do something wrong?” I asked.  
 
         “Iseya, did you get a proper look at Mr and Mrs Lock?” I tried to think. But even Mrs Lock, I didn’t get that much of a look before the monster part wanted to taste her fucking blood. I shook my head. “We were gone for an hour and a half. You witnessed her kill her dad. What was she doing for the other seventy-three minutes? There were marks all over them. Burn marks. Cuts. Mr Lock’s penis was dismembered. Allison tortured them.”  
 
         “Good,” I said and scoffed. “They both deserved a slow death.”  
 
         “You know Glenn’s team, right?” He asked. I furrowed my brows but nodded. I’m unsure of what he was getting at. “They went mad. Mad because of their experience’s. Now all they do is torture people because it is all they know. They don’t get mercy. They don’t want mercy. I don’t ever want Allison to turn into them. I thought I trained her to be better than that. We would have killed them, Iseya. I would have ripped his head to toe. Would I sit there for an hour and a half torturing him? No. The thought makes me sick.”  
 
         “Yeah, but those were the people that destroyed her whole life.”  
 
         “Would it stop there? What if Allison enjoyed it so much that all she wants to do is kill bad people? What if torturing her parents weren’t enough? So many questions I don’t know the answer to because out of everyone in Paradise Eden, I would have expected Allison to not think like us. To give them mercy. Even if it was in the hands of monsters, or the police, or even killing them herself because she had to and not wanted to.” 
 
         “She won’t do it again. It’s one time.”  
 
         “I hope you’re right, Iseya. I hope you are right.”  
 
         So, do I.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen.  
 
      
 
      
 
         I woke Wednesday morning sluggish and a little sick. I had a nightmare. Not one of my usual nightmares. A completely different one. I had one of Allison and what she was becoming. The taste of blood in the back of her throat. Vengeance was all she could think about. Cruel laughter. Slaughter in the air. Behind her was an endless body count. A sea of blood. Dismembered legs, arms, head. She hacked them up like a butcher. Beside her, was her new team. Lloyd had a grin that stretched across his face. Chloe had a gleam of bloodlust in her eyes. Allison fit in there. Where she could slaughter and torture people that she believed were terrible. Even me. 
 
         I shot up out of the bed right before she could have played with my intestines. A cold sweat broke out, and underneath the air-conditioner, I felt stuffy. A shudder worked its way up my spine. I hopped up out of bed and quickly went into the bathroom and soaked into a hot shower.  
 
         Dried and dressed, a knock came to the door. Touching the door, it slid open, and I jumped at the wave of blond hair.  
 
         “Hey!” Allison chirped.  
 
         “Hey,” I responded. “What’s up?”  
 
         “Want to eat together before you have to study?”  
 
         “Sure.” I stepped into my boots and stepped out of the room and down the stairs. “I thought that you would have slept in today.”  
 
         “Nah, I feel rejuvenated, you know?”  
 
         Probably because you killed the ones who hurt you the most. Instead of saying that, I gave her a tight lip smile and nodded in agreement. She didn’t seem to notice my awkwardness. I know I am doing it to myself. I need to act like I always act, but after Rick’s words, all I can think about is . . . is this the Allison I know, or something else entirely? She seems her happy self. There was no hint of bloodlust in her eyes. But like Rick said. We both need to keep an eye on her. We both want her conscious and soul to be safe and stable. Unlike Lloyd, who is a walking, talking madman. I don’t want that to be Allison.  
 
         As we sat and ate, she didn’t talk about yesterday’s mission. Even when Gab and Kim asked, she brushed it off and focused on Rick and our water run, and the other two and their vegetable and fruit run. There was no talk about what happened in that basement. On the way home that night, she didn’t even talk about what happened. Not entirely sure if that’s a good or bad thing.  
 
         “I can’t believe you bailed on your own team, Iseya.” Kim scoffed. “Soon enough, you are going to shift over and let Chuck be our new teammate.”  
 
         “Would that be bad?” Gab asked. Kim gave him a death stare. “Hey. He’s tough. Strong. Can hold his own. Why not let Iseya move into a stronger team.”  
 
         “Stronger?” Kim barked a laugh. “They’re laughable compared to us. No offence, Allison.”  
 
         “None took,” She chirped.  
 
         Doubt Gab was talking about Alison’s team. If I had a hunch, he was talking about Lloyd’s team. As exhilarating as that sounds, the thought of being with them all the time may drive the insanity I already have to retaliate. Perhaps drink blood. Probably turn into a monster, even knowing I deem myself already one. No. Since the voices, I need to stay away from death and blood. That’s definitely not going to be hard. Paradise Eden isn't filled with blood at all. No death. No wounds. I have never seen Rick wholly covered in blood before.  
 
         I rolled my eyes and shook my head. Then I pushed my food away and stood. Kim and Gab were still bickering. One wanted to claim me and own me, and the other wanted me to have more freedom. Either one did not appeal to me. Yet, I was getting annoyed and had to leave. Allison waved bye, knowing full well that I had to study for my mission and won’t see her until dinner, possibly.  
 
         Outside of the mess hall, I stretched and walked over to Mike. He was alone and in the centre of the level and on his device, he always has out. Before he noticed me, I leant over his shoulder. Mike had this messenger thing opened. Reading what he was typing, a frown formed. He was talking to Tera. Didn’t know Tera would have a device that lets them message each other.  
 
         “Christ, Iseya!” Mike jumped when I touched his shoulder. “You scared the shit out of me. You never appear early to wait for our Team leader. Usually, you get here when he does. Like you both perfectly time each other’s arrival.”  
 
         I shrugged. “I finished eating early,” I answered. “Why do you always get here early?”  
 
         “Well.” Mike began, snickering. “There’s this guy that comes down at the exact same time. He always and I mean always eats scrambled eggs on toast. In the elevator, he deliberately farts.” I snorted a laugh. “I’m serious. And it stinks really, really bad. I have horrible gag reflexes. Every time I am in the elevator with him, I can taste the vomit rising in my throat. I leave five minutes earlier so that I can avoid him and he’s stink of rotten eggs.”  
 
         “Gross,” I laughed.  
 
         “What’s gross?” Tera came down and alarmingly close to Mike. Their shoulders touched. Mike reacted. Turned beet red. Tera didn’t even flinch. “What was gross?” She persisted.  
 
         Mike cleared his throat. “Oh. Uh. Nothing.”  
 
         Kim and Gab rushed over right before the doors to the elevator opened. Garath came out like he always does. Composed. He wore our uniform. In fact, everyone aside me wore their uniform. Even Chuck came barrelling down the stairs, knocking a person on his way, wearing his uniform. I felt like an outcast now. Like I don’t even fit into this team.  
 
         Awkwardly, I shuffled side to side.  
 
         “We ready?” Garath asked.  
 
         “Yes, Sir!” They all chimed.  
 
         “Yep,” I mumbled.  
 
         “Let’s move out.”  
 
         Inside the elevator, it was like it always has been. Pressed against Garath. Hands were on either side of Garath. They struggled to keep us at a distance. I could feel my elbows buckle when another person squeezed inside because everyone else deemed that they could fit another person inside. Now I am beginning to know more as to why Garath hates elevators and this system they put in place.  
 
         Garath shuffled. The slightest of movements made me become more alert. My senses heightened. Feel. Touch. Sound. Smell. I could feel Garath’s breath against my face. Peppermint. Like always. Garath’s touch of his hands near my waist. Warm and inviting. The sound of that raspy, harsh breath could be heard clearly within my ears. I closed my eyes and tried to be elsewhere. To be away from everything Garath. That’s when it happened. A bubble of laughter escaped my lips, and I giggled softly.  
 
         “What’s funny?” Garath asked. 
 
         “Oh. Mike . . . Uh. Mike told me about this guy in the elevator that always farts. I just pictured it happening now, with so many people in here.”  
 
         “Ah.” Garath nodded. I giggled more, and that’s when I saw it. A hint of a smile and a breath of a laugh that made my insides turn electric. “That would be pretty funny.”  
 
         “Right!?” I giggled and snorted. That made Garath laugh a little harder.  
 
         The rest of the elevator stood and withered in silence. They waited for the doors to open so that they could shuffle out on their designated level. While they did that, we laughed silently. Both of us at the back imagining someone letting one rip, smelly and ripe, trapped in an enclosed and already stuffy area. Yeah. I couldn’t breathe by the end of it when we got to our level.  
 
         Chuck slammed into me, and I stumbled slightly and glared at him. “Seems someone is particularly happy today. Wouldn’t be because of a particular boy, would it?”  
 
         “Shove it, Chuck.”  
 
         “What?” 
 
         “Stop trying to make something out of nothing.”  
 
         “Oh. And why would you think that I am making something out of nothing?” Chuck laughed darkly. “Unless . . . Unless there is something.”  
 
         “You’re insufferable,” I said, shaking my head.  
 
         “Oh. Hit a nerve.”  
 
         “Multiple,” I said through clenched teeth.  
 
         “Good.”  
 
         Angered, I stormed off and was the first inside of the room. Even barged past Garath to get away from Chuck.  
 
         He always pushes and pushes without care of how I react. The angrier and hostile I become, the more he persists. I have tried to play it calm. Become a mask. That’s harder than I ever thought possible. I now know I am the type to react based on emotion. Like everyone has been telling me from the start.  
 
         I slumped in one of the seats in the front row. Gab sat beside me, and Kim claimed the place beside him. She always claims the seat where Chuck cannot go so that he couldn’t get closer to her. I found it to be a good strategy. I don’t want to sit near him as well, so, it works out very well for me.  
 
         Chuck noticed where Kim was, pouted, looked to be sulking, in a way, and slouched beside Tera. Like she usually does, Tera shifted towards Chuck and fluttered her eyelashes. I rolled my eyes and looked away from her cringe-worthy tactics and to the front.  
 
         Within me, an ill, sick feeling started to grow inside of me. Ary had an image up on the screen of a crumbled sort of city, by the looks of it. Not a big city. No towering buildings. None were taller than five-story. Looked like it was surrounded by a lot of dirt and bush area. Country, I heard Tera whisper. I was confused, but I guess it was a word used for this type of city. Not bothered by her words, I looked back to the town and clasped my hands together.  
 
         As small as it was, I am very aware that within this city, it can hold a single person easily enough. And I know this mission. This Friday we are going to find my brother Liam. It was out in the real world. Where nothing but monsters run the world and rule it with relative ease.  
 
         My heart couldn’t stop pounding within my chest.  
 
         “We are doing a rescue mission,” Garath announced. My teammates looked between one another. I glanced at Chuck and noticed that he glanced at me as well. We knew precisely what Garath was talking about. “This is an important mission. This Friday, we will be rescuing Iseya’s and Chuck’s younger brother.”  
 
