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        Black Moon Corporation

      

      

      Heels clicked on the tiled floor as Dr. Hannity made her way down a series of well-lit halls, lined with cells on either side. Each cell was framed by clear, reinforced glass walls, which took away any sense of privacy for the subjects inside. The Black Moon Corporation had been growing and collecting them over the years.

      Each cell housed one subject—dressed in the company given orange jumpsuit—and contained a cot, toilet, and sink, which were bolted down to the floor and walls. The only comforts allowed were a single pillow, blanket, one roll of toilet paper, a bottle of hand soap and, if they behaved, a toothbrush with toothpaste. Meals were given at certain times through a little flap at the bottom of each door, and only slid under if the subject stationed themselves against the far wall for the safety of the staff.

      Fluorescent lights flickered overhead as Dr. Hannity turned a corner and proceeded down another hallway, the harsh smell of disinfectant filling her nose with every step. Some subjects beat on the glass walls as she passed, their mouths opened in unheard screams, with rage clear on their faces as their straining necks and eyes promised retaliation. Others could be seen throwing about the few items they were granted—one even ripped the toilet out of the floor and water sprayed all over from the exposed pipes. Some cells displayed sleeping subjects, peaceful and seemingly oblivious to the destruction in the units surrounding them.

      She stopped in front of cell eleven at the far end of the corridor where a soft, green glow emitted from under the door—a green light in a room meant the subject inside was recently injected and needed a follow up. A strand of blonde hair fell out of her messy bun as she tilted her head forward and peered down at her clipboard, causing her small rectangular glasses to slip slightly down her nose. Subject 1163 had been injected six hours ago and was ready to have their results evaluated. She tapped her pen against the clipboard and looked back down the hall expectantly. She was supposed to have an assistant present, this job was safer in pairs, but she didn’t want to wait much longer. They were already late. This time was bound to be successful. She had a feeling the years of hard work were finally going to pay off.

      An incident seventeen years ago had greatly set them behind schedule.  At that point, they had made great strides in their research and experiments, and believed they had identified the missing link preventing them from obtaining their goals. A subject, who was grown in the lab, had shown remarkable results. They were to use her blood, her life force, but they were betrayed. A lowly assistant took it upon himself to steal the subject away and put her into hiding. A hiding place so furtive, that they still had yet to track them down. The world would have been a very different place by now if it weren’t for that setback. It had taken them years to even begin to get back on track.

      Turning her head, Dr. Hannity looked through the glass to the subject’s prone form on the cot in the far corner of the room. Its back was turned to the door and a blanket was pulled up over its head with a tuft of hair poking out, seemingly fast asleep. Dr. Hannity lifted her hand, and a low beep sounded as her card slid through a small, rectangular device on the wall. After a moment, the green light blinked, granting access, and she quickly pushed her way in. The door locked as she gently settled it back into place.

      Her heels continued to click on the tiled floor as she walked to the bed. There were two types of subjects. The first being a person that had been grown in a lab in this very building, whose sole purpose was to be tested with the hopes that a certain strain would be identified—a strain that would bring about a new age. Some halls housed these lab grown subjects, while others contained the second type. Actual people kidnapped from the outside world and kept here to be tested on whenever a possible working strain was discovered. Sometimes, what worked on the lab grown subjects didn’t work on the natural born humans, and vice versa. Those failures had to be disposed of in the incinerator, every trace of their existence wiped from the world, aside from the confidential scientific reports locked away in the archives. This subject was the latter. And if this experiment yielded positive results, the world would soon become a much better place, and magic would be free.

      Magic was real. It existed, but was hidden. There were stories and articles floating around out there of occurrences where people insisted that they had witnessed something otherworldly. Some people even practiced what they believed to be magic. The purpose of the Black Moon Corporation was to unleash the magic and set it free into the world, reverting humans back into the creatures they were meant to be. Everyone had something locked deep inside their DNA, be it magic or monster. It was still unsure what exactly the ‘monster’ part entailed.

      Dr. Hannity reached the edge of the cot and watched the steady rise and fall of the blanket, showing the breathing of the subject underneath. She reached out, grabbed a handful of fabric, and gently tugged, revealing an unexpected sight. The head slowly turned, and dead eyes met her own, empty and unseeing. The jaw clicked as it gently opened and closed, and its nose sniffed out something it seemed to want more of.

      A soft gasp of surprise left the doctor’s mouth as she stumbled back, tripping over her heels and landing on her backside.

      The subject leapt onto her, its nails cutting into her soft skin as its teeth chomped down on the exposed flesh of her neck. The doctor’s mouth widened into a bloodcurdling scream, but nothing other than silence could be heard by anyone outside the glass walls. Her eyes found the blinking camera in the center of the ceiling, pleading with whoever might be watching, begging to be saved as she took her final breaths.

      Leaving the lifeless body in a bloodied heap on the floor, subject 1163 charged the wall, breaking through the reinforcements as if they were made of cardboard. The bulletproof glass was no match for the newly increased strength the subject seemed to possess. Grunts filtered through the air behind it. The newly turned doctor rose up and slowly crawled toward the opening, sniffing the air in search of a particular scent. A scent that she couldn’t quite make out in her dying state, but knew she needed to get to.

      Fluorescent lights continued to flicker, casting eerie shadows as subject 1163 turned and ran at full speed. Its feet thundered down the corridor, echoing off the walls. This failed experiment would become the catalyst that brought doom to the unsuspecting world outside of the walls where it was once contained.
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      It was just another day in the wondrous life of Blyss, I thought sarcastically, while considering the irony of my name. Dressed to blend in with the crowd, I wore the typical jeans and a black t-shirt, covered by a jean jacket. I reached up to tighten my ponytail, and then slouched back in my seat in Professor Perkins’ Biology 201 class, before intently watching the tip of my pencil dig into the desk as I slowly twirled it with my fingertips.

      Students anxiously murmured around me, their noise growing in volume with each passing minute. It was ten minutes into class and Professor Perkins still hadn’t showed, which was very unlike him since he was normally so punctual. He was always glued to his chair and he gave his lectures behind the safety of his desk, peering out at the class over his thick glasses, perched at the end of his nose, to gauge our attentiveness. My worry increased as the time elapsed and he remained absent. I kept looking toward the clock on the wall, watching as the thin, red hand ticked away the seconds. It was now twelve minutes into class and still no Professor Perkins. Technically, college class attendance was optional, but I never missed it. The teachers certainly never did either.

      “How about you, Blyss?”

      My head snapped up to meet Josh’s eyes, which were filled with humor as he waited for my response. He knew full well I wasn’t paying attention to any of their gossip. Most of my time was spent working or studying. During my free time, I buried my nose in a book and dreamt of far-off places filled with people whose lives were much better than my own. “Huh?”

      Josh snickered, apparently amused at having caught me unaware. “I said, if Professor Perkins doesn’t show up soon, do you want to go to the pool hall with us?” he repeated with a grin.

      I raised my eyebrow and glared. “Something isn’t right. He’s never been late before. Hell, I’d be surprised if he didn’t sleep in that chair every night. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Oh, come on, he’s just an old teacher. Have some fun for once,” he challenged. This jock was starting to piss me off.

      “And you’re just a douche, have some compassion for once.” Silence filled the room at that and it was so thick, that the noise my pencil made as it rolled off my desk and onto the ground was a booming clatter. I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms, waiting for his rebuttal. All the other girls fawned over him, but I wasn’t afraid to put anyone in their place. I didn’t bend down to anyone anymore, those days were behind me.

      Hard lines covered his face as he stood up to confront me. I responded by picking up the fallen pencil and slowly digging it into my desk again, unaffected by his looming presence. Nothing could make me feel threatened. I was no longer that scared, vulnerable little girl I once was. Anything would be considered paradise compared to where I grew up.

      I could feel the heat of his gaze piercing the side of my head, but I wasn’t going to entertain the jerk anymore. I had enough on my plate to worry about without adding his overinflated ego to the pile.

      Sounds traveled through the classroom door as multiple pairs of shoes pounded down the hallway. Perhaps there was another teacher that was missing class, and students were eager to get out and get a head start on their fall break.

      My phone buzzed in my back pocket, and I leaned to my left for better access as I reached to pull it free. My blood pressure escalated when my eyes took in the name flashing across the screen. Mama G. The evil foster mom who took me in about six years ago.

      I walked out on her over two years ago with the intention of never speaking to her again. She had texted and called me numerous times, but I deleted each message and voicemail once I realized they were from her. The only reason I hadn’t changed my number, was in case one of the other foster kids needed to get ahold of me for some reason. While I walked out on Mama G, I just couldn’t fully abandon the others. Images skittered across my mind, memories of when Mama G would emerge from her home office and start swinging at the nearest child, taking out her rage on the innocent. Most of the time it had nothing to do with us. I could still feel the blows as though it were yesterday, strategically placed on my upper arms, torso, and legs, so as not to raise red flags. She at least made sure my face remained untouched, so no one on the outside would suspect the darkness within. I was surprised she didn’t kill me while she still had me within her grasp. Then again, she wouldn’t get paid for dead foster kids.

      Once I had turned eighteen, I was legally free. Free to work countless jobs and spend even more countless hours on schoolwork so that someday, I could do something with my life. But I was free nonetheless. It had been two years, so I assumed she moved on to torturing more innocent souls that came within her reach. I had tried to save my foster siblings and myself a few times while I was still there, but that never ended in anything good. No one ever really listened to a crying child, always assuming the intense stories I told were made up, because how could so much evil exist behind that plastered smile and pearl-lined neck.

      My breathing turned shallow as the memories began to surface. Memories I had spent the last two years trying to forget, refusing to let the crippling fears affect the rest of my remaining years left on this earth.

      Mama G, or Gwyneth to anyone on the ‘outside,’ took me in when I was thirteen years old. Or, at least, that was my estimated age. I had been abandoned at an orphanage as a baby, with no birth certificate or name or any information on where I came from. It was estimated that I was one year old, so they chose that as my birthdate.

      My stomach had churned when I first met Mama G, as though it could sense what was in store for me, but I’d written it off as nerves. I desperately wanted somewhere to belong, and I thought she would give that to me. I couldn’t have been more wrong than I was in that one moment of my life.

      I could still hear my screams echoing in my ears, alongside the slaps to my torso, verbal slurs, and pleas that went ignored for many years as the torment grew worse. I remembered the feeling of maggots crawling under my skin every time she turned those black beady eyes on me, the scrawny foster kid, attempting to avoid her gaze so as not to get sucked into the endless abyss. Eyes void of emotion, but swimming with the promise of torment.

      Out in public and around other people, though, she was all smiles and soft words. She was smart and experienced enough that she always made sure she had no slipups to give her true nature away, manipulating conversations when needed to avoid the truth at all costs. She gave the impression of kindness and the illusion that home was a happy place for all. But no one ever truly knew what went on behind closed doors.

      Once I turned sixteen, her abuse became mostly emotional and less physical. Her tactics to fracture my mentality worked far better than any bruise ever did before, and was something I’m still trying to improve upon to this day. As a master manipulator, she’d warped my mind into believing that I was the problem. She’d tried her hardest to break down all my mental walls and nearly succeeded. Either she was trying new methods to break me, or she realized bruises could only be hidden for so long. It was as if she threw one verbal insult after another at me because she wanted to see me break. To see how angry I could get. Pushing buttons became her pastime, and I did my best to brush it away and focus on making it to the day when I could leave.

      Although, there was the occasional punishment I would take on in place of my foster siblings. The only thing that got me through each day was the countdown to my eighteenth birthday, which held the promise of freedom.

      The screen flashed again, this time with a call from Mama G rather than a text, and the ominous green font cleared my head of the past and brought me back to the present. Hitting the ignore button, I turned my phone over, screen down, and went back to my mission of slowly pushing my pencil into the desk. I couldn’t deal with her; the wounds of the past were still too raw.

      Phones around me started ringing with calls and beeping with notifications, probably the other students making plans to bail and go do something less productive with their class time. I peered up at the wall clock to find another three minutes had passed.

      “Uh…hey, you guys…”

      I looked up to find everyone’s eyes glued to their phones, their mouths dropped open in shock, with mixed expressions of panic and disbelief across their faces. I started to ask what was wrong when a teacher I had seen around the campus burst into the room and turned the TV on, with screams of alarm floating in through the open door as she entered. Her eyes were wide with panic as she flipped through the channels until she found what she was looking for.

      A guy appeared on the screen, his face held in a forced calm as he explained about a mass hysteria that was ravaging the nation.

      An infection had gotten out of control, causing those exposed to crave human flesh. They seemed unable to speak or react normally, the infection effectively turning them into monsters. What had started as only a few people quickly escalated. The infected seemed to be slowly decomposing as they moved—the living dead. Some were turning immediately, while others were taking a little more time. The screen began to flash with scene after scene of people screaming in terror and running for their lives while the infected desperately feasted on those unable to escape in time. There was an outbreak of what they were calling the ‘Void Virus.’

      The nation was turning into absolute madness.

      Frantic voices filled the air as my fellow students cried their love and fear into their own phones as they raced for the door. I chased after them, joining the horde of students and faculty crowding the halls. Leaving the empty building behind me, I burst into the sunlight and was met with a terrifying sight. Countless people were running around, stampeding. Some were trampled in the panic, while others were run over by cars unwilling to stop. Sirens wailed from all directions, adding to the mass hysteria.

      All the panic was wreaking havoc on my mental state. The screams from my childhood rose to the front of my mind and were amplified by those of the ones around me. My chest tightened and my breathing turned into pants, as the memories began to flood back even faster. I needed to focus on one thing at a time. Closing my eyes, I took several deep breaths. Slow inhale, slow exhale. Blocking the outside world for a moment while I collected my thoughts, reminding myself that I was free, regardless of what happened now. A hard body bumped into me, knocking me forward as my eyes flew open once again, and I took in the scene around me.

      It was chaos.

      Another text message from Mama G flashed across the screen. My jaw dropped when I opened the message and saw her request. She wanted me to go to her. I was so confused—why would she care about my safety? No. She didn’t care about me. She never had. The selfish woman had to have some ulterior motive, some way that she could benefit from me. She never did anything to benefit anyone other than herself.

      If I had to choose between possibly becoming one of those lifeless, infected beings staggering about on the news, or going back to the life I had escaped from, my decision was easy. I was going to remain free even if it killed me.

      More vibrations quaked through my palm and I clenched the phone in anger before smashing it down onto the hard concrete, shattering the glass and plastic.

      Turning my back to the life I wished to leave behind, I headed into the tree line and never looked back.
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        6 Months Later

      

      

      Branches sliced my arms as I raced through the woods, trying to escape the group of rotters coming from every direction. With the virus coursing through their bodies, they decayed at an accelerated rate, and skin would begin peeling off within a couple days.

      I circled back around in a wide arc, and my eyes zeroed in on a dumpster leaning against an old, abandoned building about forty feet away. I dug the tips of my shoes into the earth as I quickened my pace, barreling toward it as the rotters closed in on me. With a grunt, I leapt off the ground and reached up, and my fingertips barely closed around the rusted lid. I pulled hard and hauled myself over, landing with a thud on the hard top.

      Rolling back onto my feet, I crouched and scanned the area in front of me, with my butt pressed up against the wall of the building. The rotters were closing in, their decaying corpses moving at different speeds as they dragged their dead feet across the pavement. Just like the living, rotters weren’t all the same either. Some moved incredibly slow, while some walked almost as fast as the living.

      I’d counted at least seven before I lost track. I was completely outnumbered. Dammit! Why did I have to drop my dagger back in the woods? Why didn’t I bring a backup weapon? I always brought a backup weapon.

      Rule number one: never head into rotter territory unprepared. My odds of surviving were higher if I went into the desert without water than it was to go up against rotters without a weapon.

      I took quick stock of my items. I had the clothes on my back—a jacket, jeans, and tank top—which provided coverage to help protect from bites and scratches, lowering the chance of infection. I also had my backpack that contained supplies I recently looted from several bodies. Inside were generic pain meds and canned goods, but nothing sharp enough to pierce a rotter’s skull.

      Even the sling bag I had acquired was now gone, lost in my earlier dance with the dead somewhere along the forest floor with my dagger. That bag was very important because of the first aid supplies that it carried.

      I was screwed.

      Raspy groans of the undead increased in volume as they reached the dumpster, their teeth yellowed and full of pulpy bits of bloody flesh as they snapped at me. They may be slow as hell, but one moment of underestimating them could end your life. I’d seen it happen more in the last few months than I cared to think about. The human population had rapidly reduced.

      They began to climb on top of each other to get to me, creating a growing tower of rotting corpses that stretched higher with each passing second. Brittle fingernails scraped against the side of the dumpster, with pieces of the nails breaking off with the struggle. Standing up, I turned and looked at the roof behind me. I reached my hands toward the edge but it was too far up. I jumped and stretched out my arms, desperate to reach the roof, but it was still beyond my grasp. My hands scraped against the wall as I slid down, leaving drops of blood behind in my failure. I turned to face the moving barrage of decaying bodies and pressed my back against the wall once again. In a few more seconds they would be on me. My only option was to use my speed and jump over their snapping jaws at the last possible moment. Hopefully, their bodies would be too entangled to follow, and allow me some time to retrieve my dagger before hightailing it out of here.

      I watched in horror as they closed in—a mass of rotting flesh and broken limbs—intent on getting to the only warm, living body they could sense. Bones crunching, like rocks being forcefully rubbed together, filled my ears as they continued to pile upon each other. They were now only a foot away from my legs. Spreading my feet apart, I bent my knees and started to count down in preparation for my jump, when suddenly, an arrow whizzed past and pierced the skull of the nearest rotter. I froze when a second arrow impaled the skull of another rotter, then a third, their bodies falling to the ground with a thud.

      A voice above shouted for my attention. Looking up, I saw a hand within reaching distance of my own jutting over the edge of the roof, attached to a tattooed arm. The hand was alive, and that’s all I needed to know before jumping up and grabbing hold with both of my own. I braced my feet against the solid brick, the soles of my shoes sliding as I scaled the side of the building, trying to get up as fast as I could.

      I barely cleared the edge in time, finding myself sprawled across the flat roof. Once I scrambled to my feet, I turned to face my savior.

      My rescuer, a man clothed in grey cargo pants and a formfitting shirt that showed off his muscled chest, had his fingers on the fletching of an arrow, notched in a compound bow. He released the arrow into the mass of monsters below, then reached back to his quiver for another arrow to nock, and repeated the process. I looked at the contents of his quiver to see he didn’t have enough arrows to take down every rotter below. However, it should be enough to reduce their numbers and allow us to escape.

      Once the quiver was emptied of all but one arrow, the mystery man turned to face me, and my heart skipped a beat. He had coffee-colored eyes framed by dark hair and stubble that lined a handsome face. Muscles rippled across his arms as he secured the bow onto his back. Nervousness tickled under my skin and I had no idea what to say. So I decided to begin by thanking him for saving my life.

      “Nice hands.”

      Smooth.

      His eyes were emotionless as they bore into me. “Take off your jacket.” His stern tone left no room for argument.

      “Excuse me?” I scoffed. The nerve of him.

      “I need to see you weren’t bitten or scratched.”

      Oh.

      “I can guarantee you that I was not bitten or scratched. They never actually touched me. I can outrun anything,” I said with complete confidence. “Besides, most guys actually attempt to get a girl’s name before asking her to undress.”

      “If you’re wrong, I will not hesitate to put a dagger through your skull. There’s already enough rotters in this world, and I don’t need to deal with any more.”

      “You really have a way with the ladies.” I rolled my eyes. “Thank you for getting me out of that rough spot, but I didn’t need your help. I had a plan.”

      “You mean merging your body with the brick wall? I don’t think that plan would have gotten you very far.”

      “And this is my cue to leave. Dealing with rotters is more enjoyable than this conversation.” I turned and made my way to the edge of the roof, trying to figure out the safest way down. It looked to be at least a ten to fifteen foot drop if I didn’t use the side with the dumpster.

      He blew out a breath before I could get very far. “Look, I’m not very good at dealing with the living. Well, people in general. Can never be too careful when it comes to safety nowadays. Humanity is at an all time low, and I don’t trust easily. It’s made me kind of an ass at times. I’m sure you’ve seen what happens to those with the Void Virus?”

      Of course, I have. Everyone has. In the couple weeks following the outbreak, there was still electricity. Journalists, who were extra dedicated to their work, stationed themselves in newsrooms and constantly updated anyone who followed. TVs in businesses all throughout town were locked on the same channels, replaying every bit of the news until new information arose.

      I only made it to the next town over before I was overwhelmed with rotters and forced to take sanctuary. I was amongst some of the people who holed themselves up in a nearby diner, watching TV with our eyes glued to the screen, while rotters pounded away on the windows. When I did tear my eyes away from the news, it was to watch with horror as the infected people outside began to decay within days. The slowest rate of infection from what I’d witnessed was under twenty-four hours. By the time the diner was overrun and I was forced to leave, the infection had already spread worldwide. Now, the only way to communicate was to use a radio and go through all the stations until you picked up on a broadcast. It’d only been six months, but any sort of updates were now few and far between, since the entire human population was fighting to survive. I hadn’t even seen a radio in about a month.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, I may have come across one or two with the virus.” Even those living under a rock would know about the chaos that ensued.

      He thrust out his hand and I stood there for a few moments looking at the rough appendage. Was I supposed to shake it? Was he going to throw me off the roof? It was difficult to tell with this guy.

      “Name’s Lincoln.”

      I tentatively reached for his hand and gave it a single shake. “B.”

      “B? Is that supposed to stand for something?”

      “I don’t trust easily either. Today you only get one letter. If we meet again, we’ll see how things go and I’ll determine if you deserve another.”  

      Dropping his hand, I made my way around the small roof. The best way down would be the way that I got up here in the first place. There were still three rotters trying to scale the sides of the dumpster, their arms stretched into the air, grasping at nothing. Sightless eyes faced the direction I had disappeared, their noses sniffing for any trace of my scent. The ground was littered with over a dozen others that had fallen after receiving an arrow to the brain. I skimmed the area and didn’t see any additional threats, so I bent down and lowered myself from the roof to the dumpster. As soon as I landed with a thud, I quickly turned and jumped over the rotters, then took off straight for where I had lost my dagger.

      I spotted the sling bag first, and scooped it up with a wave of relief before flinging it over my head and securing the strap across my body. It didn’t take long before I saw the glint of my silver dagger lying in the grass at the end of the tree line. I raced in that direction and quickly retrieved it before looking back behind me toward the building. The man, Lincoln, was still on the roof with his arms crossed, and an amused look on his face. The rotters seemed more interested in him than me, as they still had their arms outstretched in his direction and ignored me altogether.

      Well, he did use up nearly all of his arrows to save me.

      Groaning, I ran back and used my dagger to rid the area of the last few remaining rotters. With a violent stab into their brain, the rotters fell into a motionless heap.

      After a couple jumps, Lincoln was by my side. He bent down and ripped an arrow from the head of what once was a woman with long black hair, the name tag on her shirt said ‘Justina.’

      I looked away, unwilling to compare the monsters with their former selves. Living, breathing people with hopes and dreams, lives and families. Knowing their names just made it harder to take them out. It was too hard to see people who had bathed in the light now dance with the darkness, with every ounce of life gone from their eyes. I had spent my life in a darkness that was a bit different than this one. One that had existed behind closed doors. It was not a place I would wish for anyone to visit, and the worst part was once you joined the rotter darkness, there was no going back. There was no more light. I pushed those thoughts away and carried on.

      Walking over to the nearest body, I wrapped my hand around the arrow, pressed the bottom of my boot against the rotter’s face, and pulled. After some tugging, the arrow came free with a sickening pop, and I repeated the process until we had retrieved every arrow.

      Task complete, I looked over to see how Lincoln was fairing, and caught him walking with a slight limp as he packed up the arrows that he’d collected. I frowned. Could that be from a rotter injury? Hopefully he wasn’t infected with the virus.

      I quickly turned my head and busied myself with examining the arrows in my hands, so he wouldn’t catch me staring.

      Lincoln strode over with an outstretched hand, ready to take back the arrows. I held them up and close to my body. He was only going to get these after answering some questions first.

      “Ah, ah, ah.” I wiggled a scolding finger at him. “One arrow equals one question.” I grabbed the first arrow with my right hand and tapped the feathered end against my chin. “How did you get up on that roof, and what were you doing up there?”

      A small grin lightly tugged at one corner of his plump lips. “That’s two questions. So, I’ll get two arrows back.”

      I rolled my eyes. He was cute, but being a smartass was my job.

      “Well, I got up there the same way you did, minus someone else’s help. I climbed up there earlier. I was scavenging and thought why not scale a building. It was nice and peaceful until I was interrupted.” He gave me a pointed look and held out an expectant hand, and I handed over the arrows. Two down, three to go.

      “Are you all alone out here? Where are you staying?” I asked, switching an arrow between my hands with each question. I didn’t expect him to actually answer these. If he was willing to play my games, then a good man he was.

      He gave me an uneasy look that made me question whether I’d crossed a line. I was sure I had, but you didn’t survive out here by being considerate of others’ feelings, and I needed to know as much as I could about what was outside the ‘safe’ walls that made up my shelter. It was important to gather as much information as I could in order to have as few surprises as possible. There was no such thing as a good surprise in this world. Not anymore.

      “Right now, I have three friends that I trust. I will not, however, tell you where I’m staying, and I’m sure you can understand why. Choose another question. Preferably one that won’t lead to an ambush while I sleep.” A darkness passed over his face when he spoke the last words—memories that haunted him.

      I handed him two of the remaining arrows. “Fair. So, then, where’d you get the bow and arrows?”

      “They used to belong to someone I knew. I took them off his back after I put a dagger in his head.” The gruffness of his voice told me he didn’t like where this game was going.

      Well shit. Now I feel like an ass.

      Handing over the final arrow, I bid him farewell. “Well, thanks for the help. Until next time.” I turned and purposefully took off in the wrong direction.

      Rule number two: never let an unknown person discover where you’re sleeping, or you risk getting robbed, killed, or worse, infected. Rotters weren’t the only things that went bump in the night.

      After putting what felt like enough distance between us, I glanced over my shoulder to see that the coast was clear, and turned toward the direction of my shelter. A little while later, I saw the familiar dark grey roof of the two-story cottage I had taken refuge in. Hurrying through the door, I smiled when I saw the excited, wagging tail of my German Shepherd mix. Puppy had saved my life in more ways than one. She was the only real friend I’d ever had.
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      Voices floated through the abandoned buildings as I ran around the city, gathering supplies for my few comrades. Curious, I followed the sounds until I reached an old bar and cautiously approached the rusted doorframe. The smell of feces invaded my nose as I stepped around the door, which was a crumpled heap on the group, and peered around the doorframe to see a group of people with their faces twisted into feral looks. They grinned down at two people who were sobbing on the ground at their feet.

      A middle-aged man, kneeling on the dirty floor, was pleading with the crowd. His lip quivered as he begged for the life of the little girl who hid behind him, clutching a teddy bear to her chest.

      Spittle flew onto his face as the giant in front of him belted out a deep, sinister laugh, his eyes laced with malice. “The Roaches” that was badly sewn into his shirt flashed in the streams of filtered sunlight as his chest rose and fell with every laugh. I watched as the behemoth of a man raised his hand and a black object glinted in the filtered sunlight, the barrel pointed at the man’s head. An explosion filled the air and my eyes widened with horror as the man fell to the ground, as blood spattered the surrounding chairs and pooled on the floor around his forehead. The little girl’s screams filled the air and terror rooted me to the spot. I struggled to comprehend what just happened. Humans weren’t fighting the rotters, the real threat, like they should have been for survival. They were taking each other down.

      The second explosion stirred my feet into action, and I stumbled over the crumpled door as I scampered away. I cleared the area with record speed, leaving the building in my wake before the little girl’s body even hit the ground.
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      Sunlight streamed through a ripped curtain and pierced my eyelids. I threw a forearm over my face to shield myself from the unwelcome signs of morning, hissing as I rolled over into the shadows. A wet tongue lapped at my cheek, bringing a smile to my face, and I moved into a sitting position. I wrapped an arm around my pup and held her close, relishing the warmth of her fur.

      After a few minutes of morning snuggles, I pulled the bandages from her front paw and checked the injury. A few days ago, we had found ourselves in a sticky situation. Puppy and I were out scavenging when we came upon an old campsite and looted the goods after taking care of the infected, previous occupants. They must’ve recently been turned, because the fire was low but still going, the coals still sparking with heat. I’d had a moment of sadness that more people were lost to the virus, but quickly tamped it down since those thoughts wouldn’t do anything other than distract and hinder me. It should’ve been a sign that there might be more in the area, but I had let my guard down for just a moment, a brief mistake that could prove deadly in this world.

      A rotter surprised us while I was focused on looting, and Puppy jumped on its back to take it down before it got to me. At some point during the scuffle, she fell into the fire and burned her front paw. I’d been running around since then, collecting any burn creams, bandages, and ointments that I could get my hands on.

      I used a wet cloth and items from the first aid kit to clean and treat the wound, my heart clenching as she cried out when my hand slipped, and pressed too hard against a particularly sensitive spot. “Shhh,” I soothed. “I’m sorry. It’s going to be okay.”

      She forgave me with a lick to my cheek as I wrapped up her paw in a clean bandage and sealed it with a kiss. The burn was healing nicely, appearing to get a little better with every touch.

      Puppy wagged her tail and licked my face in thanks. Laughing, I untangled myself from the furry, slobbery ball of love and moved over to the corner crate where I kept our food. I lifted the lid and reached in for the tin of tea bags. It didn’t take long to boil water in the fireplace. Water sizzled as it poured into the mug with the tea bag. Letting it steep, I grasped the mug close, grabbed a bag of beef jerky and a can of pears, and headed to the front door with Puppy quick on my tail. I secured the door behind us and sat down in a chair on the porch with Puppy at my feet. Sipping my tea, I let the steam warm my nose in the cool, morning air. Puppy’s relaxed state let me know the area was safe for now.

      All was silent aside from the occasional bird chirp, and dew still lined the tips of the grass. It was my favorite part of the day, the calm of the early morning. It was almost as if the world forgot about the horrors it contained, and the beauty shone through instead.

      Finding this little cabin in the woods was one of the best things I could’ve done. After leaving the somewhat safe confines of the diner, I had nowhere else to go. I ran around for a while from place to place, scavenging for food and water, and made an appalling discovery of the human race. Driven by the most basic instincts of survival, some people banded together. They became malicious in their quest to survive, and took the lives of anyone they came across for the mere purpose of taking what they had. Even if they had nothing.

      I tore apart the beef jerky and tossed pieces to the pup at my feet, watching as Puppy snapped her jaws wide to catch every morsel. I removed the dagger from my waistband and used it to puncture a hole into the can and eat my breakfast. Juice dribbled down my chin as I ate the pear slices directly from the blade. The world was at peace while we enjoyed our breakfast, and watched the birds fly to the ground to enjoy their own meal of worms.

      I continued to sip my tea as memories of the previous day began to enter my mind. I recalled the danger I’d been in for dropping my dagger, something I never intended to repeat. And Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome who had saved me rather than leave me for dead, like some others would’ve done. I began to wonder if I’d see him again, and then pushed the thoughts away and started to make a mental plan of my mission for the day. I had things to accomplish and didn’t need to waste any daylight pondering the whereabouts of others. I could come back to those thoughts later.

      Once the cup was empty, I shuffled back inside to clean up. Since my scouting missions the last few days had been mostly for medical supplies, I needed to go back out for food and any other necessities. After making sure the backpack was empty, I turned back around and was greeted with a wagging tail. She knew I was going to head out on a scavenging mission.

      “I would love to take you with me, baby girl, but your paw…”

      Woof! The bark trailed off into high-pitched whining, her sad eyes begging to be included in my mission. Puppy’s tongue lolled about as she jumped up and down as if to prove she was healed enough and ready for some excitement. I couldn’t blame her, I’d also go crazy being cooped up here alone, while my only companion was gone all day. She let out a high-pitched whine before jumping up and placing her front paws on my shoulders. With her tongue still out, she gave my face a good licking until I fell back on the floor in laughter. She could take down an army of rotters and trot away mark-free, but she never lost her desire for fun. She could make me laugh, even on the gloomiest days.

      “Alright, alright,” I cried out in between her licks. “Alright!” I used an arm to hold her back with a laugh so I could stand up. Taking the hair tie from around my wrist, I used it to put my brown hair into a ponytail. I finished getting dressed for the day in old cargo pants, a black tank, green jacket, and hiking boots. One benefit of having taken over this cabin was the extra clothing and boots that were left behind. Not everything fit, but I made do. I would much rather spend the day inside relaxing with Puppy, but we were running lower on food than my comfort level would prefer.

      I slung my backpack on and turned to my ever-growing pile of weapons that I’d been collecting over the months. Every time I came upon some abandoned blades or a rotter that was still stumbling around with a dagger in its belt, I would snatch it. I even had a growing collection of backup weapons hidden under a loose floorboard. The first weapon everyone scrounged for after the outbreak were guns. While they did a decent job at taking down rotters, and unfortunately each other, bullets ran out. With no more companies to make them, guns became obsolete, while daggers and sharp objects had a much longer shelf life.

      I secured a dagger into my waistband, slid a smaller one into my boot, two throwing stars into my pants pocket, and two more knives into my backpack. I was not going to be caught without a weapon again. The door shut behind us as we headed out into the morning light. The house we were heading to was about a mile walk and we passed a lot of wildlife on the way. Since the virus didn’t affect animals like it did people, the human population dwindled while the animals thrived.

      Two crows cawed from the rooftop of a large, blue building. The house had seen better days back when the Hennesson’s called it home. Once news of the outbreak reached the city, they packed up and were amongst the first to leave. Whether they left to reunite with other family, or they fled to find some underground bunker to wait out their days until it was deemed safe to resurface, no one knew, and no one left alive cared—at least, as far as I was aware anyway. Not many people knew about the wealth they kept hidden inside, which made this house the best place to hit up for supplies.

      I’d babysat for the family when I was a teenager trying to save up some money. The only reason I knew about their family’s secrets was because little Jimmy marked me as his favorite, and decided to tell me all of them. Normally I didn’t care, their lives and livelihoods were their own business, but it was benefiting me now.

      This was my first stop a few days ago when I was looking for medical supplies. The secret panel in the master bedroom still hid a large amount of supplies that no one else had been able to find, although it was mostly food and no first aid supplies. Other survivors had torn the place up trying to take what they could carry, but they failed to find the stash Mr. Hennesson had hidden for purposes such as this. Why they didn’t take it with them when they left, I may never know.

      With the large amount of supplies in this house, it would have made for a reasonable place to hide and wait out the rotter-pocalypse. Unfortunately, a lot of people were drawn here; the sheer size and worth of the house made it seem like there’d be riches left inside for the taking. It was better and safer that I’d found the small cabin in the woods to hide out in with Puppy. Staying off scavers’ radar quickly became a means of survival.

      Sometimes scavers were more dangerous to come across than rotters—living people who didn’t bat an eye at harming or killing anyone they encountered. They were vicious in their kills and took what they wanted, not just what they needed. For a while, I’d ran and hid and watched people destroy each other to get supplies. I was too horror-stricken to interfere and had no knowledge of protecting myself at the time. Even now, I would still prefer to avoid confrontation if I could. Constantly fighting for your life could get exhausting.

      The oak front door stood slightly ajar and we slipped inside. The coast looked clear and my ears picked up nothing but silence, so I continued on down the hall to the master bedroom where I had left the stash hidden.

      I slid the bed away and pried up the loose floorboards, exposing the goods beneath. I began shoving what I could into my bag, filling it with cans of various foods, but was careful not to weigh it down too much for me to transport it back. Unfortunately, the majority would have to be left behind and claimed another day. I set my bag aside, replaced the floorboards, and slid the bed back into place before Puppy jumped up and laid down, watching while I continued to go through the clothing. I quickly shoved a couple of shirts and a jacket into the remaining backpack space. It’d be nice to wear some clean clothes again that weren’t riddled with countless tears and holes. Not to mention underwear, fuck, what I would give for some clean, new underwear. And toiletries, hopefully sometime soon I would luck out and find some hygiene products that other survivors missed.