         “Younger brother?” Mike murmured. 
 
         “Woah. A whole family survived out there? How’s that possible?” Kim asked.  
 
         Gab snorted.  
 
         “It isn’t possible,” Tera muttered. “He’s probably dead if he’s a kid.”  
 
         A low hiss escaped my lips. If it weren’t for Gab’s hand on my shoulder, a re-enactment where I push her onto the ground and settle my blade against her throat would have definitely happened. Instead, I glared ahead and at the crumbled city centre, where Liam was located. A jittery feeling washed away the anger and annoyance of Tera’s not filtered voice.  Finally, things are progressing. Soon enough we would be escaping from Paradise Eden and going . . .  
 
         ‘Go where? To a sector, where you will die, or out there, where monsters want you and the human’s dead?’   
 
         The voice had a point. No matter how I look at it, I needed to figure out where we will be going and staying. Where was a safe place to stay? We would need beakers if we wanted to play it safe enough to live for the rest of our lives. Or are we going to be running forever? Hiding and fighting monsters until we die. Perhaps I should talk to Chuck and see if we were running somewhere particular, and then to Lloyd. See if they planned on where they wanted to go once this place becomes infected by monsters.  
 
         “This city is three days away from where we are located. It’s a country town. Chuck’s and Iseya’s brother Liam will be located in the main central city area, where all the shops are. We cannot identify where exactly. That’s why we will be going into two groups of two and one singulars. Iseya will be with me. I have already spoken to Chuck, and he is fine finding his brother alone. Tera and Gab that means you both will be paired.” Gab touched his arm, where he was attacked. That mission must still haunt him. Having a mission with Tera again will force him to take precautions, in case she is once again distracted. “We will span out. Iseya and I will be around the centre. Chuck will go here.” He touched outside of the centre area that we will range in. “The outer area from where we will be searching. Gab and Tera, you get the last section. Walk around the outer city. Search for tracks. Any packaged food that looks open not that long ago. Any signs of a human living in that vicinity. Once we searched our areas, meet us back in the centre. As for Mike and Kim. Mike will alert us of any monsters nearby. Kim will fly over and keep a lookout above for us. See if she can see anything from above. If any of you see him, don’t get too close. Gab is the leader of you Tera.” She straightened up and looked shocked. “Listen to his words. Disobey, and you will go straight to the blue room. I don’t care what you say. Liam will be hostile. Perhaps sleep deprived, hungry and thirsty. It is best for Iseya or Chuck to get close, or he may attack.”  
 
         “Great.” Tera slumped back in her seat and grunted. “Should we use sleep darts on him? Save the hassle of Chuck or Iseya from having to run over to calm him down. Wouldn’t hurt.”  
 
         “We do it this way. If all else fails, we will take other precautions,” Garath answered. His answer didn’t please Tera in the slightest. “There’s a layout on the tablets for all of you. Click your name, and it has everything that you would need to know. Any questions before we start our study?” 
 
         Tera raised her hand up high. My eyes narrowed and teeth ground together. Garath nodded his head. “How do you know what he looks like?”  
 
         Chuck laughed outright. “Do you see the trend between us, girl. We have hair of fire and eyes of the swirling sky. We look like replicas. Liam is the same. Hard to miss.”  
 
         “Well, sometimes siblings can differ,” Tera muttered. Then she turned towards our desk. “Gab, come over here so that we can study!” 
 
         Gab stood with a grunt. “Yep.”  
 
         “Chuck. You left your brother there to find Iseya. Do you know that area well? Any monsters we should look out for?”  
 
         “Hmm. Not what I could tell at the time. Usually, monsters hang around outside of sectors or larger cities. This was on our way, and it felt . . . Felt dead. There was no life. Or in this case. Dead life. I searched the area with Liam before I left him there. If a monster comes, he will alert us if it was too much for him to handle.”  
 
         “Alert how?” Garath questioned.  
 
         Chuck raised his arm. “Our bracelets have a signal that can alert when one of us is in true danger,” He explained. “It will flash red repeatedly.” 
 
         “So intriguing,” Mike breathed out. “Can I have a look at it again sometime, Iseya?” 
 
         I shrugged. “I don’t care.” The light in his eyes lit up substantially. Very tech-savvy. “Awesome. I may even be able to upgrade it, now that I know more about the device.”  
 
         “Alright, that’s all. Everyone be in your groups and work out your areas. Also . . .” Garath glared at us. Those green eyes narrowed. A dead serious look on his face. “Tell anyone about this mission, and I will kill you myself.” 
 
         “Aside from us, that is.” The door opened, and Glenn and his team came through. Most of my squad straightened up and had nervous, wary looks on their faces. “Garath, it’s nice to work with you again.”  
 
         “Didn’t think that you were going to make it. The look on your face said you never care for rescue missions.”  
 
         “I had a change of heart,” Glenn said, grunting. “So, where do we fit into this category? It’s only, me, Lloyd and Chloe. The rest are having well and due rest and recreation time.”  
 
         “Glenn, you will be with Gab and Tera. Gab is the leader of that group. You know the rules. Listen to what he says. If you don’t and I have heard that you haven’t, I am Team leader. I can punish you.”  
 
         Glenn nodded. “I know. What about Lloyd and Chloe?”  
 
         “Lloyd and Chloe will go with Chuck. Iseya and I will go ourselves.”  
 
         “Keeping her to yourself, eh?” Lloyd chuckled. “Are you that scared she may say yes to a better team?”  
 
         “Not at all. I doubt any team would appeal to Iseya. Especially one that doesn’t rest.”  
 
         I breathed a laugh. He’s got that right. I can’t believe they don’t rest at all. They jump straight back into another mission. Doubt I would have that mental capacity as they do to keep pushing. One mission was enough. Not like any of that matters now. Lloyd even knows what he’s saying was never going to happen. All he was doing was being a smartass and trying to get on Garath’s nerves. By the look on Garath’s face, what he said didn’t faze him at all. He looked bored. But he always seems to look bored.  
 
         “There’s information on tablets. For now, until I have your names listed on them and download you onto the system, Glenn, Chloe and Lloyd, you would have to share tablets with your teammates. Other than that, get to studying. Because this is such an important mission, you are unable to leave for lunch. You will finish at four in the afternoon. Perhaps tomorrow eat a large breakfast to gain your fill. Also, after study, train. Rock wall. Obstacle course. Shooting range. Glenn’s team is exempt from these conditions.”    
 
         “Heh. Because we are superior.” Lloyd laughed. “Alright, red-headed boy, show us where we need to go and what we are doing.”  
 
         They moved away from the door and spanned out to the groups they were designated to go to. Kim and Mike moved further to the back for a quiet session where they can focus on what exactly they had to do.  
 
         Garath came over and handed me a tablet. I smiled weakly and took hold and fired it up. My name was on a list of my teammate’s names. I touched and a layout of where we will be searching focused in enough to see buildings with enough detail. I could even see signs of what some shops were labelled. Grocery shops. Clothes shops. A pharmacist. It was confusing to see shops like this out there. Cities that look like cities. Not deprived of anything at all. They had the resources within the palm of their hands, taken away from them easily because of one particular human decided to create a cure.  
 
         “Do you often think of the time before you lost your memories?” I asked suddenly. Garath raised his eyebrow and cocked his head to the side. He wanted me to elaborate without him saying he wanted me to elaborate. “Uh. Like. Do you try to think of your lost memories?”  
 
         “Sometimes,” he answered. Garath touched the screen and zoomed in onto buildings. He touched exit and entrance points and windows. “Don’t mind me. I will jot down buildings that have easy access to where your brother would be. As for memories. I think on them more than I used to. Sector one was my home, and I can’t remember anything. Not even my dad or my grandfather. Was I alone there? Where did I live? I don’t even know what sector one looks like, aside from the pictures of the queen. Sometimes I think about going back there. See if I can unlock my memories. But I guess they don’t want to come back.”  
 
         “Why do you say that?” I asked.  
 
         “Iseya. You lost your memories recently, and they are coming back. Slowly, but still coming back. It’s been years, and I have no dreams, memories or anything for that matter to look back on. Like my brain doesn’t want me to see something. It makes me jealous.”  
 
         “Jealous?” I asked. “Why?”  
 
         “You can remember. I cannot remember. I wish I could remember something. Anything. What did I do? Did I go to school? I don’t know.”  
 
         “If you can’t, you should forget about them,” I said. “You have memories now, you know? Why not focus on those memories?”  
 
         “Like of me bailing you out of multiple situations?” I flinched, glowered and glared down at the screen. “Or when you gave me ice-cream? Were the first one to say that they were my friend. Those types of memories?”  
 
         My face burned. There was no way that I could hide this blush that crept over my cheeks. If I wore my uniform. Like my teammates. I would be able to tug the collar up and bury my head into my jumpsuit. Now here I am, embracing the heat, and also trying to cover it up with my hands, as I placed both hands on my cheeks and nodded in agreement. Those green eyes softened. He looked amused enough of my uncontrollable heatwaves.  
 
         “You blush a lot.”  
 
         “I am very aware and trying to control them,” I said through clenched teeth.  
 
         “I know away.” Surprised, I looked at Garath and narrowed my eyes. I expected him to be smart about it. Make a funny comment that would anger me more than make me flustered. “Go to someplace that you fear the most.”  
 
         “What do you mean?” I persisted.  
 
         “Whenever I feel embarrassed, or flustered, in a way, I imagine the room closing in on itself with me in it and there’s no way to escape. No air-vent or air-duct. No window. No door. Not even a crack I could exploit. An all-steel room that was shrinking. Before the room squishes me, the heat subsides.”  
 
         Mine would be water. Being trapped in a tank with no air. Drowning.  
 
         I shuddered and shook my head. Funny thing is, what he told me made the heat fade. Now, a smirk rested on my face.  
 
         “So. What does Garath grow red from? Didn’t think you showed that many emotions. Considering you are like a blank canvas.”  
 
         Garath glared at me. “Do your work, Iseya.”  
 
         His emotions are like whip-lash. And I thought Lloyd’s multiple personalities were more than enough. 
 
         I rolled my eyes and shuffled in my seat, close to Garath, and leant towards the tablet and started to do what Garath had started. When he retracted his hand, our fingers touched briefly. There was a stir within me. I looked up at Garath, and a soft breath escaped my lips. A tinge of red touched Garath’s cheeks. I darted a look away and back at the screen to work. I marked places that were doorways, windows and back exits. While I did that, I took a look back at Garath, to see if the redness in his cheeks were real. His skin was normal. There was no redness at all. Maybe I imagined it.  
 
         After that, we focused on our work. We weren’t nearly done by the time four in the afternoon came around. My fingers felt strained as I touched the screen repeatedly. I made sure I zoomed in and assessed the buildings. The reason we were doing this was so that we didn’t take that much time finding entrances and exits. We could make sure doors and windows couldn’t be opened just so that we could know that Liam didn’t enter. Not like that could matter in the first place. I wonder if Liam would climb well enough to get into an open window. But I guess that’s why Garath told me to tap windows from higher levels, just in case.  
 
         My fingers were strained. That wasn’t the only problem. After we left the study session, we landed down onto the training ground level.  
 
         It was harder to climb the rock wall. My movements were stiff. My fingers trembled against the hand-holds. If I weren’t wearing gloves, I would have slipped countless of times. Over and over again. From beside me, Chuck moved with ease. Underneath me, Tera complained. Kim and Mike watched. They didn’t have to train at all. Gab was over at the shooting range. What I noticed about Gab was that he doesn’t like going on the rock wall when we were all on there. Not like he was terrible or anything. I guess that massive build of his was very awkward.  
 
         I touched the bell, and it dinged. My stomach did backflips. Air escaped my lungs for a split second when I landed with a thump on the blue mat. I then rolled to the side and slid down and off the edge of the mat and onto the ground. I went running when someone I haven’t seen in some time stood in my way. She smiled. Those pearly white teeth dazzling in the fluorescent light. She wore her white cloak. Those dark eyes held a lot of mystery and suspicion.  
 
         Surprised, I stepped back and blinked rapidly.   
 
         “Uh, Indie. Hey.” I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say. I have only seen her twice. One was when I fell unconscious in . . . in his arms. The other time the poison affected me in the cave on one of my missions. “Do you need me for anything?” 
 
         “Yes.” She went to grab my arm, but I stepped back and narrowed my eyes. I was now very suspicious of her. “If you don’t come, I will give the file to the Council.”  
 
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I breathed out.  
 
         “Has anyone told you that you’re a pathetic liar?”  
 
         No. But I don’t doubt that I am a good liar. However, her threatening me like that has put me in a position to go with her.  
 
         I looked back to my teammates for a moment. Tera and Mike just reached the top and were climbing across. Chuck was observing the weapons station. Gab had the headphones in and was shooting away. None of them would know or think of it suspicious of me to leave. Back at Indie, I looked at the scar between her eyes and nodded slowly. Her smile twitched into a smirk.  
 
         Indie walked ahead of me. My hand rested on my weapon as we walked. I was ready to use it if I deemed it necessary and I wouldn’t care of who would see.  
 
         She pushed the doors open, and we went into the medical facility. We walked past curtains that were closed. People chatting from the other side of them. Others were open, and some people were lying down, reading a book or sleeping. Indie went into another room. There was no one inside. She sat on the computer chair and twisted around to face me. Indie gestured for me to take a seat, but I shook my head and folded my arms across my chest.  
 
         “What do you want?” I demanded.  
 
         “Before you grow mad at me, the last time I helped you when you were sick, I took a few blood samples.” 
 
         Garath told me about that.  
 
         “And why would you do that?”  
 
         “Curiosity,” she said, smiling. “A scientist is always curious. We are destined to learn. Create.”  
 
         “Exploit and destroy,” I corrected.  
 
         “If it is in the wrong hands, yes. But you have nothing to worry about, Iseya. I won’t say anything.”  
 
         “Is that why you brought me in here for? To tell me that you know something about me but won’t tell anyone?”  
 
         “I’d like to look at your leg,” she declared. I scoffed. “You were wounded in the mission before last. Bit by a feral and dead desert fox. If unattended, even after injection, it can still decay.”  
 
         “You’re making it very obvious what you really want.”  
 
         “And what is that?”  
 
         “You want to see if it has healed completely.”  
 
         “Has it?” I looked away, and she breathed a laugh. When I looked back at her, she twisted in her chair and started to type on her computer. “Your cells regenerate very fast. When that poison infected you, once you were in the clear and away from the fog, your condition started to clear up quicker than anticipated. However, I just cannot pinpoint as to why you would fall sick in the first place unless . . .” 
 
         “Unless what?” I said through clenched teeth.  
 
         “Well. Unless you were a monster.” My heart stopped. “But that’s ridiculous, right?”  
 
         I forced a tight lip smile and laughed. “You scientists and doctors always think way too far into things. Look.” I grabbed the chair from behind me, dragged it over so that I was closer to Indie. Then I sat down and placed my hands in front of me and sighed. “I am superhuman.” 
 
         “From what?” She persisted. “Your brother is as well, so lying, saying you don’t know it would be stupid.”  
 
         “Scientists,” I hissed. “We are enhanced, humans. They injected this stuff into us, and we just grew stronger and healed faster.”  
 
         “Stuff? What Stuff?”  
 
         “I don’t know. I was young when it all happened. By the time I knew anything, the medical facility was destroyed by monsters.”  
 
         “Wait. It happened out in the real world? A medical facility survived out there?”  
 
         “Yeah. We had electric fencing. Not as great as beakers, but it was something. I was never allowed out. Trapped inside. When monsters finally broke through, my brothers and I escaped. Now the Council want to exploit me. Possibly experiment on me.”  
 
         “I won’t allow them to touch you with their filthy hands,” she spat, trembling. Her words caught me off guard. “Sorry. It is just if anyone gets to know who you are and find a type of special serum that can multiply. Make us superhuman like you. I want it to be me.”  
 
         “Right. Yeah. Sure. Of course.” I smiled weakly. “What do you want from me?”  
 
         “Like I said. I only want to see your leg. I want to know how fast your healing capabilities are.”  
 
         I nodded and stretched my leg out. I tapped the button on the bracelet and felt the burn in my cheeks when Garath’s words came back to me. I thought of drowning. Water forcing its way down my throat and choking me. By the time I was about to fade and faint, I blinked, and the blush went away, and my suit wrapped back around me.  
 
         “Amazing. There’s only a fade of a line where you had stitches. You’re almost completely healed,” she whispered breathlessly. “You are remarkable.” She placed a skin sample in a tube and put it on her desk. “Do you want me to tell you your results after?” 
 
         I stood and brushed down my suit. “Yeah. Whatever.”  
 
         “Thank you for cooperating.”  
 
         “If you tell anyone. I will kill you.” 
 
         “Oh. I don’t doubt that, Iseya. I know you are very capable of doing so.”  
 
         I stormed out. Anger hard to distinguish.  
 
         Fucking scientists. They always have to want and know things where they should not. Completely stupid and risky. I took a risk back there. She wants to create more like me. I hope that the skin sample is nothing. That it can’t be used to do anything else but see something amazing. But other than that, utterly useless. She has Chuck’s blood sample as well. All she knows is that we regenerate faster than average. That’s all she needs to know now. Anything more and I may be used as a gunnie pig for the remainder of my time here.  
 
         Shit. This is messy. 
 
         What am I going to do?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen.  
 
      
 
      
 
         I raised my arm and glowered at Garath. He looked at me. That blank expression gave nothing away as he reached out and took hold of the Pluto-pup. After our study session, I told him to meet me down on level one and in the mess hall. I had more than enough points to buy not one but two of those fried sausages. When I grabbed hold of both of them, before I turned to Garath, I contemplated eating them both. However, I swallowed whatever pride and hunger that was within me and handed him the smaller one of the two.  
 
         “Thank you,” he spoke softly.  
 
         “Now you can stop silently complaining about that time you had to give me your Pluto-pup. If I knew they were that expensive when you handed it to me, I would have pretended to eat it. Or, if that wasn’t convincing, regurgitated it and handed it back.”  
 
         “No, thanks.” Garath smiled. I watched as he bit into the Pluto-pup. Those eyes lit up the same way mine does whenever I see or think about Pluto-pups. They’re my favourite, so I am happy that I could share one with Garath before our mission early tomorrow. “Why tonight?” 
 
         “Well. . .” I trailed off when the rest of our team came in and sat down. They were on the other side of the table. Still wary of Garath in general. 
 
         “Our last meal as a team went horrible because of that jerk,” Mike started.  
 
         “So, Iseya asked us all to have one before this mission. We thought, what the heck? We have enough points this time to get good food!” Kim clapped her hands together. I can see the drool slipping from the corner of her mouth. She was definitely thinking of chocolate. “Alright, I am going up to grab mine. Anyone else coming?”  
 
          Mike, Tera, Gab and Chuck stood and went over to the line.  
 
          “So. Are we eating shitty soup tonight?” Garath asked.  
 
         “You are,” I said. My smile stretched ear to ear. “I got myself something else as well. Now you are going to know how it feels to eat shitty soup while we dine in luxury.”  
 
         “Alright.” Garath stood, and my eyes narrowed. “Lucky I have spare tickets that are available all year round.”  
 
         “Huh?” I breathed.  
 
         “You think I would eat anywhere without being prepared.” Garath laughed softly. “You obviously don’t know me too well.”  
 
         “Well, can I?” I asked. His eyes widened, but only the slightest. Either way, it was very noticeable. “What’s your favourite colour?”  
 
         “Blue.”  
 
         “Blue? Why, Blue?”  
 
         “I don’t know. When I look up at the sky, I feel free.” Funny. It’s the same as mine. I like blue as well, because of that reason. “Yours?”  
 
         “Uh. . . We should get our food and sit with our team, don’t you think? For a . . . Uh. . . good bonding session.” 
 
         “Sure.”  
 
         Even knowing Garath’s food was a desperation tactic, it looked much better than any of ours. My meal was delicious. But after seeing Garath, I wasn’t salivating over the food I ordered. I don’t even think any of my teammates were as well. We eyed Garath’s food. Hunger burning within our eyes.  
 
         “What do you call that?” I asked.  
 
         “Cobloaf,” Garath answered.  
 
         He took another crispy bread, dunked it into this oozy, cheesy substance that had ham, bacon, corn and green onions. He raised the crispy bread up high, and the cheese was like string, stretching from inside of the cob loaf all the way to his mouth. It even crunched. My heart skipped a beat at the sound.  
 
         Now I looked down at mine. It was called pizza. I loved it. But compared to Garath’s, mine tasted like mush, aside from the crust. I even began to gamble if I wanted to see if he would give me some for a slice of my pizza. A good trade. Even if I could only have a bite. I was about ready to ask when the lady who served us came over with a massive plate. She smiled at Garath. He nodded in acknowledgment at her. She placed the plate on the table, and all of us leant over. Our eyes are so wide that they glowed in the fluorescent light.  
 
         “What is that?” Kim breathed.  
 
         “They call it a cheesecake.”  
 
         “Cheesecake?”  
 
         “Yeah. Came with the meal.”  
 
         “Why is it so huge?” Mike stammered out.  
 
         “Party food,” Garath answered.  
 