      Using my jacket sleeve, I wiped a few layers of dust off the tall, standing mirror next to the closet and took in my features for the first time in months. My dark brown hair had grown longer, and was currently tucked back in a hair tie with flyaways sticking out in random directions. My average frame had slimmed down from all the running and fighting and sparse food. My previously haunted brown eyes were now filled with determination for survival, and I had Puppy to thank for a lot of that.

      A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth from the warm feelings I had with Puppy in my life. She made the dark world a little less daunting.

      A low warning growl was the first sign I had before light shuffles sounded from down the hall. I placed a hand on my dagger and took a defensive stance. Edging myself over to the doorway, I leaned my back against the wall and listened to the oncoming footsteps. It sounded like two pairs of feet, which were too coordinated to belong to anything but the living.

      Scavers.

      Puppy’s warm body pressed against my legs and she stood rigid next to me, waiting for my signal to attack. We could take down two scavers if it came to that. I’d faced some before and each time I barely managed to escape with my life. It wasn’t until I had met Don when I’d learned to fight. Sadness crossed my heart as I wondered what had happened to him, but I shoved the feeling down. Now was not the time to get distracted.

      My pulse picked up as my ears caught the sound of approaching footsteps. As they slowly grew closer, I gripped my dagger tighter and jumped into the hall, ready to face the threat and get this over with. Raising my dagger, I prepared to strike.

      In front of me, two males jumped back at my sudden appearance and their eyes opened wide in surprise.

      One of the guys was missing his left eye, which would give me an advantage, and his hair was cut short, showing off the eye patch. The other one had dirty blond, shoulder length hair, with calculating blue eyes that watched my every movement.

      Puppy quickly joined me, jumping in front of me with teeth bared, daring them to try something with a menacing growl.

      Both men raised their hands in surrender, throwing me for a loop. Normally, most people would jump straight into a fight, skipping all the preamble, especially the scavers. Hell, I didn’t know why I’d even hesitated. I stood there, dagger raised, and waited for them to make a move, to attack, or try to steal from me what I was stealing from the dead. They didn’t. Still, I wouldn’t let my guard down.

      We remained standing in the hallway, our eyes locked in a standoff, daring each other to make the first move.

      Goldilocks let out a breath. “Look, we have no intention of hurting you, unless you hurt us first. We are here looking for supplies, just like any other. Unless you intend to make the first blow, I ask that you lower your weapon. Or at least call off your guard dog.”

      “And why should I do that? I’ve seen what scavers do.”

      Goldilocks took a moment to think, and then backed up a step. “Here. I’m stepping back. I won’t make any advances on you, and you don’t get all stabby on us. We’re not scavers, we’re only trying to survive.”

      “Although if a fight is what you want, I’ll be happy to oblige,” the one with short, dark hair chipped in, causing Goldilocks to thump him in the chest with the back of his hand.

      Their eyes shone with sincerity, and my head whirled with confusion. Yesterday, a stranger helped me out, and today two, strange men didn’t want to fight me unless it was self-defense. Either I was more visibly threatening than I gave myself credit for, or there were some decent people still left in this fucked-up world.

      Glaring harder, I lowered my dagger, but only slightly. Just enough to give them a chance to prove themselves, but not enough to be caught off guard. I wondered if they were the friends that Lincoln had mentioned yesterday. How coincidental would that be? My mouth opened to voice the question when a low chorus of wails filtered in from farther down the hall.

      Shit.

      “Look, lady, we could stand here all day in a stare off, trying to determine whose dick is bigger, or we could point our weapons toward the rotters and work together to get out of this situation.” The one with short hair had a point.

      He turned to face the larger threat down the hall and I was met with a view of his backside. This may have been a terrible time to notice his bubble butt.

      The increasing noise heading in our direction alerted us to the trouble we would soon be in. Sounds of furniture scraping across the wood floor from down the hall let us know the rotters were just plowing right on through.

      I ran back into the bedroom and stopped in my tracks at the sight of several decomposing hands sliding against the windowpane.

      Puppy’s growl increased in volume, threatening dead ears that wouldn’t react. With rotters at the window and more down the hall, the only two exits from this room were compromised.

      We were surrounded.

      Grunts sounded down the hallway, the two men must’ve decided to try their chances with the other direction. I had two choices—I could open this window and find out exactly how many were outside waiting for me, or I could join my comrades-by-circumstance in the fight through the house. I went with option B, at least I’d have some help to fight them off this time, which was a pretty rare luxury. Two hands could only stab so many at once.

      I pulled a second dagger from my bag and ran into the hall toward the sounds of fighting, which was coming from the large living room. The two men were deep in combat, outnumbered and surrounded by more rotters than I had ever seen together in one place. There were at least a couple dozen stumbling in from every doorway. Bloody saliva fell from their mouths and pooled around their feet as they moved, and I scrunched up my nose in disgust. They were nasty things and I never wanted to end up as one. The rotters inched closer, their decaying bodies only able to move so fast. Still, they were going to overwhelm us with their numbers.

      I scanned the area, noting Bubble Butt took the left side while Goldilocks cut down the middle. Signaling Puppy to follow, we headed toward the right side of the room and began taking down the enemy in a flurry of blades and teeth.

      Blood and flesh spewed in all directions as my blades slashed through the rotters. Bodies piled up on the floor as they were each taken down. Growls rang out while Puppy sank her teeth into the threat and took them down one by one. Times like this made me eternally grateful that the Void Virus didn’t affect animals. Once they lay motionless, she moved onto the next.

      As the rotters came at me, I continued to swing, slicing at every spot of decayed flesh that I could reach. Chunks of skin and sticky substances fell to the ground as I stabbed the rotters in the eyes, ears, forehead, and anywhere else I could reach that would make them stop. Another one stumbled over toward me, its jaw opened wide and prepared for a bite. Spinning low, I dodged, ended up behind the rotter, and swung my blade, imbedding it in the back of its skull. With no time to tug it free, I had to let it go and reach for the one in my boot. I stood back up right as gnashing teeth filled my vision, and then lunged, lodging the knife into the side of the rotter lady’s face. She seemed oblivious to the knife poking out of her cheek, the intrusive object not slowing her down in the slightest.

      With a grunt, I pulled the knife out and stuck it through her eye, pushing it deeper until she fell to the ground, motionless.

      A heavy body crashed into my back and I fell forward, the surprise weight forcing me to the floor. Throwing my arms out, I managed to land on my forearm and roll until I was on top of the rotter that had taken me down. Without a moment’s hesitation, I reached over and ripped the knife out of the eye of the nearby rotter, before turning around and digging it into the skull of the one below me. I watched until every last twitch of the body had stopped and the rotter beneath me was dead for good. My chest heaved and adrenaline whipped through my body.

      I tugged the knife back out with a grunt and looked around at the fighting that continued in other areas of the room to see how the guys were faring. They were doing surprisingly well, each holding their own against the other rotters. Bubble Butt was flying around with his blades as though he were a machine, while Goldilocks fought with more controlled motions, each move precise and accurate—until a rotter left Bubble Butt and headed for Goldilocks when his back was turned.

      In a split second, I saw the knife fly out of his hand before he was knocked to the floor. Bubble Butt was still stuck in his own tangle with the rotters and didn’t notice his fallen comrade.

      A rotter landed on top of Goldilocks, jaws cracking and snapping as it inched closer to his face. Reaching into my pants pocket, I pulled out some backup. The throwing stars whistled as they sailed through the air and embedded themselves into the rotter. Its face was peppered with the pocket-sized blades, including one directly in the eye, and the rotter fell backward, buying Goldilocks some time. He looked in my direction, and his eyes lit up in surprise before his mouth curled into a grateful smile. I responded with a nod and ran over to his section to help with the action. There were still a couple handfuls of rotters left. Reaching into my bag, I pulled out my last backup weapon and tossed it to him before turning to face the nearest rotter. We were still outnumbered.

      A flash of fur caught in the corner of my vision as Puppy still contributed to her share of the fight. She was going to get some extra jerky tonight, maybe even some of the peanut butter I had picked up today if I could get this bag home with us.

      My arms moved in an arc with my body, once again a knife in each hand, slicing every dead thing in my way. I drove my daggers into one head after another, piercing the brain and turning the living nightmares into eternal slumber. Flesh and blood painted the furniture as my daggers cut through the bodies like butter.

      We all worked as a team, taking down the horde in a flurry of teeth and blades.

      Eventually, the rotter numbers dwindled and they stopped stumbling into the house. Battle cries filled the gaps between the wails of death. We didn’t stop until every last rotter had fallen and every threat was eliminated.

      Once my blades had nothing left to decimate, I stalled my movements. I stood up straight in the middle of the living room with my daggers held out, my eyes wild and chest heaving with each ragged breath. The last few months of running and fighting have greatly increased my stamina. Otherwise, I would’ve been so screwed today.

      My gaze darted around, searching out any more threats and assessing the situation. I was surrounded by bodies. I looked from one corpse to the next, their blood and organs spilled out onto the dusty, pinewood floor. Decayed flesh burned my nostrils and permeated the air. Dozens of rotters, enough to overtake the whole street, had been taken down within what felt like minutes.

      Confusion filled me as I took in the scene. I had never seen so many at once before. Up until yesterday, the rotters I had come up against were no more than a handful at a time. There had to be something going on to make so much of them appear like this.

      Breathing heavily, I found a clear, nearby spot free from blood and organs, and fell into a heap on the floor, exhausted. Puppy trotted over and sat next to me, pressing against my arm, shoulder to shoulder, probably in an attempt to provide comfort.

      Bubble Butt blew out a breath. “Well, that sucked.”

      It took a moment for the words to register. Giggles bubbled up until I toppled over onto my side in a fit of laughter. My arms hugged my stomach when it started to cramp and I tried to breathe through the laughter.

      Bubble Butt looked over to Goldilocks with his brows knitted in confusion. “What’d I say?” Goldilocks only shook his head and I opened my eyes just in time to see a small smile begin to form on his lips. His red lips. Plump, red lips. Perfect for kissing. Damn, I was delirious.

      Once my laughter subsided and I could gasp for breath again, I pushed myself up into a sitting position. “Well, shit.” Small giggles threatened to erupt again, but I managed to keep them down. Scrunching up my jacket sleeve to find a clean spot, I wiped my eyes and looked up at the guys. “So, maybe we should be properly introduced.”

      “A few minutes ago, you held a knife in our faces, and now suddenly you want to get properly introduced?” Bubble Butt looked stunned beyond belief.

      “I changed my mind.”

      “Typical woman.”

      My mouth dropped open at that. The fuck was Bubble Butt’s problem? Was that supposed to be a joke or something? Because it sure as hell wasn’t funny. Picking my jaw up off the ground, I clenched my jaw and responded, “I’m going to let that go, on account of you being an ass.”

      Now it was Goldilocks’ turn to laugh. He was still chuckling when he held out a hand and I reached out to grip it.

      The grin remained on his face. “Nice to meet you.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I replied, shrugging a shoulder and turning to the other guy.

      He turned around and started walking away, leaving my hand hanging in the air.

      Well, then. Looks like we weren’t doing names today.

      I turned to Goldilocks and asked, “So, are there any more of you?”

      “She’s not coming with us.” Bubble Butt’s voice was stern.

      “I wasn’t going to follow you anyways, I was just surprised to find some semi-decent people. Well, one at least.” I threw a glare in Mr. Grumpy’s direction as he walked through the carnage, nudging the corpses with his boot as he went by.

      “There’s a small group of us…” Goldilocks hesitated then shook his head in decision. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Look, don’t let him get to you. You’re a good fighter and can hold your own. Plus, you did save my life,” he said with a smile. “Rotters seem to be attacking in larger groups these last few days. At this rate, it’s only a matter of time before they kill or infect every last living thing. Strength doesn’t matter if the numbers are stacked against you. If you need anything, come find us. Go to the riverbed that’s north of here, and head west. You’ll eventually run into our camp. We plan to pack up and find somewhere safer soon, but we try to stay close enough to the water.”

      I gave him an understanding nod, patted my leg for Puppy to follow, and headed back to the shelter. The events of the previous two days whirled in my mind the whole way.

      Stumbling down the familiar path, I was drained when my shelter came into view. The little cottage that I’d begun to call home. I pushed open the brown, oak door and shuffled over to the fireplace before dropping my bag and collapsing to the floor in exhaustion. I reached into the bag, pulled out a couple pieces of jerky, and tossed them to the floor, which Puppy greedily gobbled up. A slight smile tugged at my lips as her grunts of pleasure reached my ears.

      I groaned as I peeled off my jacket, the fabric was covered in blood and guts and trying to stick to my skin. Throwing it off to the side, I pulled a large bucket closer to me—it was filled with water that I used for the occasional, quick cleaning. I was suddenly grateful to have washed all the rags at the river a few days ago. Grabbing the nearest washcloth, I soaked it with the bucket water, and cleaned as much of the blood and mystery substances off of me as I could before the water turned unusable.

      Throwing the washcloth to the side and pushing the bucket away, I laid down and looked up. My eyes traced the bumps of the popcorn ceiling and I became lost in thought as the past few days flitted through my mind. Puppy soon joined me on the floor and I snuggled into her fur. My eyes closed, and within moments I drifted into a peaceless slumber.
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      “You thought you could go behind my back and spread shit about me?” Mama G wailed and I flinched at her scathing tone. I threw up my arms protectively in front of me as the blows rained down. “Do you have any idea how that makes me look?” Whack. “The cops questioned me!” Whack. “Out in the open for all to see!” Whack. “They came for me in front of my friends, who all had questions to ask after!” Whack. “Seems to me that you need a reminder of how things work around here.” Whack.

      Splinters cut into my legs as I was dragged down the basement stairs, bouncing roughly on each step, convinced bruises would soon follow. My hands clutched around the strong fist tangled in my hair, ripping strands out of my scalp with each step she took.

      A cry escaped my lips when I was thrown against the solid concrete wall. My body sagged to the floor, my knees unable to hold me up. My eyes were pinched closed as I prepared to receive more of her punishment. The little space in my mind was a sanctuary from this cold, cruel world. I listened to the sounds of chains wrapping around a post before my hands were cuffed together with shackles.

      The scene morphed into a bright room with white painted walls, sun streaming in from above and onto the cradles below. Walking over to one with a pink mobile hanging overhead, I peered in to see a young, smiling face staring back at me. Startled, I jumped back and turned to watch a woman in a white lab coat enter the room, clipboard in hand. She took no notice of me as she strolled closer and leaned over the same cradle I was, and peered into it without a smile. She looked over the babe with a calculating gaze before jotting down some words. I started to walk over and attempt to peek over her shoulder when my face was suddenly covered in something wet.

      I jolted straight up, knocking Puppy back in the process. Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I looked over to the window to see the sun rising over the treetops. I must have slept the rest of the day and through the night. Groaning, I scrambled to my feet to get started on my morning routine.

      Embers burned low in the bottom of the fire, another sign that I’d slept for so long. I dragged the backpack over to empty it of the supplies I’d acquired yesterday. Reaching in, I set the clothing off to the side to sort through later and stacked the cans and boxes of food in the bin I used as a makeshift pantry.

      A bowl slid across the floor as Puppy nudged it closer to me, her intent clear in her eyes. Pulling out a dagger, I cut a large hole in a can of beans and emptied it into the bowl before pouring a bottle of water into another. I repeated the process for myself on a can of peaches and sipped water from another bottle. I would need to make another trip to the river soon to collect more water to boil and refill the bottles. After a few months of doing this, I got used to the process. Water stopped running from taps a few weeks into the outbreak, one of the many things in this world that went to shit.

      I wiped the back of my hand across my mouth and sat for a moment with a feeling of restlessness, as Puppy nudged her nose underneath my arm to lay her head in my lap. We sat that way for a while, with me mulling over the events of the previous days and trying to push the weird dreams from my mind.

      I had kept mostly to myself since the outbreak, rarely interacting with the uninfected. A few days after leaving the diner, I was hiding behind a large oak tree and I witnessed a small band of men cackling as they hacked away at a woman they had come across who asked for their help. I could still see her face in my mind, twisted in agony with tears streaming down her bleeding face. I wondered how such evil could come out to play when the world went to hell. The ruthless glint in their eyes told me I couldn’t trust anyone I came across.

      Sighing, I pushed up off the floor and walked over to the window. I couldn’t get the recent new men out of my mind. It’d been a little while since I’d had decent human interaction, with the majority of humans that crossed my path being dead or dangerous. So, naturally, I’d expected my next face-to-face interaction with other humans would be with scavers, like the ones I saw all those months ago, but these guys actually seemed decent. None of them had posed a threat to me and we even helped each other out. Hell, we even fought together. We had each other’s backs. Well, if I were to overlook Bubble Butts rudeness, but still. Were there others out there like them? Like me? I needed to know more. I’d been alone most of my life, even more so after the outbreak. Maybe I could finally start to take other peoples’ advice from my past and give someone else a chance for once. My gaze flitted to the bottle in my hand. Well, I did need to make a trip to the river anyway…

      Making a split-second decision, I made sure my weapons were strapped on before grabbing my pack, stuffing in a couple things of jerky with two cans of beans, and two bottles of water before tying two empty jugs to hooks on the outside. I shouldered the pack and strolled out the front door with my furry companion on my heels.

      Cold, bitter morning air cut across my skin as we rushed down the walkway and headed into the trees. Those guys had to be staying somewhere nearby and I needed to find them. Strange things were happening and I didn’t fully understand everything, but I had to get to them.

      I pulled my jacket tighter around my body as my internal temperature dropped and I tried to acclimate to the cold. Spring was beginning, but the weather still hadn’t caught up. Patches of melting snow littered the ground while grass and flowers also peeked through. Most people had migrated south to winter over with the warmer weather, but I stayed behind. I had a cottage with a fireplace and a stash of food in two locations, plus fewer people meant a safer area. There were still some around, hiding out, but my interactions with them have been limited—until now.

      The forest was eerily quiet and I startled at the slightest sound. The leaves rustled and I jerked around, only to find a squirrel scampering across the forest floor, its cheeks puffed out with its next meal. The sight made me smile. Life was still thriving out there, even if the human population was drastically decreasing. Perhaps someday this could all end, and it would only be talked about in history books, a horror never to be relived again. I doubted that would happen in my lifetime though. If humanity somehow managed to overcome this, no one would let it be forgotten any time soon.

      Leaves and morning frost crunched under my boots as I moved throughout the woods. My senses were on full alert, and I was waiting for any sound that would signal an attack, whether by human or rotter.

      After some time, the sound of rushing water reached my ears from farther ahead. Tucking the loose chunks of my hair behind my ears, I followed the sound, heading in the direction it was loudest.

      We hurried through the forest—just enough to quicken our pace without making too much noise, so we wouldn’t alert anyone out there, living or dead—careful not to trip on raised roots. I moved from tree to tree, keeping my back pressed up against large trunks until we finally broke free of the brush. My feet stopped at the water’s edge, the toes of my boots dipping into the river water and my arms flailing about as I tried to regain my balance. Puppy stopped gracefully at my side and happily lapped up the cool liquid. Once she took her fill, we continued our trek, walking along the riverbed and keeping the water to our left, leaving one less direction to keep an eye on.

      At least, I’d never seen rotters jump out of the water during any of the times I’d come out here and filled up the bottles. They could still be down there for all I knew, but I had yet to see them.

      Puppy stilled next to me with a low growl rumbling in her chest. I palmed a dagger and skimmed the area, turning in a full circle in the process. A flash of orange out of the corner of my eye startled me and I jumped to face the trees. My eyes skimmed up and down the tree line as I waited. After a few heartbeats, I spotted it. A body, covered in an orange jumpsuit, headed straight toward me and fast. Faster than a normal human, and much faster than any other rotter I’ve seen. Unsure what to do, I took a moment to think over possible scenarios. It wasn’t until the figure popped out of the trees that I noticed its eyes were nearly white and its jaw was unhinged. One arm was ripped off just below the elbow, where tendons and ligaments flailed about, but he didn’t seem to care, because he was one of the Void.

      Puppy let out some warning barks next to me, spurring me into action. The rotter was closing the distance in front of me in record time. Jumping forward, I chambered a leg, bringing it close to my body like Don had taught me to do when teaching me how to fight, then spun around and kicked out. I planted a boot into its face, but it reacted with impressive strength and speed.

      My eyes widened in shock as it caught my boot-clad foot in one hand before flipping it up and knocking me to the ground. I rolled away just in time as its clenched fist pounded into the ground, shaking the earth, and a deafening roar escaped the mangled mouth as he missed his target. A blur of fur crossed my vision in an arc as Puppy jumped onto the rotter with the intent to tackle, but he was too fast. I screamed when I saw Puppy sail back to the ground and land with a yelp.

      Standing up, I took a dagger in each hand and prepared to put this rotter down, but before I could act, he was on me and we were tumbling through the air. A sharp sting racked my arm as I broke the surface of the water and sank down faster with the added weight. The tangle of arms and legs made it difficult to swim and dragged me down farther and faster. Within moments, my clothes were soaked through and I was fighting for air.

      We tumbled underneath the water, him trying to bite me, while I worked to evade. His movements seemed to slow down the longer we remained in the water, but he was still putting up a fight. Finally, I managed to stick a dagger in his eye and swim upwards. I inhaled a deep, shaky breath as my head broke the surface, only to be pulled under once more, right as I exhaled in preparation for the next breath. Water gushed into my lungs. More brittle and broken hands grabbed at me from beneath, and I opened my mouth as screams escaped with air that my lungs didn’t have. It didn’t take long for the blackness to take over.
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      The smell of cooking meat filtered through my nostrils, jarring me awake and back to the present. That couldn’t be right, though, I hadn’t been cooking anything before I fell asleep, had I? Where did I even get the meat? I hadn’t caught any animals and the package of beef jerky I had previously stuffed into my bag certainly didn’t need to be cooked.

      The sound of strangled laughter snapped my eyes open and my body went stiff. In front of me stood two large tents, side by side, but they weren’t my tents. I didn’t have any tents of my own and I hadn’t seen anything like these yet. So, whom did they belong to?

      Fear iced my veins as the memories started flooding back in. I was at the river, walking downstream, when a crazed psychopath of a rotter showed up. We went into the water. Patting myself up and down, I noticed I was dry now. How long had I been out? And… Puppy! I bolted upright.

      What happened to my dog? Stifled laughter reached my ears once again and I frantically looked around, searching out the source and I saw it—a strange man attacking my dog.

      Oh hell no!

      Ignoring the pain in my shoulder, I flung myself into a standing position and started to rush over, only to end up sprawled across the ground with a yelp with an intense pain shooting up my right leg. I looked down to see my bare foot wrapped in a brace.

      Fuck.

      I must have gotten injured during my tumble with the psycho rotter. No time to ponder that though, or to wonder how I got away. I needed to save Puppy. Turning back to face the direction I was heading, I used one palm to push myself up onto one leg and began to hop over, only to tumble back down with a cry a couple hops in. I cursed, wanting to try again once the second sting of pain subsided, but before I knew it, I was engulfed in fur as a warm tongue licked me clean, leaving a trail of slobber down my face.

      Laughter bubbled up from my chest as I threw an arm around the familiar body and snuggled my face into the warm, coarse fur, before sagging with relief. I breathed in the dirty and familiar smell of dog and finally relaxed.

      A hand on my shoulder had me jolting, and I looked up to meet a familiar pair of coffee-colored eyes.

      I jerked back, keeping my hold on Puppy, and reached for the knife in my pant leg, only to find it was no longer there. Cursing, I glanced around to see my pack leaning against a nearby log with a knife poking out of a side pocket. I dove toward it, crying out at the pain in my shoulder and wrapped a hand around the hilt. Pulling it out of its sheath, I spun back around to face the familiar guy, brandishing the tiny blade in front of us. He may have saved me once before, but I had no idea what his intentions were—friend or foe—or what he was doing here with me. Better to be safe than sorry.

      “Stay back!” I growled the warning through clenched teeth. I had no idea what happened while I was unconscious, and I was a firm believer of cutting first, then asking questions later. My tumble with psycho rotter left me hyperalert once again.

      Lincoln backed up and sat on his haunches with both hands raised in the air. “Whoa there, no need to go around pointing knives at each other. Remember me? We met on the rooftop when you were hiding out on a dumpster. You were trying to become one with a brick wall, the weirdest meditation exercise I’d ever seen.” A hint of humor flickered in his eyes and I raised an eyebrow at his poorly made joke.

      We held eye contact, neither of us daring to make the first move. A wet tongue lapped against my cheek, breaking my lead in the stare off. I could feel Puppy’s steady heartbeat against the hand that was over her chest and I realized she was very calm, which only confused me because she should be ripping this guy to shreds right now. At least, she should’ve been doing that if they were a threat to us. I needed answers. “Explain.”

      “Put down the knife.”

      “Explain.”

      “Put down the knife.”

      Stubborn fuck.

      Refusing to let go of the knife, but still needing answers, I simply lowered the blade so I could immediately raise it again if needed, not once tearing my eyes away from his. With a nod, he held out one hand, and after another moment of hesitation, I took it with my own. Rising up on his feet, he pulled me into a standing position with him. I barely had time to catch my balance before he bent down and placed one arm behind my back, and the other one behind my knees. He scooped me up and carried me around the camp. I hated feeling this vulnerable, but my annoyance was lessened when I noticed Puppy trotting along beside us as though she belonged here. The traitor.  

      “Obviously, the two large tents for shelter, along with the noticeable clothesline with drying laundry, are set up right over there.” He gave a slight nod with his head to his left before nodding off to the right and continuing, “Over there, just beyond those pine trees, is the latrine. There’s a shovel sticking up from the ground and against one of the trees, so it shouldn’t be too difficult to find.” I scrunched my nose at that. I made my own latrine when and where I wanted. I didn’t need anyone telling me where I could and couldn’t shit. “That there is the firepit, we have some rabbits cooking that should be done soon.” He tilted his nose into the air and sniffed. I mimicked the movement, recognizing the amazing smell I’d woken up to, then froze. What did he mean by ‘we?’ Who else was here?

      “The wall of logs and large debris surrounding the camp is the temporary wall. It’s not enough to fully protect us, but would at least slow down any threat that could catch us off guard.” He gestured to the walls of trash cans and other large items that were piled up in a line around the camp. It would be enough to buy an extra couple minutes of time at the least, which could make a huge difference in the name of survival. “Well that’s pretty much the whole tour. The only thing left to show you would be my brothers.” I swung my head around at that. Brothers? So that was the ‘we.’

      “Is your whole family here?” I arched an eyebrow, waiting for an answer.

      He just smiled at me and gave my arm a squeeze. “Technically. It depends on how you look at it. We’re friends that banded together years ago. We’ve been inseparable our whole lives. They’re my brothers, blood or not. Even after the outbreak, we continued to stick together, protecting each other when the rest of the world didn’t.”

      That’s actually kind of sweet. If what he said was true, they would be the first decent people I’ve come across in months, since I’d lost Don. I wondered if he knew the other two guys I’d recently met. I also noticed the slight dip in every step he took with his right leg. He still had the slight limp I saw from a couple days ago.

      We rounded the fire and paused before he set me down on a log. Right as my butt hit the wood, Puppy took off running and jumped up to greet the unknown man exiting the tent. I abruptly stood up, putting the weight on my good leg, ready to face any threat. We were in unknown territory and I still had no idea exactly where I was, and how far we were from the shelter I had finally begun to call home. We had set out in search of Goldilocks and Bubble Butt, and neither of these guys were them.

      My hand started to rise, slowly lifting the knife still gripped in my palm, when a calloused hand stalled the movement. I looked up to meet Lincoln’s coffee-colored eyes. He shook his head in rebuff and I dropped my hand, glancing over to see Puppy’s eyes closing with her tongue lolling out of her mouth as she was scratched behind the ears. The strange man must not have posed any kind of threat after all. Even if I didn’t trust all of these guys just yet, I would at least trust Puppy’s instincts. They hadn’t steered me wrong so far.

      Behind the unknown male, two others emerged and I immediately recognized them as the ones I was looking for. I guess I somehow managed to stumble across their camp after all.

      Goldilocks, hair now in a man bun, threw a grin in my direction, while Bubble Butt’s scowl deepened at my presence.

      “She’s awake,” Lincoln stated the obvious, before stepping around me to check on the meat in the fire. “Dinner is ready.”

      I watched as they worked together, the grumpy one cutting the meat off the rabbits and onto the plates that the others produced. I remained silent and observed, while Puppy was anything but subtle in her attempt to sniff every last morsel, before grabbing a large chunk of cut meat and running behind a nearby log to hide and eat it.

      “What the fuck? That was on my plate,” Bubble Butt cursed, his eyes wild and fixed on the spot where Puppy disappeared to. The rest of us laughed and Lincoln placed a hand on his chest to hold him back.

      “Dog’s gotta eat too, man,” Goldilocks countered, and added another slice to Bubble Butt’s plate. “Here, you can have one of mine to make up for it. Now calm down and let this be a pleasant meal. We have a guest.” He smiled in my direction, a toothy grin that lit up his face. It was a contagious smile, one that I couldn’t help but reciprocate. My cheeks reddened and I looked away, not used to anyone smiling at me.

      Okay, now to get some answers.

      “How exactly did I end up here? The last thing I remember was being surrounded by water and the psycho rotter. What happened between then and now?”

      Goldilocks was the first to answer. A good man doesn’t leave a woman waiting for long. He made strange hand motions in the air as he spoke. While I wasn’t familiar with hand signs, I thought it looked something like sign language, but I didn’t understand why they’d be using that. I could hear just fine. “We had just reached the tree line near the river to fill up some bottles when we saw you go in. Jonah here,” he indicated the fourth man who was now seated on another log, “took off running alongside the river, and by the time we caught up, he was already pulling you out.” The new man, who I had not yet been officially introduced to, looked down at his feet as a slight red tinted his cheeks. The world was damned, and a guy could still get embarrassed in front of a girl? That was fucking adorable. Although, was he the reason these guys were all speaking with hand motions? “The rotter that went in with you was carried along the current, and that was the last we saw of him.” I shuddered at the memory. I assumed all rotters were the same—slow, dead, and weak—but if they had superhuman speed and strength as well? This world was even more doomed than I had originally thought.

      “So, Jonah, is he,” I pointed in his direction, “deaf?”

      “Yes. He got meningitis when he was seven and lost his hearing as a result. He can read lips too, but it’s much harder for him so we tend to speak and sign simultaneously,” Goldilocks explained as an unreadable expression crossed Jonah’s face. I got the feeling he didn’t want to elaborate, but my question was answered.

      “So, where are we?” I looked around at each of the guys, changing the subject back to me. I had more questions that I wanted answered. “I mean, I know we’re obviously at your camp in a clearing, but where exactly is that?”

      Lincoln was the next to answer. “We’re about a couple miles from where we met on the dumpster,” he replied, along with some hand motions while Goldilocks placed a plate of delicious smelling meat in my hands.  

      Fabulous, so not too far. I could probably hobble my way back to my shelter if needed. It was always good to have a plan.

      The scent of the freshly cooked meat reached my nose and my stomach growled in longing. This was going to be amazing. As I reached out a hand to grab the first piece, Bubble Butt interrupted with a question of his own. Fuck, I really needed to get the rest of their names. “Where were you staying? We could drop you off and be rid of you.”

      My body stilled at his words and the seriousness evident on his face. Wow, and I thought I was bad with words. He crashed to the ground as Jonah shoved him off the log. Good. Now I see why Puppy is so smitten with him, he just became my favorite one of this group too.

      Apparently I wasn’t welcomed by all of them. Coming here could’ve been a mistake if it’s going to cause problems between them.

      “Look, I really don’t need to be a bother. I’ve done just fine on my own. Tell me where my bag is and point me in the direction of that dumpster, I can find my own way after that.” I went to stand up, but Lincoln pressed down on my good shoulder to keep me in place.

      “You’re not leaving. You have an injured shoulder and a badly sprained ankle. You can’t even walk or fight properly. You’re staying with us.” At his words, I looked up to see him and Bubble Butt in an intense stare off. I could almost feel the electricity in the air as their eyes fought a silent battle.

      “How bad are my injuries, exactly?” I geared the question toward Goldilocks.

      “Your ankle was pretty swollen when we got you back to camp and took off your boots. It could take awhile to heal, but since there’s no doctor around, it’s hard to say for sure” He sighed before continuing, “Your shoulder has some bruising around it, indicating some trauma, but we can’t be sure exactly what kind. Again, there’s a lack of doctors here. I was studying nursing before I left to pursue flight school, so I don’t know too much more than the basics.”

      I nodded, acknowledging his words. “Flight school, huh?”

      “Yeah, it was a pretty amazing few weeks. Until the outbreak happened. It’s still an experience I wouldn’t trade for anything.” He pulled a chain out from under his shirt, and held up the small, light blue orb decorated with clouds. “I got this as a kid from a teacher on the last day of school one year. She gave something small to all of us, before she retired. I decided that day that I would see the clouds close up.” I smiled. That sounded like a lovely dream to have. “The only reason it took me so long was because I went to nursing school first, to please my dad. He wanted me to go into medicine. Then one day, I couldn’t do it anymore. I dropped out and enrolled in flight school all in the same day.” He smiled at the memory before dropping the small orb and chain back behind his shirt and carried on inspecting my ankle.

      Lincoln and Bubble Butt were still locked in their stare off. The intensity of their gazes was similar to a fight with fists. If anything, it felt even more threatening, and I was glad I wasn’t on the other end of either of their glares right now. I really needed to get the names of the other two.

      Looking down at the meat in front of me, I avoided the awkwardness and lifted the first piece, digging in while it was still hot and ignoring the display of masculinity going on in front of me.
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      Heaven glided across my taste buds with each bite of magnificence. I used my tongue to roll the savory meat around in my mouth. My eyes rolled back with pleasure as I bit into the most amazing meat I’d ever had. It’d been so long since I’d had any meat other than beef jerky, and I didn’t realize how much I would miss it. The guys weren’t eating as they stared at me, food in hand and frozen partway to their mouths, while my moans of gratification continued until every last bite was gone. I then looked longingly at theirs until they each tore off a piece of their own meat and handed it to me, which I gratefully devoured.

      After having my fill, I leaned back against a log with a bottle of water in one hand and rubbed my full stomach with the other, careful to not jolt my injured shoulder.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve had food that satisfying. I continued to revel in the deliciousness that danced over my taste buds in the aftermath, before taking a sip of my water and wiping my mouth with the back of my sleeve. “Guys, that was amazing. Seriously. It’s the best meat I’ve ever had.” I paused before, addressing the thoughts that had been swirling in my head.

      “Okay, so before any more bombshells are dropped on me or we all decide to kill each other, I need to know your names. Otherwise, you’re going to be getting very unflattering nicknames.” Shooting a glance at Bubble Butt, I added, “Well, yours might actually just be downright adorable, but whatever. Your choice.”

      I watched as he turned his stoic gaze on me. He didn’t seem like the type of man who’d enjoy an adorable nickname.

      “Mateo.” The name tumbled out of his mouth in a grumble, as though it was an inconvenience to him.

      Mateo took a small tool out of his pants pocket and got to work sharpening a knife.

      “Adam,” Goldilocks said with a nod. A man of few words. Short, simple, and to the point. I liked it.

      A furry paw landed in Jonah’s lap, begging for some more scratches and promptly breaking the tension. Puppy gave a little doggy smile as she was greeted with a hand stroking along her side, patting with the light thumps that she loved so much.

      Clearing his throat, Lincoln asked, “So, B, do I get another letter?”

      I laughed at the confused expressions of the others. “When we met the other day, I only gave him the first letter of my name. The second letter is…” I paused for dramatic effect and looked around at the guys, “L.” I took another sip from my bottle as I watched the calculating look on Lincoln’s face, no doubt going through the possibilities of what my name could be.

      “Blaze? Blur? Blemish?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at Lincoln’s terrible guesses. Adam joined in with equally terrible guesses, neither of them even coming close to Blyss. Mateo remained silent, focusing on sharpening the knife.