         “Oh!” Tera bounced up and down in her seat. “Like very classy party food?” 
 
         “Sure.”  
 
         “Give me a slice!” Kim demanded.  
 
         They all dived towards the cheesecake, but I, on the other hand, still wanted this cob loaf. While everyone else cut chunks out of the cheesecake, I eyed the cob loaf. Garath must have noticed for he sighed and pushed the plate the cob loaf was on towards me. My heart lifted, and I straightened my back. Watching Garath for half an hour made me know how to eat one of these. I broke up a part of the loaf and scooped a mass amount of cheesy goo on it and bit into it. This was amazing.  
 
         “How much was this?” I asked Garath. Cheese drizzled down my jaw as I bit into another piece of bread and cheese. “It’s delicious.”  
 
         “Thirty-thousand.”  
 
         My eyes widened, and I choked on the cheese and bread that I had in my mouth. I grabbed my water bottle and took mouthfuls until the lump in my throat subsided. That’s so much money. I think it cost more than that gear everyone raves on about. That’s insane. I wouldn’t spend that many points on that. Yet again, maybe I should be spending all of my points on food, considering within a month we are going to be in the real world.  
 
         “Iseya, you should try the cheesecake as well!” Kim said and swooned. “It’s so good. How much did the cheesecake cost?” 
 
         “It comes in a meal. Thirty-thousand for all of this.” Garath gestured to the food. “I was saving it for a special moment.”  
 
         “Like what?” Tera asked.  
 
         “Before a mission that I would know I wouldn’t be coming back from.” My teammates looked at each other. “Don’t worry, I am positive that tomorrow isn’t that mission. Iseya just surprised me with this gathering, and I wasn’t going to eat the soup here.” 
 
         “Yeah. It has been crappy since Eric died.” 
 
         I glared at Tera.  
 
         Unable to eat anymore, I pushed the cob loaf away from me. Hands pressed on the table, and I stood and smiled weakly and decided to leave. It still hurts hearing his name. Knowing that he could be a couple steps away from me and serving me delicious soup. But he’s gone, and I know I need to accept that fact, but it is hard to let go. Death is hard to let go. Once they’re gone, there’s a hole of where they used to be, and no amount of laughter and joy can fill that hole. It hurts and as bad as it sounds, I don’t want the pain to go away. Not just yet.  
 
         “I am going to crash early tonight. We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow.”  
 
         “Iseya, wait,” Gab called.  
 
         Kim exhaled a breath. “You’re an idiot, Tera.”  
 
         Up to the stairs, I headed to my door. I reached out to touch the door and enter when someone grabbed my shoulder and whirled me around to face them. I thought it was Chuck being Chuck. That he wanted nothing more but to pry into my personal life like he always does. Anger pulsed to life and I wanted to spew vindictive words at him when I stepped back and looked away, embarrassed.  
 
         “It’s not like you to run,” Garath spoke softly.  
 
         “Yeah, well . . . Whenever I get angry and start a fight, I get in trouble. Better for me to leave.”  
 
         “True. Can I come in to talk?”  
 
         I hesitated for a split second. I wondered why he would want to for a moment. Was he doing to talk about Eric? A subject that’s very hard for me to talk about. Is he here because he felt sorry for what happened? With Garath I am never sure the reason as to why he does things. In the end, I nodded slowly and touched my door until it opened. Garath stepped through first, and I followed after him.  
 
         Garath sat down on my bed. He looked out of place. Uncomfortable, perhaps. So was I. While he sat there, I stood and leant up against the dresser. Wasn’t sure if I should start a conversation. He was the one that wanted to come in and talk. He should be the one to start one. Any, for that matter. Not just sit there and stare blankly at Ary. Like he forgot the reason why he came in here.  
 
         “You could have at least brought some cake up here to break the ice,” I muttered. Garath breathed a laugh. “Your smile,” I started. Green eyes tore away from nothing and looked up at me. My throat tightened, and it was getting hard to breathe. “Never mind.”  
 
         “Iseya. How are you?”  
 
         “How am I? In what way are you asking? How have I been lately?” I nodded and looked away. “Absolutely fine.” 
 
         “Do you still have nightmares?” He asked. My hands tightened on the dresser wood, and I darted a look down at the ground. I glared so hard that I could burn a hole into the ground. “I guess that’s a yes.” 
 
         “What do you want me to say?” I hissed. “Yeah, I have nightmares . . . Every fucking night. But why does that matter? Why does anything matter when none of this will exist within a month!” I blurted out. Once I realised what I said, my eyes widened, and a low hiss escaped, and I swore under my breath. “I mean . . . fuck.”  
 
         “What won’t exist in a month? Are you leaving once you have your brother?”  
 
         “Yes,” I lied.  
 
         “And you weren’t going to tell me because you don’t want me to come with you.”  
 
         “Would you have? You’re very close to Daniels. Wouldn’t want to disappoint him, would you?”  
 
         Garath sighed and stood from the bed. “I would go wherever you went.”  
 
         “Why?” I spat.  
 
         “Because you are my teammate.”  
 
         “And what about Kim and Mike and Gab and . . . You know what, fuck Tera. But what about them?”  
 
         “They can come as well. I don’t really care, Iseya. Why are you making this very difficult?”  
 
         “Because I can! Because I don’t want to be simple and easy. I don’t want to think or talk about what happened over a month ago. I don’t want to remember what I saw that day in that factory. His blood . . . his blood slipping from my hands like . . . like water.” Tears streamed down my face. Garath wrapped his arms around me, and I buried my face into his chest and sobbed. “I hate it! I hate this place, Garath. I hate memories! Why do we have memories! I don’t want them anymore! I just want them to go away!”  
 
          His arms wrapped around me much more tightly. My hands dug into his shoulders. Fingers burring deeper. Tears streamed down, soaking his shirt. Pain constricted my throat. My heart. Burned up my nose. It was painful, and all I wanted was for it to stop. But it won’t stop. It will never end. They will always be there under the surface. Ready to consume me.  
 
         “Iseya.” Garath took hold of my waist firmly and pushed me off of him gently. My arms tore away, and I wiped underneath my eyes. “It’s getting late. I should go. We both need rest before tomorrow.”  
 
         I nodded. “Okay. We should.” 
 
         “Are you going to be alright?” He asked.  
 
         “Yeah.” I breathed a laugh and smiled weakly. “Yeah, I will be fine. You should go before it gets too late and you get in trouble by a bot.”  
 
         “I doubt that would happen. But, uh . . . goodnight, Iseya.”  
 
         Garath left. I stared at the door. “Night, Garath,” I whispered.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         I woke, and my eyes were burning, and my ears were bleeding. Metaphorically for the last part. Music blared in my ears, and I had to take them out. The song echoed in the room and created a tune within the silence. The blue-eyed song played. I looked down at the pod and turned it off. The room plummeted in silence. Up and on the bed, I dragged my hands through a tangled mess of red hair and stared blankly at the ground.  
 
         All my worries. Everything leading up to today was a weight that plummeted onto my shoulders. Heavier than ever. What if Liam wasn’t there anymore? What if he was, but he wasn’t . . . Wasn’t alive? Am I ready to suffer another loss? Even of a monster I can barely remember, but have a fond feeling towards the boy. Was it right to risk the lives of my teammates and friends to come along and see who I really am? What my family were created for. I am not so sure. I doubt myself every day. But one thing I knew for sure that kept me to push forward and that is. . . I had no memories, nightmares or dreams at all last night. For the first time, I slept peacefully. That’s how I knew that I couldn’t go back.  
 
         I woke up late. First time in a long time. I rushed to get ready. By the time that I was down the stairs, my team had already formed up and were waiting for me. Even Garath. I murmured my apologies, and without another word, Garath nudged his head towards the elevators, and we followed him.  
 
         “Glenn’s team will meet us in their spaceship.”  
 
         “I thought we were taking another?” Mike asked.  
 
         “Change of plans. Theirs is better. Do you have a problem?”  
 
         “No. Not at all,” Mike said quickly enough.  
 
         “Hey, Iseya,” Chuck whispered. I fell back shortly until I was at the back of our group. Chuck leant in close to my ear. “If they react badly, I would have to kill your friends, okay?”  
 
         “You don’t touch them.”  
 
         “It’s them or us. Your call.”  
 
         I ignored him. The last thing that I want to do is think about negative possibilities that could go wrong on this mission. The thought of thinking that I would have to hurt someone to protect my brothers and myself makes my skin crawl. They were all my friends. I’d rather die. But for Liam, I might do something I would never want to do to keep him safe.  
 
         Thank you, Chuck, for spooling these thoughts into my mind. Now instead of thinking of Liam and getting to him safely, I am starting to think about who would be the first to betray me. They were in my team as well. Always around others. Fluttering those eyelashes. Trying to be lustful, in her own way. Out of everyone, she would point the gun and shoot first. Even if we are somewhat friends. Teammates. I saved her. That doesn’t matter. What matters is that I am a monster, and that is what will always matter.  
 
         “Lost in thought?”  
 
         I tore away from my thoughts and focused on my surroundings. I was in the elevator and at the back, where I usually end up, no matter how close I stood to the doors. Beside me, like always, was Garath. Embarrassed that he was watching me, I looked away and down at the ground.  
 
         “I hope this mission goes well.”  
 
         “Same,” Garath agreed. He didn’t reassure. Tell me that it would be fine. As well as I do, he knew that this mission with so many people would be a risk. “We have two days on the spaceship to convince them enough that you are reliable as well as your brothers.”  
 
         “How?” I whispered.  
 
         “You are likeable all except Tera.” I tried to justify the reasons that I don’t like her when Garath raised his hand and gave me the death stare. “When was the last time you had a pleasant conversation with her?” Not in a long time. “You should start now before she sees your true form and blurts it out as soon as we are back from our mission.”  
 
         “Fine,” I muttered. “What about Chuck?”  
 
         “He needs to mingle with everyone besides Kim. And from what I have observed, he’s not making a good impression with her either.” He’s got that right. Even now, I see him trying and very much failing to impress Kim. “Talk to him. May decide the verdict once they all find out what you all are.”  
 
         I nodded. That could help us out a lot when the time comes. I need to focus on Tera. She’s the livewire. Would be easier to just kill her, but if I do that, I will lose all credibility and trust towards everyone else that’s on this mission. Shit, this is going to be harder than I thought possible.  
 
         Lloyd stood outside of the spaceship and grinned at us. A dagger flipped in his hands. My teammates stepped back, hesitant. All aside from Gab, Chuck, Garath and I. We were used to their crazy.  
 
         We followed him in. Glenn was at the cockpit. Garath gestured for Mike and Kim to go inside. Where they will more than likely forever stay on this mission. Even to eat and sleep. I asked Kim about that a while ago. They eat and sleep in there, taking shifts while they do so. They rarely interact with us on missions unless they were a part of that mission as well. I waved goodbye, and good luck right before they entered the cockpit.  
 