      Before I knew it, Puppy had somehow suckered Jonah into not only playing fetch, but also chasing the smart, four-legged creature around the clearing, trying to get the stick back so he could throw it once more.

      The sight of the two playing warmed a tiny corner of my heart and I just couldn’t help but smile. Puppy’s paw seemed to be healed and her happiness was certainly soaring. Relaxing against the log once again, I let myself succumb to my surroundings. I participated in idle talk here and there, laughing along as we watched Jonah and his apparently new, furry little companion. Those two were good for each other, but I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen with Puppy when it came time to leave them, or how strong their bond would grow. I’d only had her with me for a few months, it’s not like I had any real claim on her.

      My eyes were lost in the flames when I felt fur rub up against my forearm, and I tore my gaze away from the fire to smile down at Puppy. Jonah sat down on my other side and greeted me with a wave. I wished I could talk to the man who’d saved me from drowning in the river. Instead, I settled for a return wave and a soft smile, then carried on warming my hands by the fire. Temperatures were continuing to drop more every night and I was grateful that Lincoln was a whiz with fire. He got the flames going in no time.

      “This would be a great time for s’mores,” Adam announced.

      I looked over to see him digging through a bag, looking for something. “I’ve never had a s’more before, but I hear they’re delicious. Do you have any?”

      Adam’s motions stopped at that. Everyone around me did, too. Right when I began to feel uncomfortable, Adam broke the silence with, “You’re serious, aren’t you? How could you never have had a s’more before? It’s like a right of passage.”

      “I just never have. They never had them at the foster or group homes.” I shrugged. “I’d love to try one though if you guys have any.”

      Adam let out a breath. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything. Turns out we’re missing the marshmallows and chocolate. There are some skittles though, would you settle for skittles as a dessert?”

      A grin lit up my face at the mention of skittles and I nodded eagerly, clasping my hands in excitement. “Actually, that’s my favorite candy. I’ll gladly accept those.”

      He tossed the small bag of skittles to me and I caught it eagerly before tearing into it. “Now, I can’t guarantee that I’ll share. Trusting me with the whole bag is a dangerous thing to do. I might not be able to run with it, but I have daggers and I’ll fight you to the death. So you may want to keep your distance,” I joked, as I began popping the little balls of deliciousness into my mouth.

      “That’s alright, go ahead and enjoy. Although, since you won’t tell us your name, from here on out I shall call you Skittle,” Adam teased.

      “Deal.” I popped a red skittle into my mouth and savored every ounce of the sweet flavor. It’d been so long since I’d had one, that this was one way to sweeten me up for sure.

      As the flames roared on, I could feel myself begin to get sleepy. We all hunkered down for the night as the sun started to go down. The guys were all in one tent, letting Puppy and me have the second one all to ourselves, despite the disapproval of Mateo who wanted to throw me back into the woods. Not that he was going to sleep right now anyway, he’d volunteered to keep watch the first round tonight.

      I hugged the furry body of warmth against my own and drifted off into a dreamless sleep.
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      Confusion washed over me when I opened my eyes, before I remembered where I was and how I’d got there. I was at a camp, with food and Puppy-approved guys. My muscles stretched out as my good arm reached above my head and my back arched, causing a slightly awkward noise to escape. It had been a while since I had a good stretch, and even longer since I had such a restful night. These blankets they gave me provided much more comfort than the ones at the cottage did.

      I reached out my left arm and yelped from the tenderness I could still feel in my shoulder. Yup, still sore, but better than yesterday.

      Beautiful scents drifted through the tent and my nose lifted into the air to decipher the smell, and my chest expanded as I took in a deep breath. It was the unmistakable smell of coffee. Was I still dreaming? Coffee was not a common thing to come across, having been one of the first things people scavenged for. It had to be the powdered stuff. Either way, I would make sure to get my hands on it.

      I slid over to the front of the tent and unzipped the flap. Flinging the light fabric open, I gave a squeal of excitement as a steaming cup of coffee was placed into my needy hands. The excitement bubbling out of me was so great that I didn’t even care who gave me the coffee cup. The fuckers even put on a cup sleeve so I wouldn’t get burned.

      My eyes closed in bliss as the smooth, hot liquid caressed my tongue and glided down my throat. There was even some creamer in there, the sweet bastards. They just wormed their way a little further onto my good side.

      I was lost in the bliss of my favorite, and rare, caffeinated beverage. A feeling of weightlessness filled me as Lincoln picked me up and carried me over to my spot against the log, without me taking my lips away from the cup the whole time. Puppy trotted along and sat by my side.

      After setting me down in my spot, Lincoln took a seat on the log to my right and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees as he looked out at the clearing and the surrounding trees, seemingly lost in thought.

      “Thank you for the coffee,” I said around the cup still in my mouth.

      Lincoln looked at me and smiled. “You’re welcome.”

      “I do have one request though…” I trailed off, unsure of how to ask.

      “Yes?”

      “So… I gotta pee.”

      His elbow slid off his thigh in surprise. “Okay, um, here, let me help you over to the latrine.” The awkwardness in his voice made me want to laugh, but I held it in. Reaching down, he slid an arm under my legs and behind my back and lifted me up, careful not to jolt my injuries. Once I’d done my business and let him know I was presentable again, he carried me back and placed me back down in my spot. He stoked the fire while I gratefully fell into the bliss of finishing off my coffee.

      Jonah walked up shortly after, and set down a bowl of berries and leafy greens in front of me with a wink before handing one to Lincoln, and then taking a seat on the log on my other side.

      “You guys are really doing a good job of spoiling me.” I smiled as I dug in, enjoying the healthiest breakfast I’d had in weeks. When Adam and Mateo emerged from the tent and stiffly took their seats on an opposite log, I ignored their strained statures as I happily polished off my food and coffee.

      When I was done, I set the empty bowl and cup on the ground, rested back, and closed my eyes, enjoying the fullness that came with another delicious meal. I could really get used to being fed by these guys.

      A tugging sensation on my right foot had my eyes snapping open to see Adam taking off the brace. “The wound needs to be checked and the bandage changed,” he explained without looking up. Well, I guess it would be nice to have one less thing to worry about myself. If he wanted to take over healing me, I’d be all for it.

      “How’s your shoulder feeling?”

      I turned my head to face Lincoln. Bending my elbow and rotating my arm a little bit, I answered, “It seems to be much better. Keep feeding me like this and I’ll be back in fighting shape in no time.”

      I smiled at Adam’s low chuckle until he opened his mouth. “Not until this ankle is healed, you won’t. I suspect at least a week, minimum. Unless you injure it further before then.”

      My head fell back with a groan. I knew by the look Mateo reserved just for me, that I wasn’t exactly welcome here for the time I’d already spent, let alone a whole other week minimum. “So eager to run around and fight rotters rather than have a handful of guys at her service,” Adam chuckled as he finished up his work, Velcroing the brace back into place. I caught Mateo scowling toward him at that comment. If I was going to be stuck with them for a while, I’d at least try to play nice as much as I could. Whether or not he warmed up to me would be his call.

      A wet nose left a trail of gunk on the underside of my forearm as it pushed itself underneath my arm to rest in my lap, followed by a sudden onset of dog head. I looked down at Puppy’s large, seemingly innocent eyes in disgust. “It’s a good thing you’re so damn cute.” Moving my arm to attempt to pet the little bugger, I didn’t notice that Jonah had moved to do the same until our hands brushed and I paused, feeling a strange sense of electricity and familiarity. We both pulled our hands back and I caught a slight tinge that began to spread across the tips of his ears and I loved it. I wanted to make him blush more often.

      Catching the ever-present glare that Mateo seemed to have, I ignored it all and carried on with loving on my puppy while the others conversed in gentle tones and hand motions. I watched Adam’s hands, mentally memorizing the signs for what I believed were dog and run, I would have to ask about some signs later on. Puppy stiffened in my lap and a low rumble escaped her throat. Low gurgles began to trickle into the clearing from the trees in the direction of the latrine.

      When another moan sounded from the trees in another direction, my hand stilled mid-pet and the guys sat unmoving as we listened. A moment later, the sounds of snapping twigs and crunching leaves carried over the silence, filling it with moans of the dead. Springing into action, the guys began packing up the tents and supplies as though death was after them—which, in this case, it very well was.

      A growing chorus of dreadful sounds filled the air, causing my veins to ice over and my heart to falter. The sheer volume of sounds from the east of us meant we would soon be overrun, and the temporary barrier surrounding the camp would not hold up for long. It would be a repeat of the day I met Adam and Mateo, and we had barely made it out of that with our lives. I rose up onto my good foot, ready for whatever action I would need to take, be it limp away or fight my way through to the best of my ability. The guys increased their pace, throwing food and clothing into any bag within their reach and flinging the bags onto their back as they became filled.

      The first rotter broke through the tree line, stumbling into the clearing and limping straight for us. Lincoln and Mateo grabbed for the swords they kept on the ground behind the logs and leapt over the barrier to greet the first few rotters with a slash to their necks. Their heads hit the grass with a sickening thud.

      Gripping a dagger in each hand, ready to free them from the sheaths I kept attached on either side of my hips, I prepared to jump into the fight and join them in the bloodshed when suddenly the world started spinning and I was upside down. “You can’t even walk, let alone take on that many. You’re coming with us.” Adam’s voice reached my ears and I pounded on his backside to be let down.

      “I can handle anything, dammit,” I responded, while still smacking his back to be let down, but he persisted.

      I raised my head to see Lincoln and Mateo take down the last rotter in the clearing when a band of about twenty or so broke the tree line and started heading this way.

      Shit.

      The grass below blurred as Jonah and Adam took off running, with me still flung over Adam’s shoulder like a ragdoll. Puppy ran toward Lincoln and Mateo, unable to leave anyone behind and always ready to help. Fear filled my eyes as I watched. The three of them were heavily outnumbered. “Puppy!” I called for my pup. I couldn’t bear to lose her. She had no fear, and I needed her to stay with me. Every nerve ending in my body chilled as more rotters closed in on them, their tombstone teeth gnashing together in anticipation of devouring living flesh.

      “No! Lincoln, Mateo!” My calls for them were lost amongst the wails of the dead, but I wasn’t ready to give up. “It’s not worth it to fight, we need to regroup! Together!” I shouted out for them to follow.

      We’d need to wait until we could get the upper hand. At this moment, we needed to stick together and put as much space as possible between us and the vile creatures.

      Once they decided to turn around and run after us, relief flooded through me.

      We high-tailed it out of there as fast as we could. When we had put a little distance between us and the rotters, and were able to slow down to a brisk walk, I began to pound on Adam’s backside. “Hey, let me down, I can walk now.”

      “You can’t walk,” he stated.

      “Fine. Limp, then. Something.” His shoulder was digging into my stomach. I had to keep readjusting so I could breathe.

      “You’re not going to limp; we don’t even know how far we’re going.” His voice bounced up and down with every step he took, as he tried to catch his breath after all the running.

      “Stop and take a break then?” I continued to plead. “My shoulder aches with this position, plus your shoulder keeps digging into my stomach no matter how much I try to adjust. I’m going to be passed out by the time we get anywhere.” My voice was strained from the uncomfortable position.

      In a quick, smooth motion, I found my view of his ass change to a view of his face as he positioned me to be cradled in his arms. “You’re not limping your way through here,” he reaffirmed.

      “Okay,” I huffed, and leaned my head against his chest as he continued to carry me through the woods. He smelled like pepper… that was interesting. “I’m going to call you Pepper.”

      Adam stumbled at my words, catching himself so we didn’t tumble forward. “What?”

      “Pepper. You smell like pepper. I don’t know why, but you do. So that’s your name now.”

      His chest rumbled against my cheek as he chuckled. “You can call me whatever you want, Skittle.”

      After traveling for a while in silence, I began to doze off until shouts spurred me awake.

      “There, up ahead!” Mateo called out after some time and I swung my head to peek around the side of the man carrying me. Flashes of red and gray showed through the trees and we increased our speed again.

      A fire station came into view. We ran straight toward it and inside the large door that housed the trucks. Only, there were no trucks inside, most likely having driven off during the outbreak and never returned.

      Once inside, Adam set me down on the nearest chair before running around with the others to work on closing the doors and sealing all the exits. Their primary focus was on making this place more habitable for us and safer from the rotters. I held Puppy against me as I watched them work together as a team. They even managed to get the large fire station door shut. The stamina they still had after all that time spent on the run astounded me. They still had the energy of children heading into a candy shop.

      After they checked every door on the lower level, the guys stationed themselves in different areas of the room, each looking out a window. A minute of silence passed before they all let out an audible breath. We had been so focused on finding safety that I hadn’t realized I was also holding my breath, anxious at not being able to help.

      “So…” I decided to break the silence. “Did anyone manage to grab the coffee materials when we left?”

      Lincoln gave a slight half-smile while Adam chuckled, and Mateo looked pissed off. Jonah, on the other hand, just looked at us. Poor guy, I wished I knew how to sign so that I could communicate my words to him too. Adam quickly filled him in with a flurry of hand motions.

      “Come on, B, let’s go check the upper level. Shouldn’t get too comfortable in here just yet without scouting out the entire place.” Lincoln slid an arm behind my back and knees, picking me up and cradling me as he headed to the stairs. The sweat from his arms and chest began to soak through my clothes.

      “You know, I can move around some. I would love to be able to hop around a bit without being treated like glass every time I moved. And you didn’t answer my question, did anyone grab the coffee? Anyone? Coffee? The elixir of life?”

      “Do we get another letter?”

      I narrowed my eyes at Lincoln. Sneaky bastard. “Y.”

      “Yes, I grabbed the coffee,” Adam announced, pulling a clear plastic container out of a sling bag and shaking it. Hearing the coffee grounds shaking around inside the nearly full container was music to my ears.

      As soon as Lincoln stepped off the stairs and onto the second floor, a low moan carried over to us and we froze, before looking around. Mateo signaled to Jonah what was going on and the two of them each brandished a sword and sought out the threat. Jonah followed Mateo with Adam close behind. I nudged Lincoln to follow as well, since I didn’t want to be left out.

      Shortly after, we came upon the source. A female rotter’s torso lay on the floor with her arms and legs chopped off. Her dirty blonde hair was tangled in front of her, getting stuck in the bloodied gashes encompassing her face. It was kind of sickening really. Someone had dismembered her without at least finishing the job, leaving her up here to spend the rest of her lifeless existence in even more misery and unable to move. Steel whistled through the air as Jonah finished her. I turned away, my chest tightening with sadness for these pathetic creatures.

      The guys spread out with their weapons to check the rest of the small upstairs area. They found a rotter in a fireman’s suit dangling in the air from where he was tied to the sliding pole with its jaw missing. The uniform was embroidered with ‘Sgt. T. Mahon.’ I scrambled down from Lincoln’s arms, landed on my left foot, and inched my way closer.

      The decayed nose turned toward me and I watched as flakes of skin slid down his ghastly cheek with the movement. The putrid smell assaulted my nostrils, which was a sign it had been dead for quite some time. It sniffed the air in our direction as our scent alerted it to our presence. My eyes studied the face, searching for what used to be the man behind the rotted flesh. Within moments, the memory hit me.

      Back when the outbreak happened, everyone was running, crying, escaping. Even emergency personnel disappeared. 9-1-1 calls went unanswered. Everybody was left to fend for themselves. This guy, however, stayed behind to help others. I hadn’t thought anything of it at the time, but now the memories came flooding back.

      I remembered running through the woods a couple weeks after the outbreak, when I was no longer safe at the diner. I had no destination in mind other than to just keep going forward. It was some days later when I found myself caught by people meaning to do me harm, trying to take everything I had including my life. They were the first sign of scavers. Then this guy showed up and distracted them while I ran, shouting insults and brandishing an ax, challenging them to fight him instead. I only had a moment to look at him before I fled, but I was positive this was him. I could not forget that fleeting moment those embroidered letters gleamed in the sunlight, my tear-streaked cheeks burning as I ran away. It hadn’t been the last time that I’d seen him either. He’d saved my life on more than one occasion and my heart clenched with regret at losing him again.

      The rotter struggled against the rope that bound it to the pole, getting nowhere. Strange throaty gurgles escaped its partial-mouth, begging for flesh it would never be able to chew, and blood that it would never be able to swallow. Chopping off the jaw like that made it so they couldn’t bite. Yeah, it made them less of a threat, but everyone was just better off putting a knife through their brain instead. This ghost of a hero deserved better than this cruel fate.

      I raised my dagger and drove it into its skull. The body jerked a few times before stilling. I never thought I would actually feel sorry for any one of these things.

      Lincoln came up behind me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “I met him once,” I whispered. “He saved me from my first run-in with some scavers.”

      His chin rested on top of my head and I leaned into him. Unthinking, I inhaled a deep breath and immediately began to gag and cough. “Holy hell,” I coughed out. Lincoln stood there, dumbfounded, as I fell to the floor in a coughing fit.

      “What’d you do to her?” Adam’s smooth voice held a hint of worry.

      “Is she choking to death just to get away from us?” Mateo’s stern voice demanded an answer.

      Lincoln held his hands out to the side with a look of confusion.

      Gag. “No.” Cough. “It’s.” Heave. “Just…” Deep breaths.

      Catching my breath, I placed a hand on my chest. I was sure my face was beet red from that little episode, the blood having rushed to my head as I nearly hacked up a lung. I looked pointedly at each of the guys. “We stink.”

      Giving Lincoln an apologetic look, I continued, “I know showering every day isn’t realistic anymore, but I didn’t mean to inhale your entire body odor.”
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      I fiddled with my favorite dagger as I lay on a bunk in the upstairs sleeping quarters. I was surrounded by the guys who were each in a bunk—with Adam in the one above me—and listening to the snores of him and Jonah. The latter was snuggled up next to my favorite bundle of fur on the bottom bunk near mine with Mateo on top. Lincoln got a bunk all to himself in between us.

      Luckily, the fire station had one of those emergency showers where you pulled a chain and some water comes out for a short time. I didn’t know exactly how it worked when plumbing in general was gone, but this one was rigged up to withstand a rotter-pocalypse. Regardless of where the water came from, the slow stream of it was enough to give us some sense of personal hygiene.

      Thanks to some bars of soap we’d scrounged up, we were able to briefly clean ourselves off enough to tolerate one another’s smell.

      Still plagued by my trust issues, I kept a dagger no more than two feet away from me. Showering was the biggest state of vulnerability, and I wasn’t taking any chances. Lincoln even stood guard outside the door, and I did feel better knowing there were four very capable guys and Puppy out there, ready to take on any surprise attack in an instant.

      This place was better than the cabin I’d been staying at. Here, we each had a bed and a somewhat working shower.

      I proceeded to pick at my fingernails while I mused everything over in the bunk. Lincoln lay close to me, since he’d taken it upon himself to play the role of my protector while I was stuck with them. It was a stark contrast to our first meeting where he let me know he wouldn’t hesitate to kill me if I was infected. Which, actually, I would gladly welcome if it came to that. Becoming a rotter was a fate worse than death.

      Looking over to see Jonah snuggling with Puppy, I couldn’t help the smile that crossed my lips as a little doggy snore came out with each exhale. “Hey, could you teach me a few signs? Maybe just some of the basics to start with.”

      Mateo paused and looked up from fiddling with his own knife. “You want to communicate with Jonah?”

      His features were shadowed in the waning light, but I could still make out the slight look of confusion that stretched across his face. “Yeah, I mean if I’m going to be kept captive and all that, I may as well make some things easier.” I attempted a slight joke to keep things light, but I have the feeling it didn’t work too well. He didn’t come off as the playful type.

      Mateo touched thumb to fingertips and lifted his hand to his mouth. “Eat. This means to eat. The sign for food.” I mimicked his gesture, and then he held up three fingers and put that against his mouth next. “Water.” He placed his palm against his chest as he moved it in a circle, “Please.” Then he touched his hand to his chin before bringing it downwards. “Thank you.” I mimed each sign with him, committing them to memory. He stopped and looked at me. “Those are just a handful of signs, but they’re a good place to start.” Evidently done with our conversation, he dropped his back to the floor and squirmed around until he found a comfortable position. He’d apparently reached his limit of dealing with me.

      “Thank you,” I exhaled while signing the word, grateful for the small lesson. He closed his eye and turned his head away from me. Putting the dagger under my pillow, I rolled over to watch the stars in the night sky out the large window. I repeated the few signs over and over again until sleep consumed me.
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        Missing Assistant

      

      

      Roots stuck out of the ground, trying to trip us as we made our way through the thick vegetation. This desolate new world was not at all like the one we had imagined and had been striving toward with all the endless research and experiments.

      If only Dr. Hannity had waited for me, I would be safe back at the labs right now continuing my work, and she would still be alive. Instead, I spent every day trying not to be killed. The rate at which humanity changed after the outbreak was astounding, and it wasn’t at all the change we were going for. It took practically no time at all for the true savage to shine through for some survivors.

      My brain played back the memories of my first encounter. The horror in the little girl’s eyes as her father begged for her life. Memories that haunted me while awake, and nightmares that plagued me while asleep.

      Traumatic events could bring out the worst in people, but this one was going too far.

      The sun glinted off of some windows ahead and we moved closer. “It’s a house,” Michael stated beside me. “Let’s check it out. We can see if there’s anything left to loot.”

      We approached the big, blue house and walked up the white porch steps. The door stood ajar, which wasn’t a good sign that we’d find anything of use. Still, we walked to the doorway and peered inside.

      “Gods…” My jaw dropped in shock. I’ve seen and killed rotters, but I wasn’t prepared for the scene in front of me. The floor was littered in blood, organs, separated limbs, heads, and torsos. I had never seen a massacre like this. It was difficult to tell if there were any survivors, or if someone was lying amongst the dead.

      “Holy hell.” Michael stepped up next to me. “What happened here? I haven’t seen so many rotters in one small space since the beginning of the outbreak. How… why are so many of them together…”

      “Better question is,” I responded, “what is it that brought them all here?”

      “Do you think this could have something to do with the girl?” Michael asked. “If she’s even closer than we’d thought…” He trailed off.

      “Come on, let’s see if there’s anyone inside. If there’s someone still alive.” Carefully stepping over the dismembered bodies, we made our way across the room and began to search the house.

      We needed to find our missing subject from years ago, the only one with the power to stop this madness and revert the world to its original dreariness.
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        Blyss

      

      

      I awoke to the sound of rain pounding on the windows.

      “Morning, B.”

      I smiled at the nickname, wondering if Lincoln would stick around long enough to get the last two letters. The thought saddened me, and I realized how attached I was getting to them. Not good. It was safer to be alone, less people to let you down or stab you in the back. My trust issues still plagued my every waking moment, and I still had trouble accepting that I could count on others to be there for me, even though these guys had already proved that multiple times over. I didn’t want to feel like I had to rely on anyone else for survival, and still be strong enough on my own when needed. Although, general company wouldn’t be too bad. After all, they did have coffee… damn, I’d been alone so much that my standards had become really low.

      Sitting up, I looked around, and sounds from below told me that the others were downstairs. Lincoln was leaning forward against the railing that looked out onto the floor below, well, the half that was exposed to the overlook of the second floor anyway. Turning around to face me, he rested back against the railing. “How are you feeling?”

      Bones cracked as I arched my back and stretched my limbs out, such an amazing feeling. I touched a hand to my braced ankle and hissed in pain. “Great.” My voice was high-pitched and strained, the words hissing out through clenched teeth.

      His eyes bored into mine as concern etched his features. He strode over and knelt down at my feet, carefully undid the Velcroed brace, and unwrapped the bandage. His fingers were gentle, not wanting to cause me any extra pain.

      I looked down to see a big red and swollen blob. Well, things became worse before they got better, right? It would heal soon, I had to be positive. Unfortunately, negativity was usually my go-to.

      It might heal a little better if I could find some ice, but that’s one luxury in this godforsaken world that I wouldn’t see again until it snowed. With it being the end of winter and beginning of spring, I’d have to wait several more months unless Mother Nature decided to drop us a surprise.

      My mouth turned down in a frown and I watched as Lincoln… was he measuring it? It looked like he was measuring the blob against the lengths of his fingers. I raised an eyebrow at the intensity of his gaze as he focused on my ankle. After another moment, he carefully rewrapped the bandage and closed the brace back around it before reaching into a bag and producing a bottle that looked like ibuprofen.

      “This is an anti-inflammatory and should help with the swelling. I found it underneath a table up here, but it should still be good. Help with some of the pain too.” He popped the bottle open and handed me a few tablets.

      I eagerly swallowed them down, ready for them to start working as soon as possible. Catching his unwavering stare, I asked, “What?”

      “I was just surprised you didn’t need any water to wash all those down with,” he answered with a smirk.

      “I’m chock-full of surprises.” I managed to keep a straight face. “Though, if my ankle isn’t any better by the time that bottle runs out, I could just chop it off. Then it wouldn’t hurt anymore. Well… eventually.”

      I shrugged at my terrible attempt at a joke. Darkness crossed over his face and his smirk disappeared, leaving no trace behind. “You think missing a limb is funny? Something to make jokes about?” His voice was low and deep, tinged with a mixture of pain and anger.

      “No, tha-that’s not what I meant. I’m so terrible at humor, I never even knew what a joke was until about a year ago and I still haven’t mastered it.” I knew I’d crossed a line somehow, I just didn’t understand where. “Not at all funny. I make horrible jokes sometimes without thinking. I don’t think it’s funny at all, I promise,” I tried to backpedal, but felt I wasn’t getting anywhere so I continued to go down in flames. “I honestly don’t know what to say to take it back and to express how much I suck at humor, er, or not humor.” I stared at him with pleading eyes, deciding that it may be better to remain speechless and let him talk.

      The last thing I wanted to do was offend one of the few people who were looking out for me. I was stubborn enough to take care of myself in this world if needed, but these guys had somehow managed to warm a tiny corner of my heart, breaking away the barrier brick by brick.

      His dark, coffee eyes bored into mine as he considered my words, my own eyes begging for understanding. I didn’t know exactly what was going on. After a moment of hesitation, he reached down to the hem of his right pant leg and rolled it up to his knee, exposing a leg made of metal, bolts, and screws. My jaw dropped as understanding dawned on me. My joke was way worse than not funny, it was unintentionally downright insulting.

      I looked up to see him gauging my reaction, so I gave him a nod and a slight smile. “I see. I am so sorry, I’ll try my best not to make any more horrible jokes,” I whispered, full of regret.

      With a nod of acceptance, he lowered the pant leg back down and we sat in uncomfortable silence.

      “I suppose you want to know how this happened?”

      I looked up at his words, and saw acceptance in his eyes. He understood that I didn’t intend to insult him. I would make it up to him if I found a way. “Only if you want to tell me.”

      He looked out the window, the sunrays lighting his face through the glass. “It was a stupid decision that I’ll regret for the rest of my life. I was out at the bar, drinking away my pain after I’d caught my girlfriend sleeping with my brother. So, I decided to replace both of them with alcohol. I was going to keep drinking, not wanting to ever sober up. Another good buddy of mine came after me and kept me company for a while, until I got so drunk, I was picking fights with everyone around me. He wanted to get me out of there before the cops were called, or before somebody else beat some sense into me. He tried to get me into his car but I was such a stubborn fuck and went toward my motorcycle. He jumped on in front of me, demanding to drive no matter what vehicle we took. I didn’t even see the truck before we were hit head on. The driver of the pickup truck ran a red light. I can still hear David’s screams echoing in my mind. I was too drunk to even attempt to save him. I crawled out of that wreckage with one working leg, but he never made it out alive.” His eyes were hard as he fought back tears welling in his eyes. “I heard every whisper. Every rumor. Every piece of gossip. I noticed every look of pity in the eyes of friends and family. Neighbors. Even strangers around the college campus. It’s been a couple years now, but it was my fault that David was even there in the first place, so I deserved it all. I was just about to be at my breaking point, ready to lash out at everyone who dared to judge me, when the outbreak happened. Everyone started running for their lives, and suddenly there were more important things to talk about than the cripple guy.”

      His face scrunched up with agony from the past, and I scooted across the floor until I was sitting next to him. His posture stiffened when my arms wrapped around his bicep and I leaned my head on his shoulder, ready to share his hurt. Nobody should have to shoulder that kind of pain alone. I understood how internal pain could slowly kill you, eating away at your soul from the inside out if you didn’t let yourself be free. I didn’t know his full past, but broken people could recognize one of their own. His body slowly relaxed, and I stroked a thumb up and down his arm in a soothing manner.

      “Crazy thing is, those three guys down there were the only ones to treat me like normal. When my entire family abandoned me, a disgrace upon the family name, those guys remained the same pain in the asses that they always were.”

      A chuckle bubbled out of my throat. I could just picture the other three guys going to see Lincoln stuck in bed and unable to do anything about it as they teased him, and probably even kicked his ass in video games. “Sorry,” I quickly spit out, not wanting him to think I was finding humor in another inappropriate time. “I was just thinking about those guys driving you insane in the way that guy friends seem to do.”

      I felt a slight weight press down as his head settled on top of mine and my eyes drifted closed. I was never able to defeat my own demons from the past, but I’d at least help others fight theirs.
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      Sounds of smacking lips reverberated around the station as we all enjoyed a meal of crackers and peanut butter. Adam was enjoying his by the window to keep a lookout. My mouth quickly dried out and looking around, I spotted an opportunity. Catching Jonah’s eye, I lifted my hand and pressed three fingers to my mouth, smiling as his eyes grew wide. Wonder filled his features as he quickly tossed me a bottle of water with a lopsided grin stretching across his face. I threw him a smile and touched my hand to my chin before bringing it downward in the sign for ‘thank you.’

      His face lit up with the biggest smile I’d ever seen before he lunged at me, tackling me to the ground in a bear hug. Laughing, I patted his back after we crashed to the floor. A bark was the only warning before Puppy joined in on the dog pile.

      I looked up to meet Adam’s surprised gaze. “How did you know those?”

      “Mateo taught them to me last night.” That resulted in surprised glances.

      “I didn’t expect her to actually remember them, let alone use any of them.” He tried to act nonchalant but his eyes glistened with awe. “This is actually the first time that anyone else, outside of his mom or us, has even tried to communicate with him using his own language. Everyone else ignored him once he lost his hearing and he could no longer communicate the way they wanted him to.”

      I frowned at that and trailed my fingers through Jonah’s light brown hair, working on the knots. The world could be a cruel place in so many ways. I would learn all the signs I could.

      That thought surprised me. I had only met these guys a few days ago, but I already felt connected to them. I didn’t know what I was going to do once my ankle was fully healed and I would be permitted to go out on my own again. I tightened my grip around Jonah and felt something hard press against my stomach. Oh...

      “Hey, guys!” Adam’s voice called from his spot at the window across the station, and we all looked up to see that the rain had stopped. The sun was now shining through, drying up the earth. “Who wants to go play outside in the sun?” He headed for the door and the guys all jumped up. Jonah took off toward the door with an awkward limp, with Mateo behind him walking slowly. Lincoln bent down, slid his arms under my back and my knees, and then stood up, cradling me to his chest. “No one gets left behind just because they can’t walk.”

      Well shit, my heart pumped an extra beat from that. He, more than anyone, understood the struggle of being immobile.

      Lincoln strode over to the others who were already piling out the door, with Puppy barking madly behind them at the excitement. Adam held the door for us as we slipped through.

      My cheeks were quickly met with warm air and I raised my head to catch the warmth of the sun’s rays. Barks of joy rang out as Jonah and Puppy ran through the grass, Puppy’s tongue lolling out as she loped.

      “Hey, put me down, I want to check out those flowers.”

      “Nope,” Lincoln objected, walking to the spot I was pointing at with me still in his arms. He didn’t set me down until we’d reached the bushes that were blooming with various colors of hibiscus flowers.

      Lincoln picked a pink one and knelt down. Tucking my hair behind one ear, he slid the flower in with my hair and sat back to admire his handiwork.

      “How do I look?” I asked.

      “Perfect.” His voice was empty of humor and full of sincerity. I smiled back, not knowing what to say. I was saved from ruining this perfect moment when Puppy came bounding over, the other guys close behind.

      Puppy began rolling around on the ground and scratching her back in the grass. I laid down with my back to the ground and looked at the sky, while the others mimicked my motions. Except for Mateo, who remained sitting. We stayed like that for a little while, pointing out the different cloud shapes and overall enjoying each other’s company

      “So, B,” Lincoln started. “I was wondering…”

      “Yes?” I pressed. His hesitation to get the question out was beginning to make me nervous.

      “Remember when we first got here?” he continued.

      “Yeah.”

      “And the rotter that you recognized… the one you’d said had saved your life before.”

      I gulped, the memories flooding back again. “Yes,” I choked out.

      “How did you know him? I mean… is that something you’d want to share?”

      I turned my head to face him, his own eyes already focused on me. The flower in my hair tickled against my face as I took a deep breath. “It wasn’t too far into the outbreak. About a couple weeks in, I was running around still trying to figure out what to do, where to go, how to survive,” I started. “I ran into some guys. They were my first encounter with scavers. They didn’t care that I didn’t have anything on me to take, they were content with taking my life instead.”

      I gulped as the first memory tumbled out of my mouth. “Then Don, the firefighter, he was there. He came over and distracted them, allowed me to get away. But that wasn’t the last time I saw him.” I turned my head up again, training my eyes back to the sky. “A few days later, I ran into him again. I stayed with him for a few weeks.”

      A sharp intake of breath sounded around me, all the guys reacting the same. “He taught me how to fight. He taught me how to survive. He gave me my first weapon and I practiced every day, all day.”

      “How’d you get separated?” Adam inquired from my other side.

      “One day, the house we were hiding out in was ambushed by a larger group of scavers. They attacked and we stood no chance, so we took off in separate directions. I tried to find him again, but never could. So, I carried on surviving, hoping that someday I’d find him again. Which,” a strangled laugh escaped my throat, “I pretty much did. Just not in the way I’d hoped.”

      A hand grabbed each of mine on either side, Lincoln holding firm and Adam rubbing soothing circles into my palm with his thumb. A hand wrapped around my calf and I looked down to see Jonah with a small, half smile.

      “Damn, Trouble.” Mateo, man of many comforting words.
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      Later, we managed to get a nice fire going in the fireplace inside the station. I was really surprised to find one here, being a fire hazard and all that, but I guess this place would normally be filled with firemen in case one ever got out of control. It would be kind of odd to see a fire station go down in flames.

      The days may have been getting warmer, but the nights were still pretty chilly.

      I was pleasantly stunned when Jonah surprised me with a steaming cup of coffee. The heat of the mug felt good against my hands. As the steam warmed my nose, I looked around at the guys who were slowly worming their way into my heart, and smiled. “Thank you guys. This coffee is amazing.” I signed the words the best I could with one hand, bringing it up to my chin, then down, and pointing to the coffee in my other hand.

      You’re welcome, Jonah signed. Coffee makes a good treat.

      Mateo took a small tool out of his pocket and began to sharpen one of his knives.

      A blanket draped around me, and I looked up and around before Adam dropped to the floor beside me, sitting cross-legged. His arm touched my own blanket-clad arm and I grinned broader in thanks before pulling it tighter around me. “Can’t have Skittle getting sick while she’s already trying to heal.”

      Mateo stopped his blade sharpening and looked up at us with a questioning look in his eye. “Skittle?”

      “Yeah,” I responded, “because I’m a fucking rainbow.”

      A chorus of laughs rang out. I guess I was more funny than I gave myself credit for. Mateo simply rolled his eyes and went back to sharpening his blade. “You’re nothing but fucking trouble.”

      I’d decided not to let his negativity get to me. I was starting to think he simply didn’t like people in general. Which, I could relate to. Peopling had never been my favorite pastime either.

      “Hey, whenever you get done sharpening your knives, could you do mine? Or let me borrow your tool so I can do it?”

      “That’s what she said,” he answered without pause.

      I grinned at that. Mr. Grumpy had some jokes after all.
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      We stayed at the fire station for the next few days, talking, playing cards games, and growing closer. I found myself enjoying their company more with each passing day. Even Mateo’s company was an enjoyable feeling, and his ever-present scowl became a welcoming presence in my life.

      Adam had found some of those hot and cold packs, where you break the button in the center and the pack fills with hot or cold, depending on which one you used. They’ve been really helpful in healing my ankle and the swelling was down now. I was able to hobble around some more, but one of the guys always made sure I was carried up and down the stairs, despite my ongoing protests that I do something on my own.

      I’d begun to notice a different gleam in each of their eyes. Jonah’s eyes shone with the seafoam green of the ocean. Lincoln’s were my favorite shade of coffee. Adam’s were more of a lighter blue, reflecting everything within. Mateo’s eye was a deep brown, the color of the earth. I had no idea what happened to his eye, and I’d been afraid to ask, not knowing where the line was with him. I hadn’t seen underneath his eye patch, he’s never taken it off around me. While I grew closer with the others, he made sure to keep his distance. There were times I caught him looking in my direction, but he always acted like he was looking at something else. One day I might figure him out.

      I learned new signs every night, to Jonah’s delight. I grew more protective over him, just like Puppy seemed to. Those two, however, started to become inseparable. I think Puppy could sense loneliness and decided that Jonah needed her the most. He was locked in his own silent world, with most people choosing to abandon him in the quiet.

      Sighing, I lifted myself up and hobbled over to the opposite wall. The guys were downstairs talking over plans to go out and scavenge, and of course I had to be left behind with at least one of them like a fucking princess. I was dying to get back to my normal slash-and-dash routine.

      As I reached the wall, I bent down and rummaged through my bag, looking for something to entertain myself with. My hand brushed against the small wooden box I kept my spare knives in and I lifted it free from the bag. I could practice some knife throwing, I was sure no one would mind a few holes in the walls or the occasional blade flying through the air. Opening the lid to peer inside, I lifted the top blade, freed it from its sheath, and looked at it in awe. I twirled it between my fingers, watching as the light reflected off the shiny exterior. It had been recently sharpened. Unsure how to react to that, I set it back inside its box and decided to go with an old tennis ball instead.

      I whistled to catch Puppy’s attention. Paws thundered on the steps as she bounded excitedly toward me. Reaching back, I tossed the ball and it bounced off the floor and walls with Puppy happily chasing after it. She caught the ball and brought it back to me to throw again, and we continued the game until Jonah came upstairs.

      So, he was the lucky one to get left behind on babysitting duty.

      I tossed the ball to him next, inviting him to join in on the game. After some time of throwing and catching and laughing, we moved downstairs and Jonah pulled out a deck of cards. Following his movements, I joined him on the floor while he dealt. Although I’d never played Uno before, I’d seen other students playing at the high school I went to, but my antisocial self never joined in.

      Jonah explained the rules and I was pleased to find I could understand most of what he signed and was able to give some follow up signs myself. It was great to see the learning was paying off, especially when it resulted in the gleam in his sea-green eyes.

      I was a quick learner, so by the second game I was blasting him out of the water on every round. A few games later I decided to go a little easier on him, allowing him to win without letting on that I was actually trying to lose. After a couple more games we took a break. I stretched my legs out, crossing them at the ankles, and leaned with my back against the wall. Jonah came over with a jacket and tucked it behind my back for comfort. Damn, he was sweet.

      Thank you, I signed.

      You’re welcome, Lighthouse.

      My brows knit together. What does that Lighthouse sign mean?

      L-i-g-h-t-h-o-u-s-e. Lighthouse.

      Why did you call me that?

      You joining our group is one of the best things that has happened. You challenge Mateo. You embrace Lincoln and Adam. You’re learning ASL for me. You don’t see any of us different just because we’re different.

      He continued to sign slowly and I spoke each word out loud, trying my best to understand. He even fingerspelled words that were new to me. Is this not how it’s always been for you guys? I knew there’d been hints at some of them not always being accepted by others, what with Lincoln’s leg and Jonah’s deafness, but I wasn’t sure how the other two fit into that.

      None of us ever had the greatest families. It’s one of the reasons why we’re so close.

      My heart clenched at his mention of not having great families. That was something I could definitely relate to. I may have found a group of people who were just as broken as me. Well, I don’t know about your families, but you have me.

      We exchanged a smile, and I continued. Tell me about your hobbies, before the V.V.

      I loved music as a child. I learned to play every instrument I could grab. His eyes lit up at the memory. It was the hardest part of losing my hearing. Later on I discovered the drums. I could feel the vibrations through my body. It was a new way to listen to music, a new way to play music. I became the best drummer in my high school. He mimed drumming.

      How did—

      Sounds of people falling through the door tore away my attention and I looked over to see Lincoln, Mateo, and Adam quickly closing the door shut and putting every lock back into place.

      “Were there any problems while we were gone?” Adam was out of breath, and his long legs quickly covered the space between us as he strode over. The small, blue orb dangled around on the chain with every step.

      “No problems, what’s wrong? What happened?” Their urgent and concerned expressions worried me, and I needed to know what was going on.

      Lincoln bent at the waist, resting his hands on his knees, and panted heavily before catching his breath. “We looted what goods were left in that house, took out a couple rotters that were hanging around inside. All went well and we began to head back here when, out of nowhere, at least two dozen popped up. We took out what we could and ran,” Lincoln explained, still gasping for air. “Something’s off. You’d think these things would have followed the humans that went south. Or, with less people around now, there would be fewer infected popping up. But they just keep growing in number and I don’t understand it. Where are they coming from?”

      Lincoln rambled on but my focus was on Mateo, and I stepped over to him as he shrugged out of his jacket, revealing red marks along one arm. He swatted my hands away as I reached for him. “No, don’t, it’s nothing.” He was sounding more irritated than usual, but I was used to his stubbornness by now.

      “It’s not nothing, what are these marks from?” I shrieked, thinking the worst. We may not have gotten along all the time, but he was still part of the group.

      Keeping my hands at bay, he responded, “I fell into a little glass table. It would’ve cut me up if it weren’t for my jacket so, instead, I just got bumps and bruises. Nothing to worry about, now run along.”

      “Let me look at it, just a peek. I could help.” I refused to give up and could be just as stubborn as him.

      “You’re trouble!”

      “And you’re grumpy!” I shouted back. We stood there for a few seconds, staring each other down, neither willing to relent. Finally, he huffed in defeat and dropped my hands, staying still while I held his arm and looked him over. My eyes roved over his arm in awe, and I had to remind myself not to drool. I had no idea these mountains of muscle were hiding underneath his jacket all this time. All I could see were dents and bruises, so I moved on to his other arm. This arm, though equal amounts of mountainous muscle, was covered in tattoos, a series of swirls and unknown symbols that started at his wrist and disappeared into his shirtsleeve. “Your arms look good, and it doesn’t appear that you were bitten. I didn’t catch any broken skin.” I dropped my hands and stepped away. “What about you two?” My eyes raked their bodies up and down. I wouldn’t mind examining them a little closer. To, um, be safe. Yeah, that’s it.

      Lincoln shook his head. “Not a bite, not a scratch. I’m clean.”

      “Same here,” Adam chimed in.

      Clapping my hands together I looked around. “Alright, what’d you guys get?”
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      I jumped back with a shriek when sparks from the fire flew at me, but not fast enough to avoid the sharp burning sensation on my arms.

      Adam lunged forward and gripped my arms, stalling my movement while he looked them up and down. He frowned as his eyes zeroed in on the small scorch marks that peppered my skin.

      “Fuck, B.” Lincoln started toward us but Puppy was blocking his way. She stood protectively in front of me, with her back slightly hunched and a low warning growl telling him to keep away. He raised his hands, palms out, to show he wasn’t a threat, but the damage had been done. Puppy would need to know that I was okay before she would release her stance.

      “I’m okay, you guys. It just surprised me is all.” I tried to defuse the situation, but Lincoln was locked in a staring contest with Mateo, and Adam wasn’t listening to me at all. His thumbs gently rubbed across my skin, pushing the ash away to reveal the small, red marks left behind. Jonah kicked the fallen log back toward the fireplace.

      Lincoln tried to reason with them, his concern evident in his voice. “I’m so sorry, I should’ve paid more attention—”

      “Damn right you should have,” Mateo growled.

      I turned to see his eyes darken as he glared at Lincoln. “Aww, I didn’t know you cared,” I taunted in a cutesy voice. I didn’t know why I enjoyed poking the bear so much.

      Mateo rolled his eyes. “He could’ve burned the whole place down by not paying attention while messing with the fire and log like that. I don’t know about you, but I’m not in the mood to run around in the dark and rotter infested lands trying to find a new shelter.” After giving Lincoln a final pointed glare, he walked over to join Jonah by the fire and busied himself with making sure there were no stray logs. “Next time, don’t throw more logs on unless you’re going to do it right.”

      The low rumbling in front of me brought me back to Puppy and I shrugged out of Adam’s grip to get to her. Coming around to her side, I reached out a hand and lowered my voice to a soothing tone. “Hey girl, all is good. I promise.” She turned her head and sniffed me all over. Once she deemed me to be okay, she relaxed her stance and bumped her nose under my hand, before walking forward so I’d rub along her head and across her body. I smiled and continued to stroke my hand along her coarse fur.

      “So, how long have you had Puppy?” Adam’s question broke me out of the bubble I was in with my furry companion.

      “Since about a week after the outbreak. I was running around in the woods when I came upon a campsite.” I held her warm body closer to me as the memories began to resurface. “She was scrounging around, trying to find any food that may have been left behind. She was cautious of me and kept her distance. I was about to walk away when a rotter grabbed me from behind and Puppy jumped up and took it down. Together, we killed the second rotter that came up shortly after and we began to trust each other. Nothing like decapitating a couple of undead to bond a girl and a dog.” I kissed the top of her head. “She was my knight in furry armor, and we’ve been together ever since,” I said, smiling at the memory.

      “How did you come up with the name Puppy?” Adam asked, appearing curious. “She’s a full-grown dog.”

      “It was the name on her collar. I took it off of her later that day. Collar or no collar, she was keeping the name.”

      “A dog named Puppy,” Mateo snorted. “That’s about as creative as calling you Human.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Grumpy Pants.”

      Adam snickered behind me. Well at least someone thought I was funny.

      I stood up and headed back over to the fireplace. The howling wind outside hinted at the frigid cold. Spring weather was on the horizon and I looked forward to warm days. The little fireplace was our only source of heat, which was much better than nothing, but it still only did so much. After plopping myself back down into my spot, I scooted to get closer to Lincoln, intent to steal some of his body heat.

      He rolled his pant leg up to the knee and began working on unhinging his leg. I focused on fumbling my hands in my lap, trying to give him a sense of privacy. With a low chuckle, he murmured, “It’s okay, B. You can look. I don’t mind.”

      I looked up at him, surprised that he’d noticed I tried not to look.

      “I’m used to people looking. You’re not like any of the others out there. I don’t mind, you can be curious.”

      I looked down in amazement to see him continuing with the latches holding it together. Once the prosthetic was free, he heaved a sigh of relief and set the leg behind where his head would be. “Does it hurt?” I voiced the biggest question in my head.

      “Not anymore.” He heaved out a sigh. “Sometimes it does, when I overuse it, but most of the time it doesn’t bother me.” He showed me one of his toothy grins I was beginning to love and want to see more of.

      Jonah joined us on my other side with a book in hand. Curious, I leaned over to see what he’d picked up and he held it closer to make it easier to be nosy. The title font was really catchy. It was in large, white letters with blood dripping off of them. I tilted the book over to read the back. Looked like it was about a badass girl and her guys. I caught Jonah’s wink at me out of the corner of my eye. She was a mob daughter and they called themselves the reapers. I would need to take a closer look at this soon. Some time when I was more awake.

      My mouth opened wide for a yawn, a very unladylike move since I didn’t bother to cover it. I leaned back and pulled the nearest blanket toward me.

      Lincoln copied the motion and I snuggled into his side, throwing part of the blanket over him too. I turned around over to face him. He reached out and rubbed one of the half dozen burn marks on my bicep, his face somber.  “I really am sorry,” he reiterated.

      “I know.” I smiled and tugged the blanket tight around us. “It’s okay, I promise.” He wrapped his arms around my back and my head, and held me tight. I drifted off with my face in his neck, surrounded by his ever-present campfire scent.
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      Thoughts flitted through my head as I tried to make sense of everything. I still couldn’t figure out Mateo. He’d sharpened my knives for me while I was asleep one night, but didn’t want to take credit for it. Like he didn’t want anyone to know he’d done something nice. At least, I assumed it was him. He was the one always playing with knives and sharpening them. I’d connected with each one differently, but I couldn’t seem to connect with Mateo. Even more importantly, I couldn’t figure out why I wanted to connect with him so badly. The more I tried to talk to him, the more he pulled away and hid behind his scowl.

      I poked at the ashes in the fireplace, mostly just to feel like I was doing something, whether or not it was productive.

      A noise outside brought me out of my thoughts and I called out to the guys on the floor above. None of them answered me, so I hobbled over to the window. When I looked outside, I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. I called back out to the guys again but received only silence in return. Unwilling to let my suspicions go, or to take the time to limp up and down the stairs, I opened the front door and slid out with Puppy right behind me.

      All was silent as I hobbled farther out, nearing the bushes of flowers that’d become our favorite place to lay on the ground. I wrapped my arms tighter around me, trying to keep out the bitter cold that still lingered in the air. With the mostly spring-like weather lately, I hadn’t thought to grab a jacket.

      Puppy’s low rumbling sounded from behind me and I looked back to see her staring intently toward the trees. I palmed one of the daggers I had in a sheath attached to my hip and waited.

      Three rotters stumbled from the trees, dragging their bodies toward me on brittle legs with outstretched arms. I could either hurry back to the station door, or I could stand and fight. Of course I chose to stand and fight, I never backed down. Three on one, that I could do.

      Swinging my arm, I planted the dagger hilt deep into the skull of the first one that reached me. I thought this might be an easy task, but I didn’t anticipate lodging my weapon into a rotter on the first swing and being unable to pull it back out.

      I cursed as I was pushed to the ground, biting back a yelp as I landed in the mud mixed with a bunch of sticks and stone. I reached for the dagger on my other hip, holding the rotter at bay with my forearm across its chest. More decayed bodies emerged, spitting a wash of stomach acid from their mouths as they dragged themselves across the snow toward the spectacle. Some limped along while others crawled across the ground, dragging mud and leaves with them as they neared.

      Pulling the second dagger free from the sheath on my hip, I stabbed it into the eye of the rotter on top of me. A sticky substance splashed out of its eye and coated my face. By the time I rolled the rotter off of me, the others had closed the distance and were grabbing at every inch of me they could reach. I kicked out, bashing in the head of a rotter with my boot until it’s neck broke. That didn’t stop it from continuing to move and grab onto me though.

      Soon, I was lost in a shower of teeth and nails as they descended upon me. I threw my arms out, wrapping one hand along the bottom of a jaw to keep a rotter’s mouth at bay while the other hand shoved the knife through the throat of another. I used my forearms as barriers against even more. I fought them off as best I could, but was soon overpowered by the amount of bodies as they pulled and slashed at me. The weight on top of me pushed me farther down into the mud, the sticks and rocks cutting into my back through my shirt.

      Fear consumed me. I was like a cat falling into ice-cold water. I fought back with everything I had in me. If I was going to go down, then I would go down fighting. I would take out as many as I could before they either ripped me to shreds or I turned into one of them, whichever came first.

      Groaning, I pushed the knife farther into the rotter’s throat until it poked out the other side, my hand practically inside of its neck. I twisted my wrist the little bit that I could and shoved it into the eye of another. Red and black began to ooze out of its eye and ran down the dagger. The more force I put into it, the faster the clotted blood rolled. The smell of raw sewage filled my nose, but I did my best to keep my focus on the danger on top of me. I must have focused too much on that because I failed to notice another one falling through the horde of rotters until yellow puss started flying, and another gnarled mouth descended toward my face. I couldn’t hold all of them back at once and I let my fear overwhelm me.

      Then, as suddenly as it had started, it stopped. The bodies were ripped from mine and thrown across the muddied ground. Once the last rotter was torn off me and I could breathe freely again, I looked up to see Mateo in a fit of rage. His jacket was unzipped and billowing in the breeze, showing off his toned abs. With every last rotter away from me, he went into a mad rush, running across the short distance and digging a dagger into each and every dead skull, making sure they stayed that way forever. He didn’t stop until every limb ceased moving and every moan quit wailing. The air was filled with nothing but deafening silence and his heavy breathing.

      Not knowing what to do, I sat up, eyeing him carefully. “Teo?”

      His wild eye turned toward me, looking me up and down as he took wide strides to get back to me. My body became weightless as I was roughly lifted into the air, his hands holding me up by fistfuls of my shirt. After a moment, he slowly lowered me and my feet sunk into the mud. Our faces were so close they were almost touching, and there was barely any space left between us. A deep brown, earthy eye swirled with flecks of auburn, and his plump lips were parted with his heavy breathing. I vaguely registered Puppy watching us from a few feet away.

      “Were you bitten or scratched?” The scent of coffee on his breath carried up my nostrils as his low voice questioned me. “I said,” his voice began to raise a few octaves, “were you scratched or bitten!”

      “I-I-I don’t know! I don’t think so, maybe not,” I stuttered out, the swirling auburn in his eye frightening me.

      He stared at my face, taking in every feature as he determined whether or not I was telling the truth. I was fairly certain I was still free from infection, but it was better to be safe than sorry. This group of misfits had grown on me, and the last thing I’d ever want to do was put any of them in danger.

      As soon as my ankle fully healed, they were going to ask me to leave. There was no reason to delay the inevitable. There was no reason why I should stay with them forever, especially if they weren’t all on board with the idea. My eyes began to well up at the thought. “I’ll grab my things and go.” My voice was barely audible in the silence around us as I tried to keep the tears from falling.

      His eye widened and he loosened his grip on my jacket. “Why…”

      “Because I don’t want to put any of you in danger, I’m too much of a liability. You guys spend so much time taking care of me and protecting me, it’s not worth it. Hell, you could’ve gotten infected or killed from saving me!”

      “You-you’re not a… dammit!” He spun around and went to walk away, his hands fisted and knuckles turning white before stopping after two steps. He paused and turned his head to the side. “Why’d you have to leave the station and come out here, alone? When there were four other guys in there. You aren’t back to full health yet.” The soft tone he used barely carried across the breeze to my ears.

      Anger grew, because I could do whatever the hell I wanted. I wasn’t used to relying on anyone and it was driving me mad. “I heard a noise and called out, twice, but nobody answered and I wasn’t going to wait around for some knights in shining armor. I went out to deal with shit! It’s not like you guys are always going to be around. I’ll be on my own soon enough.” My chest heaved with each breath, my emotions rising.

      I closed my eyes. I needed a moment of not having to deal with this. It was just too much for right now. This argument could seriously not be happening. I needed a moment to think. My fists clenched in frustration. If I needed to leave, then I would. I’d do whatever it took to keep the guys safe, like the others have been doing what they could to keep me safe.

      Hands cupped my face and I felt a warm mouth crash onto my own. My eyes flew open to see Mateo, up close, taking over my entire vision, his own eye closed. I could see the individual threads that made up his eye patch, and the little nicks lining the side of his nose. My hands reached up and my palms squeezed his forearms as he kissed me fervently, forcefully, lustfully. Our mouths opened and closed in sync, and I felt his tongue slide in, playing with my own.

      Releasing my mouth, he pulled back and in a whisper so low that it didn’t reach past us, he stated, “You are not a liability.” His warm hands dropped from my face before sliding behind my back and under my knees. Mateo held me, cradled to his chest, as we headed back to the station. Back toward safety. Back toward my guys.
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      A series of hands grabbed at me as soon as we reached the door. I was passed around until I was against Jonah’s chest and being carried over to the fireplace, where Lincoln was making quick work with some flames. I had no idea what the hell was going on or, more importantly, what the hell just happened.

      “Are you okay?”

      “What happened out there?”

      “What happened to her, Mateo?”

      “Was she infected?”

      Soft fabric brushed against my hands as I was laid on the floor, apparently on some blankets.

      “Dammit, grab some more blankets. She’s shivering.” A hand brushed hair out of my face. “We got you, Skittle.”

      “Of course she’s fucking shivering, she was just buried in the fucking mud under a pile of rotters. She’s really living up to her name of Trouble.”

      “This is not the time to be angry. There are four of us. One of us should’ve been keeping a closer eye on B.”

      “Then when the fuck is the right time? You guys fucking coddle her, wait on her hand and foot. It doesn’t exactly help her defend herself.” The anger in Mateo’s voice rose and I looked up to see he was practically nose to nose with Adam. Jonah stood next to them, trying to get them to calm down. He threw his hands around in their faces, but I couldn’t get my eyes to keep up with what he was signing.

      After a brief intense stare off, Mateo grabbed a dagger and his sharpening tool and disappeared upstairs.
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      What the fuck was she thinking, going outside like that? It’s one thing to go out alone, I’ve seen her fight, but it was a whole other thing to face a bunch of rotters with nothing but a couple daggers, one of which became unusable after the first use. I had sharpened her whole arsenal of blades for her, every single one that I could find. There was no reason for her to be caught unprepared. Yet, she just waltzed outside, practically oozing defenselessness.

      I gripped the dagger and began to sharpen it. That insufferable woman thinks she could just sashay into our lives, fight alongside us, and act like she cares. Act all tough and shit, and then put herself into a position like that. Hopefully she fucking learned her lesson.

      Those damn calculating brown eyes, always looking around and observing—I doubt she’d figured me out yet, no one ever had—and the way she’d giggle when one of the others said something funny. I hadn’t been able to make her laugh, not that I’ve let myself try. I was grateful the others could bring out her laughter.

      Memories of the last girl that came into our lives flitted through my mind. A woman that I saved and brought back to camp. A woman who made me fall for her, only to turn on us when our guards were down. She went from damsel in the day, to demon in the night. I remembered waking up to find my brothers tied up, Lincoln and Adam unconscious, which Jonah was forced to watch, while the bitch took out my eye, her red lips opened wide as she cackled the whole time. They knew that not every girl was like that one, but I still couldn’t get over it. I hid how badly it still affected me from the guys, and they thought my moodiness was simply because I’ve always been temperamental. I’d always had things harder than the others, and I’d never been anything more than a fractured man.

      The blade in my hand broke and the tip of it clattered to the ground. I’d gone through several blades since meeting her, sharpening them too much as a way to get out the frustration constantly building up inside of me.

      Echoes of the pain from that night rippled through my body and I lost my grip, nicking my knee instead. Fuck! I can’t do anything right, and Trouble deserved more than the broken man that I was. Why’d I have to go and fuckin’ kiss her?
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      The wind howled outside, drowning out any other sounds that might be out there. The guys took turns keeping watch at the windows to make sure we weren’t caught off guard by any more surprise rotters. They’d inspected my injuries, and found some questionable marks. There certainly were some suspicious areas where they couldn’t tell if they were from the rotters or from the sticks and rocks in the mud. So they decided to wait it out, keep watch, and see if I turned. I hadn’t seen anyone last over twenty-four hours from time of infection, so we shouldn’t have to wait much longer. If they needed to off me, then I was ready. I’d already accepted my fate.

      We sat in silence. The only noises were the crackling fire and the echoes of blades being sharpened upstairs. Nobody seemed to know what to say, so we didn’t say anything. The small cuts and scrapes that covered my body really itched, but I did my best to avoid scratching. I didn’t know if that was part of the transformation or not, but we would see.

      Puppy cuddled up next to me, which was nice because I was so cold. Even with the fire going, the dog fur, and the extra blankets, I couldn’t seem to warm up.

      My body felt strange. I didn’t feel sick or ill. In fact, I felt better than ever, but something still felt off. Judging from what the rotters became, it looked like a painful experience. Perhaps it was just a side effect of rolling around in the mud. Maybe I’d end up with a different type of illness that had nothing to do with the undead, but get mistaken for a rotter instead.

      And what was all that with Mateo? He was an ass to me then he saved me, kissed me, then continued to be an ass? That couldn’t be normal. I was now even more confused than ever about where I stood with him.

      My hand reached over and stroked Puppy’s fur. Surely she would be acting differently if I did have the virus? We’ve been getting closer with each passing day, but she would be the first to know if something was wrong. Instead, she lay contentedly at my side, letting me pet her and keeping me warm.

      Lincoln sat down on the floor next to me and I turned my head to look at him. His usual coffee-colored eyes were now deep and dark, with flames from the fire reflected within them. I so badly wanted to ease the pain I saw in his eyes. To heal whatever was bothering him. Without a word, he reached out and touched my cheek with the back of his hand. His soft lips touched my own and I closed my eyes, appreciating the gentleness of the motion.

      Tendrils of electricity rolled through my body, transferring between his fingers and my skin. It was an unusual feeling and one that seemed slightly familiar—a little more than static electricity. For a brief moment before it disappeared, I could feel him, understand him.
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      That night, aside from the fire popping, the station was silent. At some point, Mateo came downstairs and sat in a corner. He leaned back against the wall drifting in and out of sleep while still keeping his eye on us. I watched him through my own cracked lids. At least he had stopped sharpening blades, I was beginning to think that was a nervous habit of his.

      I took a moment to admire the guys. They were all very much in shape, muscled-up, and at least two of them had tattoos. They’d been through rough times, but always came out stronger and I admired that. Lincoln with his leg, Jonah with his hearing, and Mateo with his eye. I didn’t know Adam’s full story, but he did tell me a little while ago that he left nursing school to pursue flight school. Going after your dreams wasn’t something that every person accomplished in their lives.

      They all still had a sweet side. Hell, even Mateo was a bit sweeter than he let on. He presented a tough exterior, but now I had seen a peek of the softness hidden deep inside.

      Adam was curled up on the floor several feet away, his dirty blond hair falling into his face as he slept. Jonah was wrapped up in a blanket on the other side of Puppy, his face peaceful, as if nothing was wrong.

      Warmth slowly trickled through my body throughout the night. I’d been so cold since I was brought in, I wasn’t sure if I would ever feel warm again. My toes thawed and I was starting to feel much better.

      I sat up and the sleeping guys stirred. A dark eye flew open and bored into me from the corner and a calculating look filled Mateo’s face. Jonah and Adam sat up and watched me. The abruptness of it made me wonder if any of them had really been sleeping after all.

      Throwing the blanket off my body, I went to stand up when rough hands stopped me. “You shouldn’t move too fast; we don’t know how you’re doing yet. You’ve been freezing all night,” Lincoln wrapped his hands around my own, startling me with the coldness of his touch. “Or… at least you were a minute ago, but you feel fine now.”

      “I feel good. I’ve thawed out. I’m pretty sure I can handle going to the bathroom by myself though.” I gave him a small smile and stood up, testing my legs. Even my healing ankle felt normal, and I headed toward the bathroom. The sulfur smell assaulted my nostrils as I opened the door, a sign that the plumbing had been off for too long.

      Turning to the mirror, I looked myself over. Color was returning to my face. No scratches or bite marks that I could see. Lifting my shirtsleeves, I noticed a strange mark on my shoulder. It was small with some swirls—not a bite. I had a birthmark there, but it was always a plain, faint, and simple mark. Now, though, there were more lines and swirls added to it. Unable to wrap my head around a reasonable answer, I continued my inspection.

      I raised my shirt and inspected my stomach, and then turned around to see my back in the mirror—still in the clear. The little marks all over my body were shrinking and becoming no more than little pink dots, healing faster than I’d expect. I lifted my shirt higher past my shoulder blades and saw the suspicious little indents of human teeth. I stopped and stared in the mirror, willing the image reflected before me to not be real. If I was infected, then this was where it’d be from. The guys had inspected me, but they didn’t mention this. Unless they were trying to hide it from me.

      My fingers reached back and traced over the mark. It was definitely a bite, but the way it seemed to be healing made it look older than it should be. I knew something felt different last night, but I could’ve sworn it didn’t have anything to do with the virus. Strangely, I felt… better.

      Dropping the shirt, I bent down to my leg and removed the brace. Fabric fell to the floor as I unraveled the wrap. A surprised gasp escaped my lips at what I saw. My ankle… it was better. My hands rubbed all around it, but it looked and felt perfectly fine. Normal, even.

      Confusion filled my mind as I tried to process it. I had no idea what was going on. That bite mark should be turning me into a rotter, not… healing me.

      Undecided on whether or not to tell the guys, I replaced the wrap and thought about what to do next. The safest thing to do would be to leave them, in case I did turn. But what if something else was going on? If there were some people who were… immune to the virus and actually healed from it rather than decayed?

      Shouts interrupted my thoughts and I whipped around to face the door. Thumping sounded through the door, as though bodies were being thrown around, and I panicked. I felt around my clothing and found nothing, the daggers from yesterday must still be outside. Cursing, I looked around until I spotted the small razor blade on the sink underneath the handle and smiled—weapons in random places really came in handy. I hid the small blade in my palm and opened the door.
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      Several scavers greeted my vision. Nobody noticed my entrance in the chaos that broke out. Jonah was restrained, with his arms behind his back, by some guy who looked like he never once owned a toothbrush. Adam was slumped to the floor and against the wall, unconscious. Mateo was pinned down several feet away by three guys, and Lincoln was up against the wall with a hand around his neck. Barking told me that Puppy was locked outside and that made my blood boil the most. Gurgling noises sounded from Lincoln’s mouth as the hand around his throat squeezed tighter. Gripping the blade, I ran, jumped, and dug the blade deep into the shoulder of the guy restraining Lincoln. He cried out and released his victim with the blade still stuck in his shoulder.

      Spinning, I raced toward the next closest, the one holding Jonah. This guy was a split second more prepared than the first and jumped toward me with a knife. Dodging left, I ducked underneath and grabbed his forearm, digging my nails in and twisting until I heard the telltale sound of the blade clattering to the ground. I released the man’s arm and bent down, picking up the knife. I stood up with the knife held out in front of me, ready to take down another scaver.

      A strong arm wrapped around my neck from the back, slightly cutting off my airway to make me compliant. I kicked out at the attacker until I felt the coolness of a blade press against my throat, and I stilled. I would be no help to anyone dead.

      My eyes wandered around, seeking out the others without moving my head. Lincoln and Jonah were both free, but not yet making a move. I noticed their inconspicuous hand motions as they tried to form a plan between them. Rather than acting immediately, they were looking at me, and the beast of a man who had a gun pointed at my head in addition to the guy with a knife at my neck.

      “Well, well, well,” the beast man chuckled. “We seem to have a little fighter on our hands.”

      He stalked closer until I could feel the cold barrel against my cheek. “I was just going to kill you all and take what’s mine. But,” he ran the barrel of the gun down my face to my chest, dipping it into the V-neck of my shirt, “I think I can come up with a much better use for you.”

      Roars echoed around the walls as Mateo tried to buck the three guys off of him, but was unsuccessful. My eyes flew to the pileup of people on the floor right as his head was lifted and then slammed back down into the cement. This was not good.

      Stay calm, Blyss. You can fight your way out of this. Just think.

      Lincoln and Jonah instinctively began to move toward Mateo, but the two guys, who originally restrained them, stopped Lincoln and Jonah again. The one with Lincoln grunted in pain from his shoulder wound, to which Beast Man yelled at him, “Shut up, Ryker, you’re fine.”

      All was silent. Nobody moved, everyone remained still as they tried to figure out their next move.

      A slow clap sounded and I looked toward the door. A woman, fairly pretty with clean, short blonde hair and rosy red lips, stood near the doorway, having emerged from the shadows, and was leaning against the frame with a smirk on her face. Her eyes watched Mateo as though his situation was humorous. “Hello, darling. It’s good to see you,” she purred.

      “I’m not your darling, you bitch.” Blood sputtered onto the cold floor as Mateo spat out the words.

      The woman walked over to him and knelt down. Stretching out her hand, she took his chin in between her thumb and forefinger and forced him to look at her. “Someone has forgotten his manners. I might need to teach you a lesson. Let’s see,” she reached into her back pants pocket and pulled out a knife. “What do you think, should we go for the other eye, or start on the ears?”

      “I’ll use small words so that you’ll be sure to understand. You. Fuck. Off.” And with that, his teeth latched onto her hand and wouldn’t let go. The blood oozed farther as his teeth dug in deeper. She raised her knife hand and I screamed, desperate to break free and help.

      “Bitch. What, you think having a bunch of goons hold a man down makes you all big and powerful? You don’t show up unless you can kick someone while they’re down? You’re nothing but a damn coward.” I spit at her with the last word and watched as it landed on her perfect cheekbone.

      She tilted the knife back and threw it at me, before pulling her other hand free and jumping back as a trail of blood dripped from her wound. I managed to duck in time, grateful for the distraction it caused as the other two men were too focused on Mateo to remember they each had their weapon on me. Which was unfortunate for the one behind me who crumpled to the ground with a knife in his chest.

      Standing up, I threw an elbow into the face of a scaver who tried to grab me next and heard a crunching sound. That would hurt. Then I ran and grabbed an arm of the beast man and flung myself onto his back. I wrapped an arm around his neck and squeezed, placing his throat in the crook of my elbow. He clawed at my arm then jumped, and we were suddenly falling backward. I managed to jump off before his back made impact with the ground, and slid across the floor to the fallen knife.

      Right as I reached it, a muddy brown boot stepped on top of it and I looked up to see a bloody nose on the face that was scowling down at me. “You bitch! You’re gonna pay for that,” he yelled, his eyes practically bulging out of his head.

      I jumped at a clicking sound, spinning around to see beast man, still on the floor, but with the gun pointed right at me. A sneer crossed his face as the word, “Goodbye,” passed his lips.

      I didn’t have time to fight or beg, before a warmth brushed over my arms and I looked over to see flames. My eyes widened in surprise as the flames shot straight for beast and me. His cries were the only noises I heard as I was tackled and rolling across the floor. Coming to a stop, Jonah’s hands were on my waist, lifting me off the floor, and pulling me toward the nearest window. I looked back to see that Mateo had freed himself and was looking toward us, yelling at us to get out.

      Jonah pried the window open, and we climbed out and fell to the ground. I spun around for the others, my worry increasing as fast as the spontaneous ball of fire that seemed to be spreading faster than normal. I moved to run toward the window but Jonah held me back. All of them had to make it out, but why wasn’t he letting me help? I needed to help. His hands gripped me tighter as my struggle increased.

      Finally, four dark figures formed, running out of the smoke obscuring the entire front of the building. I yelled even louder as I made out Mateo and Lincoln, who was carrying Adam, as they emerged from the window, with Puppy trotting around the side of the building. Jonah and I reached our hands out and grabbed Adam, pulling him through so the others could more easily climb out on their own. Soon, we were all sprawled out on the grass that was poking through the melting snow, right before the roaring inferno encased the fire station in flames. It was a bit poetic, really.

      “Does someone want to explain to me what the fuck just happened?” I coughed out.

      The only answer I got was more coughing from the others. Roars and cries from inside the station reached our ears and we froze for a moment. Another string of screams from the inside spurred us into motion and we scrambled to our feet. Jonah reached inside the broken window, and I went to grab him. Before I could move, he was jumping back with a backpack hanging from his hand. An emergency bag. We set one on both ends of the fire station last night, Jonah signed before tossing the bag on his back and moving away from the fiery station.

      Lincoln threw Adam over his shoulder and we were off, heading toward the trees with no particular direction in mind. We left the light and the fire behind us as we headed into the darkness
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      We ran for what felt like hours, but was much shorter, not stopping until our legs were ready to give out. We were already tired and injured from our confrontation with the scavers, so everyone’s stamina was running low. Nobody made any comments on my sudden ability to run and keep up with no issues though, since everyone was stuck in their own heads.

      We kept going straight, heading toward the sunrise.

      We happened upon the occasional rotter, which was quickly taken down by whoever was nearest. I began to slow down, needing to rest. My legs felt like jelly and it would only be a matter of time before they gave out.

      “There should be enough distance between us and the scavers by now. Our tracks in the mud seemed to be mixing with all the animals that are running rampant,” I stated, wanting to stop and take a break. “They might not have even made it out of the building.”

      The sound of rushing water broke me out of my need to slow down and I stopped, turning to the other guys. “Do you hear that?” A smile crossed my lips. “It’s water! Come on, let’s follow it.” Leaves and pinecones crunched under my feet as I took off toward the sound of water with a burst of renewed energy, and the guys and my pup followed behind.