         “Alright, team,” Glenn called. We all turned towards him. “Make yourselves at home. Eat whatever you want. Drink whatever you want. I don’t care. Just don’t leave any mess.” My teammates seemed to like that idea and rushed to hang up their gear so that they can look around and possibly see what there was to eat. “Iseya and Chuck, come with me.”  
 
         I gave a look to Garath. He nodded and turned to take his gear off. I walked beside Chuck, and we followed Glenn and Lloyd down the hallway and towards the room I knew well as Glenn’s domain. Where his team usually stay whenever they are on a mission. Inside the room, Glenn kept going. Not stopping at the beds. Not going into the room that had the showers. He went to the large bookshelf that was pressed against the wall. Confused, I looked to Chuck and Chuck looked back at me. We were unsure of what he wanted to show us. There was no time to read. I went to speak and ask when he touched the side of the bookshelf. My eyes widened, and brows shot up when blue light lit up and scanned his hand.  
 
         “Access granted,” Ary chirped.  
 
         The bookcase slid to the side, and it opened up a small room. There were a single bed and boxes stacked around the bed. Squished in there as well were a toilet and a bathtub. I heard about what that was recent. On the far back wall, there was a small square table, and one chair tucked in. Above the table was a screen. Yellow lines swirled from one end to another. I would have been worried if I didn’t know Ary listens to us and was designed to protect Chuck, Liam and I.  
 
         “This has always been here. Not that spacious. While we keep your brother hidden for over twenty days, this will be where he will stay. He can order food. Wash. Sleep. Go to the bathroom. You just need to tell him that he cannot leave or else he will more than likely ruin everything that we have planned.”  
 
         “Right. Thank you, Glenn.” Lloyd scoffed. “And Lloyd. I owe you.”  
 
         “You already have,” Glenn said, sighing. “We are in your debt. Letting you escape with us with whoever you bring is us owing you.”  
 
         “You should go back to your team,” Lloyd announced. “Garath is observant and smart. We don’t want him to figure any of this out.”  
 
         We left Lloyd and Glenn in the room, and we went out and down the hallway.  
 
         “You should get to know your other teammates, Chuck.”  
 
         “Why? It’s not like we are staying here for long.”  
 
         “The more they trust you, the more likely they won’t shoot us when they find out what we really are.”  
 
         “If you insist, Iseya.” 
 
         He walked ahead of me and into the room where my teammates, along with Chloe, had walked into. It was the room that had all the seats we secure ourselves in, in case of a bumpy flight. I wanted to sit beside Garath, but I hesitated. His words came back to me. About talking to Tera more and socialising. I bit the inside of my cheeks and exhaled breath out and sat beside her. She smiled, oblivious of my intentions. I kind of feel bad for her. Mike sat on the other side of her, and he buckled up. Tera, on the other hand, began her nervous break. She took hold of the buckle that snaps into place, but she shook, and whenever she tried to clip the buckles together, her feverous shaking made her miss over and over again. Lights flashed. That whirling sound of the spaceship as it started to hover.  
 
         “Hey.” I touched Tera’s arm, and she turned to me. Bug eyes fuller than ever. “Breathe and focus, alright. Can you do that?”  
 
         She nodded stiffly and looked back at the buckles. I heard her deep breath inwards. Inhaling everything. And then out. Exhaling all of her worries and fears. She then pushed the buckles together, and they clicked right before I felt the jolt of the spaceship moving forward. Tera laughed loudly and tilted her head backwards and shook. I, on the other hand, was relieved that I was making some progress.  
 
         After the fasten seatbelts sign was gone, I unclipped and walked out to the kitchen. I didn’t eat today, I was starved. My team followed me. Excited, Gab blurted out how amazing Glenn’s system was. They were all eager to know what he was talking about. I sat beside Tera, which I think Chuck was more grateful for. Chuck seemed to have decided to act on what I told him earlier. He sat beside Lloyd and tried to interact with him. From what I could hear, before I turned to Tera, was that they were talking about various styles of knives.  
 
         Gab tapped the number of people that were in the room. Tera yelped and raised her hands when the surface on the table opened, and plates came up, steaming with food. Because it was still morning, breakfast was served. A buffet of food revealed itself. Toast. Baked bean toasties. Pancakes. Eggs. Bacon. I was in love.  
 
         “I don’t know what to eat first!” Tera exclaimed.  
 
         “Not the pancakes.”  
 
         “Why not the pancakes, Iseya?”  
 
         “There’s chocolate sauce over there, fruit and I think whipped cream. Eat the pancakes last. Like dessert.”  
 
         Her jaw flew open. Tera was an over-exaggerated woman. “You are amazing, Iseya! Oh, bacon. Yum!”  
 
         It was a good morning. We all sat around and laughed and talked to one another. But as much as I wanted to be happy, what will happen the day after tomorrow worried me enough to keep a level head while I ate.  
 
         I need to stay calm.  
 
         Stay focused.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty.  
 
      
 
      
 
         It was the night before we would arrive at our destination. We were well ahead of time. Most of the time, I don’t see Glenn’s team unless it was for breakfast, lunch and dinner. I have seen Tera a lot. And by a lot, I mean very fucking much. I smiled and struggled to keep that smile on my face when she told me of how ‘smoking hot’ Chuck is. As much as I wanted to roll my eyes and leave. Find Gab and have a healthy and actually fun conversation with, I stuck with what Garath had told me and befriended Tera.  
 
         But now it was my time. Tera and the others decided to go to bed early. I needed a good sleep before our mission tomorrow. The thing was, I couldn’t sleep. When I laid down, my brain was haywire. It was like thousands of thoughts were plaguing me at once. I couldn’t lay down. I couldn’t stop moving. So, I decided to pack my gear early and be more than prepared. Even got out the uniform that I chose to wear and bring with me so that I could fit in with my teammates.  
 
         Out in the cargo area, I hesitated when I noticed Garath. He was at the weapons station and checking the guns. The door closed and Garath turned and smiled at me.  
 
         “Hey. What are you doing up still?” Garath asked.  
 
         “Can’t sleep. How about you?” 
 
         “I’m usually up very late.”  
 
         “And why is that?”  
 
         “I dislike when things aren’t in proper condition. Or if there is work that I still have to do that I could do before I grow too tired.”  
 
         “Has anyone told you that you are very . . . intense.”  
 
         “Yeah.” He breathed a laugh. I laughed as well. “Alright, then. Let’s go out and catch a breather.”  
 
         “You know we are flying, right?”  
 
         “It’s in pilot mode. The ship will fly at a steady pace, lower. It will feel like just a windy day outside.” Garath raised his arm towards me. “Trust me?”  
 
         I narrowed my eyes. Slowly, my head nodded slightly, and I took hold of his hand. It was soft and warm. I expected that his hand would be colder. Harder. From all the work and training that he does. He squeezed my hand tightly, and we stood at the doors.  
 
         “Ary, open up the door and move the ramp down enough for us to sit on.” 
 
         “Granted,” she said.  
 
         The doors opened, and a gush of bitingly cold wind whirled around. I peered outwards and tried to shield my arm from the wind. I held onto Garath’s hand more tightly and stepped back, in case I fell forward. The ramp rolled down, and Garath tugged my arm and forced me to move forward. My heart pounded so loudly with every step that I took. My legs shook when all I wanted them to do was turn into the glue and stick firmly to the ramp.  
 
         “It’s fine, Iseya. You look like you are scared. It’s . . . cute.”  
 
         “Huh?” I looked up, but Garath was looking away from me. “How far down do you want to go?” 
 
         “Here’s fine.” Garath sat down and dragged me down with him. I slumped beside him. My body leant back, and boots planted firmly on the ramp. “I usually come out here a lot. It’s nice.”  
 
         “If you find risking your life nice. Sure.” Every word that I spoke, I felt out of breath. “You’re crazy.”  
 
         “We risk our lives all the time. At least this way, I am in control of my own life that’s at risk.”  
 
         He had a point. Doesn’t mean what he said and what we are doing was any better. I shook my head and laughed. He’s crazy. I couldn’t fathom a reason as to why he would want to open up doors and sit out here, high up in the sky while it is still flying.  
 
         “I know what you’re thinking. But you’re thinking and not seeing. Look, Iseya and then you will know.”  
 
         Yeah. Because I want to look down towards my fucking death! 
 
         “Just look.”  
 
         Leaning slightly forward, I looked down and gasped. It was dark. Midnight, to be exact. However, I could see so much. Lights from the spaceship illuminated the night. Glowed in the dark. Cast down along the trees that blurred past us. Unlike during the day, seeing all of this at night gives it an eerie, dark feel to it. Silver illuminated trees, like frost covering leaves. Stars shine brightly in the night's sky. The moon. A bright white orb intensified everything. The world looked frighteningly beautiful.  
 
         “Beautiful, isn’t it?” He asked.  
 
         I looked at Garath as he looked outwards. His green eyes shined. Dark hair swayed in the breeze. His eyes are crinkled. Garath was smiling. Actually, smiling so that his dimples could show. I held my breath just looking at Garath. My throat tightened. Heart skipped beats at a time. My hand that held his relaxed. My shoulders sagged. A smile reached my lips when my heart started to beat again.  
 
         As he looked up at the sky, I stared at him and whispered, “Beautiful.”  
 
         “Hey.” I jumped and looked behind me. My hand retracted away from Garath’s, and I smiled at Lloyd. He sat beside me and looked out. “This world is so shit.”  
 
         “I think I am going to leave.” Garath stood and started back towards the entrance. “Tell Ary to shut the door whenever you are done.” 
 
         “Bye.”  
 
         “Later,” Lloyd muttered. Once Garath was out of sight, I sighed and looked out and at the starry sky once again. “Did I interrupt something?” He asked.  
 
         “What? No, of course not,” I scoffed.  
 
         “Your tone of voice is persuasive,” he said dryly. “You should do some, I don’t know, acting lessons. You hardly sound believable.”  
 
         “Shut up,” I snapped.  
 
         “Your brother has been particularly cosy with us. Wouldn’t have anything to do with your brother? You both have been acting weird.” 
 
         “Weird how.”  
 
         “Friendlier,” he stated. A deep, harsh breath hissed out through the small part of my lips. “Are you afraid we may act weird when we find your brother?”  
 
         “And if that’s the case.”  
 
         “I told you that you are family. I will protect you and your family, no matter what.”  
 
         “No matter what,” I murmured. “I will hold you to that, Lloyd.” 
 
         “What’s up, bitches.” A smile spread on my face, and I looked back at Chloe. “What’s going on out here?” 
 