      The next sight I saw stopped me in my tracks. There was a rotter on the ground, but it was the first time I saw something like this. A pile of cats were on the rotter, feasting on the rotting corpse as though it were a fresh can of tuna. Sickening sounds filled the air as each piece of meat was torn off and loudly chewed. My nose scrunched up at the smell—similar to tomato soup left at the bottom of a trash can over the course of weeks—and I nearly gagged at the stench. The bony, decaying hand reached forward toward me as a feral-looking cat took a bite out of the finger. Through the mess of matted fur, I could see bones peeking out from the legs. Edging my way around the gruesome sight, I continued on toward the sound of water, shaking my head to try and get the image out of my mind.

      We’d left all of our food and belongings back at the station, which were surely destroyed in the fire by now. My heart ached at the thought of all the weapons we had left behind. We would have to scavenge for more, unless we could find our way back to the cabin I’d lived in when I found the guys. Weapons were too necessary for survival, even though I was grateful we all still had our lives. All those blankets and extra layers of clothing would have been great to have also. I didn’t know what things they’d managed to fit inside the emergency bag, but I was eager to find out. All I could see on it was Lincoln’s bow strapped to the outside.

      Soon enough, we came upon a small body of water hidden in the trees. A waterfall, about ten feet high, poured into it from above. It was the sound we had followed.

      I immediately went to the water’s edge and dipped my hands in, cupping them. My fingers were quickly turning white from the coldness, but I could handle it. “B, wait, we don’t know if it’s safe. We should probably get a fire going and boil it first.” Lincoln gave a slight cringe at that, and I didn’t blame him. We were all nearly boiled alive not too long ago. “Mateo, could you start working on a fire? I want to check the area and see what I can find.” Lincoln set Adam on the ground nearby. “There should be a water bottle in the backpack,” he called over his shoulder as he took off.

      I thought he was usually the whiz at making the fires. Maybe he just needed some time alone to decompress after all that had happened. I couldn’t blame him; we would all need a breather after that.

      I looked around at the guys. Mateo had his usual “don’t fuck with me” face. Jonah’s eyes snapped to me when I waved my hands around to get his attention, and I signed, what kind of things are in the pack?

      Some knives, a couple shirts, first aid kit, a package of crackers, a couple cans of beans. One tent. Some emergency basics. He listed off the items, and I became really grateful that they got this together ahead of time. We’d begun to get comfortable at the fire station, most of everything else had been on the second level.

      I turned my attention back to the water, wanting to get somewhat cleaned up.

      Lifting my hands up, I washed my face and arms with the water before moving over to check on Adam. He was still out cold. I took the opportunity to look him over. His blond hair was wet and stringy, falling to his shoulders. His blue eyes, which I knew were hidden under those lash-filled lids, were closed as if he was in restful slumber. He even had some faint freckles I’d never noticed before.

      “So, once I get this fire going, what will we use to collect and boil the water?” Mateo’s question startled me out of my creeping and I jumped, turning to look at the back of his head. He hadn’t noticed.

      “Um, that’s actually a good question,” I answered, looking around. “Oh, what about some rocks? Some of these have small depressions in them, put them in water and—”

      Mateo interrupted me. “You should never put wet rocks in a fire. They can explode and send shrapnel flying all over the place. You can put hot rocks in water, but not the other way around. Bad idea.”

      A clapping noise had us looking over to Jonah to him fingerspelling ‘eggs’ and pointing upward. “Well, I’ll be damned.” I looked up to see some pine trees surrounding our little oasis. High up in the branches were some birds nests, at least four in one tree alone that I could see.

      “There’s a lot of birds nests here,” Mateo noted. “We could always hunt an animal, too. There should be some knives in that pack.” He squinted at the sky. “There’ll still be some daylight left.” He shrugged and turned back to working on the fire. “Once I get this going, I can help figure out how to get some down. We should be able to use some heated rocks to cook them on. Some dry rocks added to the fire, not the wet ones.”

      I began to look around at what we could use to help get us up there, and then my eyes fell on Jonah and I had an idea. I pointed to his belt and signed, asking for it. Curious, he took it off and handed it to me. Checking to make sure Mateo’s back was turned because I didn’t need to get yelled at right now, I swung one end of the belt around a tree and grasped the other end in my hand. I braced one foot against the base of the trunk and pulled the leather taut. Making sure the belt could handle my weight, I leaned fully back and hopped my second foot up onto the tree. Switching back and forth between leaning back to walk my feet up, and throwing my arms forward to scooch the belt up a little higher, I slowly began to make my way up the tree.

      It wasn’t until I was about three quarters of the way up that I heard my name being called from below and I looked down. Big mistake. Roughly twenty feet up was not the best place to get vertigo. I turned my head upward and closed my eyes, attempting to clear my head and focus once more. Mateo was determined not to let me shut him out though. The muffled cursing didn’t stop. It only increased, if anything, until I finally called back. “Stop it! You’re not helping and you’re going to attract every rotter in the area. Just let me focus so I don’t fall, will ya?” And with that, the angry curses stopped, but I was sure I’d have to face them once my feet were on the ground again.

      Opening my eyes, I continued on. I focused on my destination, getting there one foot at a time. Finally, I was within reaching distance of the top. Just a couple more pushes up and I grasped both ends of the belt in one hand and reached the other one toward the nearest nest. After some grabbing and pulling, I was able to scoop them up and secure them in my pants pockets and sports bra. I really hoped I didn’t break any on the way down—that would make for a bit of a mess to clean up.

      Once I freed all the eggs I could reach, I realized my predicament. Shit, how was I going to get down?

      I took a few deep breaths to keep myself calm. Think. I just had to think. Okay, I probably wouldn’t be able to get down with the same technique that got me up here. The best solution might be to hug the tree and gently slide down. Taking a deep breath, I yelled, “Heads up,” and used the belt to pull me toward the tree, then released the belt and wrapped both of my arms and legs around the trunk.

      Nothing seemed to be wrong. I stuck in place, wrapped around the tree, the ground staying the same distance away as before. This was great… now, if only I could just shimmy down.

      I began to carefully slide down the trunk, alternating my arms and legs back and forth. The rough bark scraped at my arms and tugged at the fabric of my cargo pants, so I slowed down even more so I wouldn’t break any of the eggs. What were a few scrapes if it meant we got to eat? The couple cans of beans between the six of us wouldn’t be enough.

      With gravity’s help, I was slowly making it down. A sudden tug on my pants kept me from progressing, and I looked down and saw that a chunk of bark from the pine tree had gotten stuck in a belt loop. Great. I wasn’t quite as careful as I’d thought.

      I leaned to the right, attempting to dislodge the offending piece of nature, when I overcompensated and found myself tumbling toward the earth. My eyes were open in terror as I watched, in slow motion, as the ground slowly came rushing up to meet my face. Shit.

      I closed my eyes, waiting for the pain that never came. Instead, my body hit two hard objects, catching me before the ground did, one under my upper chest and the other under my thighs. Very uncomfortable. With a quick movement, I was flipped and facing skyward again. I opened my eyes to meet the single, angry eye of Mateo, glowering down at me. Disapproval and anger seeped off of him like a volcano that was on the brink of eruption.

      “And what, exactly, did you think you were doing?” he growled at me.

      For some reason I wasn’t sure he would like the answer to that.

      “I told you I would get them down after I got the fire going. Why didn’t you wait?” He didn’t even bother to hold back the anger that was radiating off of him, and for some reason I didn’t think it was directed entirely at me.

      “I got the eggs. As long as you didn’t squish any when you caught me, we should have twelve of them to eat.” I reached into my shirt and pulled out the ones from my sports bra. Of course my boobs kept them nestled in place. Luckily, Mateo’s arm had caught me right above the spot where they were. Handing the eggs over to Jonah, I reached for the ones in my pocket, the movements were as awkward as could be since Mateo refused to let me down. Only one egg had broken, one that was in a pocket and against my thigh, which must have smashed when I was caught. Since that was the only casualty, I considered it a pretty good turnout.

      I struggled against my knight in grumpy armor to get down, but he only held onto me tighter. “Since I can’t trust you not to run off and find yourself in danger—this is the second time now, by the way—you’re staying with me.” He carried me over to the budding fire and sat down in front of it with me still in his lap. I continued to struggle, but he held on tight, not saying a word. The more I squirmed, the tighter he held me, and the more I could feel something harden beneath me. Unsure if I should acknowledge it, I stilled with a huff of defeat and waited for whatever would come next.

      Giving up on my attempts at escape, I finally relaxed in Mateo’s arms, but not without grumbling. I looked up to notice the stern look on his face as he watched the fire. The blood drying on the side of his face made my heart clench. We’d really come close to not making it out of there. I didn’t know what would have happened if it wasn’t for that spontaneous fire.

      Not wanting to be caught staring, I alternated between watching the fire and looking over at Adam. Seeing the steady rise and fall of his chest helped put me at ease. I really wished he would wake up soon.

      Jonah occupied himself by counting eggs and rearranging them, mostly for some busywork. Not long after, Lincoln strolled back into camp carrying a battered tin can. His clothes were ripped and his hair was a mess, yet he still walked with the same air of confidence that he had that first day I met him.

      His eyes narrowed when he saw me trapped in Mateo’s lap. “Did I miss something?”

      “Trouble decided to jump to her death.” Mateo’s eye was unmoving while he watched the fire, but Lincoln’s eyes widened with worry.

      “I didn’t—no, I didn’t. I climbed that tree,” I pointed to the pine tree a few feet away, “to get the eggs down so we could have something to eat. We left all of our supplies behind, so we need to improvise now. I saw an opportunity and I took it.”

      “You should’ve waited for m—”

      “I don’t have to wait for no—”

      “Why are you like thi—”

      “Why are you like this?”

      Our bickering continued until Lincoln held up a hand, and yelled, “Guys, guys, guys!” He looked at us, eyeing us one at a time. “B first.”

      “Okay.” I reached my arms up for Lincoln to grab my hands and pull me to my feet. Once free of Mr. Moody’s lap, I told my side of the story. The truth, actually, about how I selflessly climbed a tree for birds’ eggs so we could have enough to eat.

      I glanced over at Mr. Moody to see him fuming even more. He really needed to lighten up a bit. A lot, actually.

      “I told her to wait until I got the fire going and I’d help. I see she left out the part where she fell trying to get back down.” Mateo took a blade and his sharpening tool out of his pants pocket and got to work. Is it possible to sharpen a blade too much? I wouldn’t be surprised if they started to break.

      I touched my fingers to the top of Jonah’s arm and guided him over to check on Adam with me. His pulse and breathing seemed normal, but he was still out cold. Help me move him closer to the water. I want to clean him up some. Jonah bent down, picked him up, and carried him over, before setting him down near the water. I wanted my Goldilocks to wake up.

      “Found this half buried in the ground,” Lincoln announced. I turned back to see him holding up the tin can he came back with before dipping it into the water. “Figured we could use it to boil some water.” He carried it back over and set it down next to the fire. Mateo used some sticks to pick up a small, heated rock and drop it into the can, and we all watched as it slowly began to boil.

      Right then, groans escaped Adam’s mouth and I knelt at his side. His face was scrunched in pain as I lifted his head into my lap. He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes tight. “How ya feeling?”

      “Like something heavy slammed into my skull. What happened?” He dropped his hand and squinted up at me as the others spread out around us. Then, noticing the bright sunlight overhead, looked around. “Or… where are we?”

      “There was a… uh… situation,” I stuttered.

      “What kind of a… situation,” he asked slowly.

      “Scavers. Scavers happened,” Mateo answered simply.

      Adam’s eyes grew wide and I took over. “They came in, attacked us, then the station caught on fire and we ran. We’re currently somewhere southeast of where we were before.”

      “Are you telling me that a fire station caught fire and went down in flames?” he inquired in humorous disbelief. “So does that mean all of our stuff is gone too?”

      I nodded. We were lucky to have escaped with our lives.

      “Here, let’s get you cleaned up.” I motioned to the water and Adam obliged. After grabbing one of the cleaner shirts from the backpack Jonah had grabbed, we made our way to the water. The others moved back over to the fire to focus on the flames.

      I helped Adam clean himself up at the water’s edge, washing him free of the blood that coated his hair and skin. He had a cut along his hairline that worried me. I handled it with care, gently brushing away any dirt. “What did they do to you?” I asked.

      “They took us by surprise. It all happened so fast. I think I was knocked out before it even began,” he answered. I nodded. The only thing that really mattered right now was getting him cleaned up. Blood trailed along his hairline, down his face and neck, then pooled underneath the top of his shirt. The blood was dried now, but still needed to be taken care of.

      Once his face was clean, he pulled his blood- and sweat-soaked shirt off.  I took a moment to marvel at the sculpted man in front of me. Making sure my mouth was closed, I nabbed his shirt and wadded it up, then turned my attention to the water before he could catch me staring. Submerging the shirt in the water, I did my best to get it as clean as I could get it, before lifting it out and using it as a wash cloth.

      Pressing the wadded up, wet shirt to his chest, I watched the water droplets run down his body and zig zag along his abdominal muscles. A light pressure on my hand startled me, and I realized he’d wrapped his own hand around mine. Looking up, I saw him grinning at me. I blushed. So much for not getting caught staring. Plastering an innocent smile across my face, I let him take over the rest of his washing while I placed my hands on the ground behind me and leaned back, looking up at the sky.

      It was already bad enough that I found myself attracted to more than one of them. Hell, if I was honest with myself, I was attracted to all of them. I knew dating would be a bit more difficult in the rotter-pocalypse, especially with multiple men, if that would be possible. I still had no idea how that would work.

      As the last of his dried blood from the day before was washed away, he reached into a pocket and pulled out a little red package. My eyes lit up once I realized what it was.

      “Thought you could use a little something to cheer you up. It’s the only one I have, so enjoy.” A stupid grin was plastered across my face as I grasped the little bag and ripped a corner off. Freeing a skittle, I popped it into my mouth and savored the strawberry flavor. Remembering my manners, I held it out to Adam to share, but he just shook his head and grinned. “Nah, I’m good. Those are for you, Skittle.”

      My mood suddenly lightened, and I carefully rolled the open side down and slid it into my back pocket to save for later. When I looked back up, he had my favorite stupid grin on his face and his eyes even glistened. “What?” My hands flew up to my head. “Do I have something on my face? Because, you know, it’s kind of hard to keep up with regular showers out here.”

      He laughed and reached for my hands, pulling them back down to my lap. “No, there’s nothing on your face. You’re perfect.”

      My breath hitched and his eyes didn’t leave mine. The world around us slowly faded away as we began to lean in closer, lost in each other’s gazes. His eyes shone so impossibly blue that I’d believe he had his own sky inside of them. His warm breath fanned my lips, and all I needed to do was tilt my head to close the distance.

      “We’ve got water to drink and eggs to eat.” Lincoln’s voice carried over to us, and we jumped apart as the world crashed back into place. Adam began coughing, and I didn’t know how to handle the awkward moment, so I responded with the typical, “Aye aye, captain.” Yeah, that should be enough to make me sound completely normal.

      “Coming,” Adam called out, much more normal than my immediate reaction. He stood up and held his hands down to me, helped me to my feet, and we headed back over to the others, and toward food.
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      The sun was getting low in the sky and it would get pretty dark before long. We’d continued to boil water, each taking turns sipping it once it started to cool down. Soon enough, the last of the sun dipped under the horizon. We decided to sleep in shifts, and tomorrow we would figure out a new course of action.

      Mateo set up the tent. It was big enough to fit all six of us snugly, but we’d have three or four sleeping at a time.

      We sat, watching the sunset, lost in thought with minimal conversation. Lincoln was silent. He kept his eyes on either Adam or on the fire the entire time. A hint of guilt riddled his features and I couldn’t place the reason. Surely, he wasn’t blaming himself for what happened to Adam, or to any of us, right? “Hey.” I place a hand on his shoulder to get his attention. “Where are you at?”

      His gaze remained latched on to the fire, as reflections of the flames danced in his dark, coffee eyes. “I have no idea.”

      I shimmied a hand underneath his arm and wrapped myself around his bicep, leaning my head on his shoulder. He kissed the top of my head and we sat there in silence for a long time, watching the fire as it burned through the night. Whatever was going through his head was his to share if he wanted to, regardless, I’d still sit with him in the dark.
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      Today was supposed to be a happy day. I was getting adopted by a nice lady full of smiles and promises. I had no idea what lay in wait when I stepped inside her house. As soon as she stepped over the threshold behind me, she was a whole different person than the facade she’d put on at the group home.

      Not even an hour into the adoption, I’d received the first slap from her. The rough skin of her hand against the soft flesh of my upper arm yielded a loud smack in the large house, which would echo in my ears for years to come, leaving a large red handprint in its wake.

      It was only the first, but it certainly wouldn’t be the last. After the third slap I snapped out of the confusion and fisted my hands in anger. I landed a punch to her abdomen and static electricity rippled along my knuckles with the impact. The static was so strong that it was nearly visible, and a cruel smile lifted her lips at the sight.

      Then the scene shifted. Suddenly, Mama G disappeared and I was running. The air was cool on my face as I ran, pulled along by my hand behind someone I couldn’t recognize. Stars smiled down on me as we fled the only place I’d ever known. I’d never been outside until now, having only ever seen the stars through a skylight. I knew what the sun was and what birds were, but the strange brown and green shapes surrounding us were foreign to me.

      

      I awoke in a sweat, wrapped up in someone else’s arms, with Puppy pressed up against my front. Groaning, I untangled myself and turned my head to see Jonah snuggled up behind me with his face in my neck.

      I continued to roll over until I was facing the slightly ajar flap of the tent. Lincoln was staring into the fire from the same position I had seen him in last night. Did the man even go to sleep at all? Nobody had woken me for my shift to stand guard.

      “Hey, Linc…” I pushed myself up onto my hands and knees, and crawled out of the tent and over toward him, careful not to disturb the others who were all still sleeping peacefully. I reached him and sat down next to him, looping one of my arms through his. “Talk to me.”

      “I did it.” His voice was barely a whisper and I wasn’t sure I’d heard him right.

      “Did what? What did you do?”

      “The fire,” he choked out. “It was me.”

      Right as my mouth opened to respond, a rotter stumbled toward us. It was only one this time, at least right now. Hopefully there wouldn’t be any more right away, since I wasn’t in the mood to deal with a ton of them at once. Sighing, I stood up and reached for my pants pocket, only to realize I had nothing on me. The backpack was right inside the tent flap, with the knives still secured inside. Lincoln didn’t even miss a beat. He immediately stepped forward with his own dagger and took care of it. Puppy bounded back to my side, not being needed for any action. By that time, low groans alerted us that the other guys were waking up.

      “Rise and shine sleeping beauties,” I greeted them with a grin. “Get ready to kick some decomposed ass and flail around rotter territory.”

      Even if we went back to the fire station now, there’s no way we’d be able to find anything still of use. Maybe some of the knives though... “You know, if we went back, we might be able to find some of the knives if they survived the fire.”

      “No,” Mateo declared, leaving no room for argument.

      “Excuse me?” I asked as I turned my eyes on him.

      “I said no,” he repeated, further deepening his resting scowl face.

      Mateo’s immediate dismissal of my idea was like a slap in the face. I’d been trying to have patience with him, but he was constantly making that difficult and testing my limits.

      “Well, I wasn’t asking for your permission, so if you don’t want to go then that’s fine. I’ll catch up with you guys later.” I stood up and began to storm off when a hand tightened around my arm. I eyed the hand and trailed it all the way up to a muscular arm, before settling on Mateo’s hard stare. “You’re not going alone. We stick together.”

      I raised an eyebrow at that. I didn’t think I would ever be able to figure him out, but I wouldn’t stop trying. “Well, if no one else is going then I guess that means I’m on my own, right?”

      “No.” He let go of my arm.

      “Do you know how to say any other words?”

      “Yes.”

      “You are absolutely infuriating, you know that?”

      “Yes.”

      I stamped my foot, crossed my arms, and placed a scowl on my face.

      A clapping noise sounded out and I turned to face Jonah, who threw out a series of hand motions. Stop wasting daylight and start getting ready to move.

      At least someone was thinking of something useful to do.

      “Alright, everybody ready?” Lincoln called out.

      We rejoined the group and made sure all of our few belongings were collected—which wasn’t much, other than the clothes on our backs, the tin can we used to boil water, and the backpack that Jonah had carried.

      “Okay, so we need to head somewhere with supplies.” Lincoln took charge. “Keep an eye out for anything we could use, any signs of civilization, camps, tools, etc., you know the drill.”

      “Hey,” I interrupted. “Remember when I first got to your camp, after my disgraceful swim in the river?”

      The guys nodded.

      “Well, obviously I came from somewhere. There’s this little cottage in the woods, not far from where I first met Lincoln. I left some supplies behind to use as a backup plan in case anything happened. There are blankets, food, clothing, and more still there, as long as it wasn’t invaded by any other survivors. Or scavers,” I finished.

      Lincoln’s coffee-colored eyes brightened and the corner of his mouth began to lift into a thoughtful, lopsided smile.

      “Alright, let’s head out.” And we all began walking.
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      The sun was high in the sky when the familiar dumpster popped into view between the foliage surrounding us. Excitement rose in my chest when I realized how close we were to my original shelter. This was the area where I’d met Lincoln. “Alright! Now if we begin heading to the right, here, then we sh—”

      A low rumbling interrupted my train of thought and I whipped my head around to see Puppy statue-still, with her eyes intent on something straight ahead that we couldn’t yet see. Lincoln and Mateo readied their knives and stood in front of the group, blocking our view. Adam and Jonah stood on either side of me. I hated being weaponless. Vulnerability was the worst feeling to have in this crappy world.

      Slowly, we began to move forward, ready to face whatever lay ahead. Puppy moved along with us, sticking to the front. I was a little surprised at her reaction, it wasn’t the same as it normally was when there was a rotter in the vicinity. Rather than her usually rigid, threatening stance, she was slightly relaxed and mostly just alert and curious.

      We soon broke the tree line and entered the small clearing. Not a rotter in sight. Not a single sound could be heard, it was eerily quiet.

      As a group, we moved toward the small, abandoned structure where I first met Lincoln, and circled around to the front, being careful to quiet our footfalls.

      We reached the front to see the door ajar, hanging halfway off its hinges. As we moved closer, low sounds could be heard from inside. Something was off about them though—they weren’t the slow dragging of limbs or the low moans of the dead. The person was more frantic, as though looking for something, mumbling to their self in the process.

      We reached the doorway, and Lincoln signaled for the rest of us to stay put while he slipped inside to check it out. A few moments passed by before a scream sounded, echoing off the solid walls of the silent building, and the rest of us rushed in with Mateo in the lead, his knife at the ready.

      The scene that greeted us was one I never would have expected. Lincoln was standing with his hands up and palms out in an attempt to show he wasn’t a threat. I wasn’t, however, surprised by that. Instead, I stopped in my tracks while my brain tried to process the scene—the girl cowering into a corner in front of him. Her head snapped in our direction at our arrival and she peered out at us from underneath her long, dark brown hair.

      A chill rippled down my spine when I took in her face. It was one that used to be filled with innocence and hope. A face now dirtied and filled with fear. A face that I never thought I would see again. Our eyes met and I let out a slow, ragged breath.

      “Maura.”
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      In a flash, Maura left her safe corner and barreled into me, knocking me out of my shock. I slowly wrapped my arms around her, and then held her tight. I would make sense of everything later. We had a lot to talk about and catch up on. I lowered my head over hers, letting it be only the two of us in this moment.

      Sobs racked her body and I lowered us to the floor, not letting go even a fraction in the process.

      “Does somebody want to explain what the fuck is going on?” Mateo’s impatient voice echoed around the walls.

      “Chill out, man, they obviously know each other.” Adam tried to calm him down.

      “We don’t know if she’s infected though, this could end badly,” Lincoln argued in a gruff voice.

      “If she is, then we’ll deal with it. Give them a moment.” Adam diffused the erupting volcano that was Mateo.

      “Whatever.” The gruff voice was quieter, disappearing as the guys walked away.

      Maura shook in my arms and I began to rub a hand up and down her back, comforting her, letting her know she wasn’t alone. I was here, I was finally here. After a few more minutes, the sobbing slowed and she tilted her head up, peering up at me through those beautiful blue eyes I’d missed so much. “I tried to find you. The world went crazy and Mama G went on the worst tirade I’d ever seen. I managed to escape when she had her back turned and I tried to find you, but you weren’t anywhere. You weren’t answering your phone and I… I thought—” She broke off into another round of sobs.

      “Shhh, Maura, it’s okay, I’m here now.” Guilt began to eat away at me, starting at my heart and working its way through my body. I ran away. All I could think about in that moment was escape. When I saw Mama G’s name on my phone, I had tunnel vision. It didn’t occur to me at the time that I’d also be abandoning my foster siblings. I tried to protect them for years and even after I left that house, I still wanted to get them out of there, but I never went back. Looking down at the crying girl in my arms, my own tears mingling with her dirty hair, the guilt ate away at the shell that was left of me. Surely I didn’t deserve her forgiveness.

      Puppy approached us and sniffed the girl’s face, wiping away the tears with her nose. I reached out an arm and my pup joined in the cuddle pile, bringing a smile to Maura’s face. I had no idea what hell she’d endured on her own all this time.

      The telltale sound of limbs dragging along the ground, rustling up the leaves along the way, reached us and I tensed. The guys went to the door and peered out. Mumbled curses reached me and I knew whatever was out there wasn’t something good. Either rotters or scavers, neither of which would be welcomed with anything but a blade to the head.

      “There’s at least half a dozen of them, and counting,” Lincoln called out from the doorway in warning.

      I lifted my head at that. “How are their numbers growing so fast?” Mateo and Lincoln were a blur as they ran outside to take care of the intruding dead. Adam rummaged around in the debris by the wall and produced a long piece of sharp metal, before disappearing with the others with a shrug and a mumbled, “This’ll do.”

      Jonah observed from the doorway, and I watched him. His fists were clenched at his sides and his expression stoic. He hated being weaponless almost as much as I did. He’d rather go out alongside his buddies and protect them. We needed to get back to that cottage.
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      The rotters dispatched, we walked along the dirt path, with me in the lead and Maura hanging onto my hand. In the normal world, it would be seen as uncool for a fourteen-year-old girl to cling to a family member like that, but we weren’t in a normal world.

      When we reached the large boulder I used as a landmark, I veered right. Not too much farther now. Excitement tingled inside as I looked forward to the familiar sight. I really hoped it hadn’t been overrun by rotters, or worse, scavers, in the time I’d been away.

      A large smile broke across my face as my eyes laid upon the memorable, mangled shingled roof. I’d never been so happy to see a familiar place. This felt the most like home, probably the only place I’d ever felt safe.

      I looked down to Puppy, whose tongue was hanging out in what I decided was her own little doggy smile. Her relaxed stature and easy walk told me there wasn’t any threat ahead, so I broke into a run, tugging Maura along beside me. Her hand clenched around my own in fear, she had no idea what was going on. I would explain everything to her shortly, as much as I could.

      We reached the front door and I pushed it open, not bothering to be cautious for once. Pulling Maura inside, I let go of her hand and gave her time to take in the place with her wide, blue eyes. I left her in the middle of the living room and went straight for the far corner. The couch scraped against the floor as I moved it out of the way, and then began prying up the loose floorboards to get to my treasure beneath. It only took a few seconds before I was lifting up the long, slim box and setting it next to me. I ripped the top open with eager fingers and grinned as my secret arsenal was revealed. The blades cooled my skin as I ran my fingers over them before picking up my favorite backup dagger. It felt so good to hold a blade in my hand again, especially a familiar one. Now, I felt like I could take on the world. Now, I finally felt like I could more easily protect myself and those around me, especially Maura.

      Feeling a sudden presence, I looked up to see Jonah kneeling down in front of me on the other side of the box. I smiled and motioned for him to rummage through and choose the weapon he felt most comfortable with. I may have spent a little while building this impressive collection, but I felt like I could share with these guys. They had proven themselves more than once during the short time I’d been with them.

      Awe crossed Jonah’s face as he rummaged through the box. Something so simple could bring him the greatest joy and it was adorable. I watched his eyes light up as he lifted a trench knife, and gold flecks surfaced in his hazel eyes.

      Trench knife, good choice, I signed.

      I used to have one as a kid. My dad would take me out shooting and knife throwing, things like that. I loved it all. A somber look crossed his face.

      That must’ve been fun.

      It was. Until I lost my hearing and wasn’t able to join in anymore. A deaf kid on a weapons range made people uncomfortable.

      Well that’s shit.

      He gave a small smile and carried on inspecting the dagger. After he seemed satisfied with his first choice, I grabbed two swords and their leather scabbards, then strapped them to my back and sheathed them.

      “Adam, come pick out your weapon. Or weapons. I’ll be right back,” I called to him as I headed into the bedroom. Mateo and Lincoln had decided to explore on their own, with Lincoln taking the upstairs and Mateo checking the outside.

      I reemerged shortly after I had changed into jeans, a tank top, and a corduroy jacket with a dagger in my pocket and the swords sheathed to my back once more. I dumped an armful of clothes onto the floor in the middle of the room. “This is all the clothing in this place. There are some men’s clothes in there too, so you should find something to fit all of you.” I looked around at the large, muscled men. “Maybe.”

      Mateo emerged from the kitchen and ignored the pile of clothes. “Is there any food left here? The kitchen is bare, unless you have the food hidden somewhere like the weapons. Which would be smart.”

      “Yes, the food is hidden.” I nodded my head toward the pile of blankets in another corner. “Underneath that pile of blankets is a chest. Open the chest and you’ll find the food.”

      His face remained unchanged as he looked between me and the pile of blankets. “That’s a really shitty hiding spot.”

      “Stop it, you’re flattering me.”

      “It’s winter and has been below freezing. The ground has been covered in snow and ice until very recently. The blankets are the first thing others would go for, then voila, they’d find the food, and all you’ll have left to come home to are the weapons. And you can’t eat the weapons. Well,” a hint of humor crossed his face, “you could try, but I’d advise against it.”

      “Did Mr. Grumpy just make his first joke?” I gasped with a hand to my chest. “I’m shocked!”

      He frowned. “Mr. Grumpy?”

      I couldn’t help but smile at his frown. He hated the nickname, which made me want to make it stick. This was going to be fun.

      I bent down and picked out the least damaged pair of jeans and a long-sleeved top, and carried them over to where Maura was inspecting the fireplace. She startled when I touched her arm. “Hey, it’s okay. Here’s an outfit if you want something to change into. Since plumbing doesn’t really work anymore, I’m afraid I can’t offer a shower. There is some Febreze, though, in the bedroom.”

      A soft laugh bubbled out of her mouth at that and I smiled. It wasn’t intended to be a joke, but I was glad to offer some humor. She took the clothes from me with a grateful smile and headed into the bedroom. Part of me wondered if she was really going to Febreze herself.

      I looked over to see Adam sheathing two daggers into his belt, while he walked over to inspect the blankets and food. Lincoln emerged at the bottom of the stairs with Puppy in tow. “There’s nothing up there. Barren.” He eyed the pile of clothes in the middle of the room. “Is everything in the cabin in this one room here?”

      “Yup.”

      With a nod, he joined the others to inspect the food, and I went over to check on Jonah. I found him eyeing an old stereo. My heart clenched a little at the sight, knowing that he could never hear music again. He’d begun to explain something once about feeling the music now rather than hearing it, but he was interrupted and never got to finish.

      I stepped up next to him so as not to startle him from behind. Waving a hand to garner his attention, he turned to me with a sad smile. Lifting his hands, he signed that he wished he could ‘hear’ music again, but sadly electricity was one of the many things that was left behind in the old world.

      Something so simple that was taken for granted by everyone else, was so much bigger for him. He could barely remember what music actually sounded like, but now he couldn’t even feel it anymore.

      Looking into his eyes, I made him a promise. I didn’t know when, and I sure as hell didn’t know how, but I would help him find the music again. Even if I had to shake the earth myself, I would make sure he felt the vibrations once more.
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      The sun was going down and we decided to camp out here at the cabin. We would rest up, take stock of supplies, and figure out our next move.

      The fire was going strong thanks to Adam and we were all hunkered down around it, with every last blanket piled on top of all of us. I was sitting up, letting the heat of the flames warm my skin as I stroked Maura’s hair in my lap. Despite her apparent exhaustion, she hadn’t been able to fall asleep. None of us could. Now that the most imminent task of finding shelter and supplies was over, and everything had been gone through, I’d introduced Maura to the guys, and checked her over for infection. Now it was nearly time to start addressing the rhino in the room.

      “Maura,” I started, “tell me what happened over the last few months.”

      I felt her shudder beneath my hand, but kept stroking her hair in a calming manner.

      “I was at home that day, and so was Jakobe. He almost got adopted the week before, but the other family changed their mind at the last minute. So, we were in the living room, trying to avoid any problems. We were just sitting there quietly with Mama G. The TV was on and then… it was madness, Blyss.”

      Adam looked up at me with a raised eyebrow. Shit, I still hadn’t told any of them my real name past the first few letters. I looked around to see who else had heard, but the only other person awake was Jonah so I should be good, unless he’d read her lips. Not that I didn’t mind if they knew my name, it was just more fun to keep them guessing, and they still had two letters to go. Granted, those last two letters were the same, but they didn’t know that yet. I guess it could count as my weird way of flirting. I frowned, wondering how much longer before they’d ask for another letter.

      I gave Adam a stern, pleading look and he responded with a smile. That smile meant he would either keep my secret for now, or blackmail me with it later. We’d see.

      “Then Mama G started herding us to the basement and making all these phone calls and messages. She pulled out other cell phones I didn’t know she had—why would she have so many phones? There were at least three that I could see. Anyways, she was on the phone with the school trying to reach the twins, when I grabbed Jakobe and made a run for it. We made it to the door before she realized what we were doing, that we weren’t going to the basement, but we ran and we kept running. There were a lot of people going crazy and running everywhere.” She sniffled. “I didn’t know what happened, but somehow we got separated. I tried to go back and find him, but when I saw Mama G outside, I turned back around and kept running.”

      The tears started flowing again and I made a shushing sound, trying to soothe her. My mind began to wander to Jakobe. He was only nine years old when I left, he’d be ten now. Whether he was snatched back up by the foster mom from hell, or he faced a fate with the rotters, or even scavers, I feared his outcome. He was always a smart kid, though, so I had hope that he ran and hid and figured out how to survive.

      And then the twins, always so sweet, what had become of them? I mentally cursed myself for choosing to run and save myself rather than go back for my foster siblings like I should have. When I left a year ago, I told them I would come back for them, but I failed to follow through and chose to run and save my own ass instead. Maura shouldn’t forgive me so easily like she seemed to have, no one should forgive me for that.

      My head met the hard wall as I leaned it back, not wanting to actually lie down. I would most likely stay up all night like this, lost in my own thoughts. I continued to stroke her hair as her sobs lessened. “And then what happened? How’d you survive up until we found you?”

      Her body rose and fell beneath my arm as she took a shaky breath. “I hid. In trees, in dumpsters, everywhere I could find. That lasted a few weeks before people began to get… scary.” She swallowed hard. “I got really good at hiding, and saw people do horrible things to each other. Then I met this nice guy who stuck with me for a while.”

      I waited for her to elaborate, but she remained silent and played with her thumbnail instead. “So, what happened to him?” I regretted the question as soon as it came out. Asking that never meant anything good.

      “We got separated.” She continued to pick at her thumbnail then moved on to a different nail.

      If she didn’t want to talk about it, then I wouldn’t push her on that yet. We all had stories we wanted to keep hidden, so I changed the subject. “Where did you find water? What did you drink?”

      “I found this stream and drank from that.”

      My eyes met Adam’s at her answer. If the water was safe after all, then we might not need to keep taking extra measures. It was just speculation that the water would spread infection if drank untreated, but none of us had been desperate enough to test that theory. Through our silent conversation, I wasn’t sure how soon any one of us would be willing to try either.

      Maura continued on, bringing my focus back to her. “After that, I ate leaves and berries and stuff that I found outside. There wasn’t much since it was winter, but I got what I could. I hid in trees, and found the occasional deserted campsite with food that I took for myself, and then ran and hid again. I kept mostly to myself, until I found you.”

      With her story complete, we stayed there in silence, enjoying each other’s company once again. She fell asleep soon after, her breathing slowing, and I looked down at her face. During the years we spent together with Mama G, I had always tried my best to protect her. I never once tried to teach her how to protect herself. Guilt gnawed at me even more as I realized I should have done something more to prepare her for the world. Granted, I never knew the world would turn into this current sweaty ass of a life, but I could’ve done better. There was no use taking all the blame though. Martyrdom never helped anyone. Self-guilt wouldn’t help Maura wield a knife. Tomorrow morning, her training would begin. Tomorrow morning, she would learn how to fight.
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      “Again.”

      With a huff and a look of tired determination, Maura stood up straight and kicked her leg out, before losing her balance and ending up sprawled out on the grass once again.

      “Again.”

      She groaned and brushed herself off as she stood back up. She was improving, but still needed more work. Failure and frustration were getting to her and she didn’t even bother getting back into a starting stance before throwing her leg out at me once again with an ear-splitting scream.

      “Chamber your leg before you kick out,” I called to her as she fell over yet again from her lack of balance and coordination.

      “What does that even mean? Chamber something? Is that even a thing? I think you’re messing me up with made-up words.”

      “It’s an analogy, drawn from firearms. You chamber a round, which means to put a bullet in the chamber. In the same way you chamber a round in firearms, you can chamber a kick to ‘fire’ it.” I explained with air quotes around the word ‘fire’. “Chambering refers to any technique, which in this case is a kick. You fully draw back your leg in preparation for exploding forward.”

      Her face lit up in realization as the meaning behind the technique sunk in.

      “It’s a term used in some martial arts,” I finished.

      “Since when did you learn martial arts?”

      “Since I was attacked by scavers the first time, and someone saved me. He taught me how to fight.” That was not a memory I wanted to fully explain at the moment. Don’s face flitted into my mind and my heart clenched at the memory of how I last saw him: infected and tied to the fire station pole.

      “Was this ‘someone’, one of these guys?” Maura questioned with a head tilt and a curious look in her eyes.

      “It was someone else, who’s a story for another time. Right now, our focus is on you. Not on my past.”

      Maura groaned and took her spot back on her starting point. With a deep breath, she hitched her leg in close to her body, knee up, and kicked out straight into my waiting hands. A large grin spread across her face at her first successful kick.

      “I did it!” she exclaimed, pumping the air with her fist.

      “Yes, you did,” I laughed. “Come on, a few more rounds of that and we can move onto weapons.”
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      “Again.”

      Maura ran at me with her stick held high. As she neared, I sidestepped and placed a hand on her back, adding to her momentum as I pushed her farther forward.

      “Again.”

      With a huff, Maura raised her stick and charged at me again, this time with a battle cry. I sidestepped the same as before, and this time she swung at me and I threw my hands out to grab her weapon. Holding on to the end of the stick, I swung it around with her still attached to the other end until she was flying through the air. She hit the ground and rolled, coming to a stop at Lincoln’s feet.

      “Again.”

      “Can we take a break?” Maura pleaded with me. “I’m so tired and I’m not as strong as you. We’ve been at this for ages.”

      “Yet. You’re not as strong yet. You will get there,” I encouraged, wanting her to keep going.

      “A short break?” she asked again.

      “When you’re up against rotters or scavers, the only break you get is when you kill them or they kill you,” a gruff voice called out. “Again.”

      Maura looked up to see it was Lincoln who had spoken this time, and his face looked like he meant business. She must have decided it was better to come at me again than it would be to argue with him. Standing up and placing her feet shoulder width apart, she steadied her stance and raised her stick like one would do in a jousting match. She took her time this round, her face scrunching up in thought.

      The rise and fall of her chest evened out along with her breathing, and her eyes bored into mine. For the first time since we started her training this morning, I felt like she was really into it. As though this round she might succeed. This time she might improve. The corner of my mouth twitched into a small smile and I watched her, waiting.

      In a split second, she was running toward me, her feet pounding the ground. She neared and I moved to dodge her, but this time she ducked underneath my arms and jabbed her stick into my side, pointy end first. I stumbled back from the surprise impact, impressed. My small smile then spread into a grin as I looked at her to see that worry was coating her face.

      “I’m so sorry!” she blurted out in a panic. “I didn’t mean to hit so hard, are you okay? Did I hurt you too much?”

      I let out a light laugh and grabbed her up in my arms, bringing her in for a tight hug. “I’m fine, Maura. You did amazing and I’m so proud. We can take that break now if you want, before we continue on.”

      “Well, I could use a snack.” She hugged me back. “I’m sure I burned enough calories this morning for everything I’ve ever eaten in my entire life.”

      I let out another laugh and let her go. She dropped her stick and headed toward the front door. Lifting my shirt up, I looked at the spot on my side where she jabbed me. A couple drops of blood showed where she’d broken the skin, and from the looks of it, there should be a nasty bruise later. What I saw instead nearly stopped my heart. Where the droplets of blood had come from, the skin was slowly stitching itself back up, the wound disappearing faster than something in quicksand, hiding the evidence that anything had happened there.

      I looked up at Lincoln to see him standing in front of me with a look on his face I couldn’t decipher. We never did get a chance to talk about why he thought he started that fire at the station. He’d been avoiding fires since then, so Adam and Mateo had stepped up as the new residential fire starters. I didn’t know exactly what I saw in his eyes in this moment, but I knew it wasn’t what should be there.

      “Linc,” I spoke, “something is wrong with us.”
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        Jonah

      

      

      Concern filled me when Lighthouse and Lincoln came back inside. Their faces were filled with concern. They tried to hide it around everyone else, but I’d gotten pretty good at reading faces. Something was troubling them, but they weren’t ready to share. That bothered me, I really wanted to help in anyway I could. Especially if it concerned Lighthouse.

      Puppy ran up to greet her, sneezing all over her legs in the process. Lighthouse’s mouth opened in silent laughter, a sound I wished I could hear. I’d gotten used to being deaf, it was one way to help tell you who your real friends were, but if there was ever a sound I wanted to hear, it was her voice. This was the first time I was really taken by a woman. She continued to shine her light, constantly guiding me out of the bubble I’d built for myself. She was my lighthouse in the night.

      She proceeded over to the food stash in the corner of the room by the fireplace. Pulling out some crackers, she sat down on the floor with her back against the wall and snacked, throwing some pieces to Puppy in between her own bites.

      Looking around the room, I noticed how every eye kept drifting toward her. It was something I took notice of pretty early on. When she first awoke at our camp, we were nice to her, hiding how on edge we really were. We knew it would be tough for Mateo, his distrust of others having escalated after Conni took out his eye, but this one began to dig under the barriers around our hearts almost immediately, without even realizing it. With each day that passed, I observed how every one of them wanted to be around her more. Even making excuses to carry her around just so they could touch her.

      As a very observant person, I noticed all of this before they even knew what they were doing. We talked about it, which was originally to confront Mateo about his attitude toward her, but discovered that we all felt the same way. Even him, although he was afraid to show it. I couldn’t blame him, though, after what Conni did to him. It was the first time in a long time that he decided to try to trust someone, and he ended up literally losing a part of himself in the process.

      Lost in my own train of thought, I wasn’t paying attention to all the conversations going on around me. Lincoln still had a pained look on his face that increased every time he looked at Lighthouse, but I had a feeling there was something else going on with him. I’d make sure to have a chat with him later.

      I looked back over to see Lighthouse appearing more relaxed. She laughed at something Maura said, her shoulders jumping up and down with the action. Whatever it was that plagued her when she entered the cottage had dimmed. Her eyes now lit up, and the sunshine streaming in through window helped magnify the gold flecks in her irises.

      We’d all agreed that if she would have us, then we’d each pursue her. She was the best thing in this world and we couldn’t imagine being away from her. I fully intended to pursue her if she’d let me.

      Her head turned toward me and caught me staring, but I couldn’t get myself to look away. She smiled at me and my heart fluttered.
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        Blyss

      

      

      Maura ate her beef jerky cheerfully as she told the others the story about how she bested me. Very modest girl, that one.

      “Sounds like you got the upper hand on Skittle there. I can’t wait to see it happen again,” Adam chimed in unhelpfully.

      “Skittle?”

      “Yeah, she gets overly excited when she sees skittles.”

      “That was always her favorite candy,” Maura laughed, “so it’s pretty fitting. You could use skittles to bribe her or blackmail her for anything.”

      Adam’s eyes lit up at that. “Oh really?” I didn’t miss the mischievous glint that entered his eyes. “Sounds like you might have some good stories.”

      “No, no stories. No good stories. Maura, don’t make me cut this break short.”

      “Funny,” Mateo joined in. “I thought you were called Skittle because you’re a fucking rainbow,” he deadpanned

      Food flew out of my mouth as my body lurched forward in surprise. Peanuts littered the floor and Maura shrieked while Lincoln chuckled. I looked up at Mateo to see the small grin on his face. It was small, but it was there. Stubborn bastard had a sense of humor after all.

      Jonah joined in with the first laugh of his that I’d heard. His laugh had a nice ring to it. He always smiled, but now I wanted to make sure I would hear his laugh again.

      We’d explained to Maura about his hearing and she agreed to try and learn the basic signs too. She had nowhere else to go and wanted to stick with me. A small sense of pride welled up within me at that, and she was taking all these challenges better than I would have thought. For someone who seemed so traumatized only yesterday, she was learning to fight and even got one over on me, and she was learning how to use signs to be able to communicate with everyone in this group. Not like she had much else to do anyways, as she had stated, but it still made me proud. Mama G tried to break us, but we were rising up strong.

      “Eat up, Maura. We have some more training to do,” I reminded her.

      “Are you sure you want to continue right away? I don’t want to injure you any more, I’m sure you must be developing a nasty bruise. Maybe someone else could step in for a little bit if they want to.”

      “Bruise?” Adam questioned.

      Bruise? Jonah signed. What injury? Where?

      “It’s nothing,” I tried to deflect. “I feel fine. Great, even. Although I wouldn’t be opposed to someone else stepping in, it would be good for you to learn how to fight and defend yourself against more people. Especially all these guys with their muscles.” Oh shit, did I really just out myself that I noticed their muscles? Maybe I could brush it off casually and change the subject.

      “Muscles, huh?” Adam repeated with a grin. Welp, so much for that whole changing-the-subject idea.

      I shrugged it off and continued to pop peanuts into my mouth while Puppy gobbled up the ones still strewn across the floor. Maybe I could keep my mouth shut and the conversation would change. My cheeks heated the longer the silence went on, presumably waiting for a response from me. Well, they weren’t getting one. I emptied the last of the water from the bottle into my mouth and stood up. “So, who’s going up against Maura next?”
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      Puppy’s head whipped back and forth as she anxiously watched Maura and Jonah go at it. Being Jonah’s best bud lately, she was very into this sparring session. I must admit, Maura was a quick study now that her confidence was up after catching me in the side earlier, so she was giving Jonah a run for his beef jerky.

      My hand ghosted over the spot in question. I checked it when the others were distracted, and still no bruise. After wiping off the few droplets of blood, there was no sign that anything had happened. I looked over to Lincoln and saw him watching me. Making sure the others were preoccupied by the scene in front of us, I motioned at him to follow. We managed to slowly back up without causing any heads to turn, and headed back into the house. Reaching the door, I turned around to see Mateo with a lifted eyebrow in our direction, but he made no move to follow, so we ducked inside before anyone else could catch on, and silently closed the door behind us.

      Turning to face Lincoln, I crossed my arms and took a deep breath. It would be best to dive headfirst into this rather than waste time beating around the bush. “Okay, so you’ve seen my side heal already. It’s still healed, as in there’s no sign that I ever received a blow there, no bruising, and no evidence to suggest any blood had ever been spilled. I don’t know what the hell is going on, but it’s freaking me out.” I took a deep breath and continued, “That day, when I was outside and buried under all those rotters, I thought I got away scratch-free. But then… I don’t know, something weird happened. Like, I was freezing and it was weird, and then suddenly I wasn’t. Then I felt warm, and fine. Better than fine, even. I went into the bathroom and realized that my ankle was all healed up. The marks on my body were gone, some even disappearing before my eyes. Any injury I may have had on my body at that time was healed. It was like… I don’t know what it was like. It was freaky though. I didn’t even get a chance to process what was going on, let alone talk to anyone about it, because then those scavers were there and…” I trailed off. We both knew what had happened next.

      Lincoln stepped closer to me. “When you were laying there, I was so worried. I thought we might lose you.” He reached out like he was going to touch me, but then dropped his hand. “I don’t know if you remember it, as you were in and out. But I kissed you. Then I felt what I had thought was static electricity, then I was suddenly freezing, but I didn’t think anything of it. Not until the scavers were there and beating us down. It looked like none of us might make it out alive and I just… anger boiled up from inside me until fire was shooting out of my hands.” He lifted his hands up to his face and inspected them as though he was worried it would happen again. “I had no idea what the fuck was going on, but I knew it was me. I knew I was the reason why we had to leave the fire station and lost all of our supplies.”

      I walked up to him and placed a hand on each side of his face, forcing him to look at me. “Hey, now you listen to me. If that’s what happened, which I’m pretty sure now that it is, I thank you. You were right, none of us were going to get out of there alive. You saved us all.”

      The solemn look began to slowly leave his face and I kept watching, waiting for the little bit of hope to creep into his features. But it didn’t.

      “You do know that, right? You’re the reason any of us are even still alive right now.”

      He opened his mouth as though to speak, but hesitated. “I didn’t do it on purpose. I mean, yeah, I wanted to save you all, fuck, of course I did. And that gun pointed at you… what I mean is, I have no idea how I did that. If I can really produce fire, then that might be more destructive than anything. I could really hurt you, B. Any of you. And that’s the last thing I’d ever want to do.”

      “Okay, first, no pity party here. Second, you learn to control it. We can go off, just the two of us, and practice.”

      “You know that’s not going to be easy. Someone is going to want to try and come along for added protection.”

      “You let me worry about that. Right now, Maura needs more protection than any of us. We’ve got this. Tomorrow, it’s you and me.”

      A small smile crept across his face. It was small, really faint, but it was there.

      “You and me, B. Tomorrow.”
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      Metal clanked as Adam threw his sword up to defend. Maura’s training was progressing. She was catching on fast and improving more quickly than any of us had expected. Not that we didn’t think she could do it so soon, but because it wasn’t an easy thing to pick up on, especially for someone who had never actually fought before. At least, we assumed she hadn’t. She didn’t exactly fill us in on every detail.

      I smiled at the warrior cry she emitted from her mouth. She was not only getting the hang of this, but having fun too. Last night I wouldn’t have expected the crying girl in my lap to be laughing the next day.

      Lincoln and Mateo were the only ones she hadn’t been able to beat yet. Mateo refused to go even a little bit easy on her. He deemed himself to be the ultimate test, and that if she could beat him, then she could beat anything else that may be lurking out in the world. Lincoln refused to spar with her today, and only I knew the real reason. He was worried about creating fire again. I was sure he would’ve told one of the guys first instead of me. I felt pretty special having been the first one he told.
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        Blyss

      

      

      The next day, after we were fed and had taken care of all our morning’s business, Lincoln and I volunteered to collect more water. It took a little bit of convincing, but we were able to assure the others that we would be just fine on our own. Maura didn’t like being separated from me again so soon, even for a little while, but I promised her I would come back. Of course, I’d made that same promise a long time ago and ran the other way instead, but that would never happen again.

      The cool air cut across my face like a cheese grater and I wrapped my jacket more tightly around my body. I was thankful it hadn’t snowed because then we’d need to come up with another excuse to leave, but I could handle a little bite of cold air.

      It was difficult to think that it had only been a couple of short weeks since I last traveled this path to the river. So much had changed since then. That day started out with just Puppy and me, but ended with four guys clawing their way into my life and refusing to leave. Stubborn men who forced me to like them. I’d never had anyone do that before, and it was still crazy to believe that it had happened. The thought of them not being in my life anymore sent a shudder through my body. The bastards were making me start to like people for the first time in my life.

      Lincoln and I had settled on practicing near the river. It would be safer to be really close to a body of water if his flames got out of control. Plus, it added an extra layer of protection, since it would be one less direction that rotters could surprise us from.

      And, we would still fill up on water to bring back. There hadn’t been any talk on whether or not anyone was going to try the water without boiling it, to try and confirm Maura’s claim, but we still needed more water either way. We each carried a pack on our back with food, clothing, a blanket, and extra weapons in case something did happen and we couldn’t return to the cabin today, plus we had empty jugs strapped to the outside.

      It wasn’t long before the steady sound of water reached our ears and we picked up our pace, both eager to get started but also apprehensive about what might happen when we start to literally play with fire.

      We soon broke the tree line and approached the river’s edge. “Welp,” I announced helpfully, “here we are.”

      “So, this is where you were attacked by that crazed rotter.”

      “And that,” I said, pointing to the right, “is apparently where Jonah jumped in to save me.”

      “He always was a great swimmer. It used to be near impossible to get him out of the water as a kid.” Lincoln chuckled absentmindedly.

      I had to admit that was pretty funny. Imagining Jonah, in the water, with wet hair in his eyes and his dimpled smile, water droplets trailing down his pecs—whoa girl, rein it in, you can’t be drooling over them in front of them.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if he was captain of the swim team.” That’s good, change the train of thought. A little.

      “He was. He trained every day. He was the youngest captain, the first time they ever let a freshman be captain of any sports. He took the team to state and then nationals, winning every meet.”

      “Wow.” Even I had to admit that was pretty impressive. Really impressive. “Alright.” I clapped my hands together and looked around at our surroundings. “So, where to get started?”

      Lincoln shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. This shit didn’t come with a handbook.”

      “Well, my only guess is to recreate the only other time you created fire. So that would be putting someone in the group in danger—”

      “No.”

      “Or, going up against some scavers—”

      “No.”

      “Well, then we’ll need to figure out something else. See if there’s another way.” I placed an arm across my middle, propped an elbow on my arm, and rested my hand against my face. The stubbornness of these men didn’t make anything easy. “We probably should’ve planned more of this ahead of time.”

      I looked around us when a thought popped into my head. Of course, something so obvious that we would both miss it. I scurried around the small area we had claimed for the day and collected what I could grab, and then dumped the armful of twigs, branches, and leaves at his feet. “Here. During the short time that I’ve known you, I noticed that you seemed to have an affinity for fire. At least, you were the one always starting the fire until… well… you know.” He gave me a nod of understanding and motioned for me to step back, which I did. I wanted to remark that even if I did get burned I would probably heal right away anyways, but I figured it would be best to focus on one abnormality at a time.

      Is that what this was? What we could do? A simple abnormality? I snorted at that. There was nothing simple about anything anymore. There certainly wasn’t anything normal about us either.

      Lincoln sat down in front of the pile and I sat off to the side, closer to the river. Memories crept into my mind of the last time I was here and nearly drowned, but I did my best to block them out. I was with Lincoln and he wouldn’t let anything happen to me.

      I eyed him, his face scrunched up in concentration. Nothing happened. He picked up a twig and focused, his eyes determined. He remained still as a statue, his focus fully on the items in his hand, but nothing happened. Then he repeated the same with a leaf, and every item in the pile. This went on for what felt like an hour or two at the least, with nothing out of the ordinary happening.

      I wanted to help, to try and give advice, but I also didn’t want to break his concentration. Plus, I had no idea what kind of advice to give other than telling him to focus. The only thing I could do was admire his handsome features, but that wouldn’t help either of us right now. So, instead, I busied myself with collecting a pile of pebbles and made a terrible fort. It was more like a random pile of stones than anything. Searching the ground around me, I reached over and snatched up a twig that had a leaf still attached to the end of it. I stuck the twig through the top of the small rock pile, with the leaf end sticking up, and threw my arms up in victory. My mouth opened in a silent victory screech as I fist pumped the air above me.

      Strange noises interrupted my moment of success. Lincoln scrambled to his feet with his daggers at the ready. Jumping up, I reached my arms behind me to unsheathe the swords from my back before facing the tree line, ready to face whatever threat that was coming.

      The seconds ticked by as we waited for something to happen. The first rotter came into view and I jumped at it, digging my sword into the rotting flesh that surrounded its skull. Lincoln took the second one since he was the closest, and I immediately flew toward the next two, taking their heads down with swift slashes from my swords. I spun a few times with the blades out, making sure I hit the mark and took them down, as it was the first time I’d actually fought with swords. I didn’t notice the sixth rotter slowly creep up until it grabbed me with decayed fingers, the flesh falling off with the smallest movement. I barely registered Lincoln calling for me. All I saw was the head erupt in flames, followed by the smell of burning flesh and hair, which quickly permeated the air and assaulted my nostrils. I gasped in surprise, jumped back, and turned around to see the look of horror on his face as he looked between his hands and the rotter. Turning back to the rotter, I leaned back, cocked my leg, and kicked out hard, trying to get the rotter away from the brush and closer to the river, and farther away from us. It stumbled backward to the water’s edge, and with one quick sweep of the sword, I cut its head clean off before kicking out once more and sending the corpse down into the watery depths below.

      After kicking the decapitated head into the water along with its body, I ran up and took Lincoln’s hands in mine, trying to snap him out of the trance he was in. “Linc, can you hear me? Are you okay?”

      He stared at the ground with blank, coffee-colored eyes. “See, I really did start the fire. B, what’s going on with me? What is this?”

      I shook my head and stepped up to him. “I don’t know, Linc. But we’ll figure this out, I promise.”

      His eyes remained locked on the ground, still far away and unseeing.

      “Lincoln, look at me. I will not let you retreat into yourself.” I grasped his chin between my thumb and forefinger, and forced him to look at me. “You’ll be okay. I promise.”

      “How can you be so sure? Did you see what I did? Something’s wrong with me. I’m a monster.”

      The sad look on his face nearly killed me. “You’re not a monster. You’re perfect,” I replied in an attempt to reassure him.

      “No, you’re perfect. How can you stand to be with someone as destructive as me?” His flawless plump lips were turned down in self-doubt.

      “Dammit, Linc.” I cut my words short and took away his pain the only way I could think of at the moment, by slamming my mouth onto his. Wrapping my arms around his neck, my fingers tangled into his hair and I pulled him closer. His own arms, once he snapped out of the shock from my sudden advancement, wrapped around my waist and held me tight against him. I gasped at the pressure of something hard against my stomach, and he took advantage of the opening. Slipping his tongue inside, it met mine and dueled for dominance.

      Needing to get even closer, I tightened my arms and hopped up, throwing my legs around his waist in one swift movement. We kissed, harder, faster, hungrier. Panting, he bent down and lowered me to the ground. Neither of us willing to allow any space between us as our ironclad grips remained in place. My back touched cold ground, but the rest of me was quickly heating up. He broke off the kiss to begin peppering soft pecks down my neck, nibbling a few spots in the process. Neck kissing was always my weak point and I was going to take this even further to get more of it.

      “B,” he groaned, his voice rumbling against my neck. “I care about you.”

      My heart jumped and I grinned. “I care about you too. I have for some time.”

      “It isn’t just me though.”

      My heart skipped a beat as my brain tried to accept what he said. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s all of us. I don’t want to fuck everything up. It’s all of us.”

      I placed a kiss to the tip of his ear. “Linc, I care about all four of you.” The weight of the truth of my words surprised even me. I’d been afraid to face what I’d been putting off, but now that it was out there, I realized it was true. I really did care for all four of them.

      He pulled back to look at me and his coffee-colored eyes bored into mine. “You do?”

      “Yes,” I confirmed. “I really do.”

      A wide grin spread across his face at my words and his lips were on mine again, kissing even deeper. I needed more though, and according to the organ pressing against his pants, he did too.

      I loosened a hand from his hair and wound it down between us to his pants. Undoing the button, I freed his erection and wrapped my hand around it, causing him to moan into my mouth. I rubbed my thumb over the tip, spreading the precum.

      My hand slid to the base, and I smiled as his breathing became shallower and his arms turned to steel bands around me. Tightening my grip, I began to stroke. I couldn’t help but enjoy the sounds it elicited, knowing that I made it happen.

      As the pumping sped up, his arms tightened more around me. “B…” He whispered. “I’m not going to last much longer.”

      “Then don’t,” I responded and stroked faster.

      “Wait…” With a quick motion he had my forearm pinned to the ground with one hand, making my own hand slide off his dick in the process.

      “What…” Before I could finish the question, my shirt was being lifted up and his mouth was trailing kisses up my abdomen. His hands slipped up into my sports bra, with one palming one breast and the other tweaking a nipple, while he continued to pepper kisses all over my abdomen. I gave out a small moan and arched up into his hands, needing more.

      He kissed and sucked every part of my stomach, and I lifted his shirt up and over his head, stalling his kisses for a moment, needing to feel more of his skin.

      My hands pressed lightly against his chest, feeling his heartbeat against my palm, the beats speeding up with each passing moment. He stilled above me, his coffee eyes gazing intently into mine, filled with lust. “You can tell me to stop at any time.”

      “I don’t want to stop. After all, I did start this. I want you. You’re worth it.”

      “This may be the worst timing. But, I don’t have any STDs.”

      “Neither do I, and I was vaccinated before the outbreak. And I’ve got an implant for birth control. I’m good.”

      His eyes crinkled with his smile. “You’re perfect.”

      Winding a hand back into his hair, I pulled his head down, pressing his lips to mine again, needing more. Needing him pressed against me. My hands found their way around to his back, gently scratching up and down as the pressure inside me continued to slowly build.

      His lips were soft as he moved from my mouth and kissed along my jawline. I lifted a knee, bent it, and rubbed my thigh against his side. Feelings for them had been growing inside of me, but my stubborn ass couldn’t get myself to admit it to any of them. I was falling for them fast and hard.

      His mouth found mine once more and my hands found the waistband of his pants, pushing them down even farther past his hips. He broke away for a moment to kick them off and I marveled at the sculpted man before me. I knew he had muscles and tattoos, but not the vastness of it. I suddenly wanted to explore every crease and crevice.

      I wasn’t going to have time to explore with my eyes, though, as he immediately began tugging my pants down and tossing them to the side. Our mouths crashed back together, as he slipped a hand down my underwear in the process. He circled my clit with a finger before sliding down and slipping inside.

      Wetness began to run down my legs with every stroke, as the pleasure began to build. I needed more. A groan escaped my lips, and then I felt the addition of a second finger. “More,” I panted against his mouth. “Please.” I wanted it all. I needed it all.

      The butterflies in my stomach turned into pterodactyls ready to claim him as mine. I felt his lips turn up in a smile. His hand pulled away and I scowled at the emptiness, before he lined up and slowly filled me with something much larger. Fuck yes, this was what I needed. He began a slow pace, allowing me to adjust. My legs slid down his body and rested on cold metal. I knew it wasn’t technically the same, but the thought of having hard steel between my legs was such a turn on. He didn’t let it hold him back at all, his thrusts quickened and our pants grew louder.

      Another sound mixed in with ours, a low moan that wasn’t either of us. I broke my mouth away to look around and saw a rotter slowly stumbling in our direction. Fuck.

      Linc noticed it too. The tattered clothing and broken toes slowed it down a little more as it kept getting caught on branches and large stones. We still had time. “Keep going.” I reached a hand over to my pants and grabbed the knife from the closest pocket, holding it ready.

      The pace quickened. The closer the rotter got, the faster Lincoln moved. My nails scratched down his back underneath his shirt, just enough pressure to leave faint marks behind. The rotter was almost ten feet away now and my adrenaline spiked higher. I always thought I would go out in blades of glory, but this wouldn’t be the worst way to die.

      The orgasm built and before much longer, I was spasming as my back arched and I let out a long moan. Lincoln stilled above me, quickly pulling out and spilling onto the ground between my legs. Bracing one palm on the ground by my shoulder, Lincoln held out his other one and shot a stream of fire across the clearing, engulfing the rotter before it got any closer. The heat from the fire singed the ends of my hair, but I didn’t care. That was hot. Pun definitely intended.

      Dropping his hand, he collapsed on top of me, our breathing ragged.

      “You’re getting the hang of this.” I smiled. We were both messed up human beings, but I had no regrets.

      Once he regained control of his body, he lifted his head and looked at me. We remained lying there, staring at each other with post-orgasmic bliss in the middle of our massacre.
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      We walked to the cabin hand in hand, the jugs filled with water weighing down our backpacks. After washing up in the river, we’d filled the jugs and began to make our way back. We’d barely talked about what had happened with his fire power, but one thing was for sure—we were going to have to tell the others soon. For all we knew, they could be experiencing something similar.

      Our pace slowed as the cabin came into view. We knew we were going to have to face the others, but we didn’t know how and we weren’t quite ready yet.

      My thoughts flicked back to what Lincoln had said about the others having feelings for me. I finally accepted that I cared about them too, and had no idea how fast things were going to change. We probably should’ve talked about what to tell them while we were on our way back, but we were busy just enjoying each other’s company. It was nice with just the two of us.

      Maura charged Mateo with a sword and he tossed her to the ground like used coffee grounds. The girl had perseverance and I had to admire that.

      Jonah was the first to notice us, ever observant as he was. He looked at our hands before they broke apart, and then our faces. The look in his eyes showed that he picked up that something was different. I signed later to him, we’d go into it with everyone soon enough.

      We reached the group and Adam came over to detach the jugs from our packs and helped carry them up to the porch. Setting them down, he turned to face us. “We were trying to decide how long to wait before sending out a search party.” His eyes looked above mine, noticing my messed-up hair, and narrowed in concern. “Glad to see you both back. Did everything go smoothly?”

      I gave a small smile, deciding to keep the answer vague because I didn’t know what exactly I was answering at the moment. “Enough.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “That’s not exactly the kind of answer I had hoped for. And,” he sniffed the air, “is that smoke I smell?” His eyes pierced mine with concern. “Why do you smell like smoke?”

      “It’s a long story.” I gave him a small smile, feeling guilty for keeping secrets, but we had something more important to get out first. “We’ll tell all of you together.”

      He gave a nod and stepped forward, grabbing an arm and inspecting it.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Checking for injuries. I don’t know how long I’ll have to wait for an answer, so the least I can do right now is see if you’re hurt.”

      I couldn’t help the small laugh that started to bubble up from within me. He would very soon know why that may not be an issue anymore. If I really had developed some weird long-term healing ability, then my injuries should be the least of their worries. Which was funny to think about, since me getting injured is what banded us together in the first place.

      Shaking my arm out of his grasp, I responded, “I’m okay, I promise, I have no injuries on me. All good.” I rubbed my hands together. “Now, let’s get back down there. I want to see how Maura is faring against Mateo.”

      Adam chuckled. “She is a persistent one, I’ll give her that. It’s been fun to watch.”

      They followed me back outside without Lincoln saying a word. He was really bothered by all of this. I joined Jonah at his side, catching his attention, and then bumping his shoulder with mine to garner a smile from him. I didn’t get to see his smile all that often, which was a shame since it was so adorable with those dimples of his. Puppy’s nose nuzzled into my hand, greeting me, before running her nose up and down my legs, and my cheeks flushed as I realized what she might be smelling. I tried to shoo her away before anyone else noticed, trying to make it as inconspicuous as possible.

      Maura threw one final jab at Mateo, which he dodged effortlessly, and fell to her knees in defeat. “You are good,” she panted. “I call it a day.”

      “Let’s go inside and rest,” I suggested.

      Once everyone was piled inside and seated comfortably, passing around a bag of snacks and bottles of water, I cleared my throat to get their attention. “So,” I started, “we have something to share with you.” All eyes were on me. “Has anyone noticed anything… different, about themselves?”

      Silence.

      “No? Just Lincoln and I?”

      “What do you mean by ‘different?’” Adam asked for clarification, while Mateo glared at me, Jonah eyed me with his full attention, and Lincoln sat in silence. Maura continued to look on, still exhausted from her day of training.

      “Different, as in, well, different. Something you can do now that you couldn’t do before.”

      Silence. I swear I could hear the crickets chirping all the way in Timbuktu.

      “Take me, for example. I seem to be able to do, um, accelerated healing. Remember my sprained ankle? Yeah, that was healing slowly, but then there was the question of if I was infected? I didn’t think I’d been bitten or scratched, and I have no idea if there’s any correlation, but ever since then, I could heal.”

      The rage emanating from Mateo’s corner was almost tangible. “You said you weren’t bitten or scratched.”

      “I told you that I wasn’t sure. I said that I didn’t think I was, but I couldn’t guarantee it.” I shot back at him. “I’m sorry for putting you all at risk, but you wouldn’t let me leave. So, don’t make me feel worse than I already did or do.

      “Now, the point I’m trying to get to is I have this weird healing ability. That day we were attacked by scavers, I was in the bathroom noticing how everything on me seemed to have been healed, or healing. Then yesterday, when Maura got me with the stick, it drew blood and should have bruised. I lifted my shirt to check it out and actually watched the wound close up, leaving no trace that anything had even happened in the first place. I could even show you if you want, visuals tend to help. This is wild, you guys. Watch this.”

      I reached to pull a dagger from my pocket and was stopped by Adam’s hand. “No, not now.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand what’s going on, but you’re not stabbing yourself. I don’t care if you heal, I’m not going to stand here and watch you stab yourself.” His voice was firm and left no room for argument, so I relented and put the blade away.

      “Are you sure you’re not just a fast healer? This is… unbelievable,” Mateo chimed in, from where he was leaning up against the wall with crossed arms and his ever-present scowl.

      “Well, I would prove it to you, but—” I was interrupted by Jonah’s clapping.

      Nobody is stabbing anyone. Jonah’s gaze was turned on me, full of concern.

      “Can we just move on and come back to that? There’s more to tell you guys. About Lincoln.”

      “Fine,” Adam capitulated, “what’s going on with Lincoln? Does he heal too?”

      All heads turned toward Lincoln—except for Mateo’s, who kept his eyes locked on me, waves of rage still rolling off of him—to see him still staring at the floor. He was such a strong man, but he carried so much guilt.

      “No,” Lincoln answered, “I don’t heal.” He took a deep breath and looked up. His coffee-colored eyes found mine and I gave him a nod of encouragement. “I create fire. I’m the reason the fire station burst into flames and we barely made it out alive.”

      Everyone was silent. So silent, that not even the wind was howling.
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      I kicked the charred body of the washed up rotters. They’d been decapitated and set on fire, which was probably the best assurance that they’d be dead for good. Spotting the severed heads a few feet away, I waltzed over to them and bent down to get a closer look without having to touch the nasty things.

      These all looked like fully-grown males, from what I was able to observe of them. Both relief and frustration ran over me. It had been months since the outbreak and I still hadn’t been able to find the girl. She was the only one who could put an end to all this. I thought I was doing her a favor when I took her from their clutches. I thought I was doing the whole world a favor, preventing her from doing what she was designed to do. Little did I know that the world would be even more fucked over without her. I was kicking myself for not keeping better tabs on her.

      I stood upright again and turned around, heading out and following the river upstream until I reached the scene of some more decapitated and charred rotters.

      Scanning the area, I noticed the pile of sticks and leaves. It looked like someone tried to make a fire. Kneeling down to place my hand on the pile, I noted that it felt cold, so there was no sign that there had been a fire here.

      If the rotters weren’t burned from an actual fire, then what was it…

      I scrambled back to my feet and looked wildly around. She had to be around here somewhere.
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      The looks of shock on everyone’s faces belied how well I thought this would go. I mean, I certainly didn’t expect it to be all sunshine and rainbows, but I didn’t expect the deafening silence that greeted us.

      Nobody seemed to know what to say, and I couldn’t decide if that was better or worse than the rage still coming from Mateo. He was pissed that we kept this from him, understandably so.

      “Do you think this has anything to do with the Void Virus?” Maura voiced what was most likely the same thought going through everyone else’s head. It sure had been going through mine.

      “So this might be, what, some kind of freaky magic thing rather than the end of the world like we had thought?” Adam rubbed the palm of his hand against his temple, trying to make sense of everything.

      How did L get his fire power? Jonah signed.