         “Nothing.” I touched Lloyd’s shoulder and winked at him right before I stood and stretched. “I was just leaving. Enjoy.”  
 
         “Hey, Chloe,” Lloyd spoke, almost softly.  
 
         “I hope your dick falls off, Lloyd,” Chloe spat.  
 
         I snorted a laugh and walked back inside. While they spoke outside, I decided to do my gear before I finally went to bed. 
 
         Tomorrow should be an exciting day, to say the least.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
         The doors opened, and I went rigid. Hot air gushed inwards. Heat flushed my cheeks. Everything was heightened. Skin. Sight. Feel. Movement. Sound. I took it all in. The taste of dirt. That suffocating smell of it as well. The sun gazed down. Heating exposed flesh. The cold metal around fingertips.  
 
         Glenn’s team moved out first. Him, Tera and Gab marched forward, guns raised, ready for anything. I gave Tera a weak smile and nod, and she gave me one back before she headed out into the city. Lloyd, Chloe and Chuck went after. Chuck kept looking at his bracelet, concentrating on where the signal of Liam could be. They went off, and that left Garath and I. We didn’t speak to each other. Garath stepped out first, and I followed a step behind him.  
 
         We landed in the centre of the city. Outside of the shopping centre. Considering we are supposed to search the inner city, the best place to look would be inside of a shopping mall outlet, wouldn’t it?  
 
         Once we were out and well enough away, Kim flew the spaceship back in the air and began to do her job. Which was searching the buildings with Mike to see if they could see anyone hiding up there.  
 
         “Iseya. Let’s go.”  
 
         I tore my gaze away from the spaceship and looked at the smashed glass doors that lead inside of the shopping outlet. I took out my weapon. Garath held his gun. I stepped inside the door. Glass crunched underneath boots. It was dark inside. There was also a lot of glass and a lot of dried up blood that has splattered the ground and along walls. Shopping windows smashed in. Clothes, old, ragged and torn littered the ground. I took out a flashlight and shined it around the shopping mall.  
 
         “Liam,” I called. His name echoed. I flinched at the sound. But I needed to call it. I needed to speak. If I don’t, it was going to take us a lot longer to find him. “Liam. It’s Iseya.”  
 
         The flashlight shined around the shops. Shined across the shoes. Clothes. Fancy dresses. Jewellery.  
 
         There were backdoors to the shops. While Garath looked on the right, I went left. I shined my light around the darkness. There was no sound besides the sound of my voice and the music of glass underneath boots.  
 
         I opened the door that was at the back of the jewellery store. The other stalls before had no signs of life. Every time I stepped out the back, my heart beat faster and faster. It was pitched black. Anything could be crawling in here. Any monster, big or small, could be asleep or roaming, waiting for my voice to call out once again. My breath came out shaky. My hand trembled on the flashlight. I tried to keep it steady, but being in such darkness, I freaked more.  
 
         There were a lot of boxes covered in a thick layer of dust. It looked untouched, unlike out in the central area of the shopping mall. No leaves littered the ground. There was no blood tracks or signs of disturbance of unsettled dust. Noticing no one was back here, I walked out and tried the next stall over. It was a supermarket. I looked back the way that I came. Light from Garath’s flashlight shined from the booth over. I didn’t want to disturb him, so I decided to go alone to the supermarket.  
 
         Leaves crunched under boots. There was a lot of tin food on the ground. I wanted to lean down and take a few and see what food they were. They rattled when I kicked them. Light flashed down every aisle. Along the rows of food that caught my attention. I had to tear my eyes away from them and focus on Liam rather than what those foods would be.  
 
         “Liam,” I called. At the end of the aisles, I exhaled a deep breath and looked around. Nothing. He’s probably not even in here. There’s still a whole area we have to explore. “Liam,” I called again.  
 
         A firm grip on my shoulder made my heart splutter and whirl around.  
 
         “You finished in here?” Garath asked.  
 
         “Shit. You scared me,” I breathed out. Garath raised a brow. He was still expecting an answer. “Uh. Yeah. I am finished.”  
 
         We finished our sweep inside the shopping mall and went around to the other side of the entrance. Back outside and in the sunlight, I looked around while Garath navigated on where we should go next. As we walked, we went inside buildings together as a team. The thought of doing this alone without him now worried me. Liam may react badly to seeing Garath again after so long. May even kill him.  
 
         “If we found Liam, what do you think he would do when he sees me?” Garath asked. “Just so that I can be prepared.” 
 
         “I don’t know. I think he may react badly to anyone, really. That’s why we are doing these groups and being extra cautious. Expecting the worst, right?”  
 
         Garath nodded. He opened the door to an office room and flashed the light around and then closed it again. “Is there something you aren’t telling me?”  
 
         “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
         ‘Yes. What do you mean? There are multiple things that she’s keeping from you.’  
 
         “Shut up,” I hissed.  
 
         “Didn’t think a simple question was going to make you so hostile.”  
 
         “No. Not you. It’s the . . . never mind.” I shook my head and opened up another door and flashed the light inside. Nothing. Closing the door, I turned around to Garath that was still patiently waiting for an answer. “I have told you that I am keeping things from you for your own good.”  
 
         “I am aware of that. I am talking about with your brothers.”  
 
         “What do you mean?” There was an edge in my voice that I tried to muster. I winced slightly and looked away and kept walking down the hallway of this business building. “I don’t get what you are saying.”  
 
         I clearly get what he is saying. I hope I can act dumb.  
 
         “The way Chuck speaks to me makes me wonder if we have met before. He treats me how he would treat an old rival. He doesn’t act like that with anyone else.”  
 
         “Chuck is Chuck,” I tried to justify. “He’s weird as it is. I also don’t know if you would have. My memories are scrambled.”  
 
         “I know. However, I would have hoped any sort of recognition would have come back if we had met before. Perhaps it was just Chuck that I have met in passing and don’t remember. Either way, he acts differently to me compared to others. Might be for some other reason as well.”  
 
         I pursed lips and nodded my head. Not sure what I was supposed to say to that. If he wanted me to justify that I do know him, which I do. Was I going to tell him? Right now? In the middle of finding Liam? I could, for a warning. But I am also scared that if he does, those memories will flood back in. What if he was exactly like his dad? What if he wants to experiment on me?  
 
         “Any luck?” Chuck asked through comms.  
 
         I stepped out of the building and crossed out the premise that we just went into. Garath placed motion sensors down, in case Liam was sneaking around and didn’t want to be seen. It was a possibility that we could have vouched for, considering all the people we were with are known as the enemy in his eyes, from what Chuck has told me.  
 
         “No. You?”  
 
         “Nothing so far. Fuck. I don’t know where he could be. Stupid fucking motion sensors. If only he were in immediate . . .” 
 
         My wrist started to burn. Surprised, I looked down, and a map suddenly appeared. The red dot that circled the area of where Liam was located narrowed in drastically until it indicated on a building nearby. I looked up and around and then back down at my bracelet and at the map. Garath grabbed my shoulder and pointed up.  
 
         “That building. Kim and Mike, pick up the other teams and meet us over at that building. Chuck will give you the location,” Garath ordered. “Don’t react rash. We will grab Liam. The more people, the more stressed he may become. Keep your distance until we say so.”  
 
         “Yes, Sir!”  
 
         Garath took hold of my arm. “Let’s go, Iseya.”  
 
         We raced down the street and headed towards the tallest building. It was eight levels high. Looked to be newer of the other buildings. Something that was built new before the world ended. A type of CEO corporation. Outside of the doors, I looked down at my bracelet again. The dot was inside and moving up on the levels. 
 
         Inside, I had a clearer vision of Liam. I pointed to the right, where there was an emergency staircase. The door was broken. Slicer scratch marks along the edge of the door. A large gaping hole where the handle used to be. Through the door, I raced up the flight of stairs. When I took a deep breath, something smelled off. A taste in my mouth that I couldn’t fathom until I slipped. I swore under my breath and pushed up on the step with my hands. My hands are sticky and slimy. Garath pointed the flashlight in my direction. Blood. Liam is wounded.  
 
         An urgency made my movements much more frantic. I ran ahead of Garath. My breaths shortened. Around and around I went. My legs ached. Chest pained me. I went up to the last flight of stairs to the door that leads to the rooftop. The door was closing. I raised my arm and slammed my shoulder into the door and stepped out into the blinding sunlight. It glared down and made it hard for me to see. I blinked rapidly until the white vision faded, and the heightened view of the rooftop came into focus. I took a step and felt wetness underneath my boots. There was a blood trail. I followed the blood trail around to the other side of the door, behind the wall. 
 
         The blood trail stopped beside a young boy lying on the ground. Red hair, wet and sweaty. His horn was small but showed over the mop of hair. His skin an olive complexion. Blue eyes stared at me, wide-eyed and surprised. I took a step towards him when he tried to push himself up. Liam winced. His face scrunched. He looked to be in pain. Liam’s hand touched his leg. That’s when I realised that he wasn’t wearing his suit. He had a cloak wrapped around him, but his leg was shown in the sunlight. His leg was soaked in blood. There was a large gash near his knee. My fingers trembled above his knee. 
 
         “Iseya?” Liam’s lip trembled. “Is that you?”    
 
         “Liam,” I breathed. “What happened?” 
 
         “Iseya.” I looked back at Garath that came around the corner. He looked between us and then down at Liam’s leg. “Here, I have medical supplies.” 
 
         Garath moved forward and took out the red medical container as he did so. He crouched right before Liam, near his wound. I watched Garath get out the ingredients and smiled. When I looked up at Liam, my smile faltered. Wild blue eyes glared at Garath. His face scrunched in anger and disgust. I heard the scraping of steel. Before I could have time to think, I reacted. My hand reached out, and a surge of pain sparked across my hand. Liam’s tail was within my grip and inches away from Garath’s head.  
 
         “Enemy! He’s the enemy!” Liam shouted at me.  
 
         “He is our friend,” I said through clenched teeth. Angered, Liam moved his tail through the flow of blood that covered my hand. Garath stepped back, but he didn’t make any movement to grab any weapon. He must know that if he did, there would be no trust between any of them. “Trust me, Liam. He won’t hurt you.” 
 
         Liam’s shoulders slackened. That angered look on his face faltered, and he looked away and nodded. I released my grip on his tail, and the silver steel that was covered in blood slid away and curled back to his side and rested on his lap.  
 
         “Can Garath help your wound?” I asked.  
 
         “No time,” Liam whispered. “They are coming.”  
 
         “They?” I questioned.  
 
         Inhumane screeches came from below. I heard the sound of glass shattering, and it sounded like an earthquake of a sound right underneath our feet. 
 
         “Garath and Iseya. We have the rest of the party. We are on our way to your location now.” 
 