      “We’re a little fuzzy on that. His first use was when we were attacked by the scavers, but we believe that event triggered it. So it could have been dormant up until then, but he couldn’t recall a time where he could have possibly been bit or scratched. All we know is that right before the scavers’ invasion, I touched his face and we felt this sort of static electricity thing. It could have nothing to do with any of this, and it could have everything to do with all of this. We really don’t know, you guys, it’s so confusing right now.” This was all beginning to give me a headache.

      “We didn’t tell you the full truth when we went to collect water earlier. The reason we were gone for so long, is because we went out there to test Lincoln’s fire ability.” Heads snapped up to catch my every word. “I stayed next to the water in case something went wrong, but he spent a good chunk of time sitting there trying to set random things on fire—twigs, leaves, etc. It wasn’t until the rotters came along and one grabbed me that he was able to produce fire.”

      “And what happened when he produced this fire?” Mateo asked.

      “The entire body of the rotter erupted in flames. A tower of flaming death.”

      “Did that kill it? The same as decapitating would?” Adam questioned.

      “Yup. They were kaput. Plus, a little decapitation just to make sure,” I answered helpfully.

      “How many times?”

      “Twice,” Lincoln supplied. I looked over at him, but he didn’t look like he was going to elaborate.

      Adam tossed his apple up in the air, catching it with one hand and repeating the motion, lost in thought. “I would normally say this is all too much to comprehend, but with the way the world is now, it shouldn’t surprise me. In fact, I’m pleased that Skittle has this strange healing ability. It makes for one less thing to worry about.” The apple landed in his hand and he tossed it back into the air. “Since that’s all the information anyone knows, all we can do is speculate. Come up with some theories. See what happens in time. Every day is an adventure, so we’ll see what tomorrow brings and wait for any new developments.” He caught the apple once again and took a bite out of it. “Now, who’s up for a game of Uno?”

      It wasn’t long before Mateo was raging. I was kicking ass and taking cards, and taunting him relentlessly. I was doubled over in laughter when he threw his cards down and stormed over to the fire. Taunting him was fun and I was feeling so feisty, I was rolling in tears. He threw me a glare before plopping his ass down and taking out his knife-sharpening tool. If he ever lost it, I didn’t know what he would do. Sharpening knives seemed to be his main I’m-pissed-off activity.

      The sun began to dip below the horizon and yawns were getting the best of us. Mateo had moved on to sharpening Jonah’s knife now and looked like he might stay up for a while, but the rest of us were ready for sleep.

      Lincoln padded down into his own bed of blankets and looked over at me. I walked over and crawled underneath the covers, and cuddled between his arm and his body. Within minutes I was drifting off to sleep surrounded by his natural campfire scent.
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      “What the fuck, Trouble.”

      My head snapped toward Mateo at his sudden outburst. I sat in my spot, unmoving, and waited for an explanation.

      When I didn’t respond, he merely held up his hands and looked at me. “What the hell is this?” The objects in question were two tins. I knew their content was tea, one was tea bags and the other was tea leaves, with two reusable bags that I had managed to scavenge.

      I blinked and answered, “It’s tea.”

      “Why?”

      I shrugged, and he continued to glare at me.

      “I thought you were a coffee drinker.”

      “I am.”

      “Then why do you have this atrocity?”

      Was he seriously dissing on tea? Big, tough guy strongly hating on tea? That was adorable. A grin crawled across my face as an idea formed. Turning down the corners of my mouth and twitching my bottom lip, I responded. “What’s wrong with it? Why can’t I like tea too?” I sniffled once, remaining in character. “Tea club back in high school used to be my favorite time of the week. The one time no one,” I looked back up at him, “judged me.”

      I caught Maura out of the corner of my eye trying her hardest to hold in her laughter. She would be the one to know, of all people, that I was totally bullshitting him. I only drank tea when I absolutely couldn’t get any coffee. It was merely a caffeine backup, plus it was much easier to acquire nowadays than coffee.

      Mateo’s face dropped, falling hard for my act. His face was riddled with guilt, and I thrust out my bottom lip for the full effect. I bit the inside of my cheek to hold in the laughter. I didn’t know how much longer I’d be able to keep this up.

      “Um, yeah that’s, that’s cool. Tea is good too. I just meant, um...where’s the green shit?”

      “Green shit?”

      “Green tea, you know, that green tea healthy shit. That’s what you need to be drinking, the green stuff.” He set the two containers down and rushed outside, running away. As soon as the door closed, I bust out laughing with Maura.

      I scooted over to where he dropped the tins and picked them up. “Come on Maura, let’s drink some of that green tea healthy shit. Apparently that was an order.” We continued to laugh about it as we stoked the embers, brought the fire back to life, and began boiling some water. I added some extra water to the pot to use as ‘safe water.’ I grabbed a water bottle full of safe, boiled water, and started tossing it between my hands as I got lost in thought. No one other than Maura was ready to test it straight from the river. Although, if I really did gain this healing ability from contact with a rotter, then I’d probably volunteer to try it first. I took a good sip from the water bottle.

      “So, you and Mateo huh?”

      Those few, simple words shattered my train of thought and I sprayed all the water in my mouth all over Maura. She screamed and threw her arms up to shield herself, but it was too late, she was already drenched in backwash.

      “Um… what?” I couldn’t seem to form any other words. I wasn’t sure I’d even heard her correctly.

      “What was that for?” she screamed, still displeased with her unwelcomed shower. Ignoring my stunned expression, she ran off to find a towel to dry off with.

      Her question caught me off guard and I had no idea how to respond. Why did relationships in an apocalypse have to be so complicated?

      Aside from the tea fiasco, Mateo had barely even talked to me the last few days. The rage I could sense from him the other night, and a glare here and there, were the only indicators I had that told me he still knew I existed. If I was going to figure out feelings with him, we’d needed to have some kind of conversation at some point.

      Fuck, this world was already a shit hole enough as it was. Why’d it have to go and throw relationships into the mix, too? There were more important things at stake. Like figuring out these abilities, and surviving.

      I poured my tea and carried the porcelain mug to the door. Maura had been excited to continue her training today, and I wanted to get out there and get a front row seat. I may have also wanted to avoid any more of her questions at the moment, but that was beside the point. Or maybe it was the point, who the fuck knew.

      She didn’t bring it up again, so perhaps I successfully rerouted her train of thought. The key to avoidance was to cover the person in backwash.

      Pleased to see my old chair vacant, I plopped down and began to sip my tea on the front porch, all Southern-style. I’d been told once before about this ‘sun tea’ where you apparently set tea leaves or tea bags in a pitcher of water, and left it out on the porch all day steeping in the sun. I’d wanted to try it, but never did. Maybe one day I would.

      I rested the teacup in my lap and looked around for Mateo, wanting him to see me drinking the fucking tea. I snickered to myself and wondered if I would be able to convince him to start drinking tea too. Life was so much more amusing with these guys.

      The sound of the front door closing signaled Maura’s arrival and she strode out into the yard toward a waiting Jonah. Lincoln still hadn’t sparred against her, and now that everyone understood why, he was simply left out of the turn list. As if sensing my thoughts, he popped up by my side.

      “She’s got your fire.”

      My lip twitched at his words. “Is the pun intended?” I peered up to see a hint of humor in his face, which was a contrast to his heavily folded arms.

      “She was alone out there for all this time. Running, hiding, trying to survive. Now that she has you back in her life, her fierceness is shining through. The same fierceness that’s in you.”

      Before I could begin to form a response, the sounds of clanking drew our attention to the scene ahead. Jonah was using his sword and stance to usher Maura backward, and she was blocking every blow. I watched, practically on the edge of the seat a few minutes later when Maura got the upper hand and Jonah’s step faltered. He regained his balance and grabbed her wrist, using the momentum to spin her around and twist her arm behind her back. Her swords fell to the ground and victory was claimed.

      Jonah let her go and she swung her arms around to stretch out. After a few moments, she picked up her sword again and lifted it at the ready, aiming it toward Jonah and falling into an offensive stance. Before she could make a move, Puppy shot forward from her spot on the deck, barking as she sprinted. That’s when I noticed the rotters stumbling forward—no moaning, no groaning, and not making any noise as they stumbled along the ground to get to us. We were all caught off guard, all so focused on the sparring that we forgot to keep an eye on our surroundings.

      Tea splattered my legs as the cup crashed to the ground. Lincoln was in motion, already well off the porch to take care of the threat. I jumped to my feet and reached for the sheath in my waistband to pull out my dagger. Everyone had sprung into action so fast, hot on Puppy’s paws, that no one else noticed the second group emerging. Rotters were already closing in from the other direction and I ran at them, blade raised high, as I punched the tip into the head of the nearest one. Pulling the blade free, I pushed the rotter to the ground, lifeless, and turned to face another. I raised my hand to stab again when a long blade emerged from its face, and I turned slightly to see Maura panting hard with her hands still wrapped around the handle, her eyes wide with shock.

      “Maura…” I started, but no time to have a conversation. She tugged the sword out and nodded at me to finish off the next three. Cries of surprise had us spinning around to see that a larger group of rotters had emerged and half of them were in the process of charring. Lincoln remained frozen in his spot, staring at his hands. He soon snapped out of it and began looking around until his gaze met mine. His own eyes widened and he pointed behind me and the sudden tug of my hair reminded me that I still had rotters to take out. Maura screamed at me to start moving, and more fire shot from Lincoln’s pointed hand, engulfing the rotter behind me. I broke out of my trance and stepped back before slicing the heads off the last two.

      The severed heads hit the ground and I turned around to see Lincoln doing the same. He stumbled and began falling forward, but Adam caught him. His eyes closed and Adam had to bear his entire weight. Picking him up, Adam carried Lincoln inside the cabin. The rest of us followed close behind and piled into the living room.

      There was silence as everyone focused on the passed-out Lincoln, while Adam did his best to wake him up with shaking, light slapping, and water, but to no avail.

      He needs rest, Jonah signed. He threw out a lot of fire and must be exhausted. One of us should stay with him and watch him until he wakes up, but he seems to need some rest.

      “I’ll stay with him,” I volunteered.

      “I’m not going anywhere else right now anyways,” Adam agreed. “I’m staying with Skittle.”

      It was settled that we would all stay here with Lincoln for the time being. It wasn’t like we had many other options. I walked over and looked out the window to see the flames dying down. The fried rotters were lying on the ground, unmoving as they burnt to a crisp.

      I walked over to Lincoln’s prone form and knelt down on the floor beside him. Using my hand to push his hair back, I took a good look at his face. He looked so peaceful when he was sleeping.

      A tingling sensation began in my chest. It was very faint, and at first I didn’t know if it was even there. Then it began to spread down my arm and to the hand and fingers that were on Lincoln’s face. Not feeling the urge to pull away, I kept it there, watching my palm cradling his cheek, with building anticipation as I waited for something to happen.

      I was watching so intently that the deep, gasping breath that left his mouth took me by surprise and I nearly pulled away. The tingling sensation grew stronger and I continued to hold on until it faded and he opened his eyes.

      “What was that?” His eyes shot to me. “I think you just healed me.”

      I smiled. “Well, now we know that I can heal more than only myself.”

      Adam helped him into a sitting position and clapped him on the back. “How ya feeling?”

      Lincoln turned his head side to side, stretching and cracking his neck. “Better than before, actually. I feel more refreshed than I have been in a long time. Hell, even my leg isn’t hurting anymore.”

      I frowned at that. “Your leg has been bothering you?”

      “Yeah, nothing to really worry about. A little bit here and there. It’s why I’ve been sitting down more than usual. I’ve been trying to rest it, hoping that would do the trick since I didn’t think I’d ever be able to get this thing calibrated.” He lifted his pant leg and my frown deepened.

      “Linc, man, you should’ve said something.”

      “Like what?” He shot back, defensive. “What could any one of us have possibly done? We’ve been stuck inside this cabin and before that, we were stuck inside a fire station. We can’t even be outside anymore without getting overrun with rotters. There’s nowhere I could possibly go to have this fixed. It’s not like we could just hit up the nearest hospital and write my name on the waiting list. Even if we did get to a hospital, all the medications and supplies have been scavenged. So tell me, B, what could you have possibly done for me?”

      I looked him straight in the eye as I answered, “I could’ve tried to heal you, obviously. Find out the extent of this thing.”

      “We don’t know for sure what you could do. For all we knew, you could only heal yourself. None of us had any idea whether you could heal others too.”

      “So, what? You made the decision to keep the rest of us in the dark while you dealt with your pain? I don’t give a shit what you think you can handle on your own. You don’t always have to be the strongest all the time. You’ve got us. You’ve got me now. We take care of each other, like we have been this whole time.”

      “Don’t you go lecturing me about honesty. You haven’t exactly been upfront about your healing ability until very recently,” he exclaimed. “And don’t go giving the excuse that you’ve been busy. You’ve had plenty of time to come clean, just like I have. Don’t go acting all high and mighty when you’ve been doing the exact same thing.”

      “That’s different. I wasn’t in such physical pain that I could barely even stand, putting everyone else in jeopardy—”

      “The hell you weren’t, you put us all in jeopardy just as much as I did. The only difference is I can admit it.” There was so much anger behind his words that I couldn’t help what I did next. I picked up the sword and two daggers nearby, and ran out the door, slamming it behind me.
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      The burning rotters were smoldering down as I rushed past, placing the sword into the holster on my back with awkward accuracy. I had no idea where I was going, but I needed to get out. To burn off some of this pent-up energy and maybe find some rotters to fight. It was normally Mateo who I argued with, and I wasn’t expecting something like that with Lincoln. He was right though, I shouldn’t be one to talk about hiding things from the group. Hell, I’ve been hiding things my entire life, I shouldn’t expect everyone else to trust me with all of their personal issues.

      A rotter wandered into my path and I readied my daggers in each hand. Picking up my pace with each step, I raised one of the daggers higher and threw it. My eyes followed its movement as it sailed through the air before embedding itself in the center of its rib cage.

      I didn’t want a quick slice and dice; I was more interested in playing with my prey at the moment.

      The rotter stumbled forward and reached its arms toward me, not at all caring about the blade still jammed in its chest. I sidestepped the rotter as it stumbled past and grabbed a fistful of the long, black hair that trailed behind it. Twisting my hand to wrap the hair around it, I yanked, causing the rotter to fall backward in the process. The cracking of breaking bones sounded in the quiet daylight as the legs bent backward at the knees as it tried to twist away from my grasp.

      I knelt down on the ground beside it and turned my hand with the hair, twisting the head to face me. Getting my own face closer, I studied it. The dead, blue eyes stared right past me while the unhinged jaw opened and closed, wanting to get closer. The skin covering its face was all cracked and peeling off, showing some cheekbone beneath. The smell of its breath sent me gagging and cut my observation short. Raising the dagger in my other hand, I shoved it into the skull, watching as the corpse stilled and its miserable existence was ended once and for all.

      I pulled the first dagger out of its chest, along with the one in its skull, and I wiped them both on the rotter’s ragged clothing, before standing back up and continuing on my way. That helped, but I still had more of these fucking emotions to get out.

      I was more pissed off at myself than anything. My life had always been a mess and I wasn’t in any position to dictate someone else’s life. Self-guilt wasn’t going to lead me anywhere though, so I would simply remain pissed off until I somehow cooled down. So much energy was raging inside of me, far more than what should have been in this situation. I was aware I was probably being unreasonable, but I didn’t know how to bring myself down. Static rippled under my skin, tickling my wrist. I raised my hand to scratch it and noticed faint blue lines crackling across my hand and wrist, and I watched in awe as it rippled over my skin, aching to get out. I broke into a run, the excessive amount of energy building up fast. I ran as fast and as far as I could before it began to dissipate and my skin returned to normal.

      After running and berating myself for an indeterminable amount of time, I realized I hadn’t been paying any attention to where I was going, being so lost in my own internal turmoil and confusion. I had intended to only to go for a walk to cool down, not wander so far away. I reached a dirt path that appeared out of nowhere and would have been easily missed due to the overgrown weeds creeping across it. Curious, I decided to follow it.

      The path wound around for some time and it wasn’t until the sun was nearing the horizon that I reached the end of the path. It led to nothing, only stopped in the middle of nowhere. All I could see were countless trees and overgrown vegetation that winter had failed to kill off. Sighing, I leaned back against a tree and slid down until my butt was resting in the dirt. I’d walked nearly a full day away from my shelter and from the only people in my life who ever gave a damn. Now it was nearing nighttime and I had no shelter, no food, and no water. I was so damn stubborn that I put myself in this situation. I looked up at the tree above me and eyed the thick branches. Looked like I’d be sleeping up in a tree tonight, then I’d think about going back in the morning.

      A rustling of leaves to my left startled me and I jumped to my feet in a defensive stance. In one smooth motion I pulled the sword from my back and held it out in front of me at chest-level, ready to attack. “Who’s there?” I called out. Silence was my only answer, and my stance stiffened. If it was a rotter, then it would be continuing to move toward me. If it was a living person, then it would be unmoving, watching me, laying there in wait and ready to attack.

      I willed my legs to move forward, to unveil what was hidden and get this over with, but the fatigue from the day’s run kept them locked in place. “I said, who’s there?” I tried again with added confidence.

      A dark, ebony head popped out. “Don’t attack! It’s me.”

      “Maura, what are you doing here?” I asked, dumbfounded.

      “I followed you, of course. You can’t walk out on me, promise to return but don’t, and then when I finally find you again and you promise to stay, you run away from me. Again. You promised me, Blyss!” Tears began to run down her cheeks. “You promised that we would be together again and that it would stay that way!” Her voice continued to rise in anger and I dropped my arms at my side.

      “You’re right,” I whispered. “I’m sorry. I needed to get away and wasn’t thinking, and then lost track of where I was going.” I sheathed the sword and blew out a breath. “I don’t even know where we are now.” I held out a hand, motioning for her to take it. “Here, stay with me. I need a short rest and then we’ll head back.”

      She sniffled and walked toward me, taking my hand in hers. I wrapped her up into a hug and we stayed that way, until tiredness overcame us. We climbed the tree and rested on the thickest branches. A small nap would energize us for the long walk back.

      Perching my butt on a limb, I remembered something and reached into my back pocket, before pulling out the opened bag of skittles. I took two out and handed one to Maura. It wasn’t much, and too many would make us thirsty, but it was something. We ate our skittle as the sun dipped below the horizon and I thought back to the guy who’d given them to me, wondering what the others were up to right now. Regret was a horrible feeling.
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      Cries from my younger foster siblings filled my ears until they blocked out all other sounds. I struggled against my bonds to no avail, the rope chafing my wrists raw.

      I’d been tied to a pole down in the basement for an indeterminable amount of time. There were no windows, no light. I could feel water sliding up my legs and the puddle grew larger with every drop that fell from a leaking pipe. Up until now, when the screaming reached me, the steady dripping noise of every water drop was the only sound I could hear.

      When Mama G grabbed little Jakobe in another one of her rage episodes, I’d punched her in the jaw and freed him from her clutches. He ran and hid while I stood my ground to deal with the fallout. She overpowered me with a lamp to the head and dragged me down here. This was nothing new though. I’d spent many days and nights throughout the years tied to this very same pole in the dark and wet basement. Every year I grew stronger, every year I put up a little more of a fight, and every year she became more venomous. Until I got older and she tried new tactics, affecting me mentally to get a rise out of me rather than quite as much physical torment.

      This was the longest that she’d left me here. I would normally be freed long before she’d go on another attack.

      The cries from above grew to a crescendo and I struggled more. Even being weakened from lack of food and water, I would still find a way out of this hellhole. If she laid one finger on my siblings, I would break that finger and take her out before she knew what hit her.

      A faint burst of static wrapped around my wrists and my hands were pulled free, and the rope that once bound them fell to the floor beside me.

      I had one year left in this hell, and I was going to make sure it was no paradise for Mama G either.
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      At the sound of cracking wood, I was snapping awake and on full alert.

      I looked all around from my spot perched up in the tree to see nothing out of the ordinary, until I glanced down at the sound of crunching and saw a group of rotters surrounding the tree we were in. Maura was awake too and noticing the same thing. At least we had weapons this time. Between the two of us, we should be able to crawl one branch lower and jump over them to the ground. I had this sister-bonding thing in the bag. Running, killing, and struggling to survive—the trifecta of a strong relationship.

      Ensuring the blades were secured in their sheaths attached to my belt loops and on my back, I slid off my branch and onto the lower one with Maura close behind.

      I scooted back until my butt was up against the trunk, wrapped my arms and legs around the branch, and flipped so I was hanging upside down. Holding tight with my arms, I braced my feet against the trunk, pushed off with my toes to gain momentum and sailed back, up, and over the heads of the rotters, before landing on the ground and rolling to my feet. Quickly turning around once I regained my balance, I reached back and pulled the sword free and swung hard, severing another decayed head with every swing. Once I checked that the coast was clear, I wiped the gooey substance off the blade and onto the tattered jersey of the nearest rotter, and sheathed the blade.

      “Wow,” Maura said as she landed next to me. “Couldn’t save at least one for me, could you?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Come on, let’s get moving. See if there are any berries around here before we start the long walk back. That is, if any are growing yet this early in the spring.”

      I wanted to say that there hadn’t been any berries or anything on the path here, but I was too in my head during that time, and honestly couldn’t remember whether there had been or not. I also didn’t have a green thumb and had no idea when different foods ripened. It wouldn’t hurt to scout the area here first.

      Maura linked her arm with mine and we walked through the eerily silent woods. My mind wandered and I couldn’t help but wonder what was going on back at the cabin. Now that I thought about it, why did we even need to go back? The only one I really needed was right here on my arm. I’d been avoiding relationships most of my life, since they always ended poorly for me, so why did I need these guys? Sure, the guys were different from anyone I’d ever met, but they’d move on fairly quickly and might even be glad that I wouldn’t show back up. Then there was Puppy. The thought of running away and leaving her behind like I’d done to others on other occasions broke my heart. At the very least we could return, see what happens, and if we do end up leaving, then pack some supplies and head south. We would go back though. I was done running and leaving everyone else behind. It was about time I did something about that, whether they wanted me back or not.

      The early morning chill seeped through my clothes and I rubbed my hands together, trying to get warm. Thinking of how useful Lincoln would be with his fire right now nearly made me laugh. The memory of the last time he used it was still fresh in my mind, mingled with the hurt of how I’d left. I’d never been good with dealing with people.

      A faint noise caught our attention though, a sound that didn’t belong.

      I moved in front of Maura and walked slowly in the direction of the strange shuffling noises. Bending down, I pushed some low branches out of the way and saw what looked to be a structure. Some sort of building covered in so many vines, that the only give away that it was a structure was the large, rusted door.

      The strange sound seemed to be coming from the inside, as though something, or someone, was banging on the door, begging to be let out. The sound was a steady rhythm, slow and even counts in between each thump.

      Seeing no threat between us and the door, I pulled Maura along behind me as I made a run for it, covering the thirty-foot distance in almost record time.

      Our backs slammed against the solid surface beneath the vines with a little more force put into our landing than intended. The steady banging sound on the other side of the door next to us stopped, going completely silent. My pulse picked up in anticipation as we waited to see what happened next. The seconds stretched on and I reached out a hand for the handle, grasping it slowly and steadily.

      Before I could make a motion, rapid banging startled me and I jumped back, clutching a dagger in each hand. Whatever was on the other side of that door seemed very intent on getting out. Or getting us.

      “Hello?” I called out, wary. I was only greeted with more banging coupled with grunts.

      “What is that?” Maura voiced the question going through both of our minds. “Could that be a rotter? It’s moving a little fast, I wouldn’t think rotters could pound on a door like that.”

      I thought back to the day Jonah pulled me out of the river. The reason I’d gone into the river in the first place was because of a psycho rotter with crazy speed. If the same type was beyond that door, then this would only be the second time I’ve come across one like that.

      “Maura, come on, let’s go. We should leave.”

      “No, what if it’s a person and they’re trapped?”

      “I don’t think—”

      “You know what it’s like to be trapped in a world that turns a blind eye. A world where others find it easier to walk away and ignore the problem. I’m not going to be one of those people.” She pulled away from me and stepped toward the door. “We’ve got to at least see.”

      Before I could stop her, she twisted the handle and was opening the door. A decayed human, long ago infected, clad in an orange jumpsuit, stumbled out and landed hard on the ground. Before I could see what he would do next, a dagger was sticking through his skull and he was sprawled on the ground, unmoving.

      “See? I can handle it.” And with that, Maura disappeared through the door. This may actually be one of those instances where curiosity really did kill the cat. I followed my crazy sister into the creepy, abandoned building with a dagger braced in each hand.

      We left the door open behind us, since neither one of us was willing to chance getting locked inside a strange, unknown place. The morning light trickled in, illuminating a hallway. Broken glass and crumpled papers trailed into the dark. We went as far as the natural light would go before we were thrown into utter darkness. Still, my curiosity was piqued. I wasn’t ready to turn around. Holding both daggers in one hand, I braced my free hand against the wall and continued on. Maura must be curious as well, as she continued to follow without any complaints.

      We reached a break in the wall, an intersection in the hallway blocked by a swinging door. I turned my body slightly to the right and noticed, through the small window in the door, streams of light shining on the floor every several feet down the intersecting hall. I’d never been so grateful for a skylight before. I pushed my way through the door with Maura close behind. My hand searched out the wall again, wanting to feel the only piece of familiarity in this place.

      We slowly made our way down, our eyes on the light up ahead, stepping over broken objects littered along the floor. I gasped when the solid wall turned into cool, metal cylinders. I ran my hand along the cylinders that seemed to make up the rest of the hall. As we neared the light, an open door was illuminated, giving way to a room inside the wall. I peered through the bars to see an operating room. At least, that’s what the inside looked like with the hospital beds and all the surgical equipment. None of the operating rooms on TV ever had bars like this though.

      “Maura,” I whispered. “These are cages.”

      “Is this a jail?”

      “I don’t know what this place is, but something doesn’t feel right.”

      She appeared at my side, seeing the same thing I did. Being someone with unquenchable curiosity, she stepped around me and entered the room. “We could use these blankets. We could bring them back with us, it wouldn’t be difficult to carry a couple extra blankets and pillows. At least the pillows for sure, that’s something you don’t find a lot of.” She shoveled the single blanket and pillow into her arms and turned to leave the room when she froze in place. “Blyss,” was the last thing I heard before everything went black.
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        Lincoln

      

      

      Water sloshed around in the canister attached to my pack as I stumbled along the trail. It was my fault we were even in this mess. When B walked out that door yesterday all upset, it nearly tore me in two. I’d never meant to hurt her. Seeing her run away like that hurt me more than I was ready to admit. Yet I still let the asshole out, the one I’ve always managed to keep caged until now. We all had a monster hidden somewhere inside of us and mine scared her away.

      Nothing I said had been true. Every bit of it had been my own insecurities that I’d projected onto her because I couldn’t man up and deal with my shit. When she didn’t come back last night, we could only wait so long for her to return. We’d split into teams. Mateo and Adam paired up, Jonah and I went with Puppy, and Maura remained at the cabin. Although when we doubled back shortly after to grab Maura and have her join us and keep an eye on her, the cabin was empty. We should’ve known she wouldn’t stay put. Dammit. Now we had two to search for. Hopefully she’d find B and they’d be safe.

      We went out searching, with no luck. The only thing we came across were rotters and the random animals that have been running around, flourishing. Even Puppy had trouble following her scent. Whether it was because of our lack of hygiene, or there were too many rotter and other animal scents mixed in out here, I didn’t know, but Puppy wasn’t handling this too well. I must have really fucked up bad for B to run out and leave Puppy behind. I wouldn’t forgive myself if something happened to her.

      I had no doubt she could defend herself for one night, that girl was tougher than nails and the most stubborn one I’d ever come across. Granted, she had a lot of obstacles, but she always came out on top.

      Leaves crunched under my boots as I carried on. Neither of us had any intention of returning to the cabin without our girl and we’d stay out here searching for as long as it took.

      Puppy stopped and sniffed at a thorn bush, her nose invested in a specific spot. Crouching down, I peered at what she was sniffing. The faint moonlight streaming through the trees illuminated a red substance on some thorns. I reached out my hand and gently brushed at it—dried blood. If this belonged to B, then we were on the right track. My back stiffened. Blood meant she was injured. I waved a hand in the air, beckoning Jonah to come take a look. His face hardened when he saw what I did. There was just enough moonlight to make out his sign: Hurry. He jumped up and rushed away with Puppy in the lead. Cursing, I tied another slip of red fabric and continued after them.

      Every so often since we set out, I’d stop just long enough to tie a red scrap of fabric onto a branch, leaving a trail so we could find our way back. Or so the other guys could come after us if needed. Hell, I’d be surprised if they weren’t already on their way. Despite Mateo’s piss-ass attitude toward B, I knew he cared for her as much as I did, if not more.

      He acted like she was nothing but a thorn in his side, but the rest of us could tell that he enjoyed every moment of her challenging nature. B was the only girl I’d seen who had witnessed his bad attitude and stuck around. Except for the psycho bitch Conni that took out his eye, but she sure as hell didn’t stay. She was never going to come near him again if I had any say in it.

      We even had this talk the day at the fire station when B went outside to face rotters on her own. We’d confirmed that we all had feelings for her, even Mateo. He couldn’t deny it now. She’d stayed with us, and that was saying a lot.

      Well, for a while there she didn’t have much choice with her ankle, but when we ran from the burning fire station, she still stuck with us. I’d like to think it was for the same reasons we had for sticking around her. At least, she sure as hell knew how I felt about her.

      Puppy took off running and I cursed, having to move so much faster all of a sudden. My leg was doing much better now that it’d been healed some, but it still wasn’t one hundred percent. I caught up right as Puppy’s front paws were pushing against a massive tree trunk, her nose sniffing at every molecule it could get. Her back paws were standing on top of rotter carcasses and I took note of the severed heads that were beginning to become B’s trademark.

      Jonah pointed at a branch and I caught sight of what he was seeing—long strands of brown hair caught on the bark of the branch, swaying in the wind. This must be where she slept, he signed. Good, so we were on the right track.

      Nose back to the ground, Puppy led us away from the tree, following the trail. We’d better find them soon.
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        Blyss

      

      

      The pounding in my head increased the more awake I became. Soft hands held my face on either side and I found comfort from their familiar touch. A ringing in my ears made it difficult to make out the garbled words that I believed were aimed at me. Slowly, I peeled my eyes open. It was dim, the only light in the room trickled down from a skylight nearby.

      “Blyss!”

      “Ahh! What?” The ringing stopped and the words hit me at full force. My sister was yelling in my face and I threw my arms out to push her away before she burst an eardrum. “I’m here, chill out. What happened?”

      My body registered the cold concrete beneath me. I was on the floor, but had no idea how I got there.

      “That happened.” Maura pointed to a body a few feet away, laying on its back and unmoving. “A rotter, but it had freaking inhuman speed and strength. It rammed into you and you fell down, unconscious. I think you hit your head on the bars. I barely managed to take it out, I thought this would be the end. I’ve never seen anything like it.” Tears began to leak down her face, glistening in the pale light.

      A psycho rotter. I had seen something like it once before, one that had nearly caused me to drown. Could it be the same one? I scooted closer to get a better look. Long red hair, looked most likely to have been female. Not the one from the river. I began to breathe a sigh of relief but then stopped halfway through. This meant that there were more out there. That one was not the only rotter anomaly. How many more were there? Rapidly decreasing the human population even more?

      I wrapped my arms around Maura, pulling her into a tight hug, and we sat there. She was shaking in my arms, her sobs subsiding as I calmed her. I rubbed a hand up and down her back to soothe her, and her breath hitched as I hit a spot on her arm, and I stopped. “Maura?”

      She didn’t answer, so I pushed her back to look at her face. “Are you hurt?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      My eyes widened at her denial. “Please don’t tell me…”

      “No, it’s not that. It’s not what you’re thinking. I was thrown against the cell bars and my arm hurts from the impact. I promise, like I said, it’s nothing. Only a bruise, it’ll be good.”

      “Maybe I could—”

      “No,” she interrupted me. “I know you have some freaky healing thing, but I’m good.”

      “Are you afraid of me?”

      “Not of you, necessarily. Just of what you can do. You haven’t mastered it yet, and I don’t know what’ll happen.”

      “You mean aside from having a working arm again?” I challenged.

      She nodded. “Maybe later. I… Maybe wait until we know more about it.”

      “Okay. It’s not broken though, right?”

      “No, just bruised some.”

      “Can I see?” I lowered my voice, trying to express a sense of calmness. I was stubborn when it came to the safety of those I cared about and needed to make sure they were okay.

      She hesitated but relented, pulling one side of her jacket sleeve down to expose the tender flesh of her upper arm. I couldn’t see much in the dimness so I reached my fingers out to feel and she pulled back, moving the jacket back into place. “We should get moving.”

      We got to our feet and moved into the hallway to continue heading in the direction we were before. I knew we should probably get out of there instead of continuing on deeper into whatever this place was, but I couldn’t seem to turn around.

      It wasn’t much longer before we got to another intersection in the hallway, and this time we went left. I began sliding my hand along the wall again, feeling our way about. A few more feet down and my foot kicked something hard and it rolled away. I followed the sound and bent down to pick it up, feeling along its cylindrical form. I pressed in the rubber button at the end and a bright light illuminated our surroundings. A flashlight! How useful.

      My eyes followed the beam to see a series of rooms lining both sides of the hall, all enclosed with large glass windows that served as walls. Inside each of these rooms was one bed, one toilet, and one sink that were mostly overturned. Pieces of metal and broken porcelain coated each of the floors. Some rooms had opened doors or broken windows, and bits of flesh and blood were splattered across the floors and walls. What caught my attention the most, though, were the rooms with something in them. Or someone. I walked to the nearest glass cell and placed a hand against the glass before kneeling down. A man lay on the floor, his own hand pressed up against the glass door. His body was emaciated, his sunken eyes wide and begging to be let out. His chest remained still, his last breath having passed long before we got here. He was a human, no sign of infection on him that I could see.

      “Blyss.” I tore my eyes away from the man in front of me to turn to Maura. She was standing in front of another glass cell, with shock and terror etched across her face. I moved to stand by her to see what she was seeing. On the other side of the glass cell stood a rotter in an orange jumpsuit. Not another normal rotter though. He was moving around the room quickly and pounding on the glass. I suddenly became very grateful for this barrier between us.

      The rotter’s mouth opened in a silent scream—the glass cages must have been sound proofed. Its dead eyes looked right through us, knowing that someone was out here but unable to see.

      “What is this place? It has all of these cells and some of them have actual people inside, and some have rotters. This looks like another psycho rotter.”

      “I don’t know, Maura.”

      “When news of the Void Virus hit the TVs and radios, and everyone began scrambling about, I never once heard any mention of where it had originated from. Nobody seemed to know where it came from, it just popped up one day and the world was doomed.”

      I took her hand in mine, still standing side by side. “I don’t know, Maura. It could be.”

      The rotter’s pounding began to intensify. The glass wall started to shake until I could see the vibrations. I pulled Maura along behind me, heading farther down the corridor and away from the psycho rotter in case it managed to break out. If it had been locked away inside since the beginning of the outbreak and hadn’t broken out yet, I didn’t want to be the reason it suddenly gained the strength to do so. I didn’t want to find out just how hungry a rotter would be after so many months of not eating. Not that they ever seemed to be satiated anyways.

      We continued walking down the hall with the flashlight guiding our way, passing one cell after another. The interior of most of the cells were destroyed. Beds overturned and torn apart, some were flooded from damaged pipes, with broken porcelain strewn about.

      Some had dark red marks smeared around the floors and walls. There were rotting substances that I didn’t even want to begin to identify. No cell had more than one single occupant, which was either a dead human, most likely having starved to death after the building was abandoned, or the occasional rotter who turned its head in our direction as we passed, sensing our presence. The dead humans sickened me the most, and I didn’t want to meet the kind of people who would abandon the innocent.

      We moved quickly so we didn’t cause a disturbance, occasionally looking back behind us for any surprise danger.