         “Well, you better hurry the fuck up. Somethings coming up the building,” Garath shouted through the receiver. 
 
         “We will meet you at the edge of the building. We can’t land. You would need to climb in while we hover. The landing will be a risk,” Kim blurted out.  
 
         “Alright.” Garath turned back to Liam. He flicked the switch of his gear and stepped out. After, he raised his hands towards Liam. “I need to pick you up. Iseya, grab my gear and that duffle bag beside him.”  
 
         “Okay.” I breathed. I took hold of Garath’s gear and bag beside Liam. I am assuming that he didn’t want Liam to reach and grab for any of his weapons while he carried him. I could respect that decision. “Liam, what’s coming?” 
 
         “Wendigo,” he breathed.  
 
         Liam let Garath pick him up and carry him in his arms. Liam’s wounded leg dripped with blood. Liam’s tail dragged along the ground and scraped as we ran back around the other side of the building.  
 
         “Wendigo ever come out in sunlight.”  
 
         “They do on orders,” Liam said. “The Queen is controlling them. She doesn’t care and wants us dead and will do anything she can to get rid of us. Even if it means her army burning in the sun.”  
 
         I slung the duffle bag around my shoulder as we ran. Across the rooftop, I heard this craning. Like steel being bent and broken. I looked back as we ran when the door smashed open and a horde of wendigo barrelled out, over the top of each other, like a swarm. Horrified, I looked back to the edge of the rooftop when I noticed Garath and Liam. I exhaled a breath and slowed my pace enough to be behind them. If something jumps them, I need to be ready.  
 
         “Iseya, watch out!” Liam screeched.  
 
         I gasped when my feet slid from underneath me. My head slammed into the cement, and my head spun from the dizziness. When I focused, Garath stopped running, and it angered me.  
 
         “Go to the edge!” I screamed.  
 
         Turning away from them, I kicked the wendigo that scratched and tore at my legs. I raised up, grabbed hold of the wendigo’s head and cried out as I tore the wendigo’s, burning, melting skin of a head off of its shoulders. Exhaling a breath, I stood and ran. Garath was already at the rooftop edge when a gush of wind propelled me back slightly. The spaceship hovered above. Chuck and Tera had guns and fired. I winced, feeling the hiss of the bullet fire past me as I ran. Howling and screeching came from behind me still. An echoed horror of a sound that made my skin crawl.  
 
         Garath slid Liam on first and hopped up after and turned towards me. He reached his hand out. Kim wasn’t that levelled. She flew slightly higher. Chuck was arguing already from within the spaceship. I raced forward and reached out when I was close to Garath. Our hands entwined, and like a feather, I flew up and in his arms. The spaceship jolted, and we flew up high above the building. I looked down at the swarm of wendigo that jumped off the building. They wanted nothing more but to reach us but they could not. We were already too far above them for any of the monsters to reach.  
 
         “Monster!” Tera wailed. “He’s a fucking monster!”  
 
         Chuck shifted positions. He was pointing the gun outside and at the Wendigo. Now he raised that gun at Tera. Her gun was lowered to Liam. I tore away from Garath’s embrace and crouched defensively before Liam and hissed at Tera. Lloyd and Glenn looked at us in disbelief but didn’t reach for any of their weapons. It was like they were seeing how this was playing out. Chloe stepped back and had a hold of her knife, but Lloyd seemed to be her reason for not doing anything. He had a hold of her arm.  
 
         “Don’t fucking move, Tera, or else I will blow your fucking head off.” To my surprise, it was Gab who shouted those words.  
 
         “Garath, what’s going on here?” Glenn demanded.  
 
         “You wouldn’t have believed,” I breathed out. All that running was exhausting. “If I told you what we are, you wouldn’t have believed me. I had to show you. But we are no threat, remember? If we were, you would have already been dead.”  
 
         Tera put her finger on the trigger when Lloyd reacted. He moved quickly and grabbed hold of Tera’s gun. A shot went off, and I flinched and ducked my head from the sound. Lloyd disarmed Tera, slammed his elbow into her jaw, and she stumbled back and onto the ground.  
 
         “I told you Iseya. We have your back,” Lloyd stated.  
 
         “Fuck. I want answers, now,” Glenn demanded. “How is this possible? Are you like him, Iseya?” I nodded. Glenn laughed. “Explains a lot. Where’s your horn?”  
 
         “We can explain everything, but I would like Kim and Mike to be present as well. Perhaps we can land somewhere safe and have a meeting,” Garath started. “If you feel uncomfortable with Iseya, Chuck and Liam to be near any of you, they can sleep locked up in a secure room until then.”  
 
         “It’s fine,” Chloe said and shook her head. “Iseya can stay out. As for the other two. I don’t trust them.” 
 
         “Because they’re boys,” Lloyd muttered. “I am fine with them three roaming around. Tera, on the other hand, I don’t trust until then.”  
 
         “Same,” Gab agreed.  
 
         “What!” Tera screeched. “They’re fucking monsters! We are trained to kill monsters, no matter what!”  
 
         “Not everything is black and white, Tera,” Gab said. “There can be good monsters too, just like there can be evil people.” Chloe flinched at his words but nodded in agreement. Tera, on the other hand, was still baffled at how calm everyone else was being. “Iseya is our teammate. I trust her with my life. I also trust her word. If she says her brothers are no threat, we should believe what she says. She saved your life multiple times. Are you really going to kill her?”  
 
         Tera looked between all of us. “I don’t want any of you fuckers near me until the meeting. I am locking myself in the bedroom. Come near me, and I swear I will shoot.”  
 
         Wow. Tera has some balls after all.  
 
         Chuck went over to Liam, took hold of him and the duffle bag and carried him away to tend to his wounds. Glenn and Lloyd decided to take Chloe away to talk to her privately. Tera stormed off, holding her weapon. I turned to Garath and smiled weakly.  
 
         “We did it,” I breathed out.  
 
         “You are amazing, Iseya.” My heart fluttered. I leant into Garath. The wind brushed against my skin. I breathed in the air. Decay wafted up to my nose. Sticky warmth sprayed across my face. Widening my eyes, Garath’s eyes were wide as well. Blood dribbled down his lips. Talon claws punctured Garath’s shoulder and ripped through. “Iseya,” he breathed right before he was flung outside of the spaceship.  
 
         I raised my arm and shot the wendigo in the face, and it exploded. Then I dropped my gun and ran to the edge and saw Garath’s body falling. “Garath!” I screeched.  
 
         Darting a look around, I narrowed in on the hook that was above. I took hold of the hook and pulled down, and the wire zipped and reeled. I clipped the hook to the buckle that was attached to the front of my gear. No hesitation. No thought to justify what I was doing. I jumped when I noticed the spaceship stopped moving. I dived down and left my stomach and beating heart back on the cargo area. Garath was falling. Leaving a trail of blood to follow. I reached out when I grew closer to Garath’s body. He was unconscious.  
 
         I took hold of his arm when a surge of pain-sparked along my palm. Blood soaked, and my grip slipped. He fell out of reach. The wire clicked and locked. My body jolted, but Garath kept falling. I cried out and pain pulsed to life. Blood slipped down my back. My steel tail shot out and drove into the centre of Garath’s foot. We dangled along the wire.  
 
         “Iseya, what the fuck is going on?” Mike demanded.  
 
         “Pull me up. I have Garath,” I breathed. “I have Garath.”  
 
         Arms took hold of me and holstered me up and into the cargo area. I reached down and grabbed Garath’s arm and dragged him into my embrace. Exhausted, I collapsed onto the cold surface. I cradled Garath’s head along my chest. I brushed his soft brown hair. Different types of boots came into focus. They walked around me. But it was too hard for me to focus. The black blotches covered my vision. My head relaxed, and I fell into unconsciousness.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Twenty-One.  
 
      
 
      
 
        Monitors beeped at a tumid pace. The heart rate monitor was a regular steady pace. Garath breathed easily. In and out. Bandages wrapped around his right shoulder and along his chest. A small red blood spot stained the outside of the bandages. Near his collarbone.  
 
         I blinked rapidly and sat up straight in the chair before I slumped back down and rubbed my forehead. The pulsing headache stopped, and I stared down at my hand that had a bandage wrapped around the palm. The cut wasn’t that deep anymore. It’s been three days since we have been back from our mission. I went straight into the medical facility with Garath. He has been asleep the whole way. It was better that way. He has a broken collar bone and an intense cut that goes through his foot from when my tail pierced him. It was going to take him some time to heal. A few months, the least. Our team would be out of action or joining other groups if they needed another teammate or two for theirs. The thing was, we weren’t allowed to say no if another team asks us to join them. That was one of the rules in Paradise Eden.  
 
         The handle clicked, and the door opened. Chuck peeked through. Since we got back, he has been more polite and understanding, weirdly enough. Perhaps it was all Liam.  
 
         He gave me a look to say – can I come in – and I nodded in recognition. Chuck stepped through and silently closed the door behind him. He came to stand beside me. I sat on the only chair next to the hospital bed Garath sat on. I haven’t moved since we got back. I have been waiting for him to wake up so that I could be there so that he wouldn’t be in a daze. Confused and frustrated.  
 
         “You were right,” I whispered.  
 
         “Hmm. What about this time?”  
 
         I reached out to Garath and took hold of his hand. I cupped his hand within my hands and tried to place warmth back into his. I searched around his face. To see if there was any movement underneath his eyelids. A twitch of his lip. Or his nostrils to flare. And while I searched, a sense of warmth overcame me at his smooth features. The softness of his jaw. Those boyish looks that make him look younger than what he really is. 
 
         “I’m in love with Garath,” I whispered.  
 
         “Iseya,” Chuck sighed. “I think you already knew before I dropped all of those hints. But why are you telling me this now?”  
 
         “When Garath fell. . . I mean, when that wendigo tore him out of the spaceship, all I could think of was, ‘why you?’ I was petrified that I was going to lose Garath the same way that I lost Eric. I didn’t want to lose him. I didn’t want to lose someone that I loved and cared for in this world again. I didn’t want him taken away from me. Not like Eric. And the reason why I am telling you this now is that I don’t care what you think or anyone thinks. I love him, and you need to accept that.”  
 
         “I already have Iseya.” Chuck touched my shoulder and tightened his hold. “When he carried Liam. He could have easily made you carry Liam, but he willingly wanted to, knowing that Liam could have killed him anytime that he wanted to. I knew then that he was different from his father. That all the times that you tried to tell Liam and me that he was different came into the light, and I believed all that you have said about him. I trust him, and if you’re in love with him and want him protected, I will protect him as much as I will protect yours and Liam’s life.”  
 
         “Thank you,” I whispered. I relaxed my hold on Garath’s hand and placed my hands back on my lap and leant back in the chair. “How’s Liam?”  
 
         “Good. I gave him more medicine for his wound. He’s sleeping it off. Lloyd also told me that we are leaving very soon. We should plan on who we want to take with us soon, Iseya.”  
 
         “I know, it’s just . . .” Garath grumbled. I moved up in my chair and took hold of his hand again. Garath twitched his fingers. His eyes fluttered. Green blinked open and closed until his brows furrowed and he stared up at the fluorescent light above. “Hey, Garath,” I whispered.  
 
         “Iseya?” He questioned. I smiled and nodded. He then looked over and at Chuck. “Chuck?” Garath seemed very confused. He went to shuffle up when a spark of pain must have hit, and he winced and collapsed back down on the pillow. “What happened? I remember . . . I remember getting into the spaceship and flying off, but . . . What happened? Is everyone okay? Is Liam okay?”  
 
         “Everything has been taken care of,” Chuck announced. “We had a good chat on the spaceship with everyone. Even Tera calmed down and understood the situation after I explained what we are and all of that shit.”  
 
         Garath nodded. I shuffled closer and tightened my hold on Garath’s arm. “All you need to do is rest, Garath. A wendigo was atop of the spaceship. It came in and threw you out. I went after and caught you before you plummeted to your death. You have a broken collarbone, and your foot is really wounded. I should call in Indie so that she can have a better look at you.” 
 
         “That’s going to take a few weeks to a month to heal a collar bone. Depending on the damage,” Garath sighed and shook his head. “I’m out of action until then. Do you know what that means?” I nodded. “Shit. I should have been more careful.”  
 
         “Dude, it’s all –” 
 
         The door flew open, and Lloyd came in wide-eyed.  
 
         “The council has searched Glenn’s spaceship!”  
 
         “What!” I released my hold on Garath’s hand and stood. “Why?”  
 
         “I don’t know. Glenn just told me to get to you immediately. They have Liam.” 
 
         “Basement level,” Chuck breathed out.  
 
         “Okay. Alright. Let’s go!”  
 
         “Iseya,” Garath called my name when I was at the door. “Be the monster you want to be and show them what you are made of.” I firmly nodded to Garath. “Go now.”  
 
         We all raced outside of the room.  
 
         “What’s the quickest way to the basement level?” I asked Lloyd.  
 
         “The private elevator, but I don’t know Glenn’s password. I don’t know how to get in.”  
 
         “I do.” That’s right. When Glenn punched in the code, I saw. “I know the code. We can get through.”  
 
         “And then what?” Chuck demanded.  
 
         “We do what we were created to do,” I snapped.  
 
         There was a private elevator in the training grounds. At the keypad, I tapped in Glenn’s code. I breathed a soft laugh when I was granted access. Inside the elevator, I scrolled through the levels, but there wasn’t any number on the touchpad. That was when Chuck pointed to the wall and a button that reminded me of when we went down to the basement level last time. Chuck pushed the button, and another pin code appeared. I tapped on that, and we were granted access. I travelled down and felt the steel slide through my skin. My tail slipped out and down and rested on the elevator ground. Chuck must have known and done the same. Lloyd took out his weapon and twisted it around his hands. We all glared at the elevator doors. We were ready for anything.  
 
         The doors opened, and on the other side, there were two guards on either side of the door. Once they saw us, they raised their guns. They both looked wide-eyed and horrified. One pulled the trigger quicker than the other. My tail flicked up and reacted fast. It surprised me. It also angered me. I dived towards one. I took hold of the gun and slammed my elbow into his face, twisted my body, pushed my hip into his waist and flipped him over and onto the ground. He went to reach for his knife when my tail slammed into his hand. He cried out. Blood pooled out of his hand. He looked up at me, and his face faltered when he saw the gun. I slammed the gun into his face and knocked him out cold.  
 
         Chuck and Lloyd handled the other. Putting him in a choker and putting him to sleep.  
 
         I went to the keypad and tapped the password in, and the doors opened. Armed guards were on the other side of the corridor. They rushed at us. Guns raised and they were ready to fire. I crouched low and was prepared for a fight when a crack of a sound came from behind the guards.  
 
         “Wait!” I straightened up, surprised. The guards stepped to the side, and Daniels moved between them. “Don’t shoot her!”  
 
         “Where’s my brother!” I shouted.  
 
         “Calm down, Iseya.” Daniels' eyes lowered to my tail. His face lit up before he looked back up at me. “Your brother is safe. However, if you want him to continue being safe, come with me and let’s talk.”  
 
         “I want to see him before I go anywhere with you,” I hissed.  
 
         “Iseya. You have no power to negotiate with me. I am the one that knows where your brother is. Now, follow me or you can sit and rot in this cell just like all the other monsters.”  
 
         I looked at Chuck. He narrowed his eyes and nodded. Sighing myself, I nodded and stepped forward to follow Daniels.  
 
         Inside the elevator, the two guards pointed guns at our heads. I wondered if I could take them on, but the thought that even if I did kill the three of them, it would be very fucking challenging to figure out where Liam was located. By the looks of it, he wasn’t in the basement area where all the other monsters were. Which means they have taken him to another secure location that not even Lloyd or Glenn would know about.  
 
         The doors opened, and Daniels waltzed out. Across the white tiles, I looked out at the burning city. Flames curled up and engulfed the night in smoke and ash. It was beautiful how the orange contrasted with the darkness of the night. However, it was short-lived. I stepped into the room where all the other council members were seated. Chuck hasn’t been here before. He looked on edge. Very on edge. That tail kept flicking behind him, like an annoyed cat. Mine was more on edge. The steel spread out and rattled.  
 
         “So, it is true,” Zoe said, gasping. “She is a monster.”  
 
         “Disgusting,” Benjamin said, sneering.  
 
         “No.” Daniels sat down on his designated seat and leant forward in his chair. “She’s perfection,” he breathed.  
 
         That definitely wasn’t the answer I was looking for.  
 
         “Where’s Liam?” Chuck demanded.  
 
         “Ah, yes. The younger one.” Daniels leant back in his chair and smiled slightly. “He’s someplace safe . . . for now.”  
 
         “What do you mean for now?” I said through clenched teeth.  
 
         “Before I go on, may I ask Lloyd a question?” I looked at Lloyd, and he shrugged. Daniels stared blankly at Lloyd. “When you first say Iseya’s true form, did you think she was a soulless monster? Someone you should fear or be disgusted in?”  
 
         “No, but that may be because I am also friends with her.”  
 
         “Right. Alright then. Do you deem her powerful than an average human? Stronger? Faster? Do you believe Iseya should be exempt from being killed for being a monster? Her and her family, of course.”  
 
         “Yes, to all of those,” Lloyd agreed.  
 
         “Good. See Benjamin. If this person can exempt her from what we call monsters, many more in the world would do the same. They can live like us.” 
 
         “Will you let my brother go, then? Let us all go?” Chuck asked. There was hope in his tone of voice, but he has not seen what I have seen from Daniels. How sneaky and malicious he truly is.  
 
         “Yes. Absolutely!” Zoe smirked at Daniels words. “On one condition, that is.”  
 
         “Fucking hell,” Lloyd muttered.  
 
         “What?” I hissed. “What do we have to fucking do now to satisfy you?”  
 
         “There’s no denying that you, Iseya, are absolutely perfect, inside and out. Your bone structures. Is that steel? Can I touch it?”  
 
         “No,” I hissed. 
 
         “Oh. That’s alright. We will research Liam, then.”  
 
         “What!” Chuck spat out. “Don’t you dare touch him!”  
 
         “We can’t promise that we won’t and therefore need you to acquire something for us if you want to see your brother safely again.”   
 
         “If we do what you want, will you not touch Liam?”  
 
         “I can’t promise that. I, however, can say, the sooner you complete the mission, the sooner you will be reunited with your brother.”  
 
         “And then we can leave?” Chuck persisted.  
 
         “Of course,” Daniels agreed.  
 
         I don’t trust him. But there’s nothing that I can do. There’s no way out of this besides doing as he says. After we do that and I have Liam back, we can blow this place us and infect it with monsters. Until then, I need to do as they say. Right now, they control me because they are withholding Liam from me.  
 
         “Alright. What do we have to do?”   
 
         “Only yours and Glenn’s team are allowed on this mission. Tell anyone else, and you will never see Liam again. You both would also join him. Think of yourselves as a science project if you don’t give us what we want. But to make this easier, we want the virus.”  
 
        “Virus?” I questioned.  
 
         “Yes. The virus that created you and your brothers. Give it to us.”  
 
         “What? So, you can create an army of them?” Lloyd asked.  
 
         “Obviously,” Zoe chimed in.  
 
         “Imagine an army of Iseya. Powerful. Strong. Nearly unkillable. We can destroy the monster population sooner and build our new world.”  
 
         “You mean yours?” I scoffed. Daniels smiled. “Can I ask you something, Daniels, before I agree to this mission. I just want to know one thing.”  
 
         “Anything,” Daniels agreed.  
 
         “Did you set Eric up? Did you kill him on purpose?” I asked. “Did you send him out there to die?” 
 
         “Yes.”  
 
         My lip trembled and eyes watered. I stepped back and dragged my hands through my hair and shook my head. “Why?”  
 
         “Because we can, that’s why. We wanted to know what you are. You came to Paradise Eden with a large gash on your head. Within a few days, it healed remarkably. Even your hair grew back fast. That was incredible on its own. You were what we called curiosity. We wanted to know how far we could push you. See if you were worth investing in, and our conclusion is yes. Yes, Iseya. You are worth the world if we could create more of you.” 
 
         “You killed him!” I screeched. “You killed the most important person to me in the world and all for what? To prove I was worth investing in? That’s fucked up.”  
 
         “I believe we have different views on the matter,” Daniels replied. “Not sure why you are getting so worked up about it. He’s dead. You are already moving on just fine; I believe.”  
 
         I went to launch at Daniels when Chuck was the one holding me back. If anything, I would have assumed that he would have been the one that I would have to hold back. Or join in with me while I fucking rip him apart! 
 
         “I will kill you!”  
 
         “Such raw anger,” Daniels marvelled.  
 
         “Iseya stop. If we kill him, he wins. We will never see Liam again. We will never get out of here alive. Think of the mission. Think of freedom. Think of the beach,” Chuck whispered to me.  
 
         Heaving rasped, ragged breaths, I slumped in Chuck’s arms and stopped pushing and scrambling to get to Daniels. Doubt I would have gotten close. Those armed guards would have shot me, and I doubt I am that bulletproof.  
 
         Shoving off of Chuck, I straightened up and glared at Daniels. “Where are we going?” I seethed.  
 
         Mr Daniels smiled and said, “Home.”  
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