      The building became a kaleidoscope of rooms and hallways that blended together, and it wasn’t long before we lost track of where we’d come from. We’d tried to backtrack, but then ended up in a new section that looked like all the others. It was a never-ending maze and we were regretting having ever stepped foot in this place. There was a good chance we’d meet the same fate as the previous occupants.

      Noises began to echo down each hallway, the horizontal columns of empty space making it impossible to decipher where they were coming from. I tried to identify them, to figure out if they were rotter or human, friend or foe. Then a loud crashing noise sounded, and I jumped before rushing into the nearest open door and securing it behind us.

      Taking a deep breath, I turned around to gauge our surroundings, and I froze. What lay in front of me was something I’d only seen in my dreams, in my nightmares of the past. Some nights when I was reliving my time with Mama G, appearing only when I was asleep, the scene would shift and I never knew why. Every time I’d woken up afterward, I’d never even given it a second thought.

      I stood there breathless, as though I’d been thrown under a steamroller, and looked at rows and rows of cribs. All of them were grey, with no sign of individuality. I knew, without looking, that each one had grey sheets, a grey blanket, and a small grey pillow inside.

      Just as I had done countless times in my dreams, I followed the path I subconsciously knew so well. I walked over to one toward the middle on the right, my eyes trained on the odd swirly symbol on the top, and peered inside.
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        Adam

      

      

      The cold air whipped my hair around my face, making it difficult to see, which was a bit of a nuisance. I really wanted to grab one of the red strips of fabric to tie around my head and keep my hair off my face, but I didn’t want to screw up our way back—if we even chose to go back after finding the others. That is, if Skittle wanted to come back. If she wasn’t going back to the cabin, then I was going to do everything I could to stick with her, and I knew the other guys would as well.

      We never should have separated. Even Maura went after her on her own, evident by the empty cabin we went back to before heading back out to search for both of them. We would always follow. We’d split up at times over the last few months for scavenging, but this wasn’t our normal scavenging mission. This was a rescue mission.

      I could have strangled Lincoln when he pushed Skittle away like he did. Too much time has passed since she’s been missing, and we’d expected her to return by now. The fact that she hadn’t was worrying.

      She was the toughest and most stubborn lady I’d ever met, but she was still human. Granted, she had some sort of healing ability, but that didn’t make her invincible. At least, I didn’t think it did. That had yet to be confirmed.

      Mateo picked up his pace at the sight of the next red scrap of fabric, and I pulled the two jackets tighter around me and moved my legs faster. I’d brought an extra jacket for Skittle, but if she’d been out here all this time without any other clothing than what she had, I’d give up both of them right away. Anything to keep her warm. I doubted she had any idea what she meant to us. To all of us. She was one of us now, and her disappearance was as unsettling as it would be if it were any one of the other guys.

      We emerged into a slight clearing, and the only thing visible was a large rusted door hanging open, showing an entrance into a structure covered in vines and other foliage. A scrap of red fabric was tied to the handle and we approached, peering in to find stark darkness where the light from outside ended.

      Silently praying that Lincoln and Jonah found our girl, we disappeared into the darkness.
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        Blyss

      

      

      “You expect me to believe you’ve been here before?” Maura shrieked. She thought I was losing my mind, and I didn’t blame her. This all sounded crazy to me too.

      “I don’t know, M. All I know is that I’ve dreamt of this place. At the very least, I’ve been here in my dreams.”

      “Why would you dream of a place you’ve never been before? A place you’ve never seen? You said this room looks exactly like it did in your dreams, how else would you explain that?”

      My hands pressed against my temples, trying to relieve the ache in my head from attempting to make sense of any of this. There were so many puzzle pieces and no clue how to make them fit. Standing here with no real lead wasn’t going to help anything. I needed a momentary distraction while my skull cooled down.

      Opening my eyes, I turned around to see what else was in the room. I spotted a desk near the door with cabinets lining the wall above, and walked over to it. Maybe there’d be something in there that gave some explanation.

      “I don’t know, M. I’d love to find out though, so help me look for some answers. There might be some clues around here.”

      “Um, Blyss?”

      “What?” I answered, still rummaging.

      “There’s… there were, um, things left behind in some of these cribs.”

      I turned around to see Maura peering inside of one. While I hadn’t felt the need to look inside all of them, apparently she’d been more curious. I walked over and peered inside. She was right. Some infants had apparently been left behind. The inside of this crib looked unlike that of the other cells we’d passed to get here. Small, mangled bodies filled some of the cribs, while most of them remained vacant. What the hell kind of place was this?

      We began opening the cabinet doors and the desk drawers, rifling through books and papers. The hallways and rooms we’d walked through had been filled with carnage, both of people and rotters, but also of countless broken objects and scattered papers. We hadn’t thought to stop and look at any of those items in particular though, we were more focused on the beings in every room we passed, and staying alert to any surprise rogue rotters. We’d already been caught off guard and if Maura hadn’t been there with me to take care of it, I was sure that I’d have been a goner.

      The desk was still immaculate, and nothing seemed out of place except for a thin layer of dust. It was an odd, stark contrast to the rest of the building that we’d seen so far.

      I pushed those thoughts aside since they weren’t at all helpful right now, and continued to scan the desk for any clues. A nameplate told me that a Dr. Hannity used this desk, now I needed to find out for what reason, since the name meant nothing to me.

      The drawers were filled with research papers and books on biology, stem cell research, and all sorts of other sciency things that I didn’t understand. Science was never my best subject in school.

      I opened another drawer to find it filled with labeled files and skimmed the tops, but none of the names called out to me in recognition.

      Taking a chance, I pulled out a random one from the middle and opened the folder. A picture of a dark skinned boy looked back at me and I focused on the words. The date at the top was the late 1900’s. He was subject 924 and was taken from his stroller behind an inattentive mother at roughly one year old, and then kept here until he was fourteen. There was a list of drugs he was given throughout those years, and notes on his reactions and vitals all throughout those thirteen years. The last experiment they performed on him turned him ‘savage’ and he had to be ‘taken care of.’

      I shut the file, closed my eyes, and groaned. This place had not only been abducting children, but experimenting on them too, and then incinerating them when the experiments failed? How fucked up was that?

      I opened my eyes and looked around. He had probably occupied one of these cribs at one point in time. The early 1900’s… how long had this place been operating under everyone’s noses, hidden in the woods under vines and overgrown foliage? Did they have any connection to the government, or were they sliding by incognito? All these crazy experiments they’d been doing for all these years… I begun to suspect even more that they may have had something to do with the Void Virus outbreak. And if that were so, then maybe there would be a way to reverse it.

      The sound of glass breaking had me jumping around to see a broken snow globe on the floor at Maura’s feet, its contents streaming out and pooling around it. “Oops, sorry!”

      I brought a hand to my chest, trying to catch my breath again. “It’s alright. At least it was your clumsiness and not another psycho rotter.”

      “Ha, ha.” Maura stuck her tongue out and turned her attention back to the cabinets. “Hey, water bottles!”

      “What?” That was random and unbelievably perfect. I ran over and we each downed a bottle of water. There were only two, but it was perfect.

      Turning my own attention back to the file drawer, I pulled out another file right before my ears were greeted with another crashing sound. “Maura, if you see something big, heavy, or breakable, leave it where it’s at.”

      “That wasn’t me.”

      “What—” Another crashing sound, and this time I pinpointed it to having come from outside the door and down the hall. A loud, angry grunt preceded the thump of something heavy being thrown against a solid surface.

      “Fuck, we’re not alone here.” I grabbed Maura and pulled her down to a crouching position with me and we slid underneath the desk.

      We waited, listening to the footsteps get closer to the room we were in. There were at least two sets of feet. Now that M could fight and wield a weapon, whoever they were didn’t stand a chance. We had the element of surprise on our side.

      The footsteps stopped right outside the opened door and I held my breath. I couldn’t see anyone there from where I was hidden, so I listened in wait. My hand hovered over the spot on my hip where I had a dagger. In my haste to hide, I’d left my sword on top of the desk, clear as day. If someone who had worked in this building were to stick their head inside the room, they’d see it for sure and know there was an intruder. Despite the few months I’ve spent practicing stealth and fighting, I was still sloppy.

      The door creaked, sending shivers down my spine and I waited on full alert.

      I pushed the negative thoughts from my mind and placed all my focus on my ears. Someone, or something, was sniffing right inside the door. Rotters would turn their noses toward their prey, but I’d never heard any of them sniff like that. This sniffing sound was more dog-like. Before I could take the observation any further, I was suddenly engulfed in a large body of fur, and a wet tongue was covering every inch of my exposed face and neck. I pushed the furry body away from my own to get a better look and let out a throaty cry of joy. My arms flew around my pup, pulling her close to my body as she struggled to pull away so that she could cover my face in slobber once again. It was a messy battle of hugs and saliva.

      “Well, well, well. What have we here?” The owner of the voice stopped in front of the desk and bent down, the pant legs riding up to reveal the familiar metal prosthetic, and I paused. Lincoln’s face appeared in front of my own, filled with relief.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, before I could even think of any other reasonable words. That seemed like a valid enough question though.

      He frowned at my less than grateful words. “Rescuing you, of course. Hey there, Maura.”

      “Hey.”

      The blood in my veins began to heat up. I didn’t need any rescuing. Despite the many times they had saved my ass recently, I was still perfectly capable of doing something on my own. “Let me rephrase the question. Why are you,” I pointed at him, “of all people, here? You made it clear how you think of me.”

      His face fell and I felt a pang of guilt in my chest, but I still needed an answer so I fixed a glare at him. I would have crossed my arms, too, but those were occupied at the moment.

      “B,” he started.

      “Don’t you ‘B,’ me.”

      He sighed. “I didn’t mean what I said, I promise. I was taking my own issues, my own insecurities, and projecting them on you. I promise you when I say it’s me, not you, I mean it. So you can come back.”

      “Are you really using the typical breakup line in an apology to get me to go back with you?”

      “Yeah, I am.” He smirked. “Is it working?”

      An awkward laugh escaped, echoing off the walls and filling the room. “I don’t know. But if you move out of the way, we could come out from under this desk and have a much more comfortable discussion.”

      His head disappeared with a nod and he stood halfway up, holding down a hand to each of us to help us out and up.

      Once we were free from the confined space and Puppy had let up so I could stand, I noticed another figure by the door and walked over to give Jonah a hug. He opened his arms and wrapped them around me as I snuggled up against his chest. I smiled when he placed a kiss to the top of my head before I pulled back. “So, is everyone here?” I voiced the question and signed it for Jonah’s sake.

      “No, just us two plus Puppy. The others are back at the cabin.”

      They won’t be waiting at the cottage for much longer, with how long we’ve all been gone. I’d be surprised if they didn’t follow shortly after, Jonah commented. What is this place?

      “Some kind of lab or something, I think.” I picked up the file I had dropped in my rush to take cover. “I only had time to look through one file before we heard you guys out in the hallway and hid.”

      “Yeah, about that, what the hell was up with all those rotters and dead humans in those cages? This place doesn’t strike me as a normal jail. We took care of a rotter out in the hall that was heading this way, so you’re welcome.”

      I ignored the unsolicited ‘welcome’ and continued on with what I was trying to say. “In this file is the life of a kid. He was a year old when he was taken right out from under his mother’s nose and kept here for thirteen years. There’s a whole list of all the drugs they’d given him, all the experiments performed on him, up until he ‘turned savage’ and they disposed of him in an incinerator. There’s something really wrong about this place. I have a horrible feeling.”

      “Could this be where the outbreak started? The first rotters reported were from this general region of the U.S. Do you think this is the place that started it? That these experiments could be what caused the virus?”

      “That was kind of my train of thought too. I was wanting to look through these files and see what all we could learn.”

      Lincoln hesitated. “If that’ll get you out of here sooner rather than later, I’ll try.”

      Jonah clapped his hands together. Let’s get to work.

      

      Jonah joined Maura in looking through the cabinets, while Lincoln helped me sort through the massive drawer filled with files. We each took a folder and looked over them, trying to find a correlation between all these ‘subjects’ and what happened to them.

      The next few folders we sifted through were of children who had been abducted at an early age. It angered me to see the kind of horrible treatment everyone went through in this place, only to be discarded like last week’s trash when they ‘expired.’ Not just the children they took, but the prisoners in the cells we’d passed to get here.

      This company had to have been working inconspicuously, because if the public had known what was going on here, there would have been riots.

      A growl of disapproval from my left had me turning to look at Lincoln. He was scowling down at his opened folder and I nudged his arm in distraction, worried it would literally catch fire if he stared at it much longer.

      He looked up at me, his expression remaining in the same look of disapproval, and placed the folder in my hands. A young girl, around four years old, looked up at me. Rather than the date abducted and estimated age that were featured the top of the older folders we’d looked at it, this one had a ‘date created.’ A full page described the process of how an embryo was brought to full term inside of a flask of liquid medium in an incubator. Near the end of gestation, they used a bioreactor.

      Not only was this place abducting children and experimenting on them, but they were also creating them. The only mention about how these embryos came about was a series of letters and numbers. I didn’t know enough about their scientific process to be able to figure it out right now, so I moved further down the page and through the folder.

      This particular ‘subject,’ as they seemed to refer to all of them whether they were abducted or created, was given the same drugs and tests as one of the more human children. At first it seemed as though they wanted to see how human the creations could be. Then it seemed as though they were after something entirely different. At least, this seemed to be the gist of it.

      “What would be the reason they would do all of this?” I asked absentmindedly to no one in particular. “What’s the point of all of this?” I motioned to the rest of the room and the building with my hand. “I know they were taking kids and creating kids, giving them drugs and running tests on them, but what was the point of all these experiments? What were they after?”

      “Creating kids?” Maura murmured in confirmation.

      “In shit like tubes and jars. Probably in another room of the building we hadn’t been in yet. Who knows how much of the building we actually covered already. But this, all of this, it’s so inhumane.”

      I grabbed another folder as if it might hold all the answers, or else maybe an, “lol, jk, April Fools!” but its contents weren’t any better. The face that greeted me upon opening the cover was familiar. I’d seen this face, only hours ago. The only difference was these eyes still had life in them. “M, this is the first guy we saw in here. The dead human inside that one glass cell.”

      She walked up behind me and peered over my shoulder at the picture before commenting. “Says here he was taken at age fourteen, only seven years ago. Looks like none of the tests were successful. Whatever they were doing, it failed and he was left behind.”

      I handed her the file and rubbed at my temples again. None of this was making sense. None of the puzzle pieces were fitting together. It was like there were thousands of puzzle pieces and we were missing a few. There was something in all of this stuff, all of these files, but I couldn’t piece together what it was, what I was missing. I stared at the rows of cribs as the vivid scenes from my supposed dreams played through my mind, but without any real substance.

      “Guys.” I grabbed the attention of Lincoln and Jonah. “There’s something else. The reason we’re even going through all these files in the first place is because when I saw this room, I recognized it.”

      Lincoln’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion and Jonah signed, What do you mean?

      Sighing, I explained, “I’ve been having these dreams. Not every time I slept, but they started getting more frequent. They occur about every other night now. At first they were only memories from growing up, most of them ones that I’d tried to forget. Sometimes they’d morph into other memories. There were times when the dream would shift and I would be standing in a room full of monochrome cribs, with a baby in each and a lady that tended to them. Either I’ve been having visions of the past, premonitions of the future, or, I don’t know, astral projecting or something.”

      Silence filled the air as we took some time to process that information, theories flitting through our minds with nothing to really latch on to. After a few moments, shuffling sounded from behind us and I turned to see that Jonah had resumed his search. Taking his lead, the rest of us continued our quest for answers and Maura turned back to the overhead cabinets, while Lincoln pulled out another folder. I didn’t have time to reach for another folder myself before Jonah was rushing over to me with a book.

      I glanced down, expecting to find another science book, but this one stood out. It was all black with strange symbols on the cover that I’d never seen before. Curious, I reached out and took it in my hands, flipping to the table of contents and skimming down. I flipped through the pages next. “This seems to be a book on the evolution of magic.”

      “That’s a strange thing to have in a science lab,” Lincoln noted. “Light bedtime reading? Story time for the kids?”

      “Is that supposed to be a joke?” I laughed, grateful for the light humor, whether it was intended that way or not.

      “Maybe.”

      “Is there any relation, that you can see, between this magic book and the files?” Maura got us back on track.

      “I have no idea. I have no idea about any of this stuff. I’m so lost and confused, this is making my head hurt.” I rubbed the heels of my palms into my temples now, the pressure in my skull wasn’t letting up.

      “B, you doing okay?”

      “Yeah, just a headache. Probably from information overload. Or getting knocked out from the psycho rotter earlier, I don’t know.” I sighed and picked out the next random folder from the file drawer and opened it. This time, the face staring back at me made me freeze. My blood ran cold, and the seconds increased in between each heartbeat as the world around me skidded to a halt. What blood was left in my head pounded in my ears. Someone called my name from far away, but I couldn’t hear them, couldn’t focus on anything other than the face staring back at me. The face I’d seen a picture of multiple times before, taken from the day I’d entered the orphanage with no memories of where I’d come from, before I had learned to utter even a single word.

      The face in this file was my own.
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      “Blyss? Blyss, what’s going on?” The voices around me turned frantic, and I held the file close to my chest, urging it to not be real.

      “Talk to me, B. What are you seeing?”

      “Sis, come on.”

      “She was looking at that file, what’s in the file that’s got her like this?”

      Cold fingers wrapped around mine, but I held on tighter. “I don’t know, she won’t let me see.”

      “Snap out of it before I make you snap out of it.”

      Tap, tap, tap.

      “Don’t make me force it out of you.”

      Smack!

      Stunned, I held a hand up to my cheek. “The hell?” I glanced around to see that my sister was the guilty party here. “Did you just slap me, M?”

      “You were scaring us. You opened that folder and froze. Your face drained color faster than Mama G’s bad dye job. You had this look of terror in your eyes. You weren’t responding, so, yes. I slapped you.” She crossed her arms and looked at me with no hint of regret anywhere on her face. Teenagers. They turn fourteen and think they rule the world.

      I responded by thrusting the folder toward her face, showing her the picture. She grabbed it and looked at it closely, trying to figure out what made me go still. “Sis, what are you trying to show me?”

      I pointed at the picture. It was clear as day to me, why couldn’t she pick up on it as quickly?

      “Okay, you’re going to have to use your big girl words. I see you pointing at this picture, but I’m not seeing the same thing you are. Do you know this person? This baby?”

      I nodded. She’d never seen me, or pictures of me, at that age before, but surely the similarities were obvious.

      “Could this be the baby from your dreams, the one that you’ve seen in one of those cribs?”

      I nodded.

      “Is there something else you’re not telling us?”

      I nodded once again. I was hoping she wouldn’t make me say it, but it was beginning to look like I’d have to spell it out for them. For surviving in a postapocalyptic world, they were surprisingly unobservant.

      “M, you didn’t know me before you came to Mama G’s. You’ve never seen a picture of me that day that I was brought into the group home, have you?”

      I watched her face, scrunched up at first, morphing into one of understanding and utter terror. “This baby in the picture is… you?” She accompanied her words with sign language, remembering that Jonah was here too.

      I confirmed her question with one last nod. Silence engulfed us as everyone took in this new information. I looked around at the people in front of me. I’d briefly mentioned growing up as a foster kid, but none of them knew the whole story. Hell, apparently I didn’t even know the whole story. I braced myself for the comments and judgment that had made up most of my life, but they didn’t come. The expressions on their faces turned to that of pity rather than censure, and I wasn’t sure which one was worse.

      Life could be grand and it could be shit. I dealt with the cards I was handed, and that was that. After years of dreaming about how I came from a perfect family, fantasizing about being reunited with them some day—everything a lonely little foster girl could dream up—and then to find out that I was from this crazy lab instead… My world, even though lost in the past with all my other painful memories, came crashing down as the truth slapped me like a jellyfish in the ocean.

      “Uh… Sis…”

      I peered up through the fog in my brain to see Maura’s brow furrowed, looking down at the paper with my face on it.

      “What? Does it say where I was taken from?” I ask, as an ounce of hope ignited inside. Maybe I could still get my family, even after in this fucked up world was a family that still wanted me dearly.

      “Not exactly. It says… it says that you were grown here, created like the others.”

      The pressure in my head grew to an unbearable level, pounding against my skull and threatening to break free. I grasped my head between my hands and leaned forward, practically folding myself in half with my head between my knees. It was all I could do to not throw up all over the floor.

      A rough hand landed gently on my back, rubbing in soothing circles that weren’t having any effect on me, although I appreciated the gesture. “It’ll be alright. You’re one of us now, regardless of where you come from,” Lincoln said softly

      The sweet gesture wasn’t enough to make me feel any less like shit though. All my emotions, fears, regrets, and dead hopes began to bubble up into my chest. I began to heave and within moments, the barely-there contents of my stomach spilled out onto the floor. Gentle hands held back my hair, and the salty smell I’d begun to identity as Jonah washed over me, comforting me.

      A thin, red cloth appeared in front of my face and I took it, grateful for something to wipe my mouth on.

      “Do either of you have any water to give her?”

      M’s voice was the last thing I heard before another wave of nauseousness hit me and I collapsed to the floor in pain and darkness.
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      Groaning, I lifted a hand to my head. The pain was receding, but the little gnomes with jackhammers had already done their damage.

      The coolness of the concrete felt good against my skin, and I braced my other palm against the floor to push myself up and into a sitting position. The silence was confusing. Where were the others? They’d seemed to have been pretty worried about me before I passed out. Assuming I had passed out, which I figured was a pretty good bet.

      I opened my eyes then shut them again instantly against the blinding, bright light. Strange, I didn’t think the power was working in this place, we had to find our way through with windows and a flashlight.

      After another minute, I opened them again, squinting slightly to adjust. It appeared to be so bright and completely white, a stark contrast from the monochrome room we were just in. Had they moved me? It surprised me that they would move me, and then all leave, even Puppy. Not that I expected anyone to baby me, but with how much they chased me to this point, I didn’t think a little vomit would scare them away so quickly.

      Echoing footsteps sounded out and I turned my head toward the newcomer, to find a face I’d never seen before.

      “Good afternoon, 662. Glad to see you are well.” The male greeted me with a confident voice, not at all concerned about the kind of state I was in.

      Finally sitting upright, I eyed the man walking toward me, hands in his pockets as though he was confident there wasn’t any threat around. He was roughly my height, average build, with sandy hair combed neatly into place. How anyone could have hair that perfect in a world so disastrous was beyond me.

      His eyes raked over me. Not in a seductive way, more of a predatory way. Like I was the only prey around and he was trying to gauge when to go in for the kill.

      “Who are you?” I finally managed to spurt out. My voice was raspy, my throat parched from not having enough water.

      “My name is Dr. Crane. It’s good to see you again, 662.”

      “Six siss… What did you call me?”

      “662. Or CN662 to be exact. You were creation number six hundred and sixty two. You were our prized gem, our key to the lock we’ve been trying to pick for centuries. You were going to grow up to do great things.” He got a gleam in his eye as though remembering a child’s first steps, before it was replaced with a scowl. “But then you were taken from us. Hidden away for seventeen years. We’d given up, accepted that you were long gone and we’d need to find another viable test subject. Then I was watching the monitors, the same as every other day, checking to see how the old building was doing against the rotter-ridden world, when my eyes saw something that couldn’t possibly be true. I’d thought for sure they must be deceiving me.”

      “Monitors? The building has power?” I questioned.

      “Only the cameras, for as long as the batteries last. But I kept watching and finally accepted the unbelievable, you were back. We could’ve never thought that after seventeen years of endless searching, you would come waltzing right on back in here to those who gave you life.”

      Oh no, this wasn’t sounding too good. I’d thought this place had been deserted, abandoned. I certainly hadn’t entertained the thought that there could still be people here running this place.

      “How can you be so sure?” I questioned. “If I’ve been missing for seventeen years, that would make me around two years old when I left here. I sure don’t look two years old anymore.”

      He reached a hand out and I pulled away, but not fast enough. With a tap to my shoulder, he answered with a grim smile. “You have a birthmark there, correct?”

      The fuck was going on?

      “We branded all of our subjects. I like to call it a… creation mark.” The way his lips curled at the edges sent shivers down my spine.

      “I never had that mark before now though,” I countered.

      “No?” He paused and lines etched across his forehead in thought. “It may have disappeared when you did, since you didn’t have any of our testing solutions to keep it in place.” The lines receded from his forehead as he continued on, satisfied with his explanation. “That mark is a strange one. If it’s popped back up now, it could be mostly from what’s going on in the world. There must be magic floating in the air that it’s reacted to. And now, with you, I can get back on track to harness it.”

      “Where am I?” Bringing the subject around to something a little more useful, and away from my strange mark, I looked around, not finding any recognizable features. We were in a nearly warehouse-sized room, but there weren’t even any windows or a skylight. Shelves ran the length of one long side of the room and some large square objects were hidden under white cloths, scattered throughout the space. The fluorescent lights were working in here, so we must be separate from the parts of the building we’d traveled through.

      “You’re in a separate building, still connected to the main one. After the outbreak, thanks to someone’s carelessness,” hard lines crossed his face at the memory, “those of us who survived were forced to run and hide here. We have enough supplies to last us years, and enough research to practically start over as most of our subjects were destroyed, but we’re surviving.”

      “How’d I get here?”

      He crossed his hands in front of him, smiling at me as though I made him proud. The weirdo. “It’s a separate building with an underground tunnel. I never go out there without gas canisters, which knocked out your friends so I could more easily deal with you all. By the way, you passed the test with flying colors.”

      “What test?” I was so confused and he wasn’t giving me any of the answers that I really needed. And what team? I couldn’t see anyone else in here. Before I could press him any further, another headache spread, practically vibrating my skull. I was back on the floor within seconds, clawing at my hair. After an undetermined amount of time, the pain eased back and I blinked my vision into focus. The man was standing above me, grinning, with a little black object in one hand.

      “This test. Each of our creations were built with a… let’s call it a safety device. This handy little device produces waves to your brain, which results in the pain you just experienced. The higher the frequency, the greater the headache. It’s a good way to keep the subjects in line.”

      Fuck that hurt. I eyed the device, making a mental note to grab it when we escaped. First, I’d have to find the others. Those searing headaches that I was plagued with as a child made me wonder if it was all due to a simple press of that button.

      “It’s good practice to have a backup safety device for the safety device. So good news is, if something were to happen to this one, there’s still another.”

      Well shit. Still, need to grab this one. I’ll worry about the other one later.

      “When you disappeared, I drove all over, everywhere I could, with this,” he shook the little device to punctuate his point, “trying to find the young girl who would react to it.”

      Well, that answered my unspoken question. I brushed my hand inconspicuously over my pockets, but the familiar bulge of my blade was gone. Fucker took my weapons, leaving me unarmed. I needed to find another way to get away from this psycho. He wasn’t rotter, and he wasn’t scaver. He was merely insane.

      “But you were hidden well. So tell me, 662, where have you been all these years? What happened to the one who took you?”

      “Took me?” I asked. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

      “The one who stole you from your crib during a night shift change. Surely you weren’t thrown into the wilderness to fend for yourself at that age.” His eyes pierced into mine as he waited for an explanation I didn’t have.

      “I have no idea who you’re talking about. I grew up in and out of the foster system. I had no idea about any of this shit until today,” I spit out. Anger began to rise in my chest and I clamped it down. I needed to figure a way out of this mess and letting the rage cloud my vision was not the way to go at the moment. I’d wait and hear what else he had to say to me, get all the information I could to find my friends and get out of this nightmare.

      His disapproving scowl exhibited his unhappiness with my explanation. “Hmmm. So he really did leave you in the wilderness to fend for yourself. That’s surprising. We never did find him again, it was assumed you two were in hiding together.”

      “Where are my friends?” I blurted out, unable to wait any longer. They were my priority in this moment. Although to get to them, I’d need to get myself away from this guy.

      A smirk crossed his lips, causing my blood to run a degree cooler. “I thought you’d never ask.” He removed his other hand from his pocket, producing another small black device, and with a swish of his arm as though he were the host of some fucked-up game show, pressed the small round button.

      A rumbling filled the room and the large white cloths were lifted up by steel wires, revealing the same glass cages I’d passed during my trip through this nightmare. What I saw inside of them, though, sent panic shooting through me.

      There were four glass prisons, each on skids as though they had been moved, and with a cot, toilet, and sink. Each one was occupied by one of my guys and Maura, with a smaller one that contained only Puppy. It was the first one of that size I’d seen since entering this building, since all the others looked to be the same. I glanced at each of them in horror, and each one of their eyes reflected the same fear and horror right back at me.

      Lincoln’s fists opened and closed as though he were trying to keep his cool. Fire would not be good in his enclosed space and lighting himself on fire would not help any of us get out of this mess. I tried to project calmness to him, but I doubt it worked. He knew how fucked we all were. With each of them trapped in their exposed prisons, it was up to me to figure a way out of here for all of us. I needed to keep my cool, get this crazy guy to trust me enough to let his guard down for a moment.

      Erasing all emotions from my face, I turned back to the doctor. “What is it that you want from me?”

      “That, 662, is the best question you’ve asked all night.”
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      Stalling for time, I followed the doctor’s directions. He wouldn’t straight up answer exactly what he had in store for me, choosing to give me instructions instead. He said I needed to prove my compliance, or else I’d be met with another raging headache and my friends would be made to suffer. I didn’t ask how he intended to make them suffer, since I wanted to focus on concocting a plan to get them out of here as soon as possible, and the thought of their possible pain wouldn’t be of any help.

      He was careful not to show me his back, so he did at least have some brains. I looked forward to making sure I would see those smart brains of his spread out across the floor, painting the pretty concrete in red and flesh-colored tones.

      The clicker remained in his hand as he guided me out of the large warehouse-sized room and into another series of hallways. This hallway maze was much cleaner than the ones I’d stumbled through when we first arrived. The fluorescent lights lit up the off-white walls and tiled floors and the harsh smell of disinfectant filled my nose. Doors lined these halls rather than glass cages, and I itched to find out which one led outside. Or at the very least, back into the darkened building we were in before.

      Right. Left. Left. Right. Left. I tried to keep a mental tally of the turns we made so I could easily get back if I were to take care of the doctor out here.

      “Stop. Go in through the door on your left.”

      My hand wrapped around the brass knob and turned it, opening the door to reveal another room inside. This room had walls lined with both floor and overhead cabinets. Tables, not unlike the ones found in hospitals or a dentist office, were spread around the room. Tall trays on wheels piled with surgical tools stood beside each one. Papers were strewn everywhere in organized chaos.

      Movement in a far corner caught my eye and I glanced over to see another glass cage. How many of these did this place have? I stepped forward to get a better look, and the body in the bed moved at my presence. It got to its feet, moved slowly as it dragged it’s decaying body forward. Strands of blonde hair floated to the floor with every step, and petite glasses rested on the small nose, an accessory no rotter would ever need.

      “What do you want with me in here? Surely it doesn’t have anything to do with… that.” I pointed at the rotter within the glass, with its jaws now opening and closing up against the wall as though it didn’t realize there was a barrier there. Its front tooth cracked against the glass and fell to the floor, blood and pus dripping down after it. I scrunched up my face in disgust, but I couldn’t seem to look away. It was like a train wreck, only more grotesquely mesmerizing.

      “Oh, my dear 662. It has everything to do with that.” Dr. Crane’s voice rolled over me and I turned to see him observing me with pride. It made my stomach churn as though it wanted to expel vomit again, but there was still nothing inside of it. I wanted to ask him for some water, but didn’t think I could trust anything he gave me.

      “Are you going to throw me in there?” Fear began to race through my body at the thought. I knew this guy was off his rocker, but that would still be insane. A level of crazy I hoped he hadn’t reached yet.

      “You can sit down for now.” He pulled out a chair from seemingly nowhere, and set it in front of the glass wall so I’d be sitting face-to-face with the rotter, with only a thin sheet of glass between us. I took a tentative step toward it before sitting down and facing the rotter.

      “I’m sure you have a lot of questions about what this place is and what it is we’ve been doing here.”

      Well yeah, I’ve been asking questions and getting nowhere. Give me some damn answers already. “Yes.”

      “This building,” he gestured all around before leaving my line of sight, “and the building you were in before this, is one of many. The overall company is called the Black Moon Corporation. Ring any bells?”

      I shook my head no and he carried on with his evil genius monologue. I could feel him pacing back and forth behind me.

      “Tell me, 662. Do you believe in magic?”

      The question caught me so off guard that I almost fell out of my chair. Out of everything else that had happened today, with stumbling into this place, all the cages, the dead caged humans and the rotters, and seeing my baby picture in a folder buried in a file drawer… a question about my beliefs in magic was certainly not on the list of things I expected to hear come out of his mouth.

      “I mean… like… what kind? Witches and cauldrons? Magic of the moment between two people? Spells and necromancy? Greek mythology?”

      He stopped his pacing somewhere behind me and to my left, letting out a small chuckle. “Necromancy is such an interesting topic, especially in this day and age. That’s a little advanced for right now, but maybe we can touch on it another day.”

      I didn’t want to think about how long he planned to keep me here. From what I’d gathered so far, I didn’t think he planned to ever let me go.

      “Magic. Not the kind with wands and cauldrons, but more like mastery of the elements. Commanding water, air, fire, earth, and the like.”

      I froze. Lincoln had developed fire power. Was it linked to this Black Moon Corporation? Hopefully, this crazy man didn’t notice my sudden, rigid posture. I pushed the thoughts away and focused on this moment.

      “We here at BMC believed that magic existed, hidden within the DNA of living things. In our early days, we started out with plants. Those tests didn’t last long and yielded no positive results, so we moved on to insects and small animals. As our thirst for knowledge and success grew, so did our subjects. It wasn’t until a scientist decided to run the tests on himself that we moved our research in that direction.

      “We found something small, leading us to believe that magic was hidden within human DNA, waiting to be set free. As you saw in some of the files you snooped through, we’ve been experimenting on people. Trying to find the right combination to unlock the magic.

      “Now, I know what you’re thinking: crazed scientist. That’s only partially true. He was on to something though. His tests didn’t accomplish what we were trying to, but the results were enough to make us search for others to experiment on. We started with the homeless, people nobody would notice if they went missing. We grabbed runaways, ones in healthier states than the decimated and disease-ridden homeless.

      “We didn’t stop there though. Our quest for knowledge continued to grow. We discovered that the younger the test subjects, the better we could sway the results. That wasn’t where we stopped either, and I supposed you can guess what came next.”

      “Me,” I supplied.

      “Almost. Procuring young kids only got us so far, we needed to run the tests on more. We took in scientists from stem cell research. We began harvesting embryos, and then creating embryos. We created fetuses. Going that route, we were able to perfect our tests on life before it even began. We went back to the very beginning.

      “Every time we started to get somewhere, we’d hit a dead end. Test subjects turned savage. Some died. Some turned into an empty shell. And then you came along. Creation Number 662. You showed promising results in everything, you were the most favorable, the light in the dark tunnel of research that we’d been in for decades. We were getting so close to unlocking the magic from your DNA. Once we were able to do that, we could harness its power. You were our key.” His face turned into a scowl at some memory.

      “Then you were taken from us. An assistant that we’d trusted, who we had thought wanted the same things as the collective, bypassed every security checkpoint and disappeared into the night, with you in tow. It was devastating to the progress we’d made. We were hindered a great deal and had to start over, especially since he destroyed the cryo tanks and your vials of blood in the departure.”

      He stood still in my peripheral, his anger from the memories running off of him in waves. Clearly he was upset by the setback this place received with my disappearance. I became suddenly grateful for the assistant who took me out of here. Despite the orphanage and Mama G’s house, I had a feeling that growing up in this place may have been worse. That was a realization I’d never expected to have.

      “So,” I started, trying to piece things together, “what happened with the outbreak?”

      His scowl deepened. “You’re looking at it. This rotter in front of you is what started this whole mess. You see, this is Dr. Hannity. She had the highest of confidence in herself. She thought she would be the one to create the next key, and didn’t like to waste her precious time on menial duties with the existing subjects she didn’t believe would yield any results.”

      He turned his scowl to the creature beyond the glass. “She was to check up on one of our subjects. That was always a two-person job—one doctor and one assistant. I was the assistant. I’d gotten held up with a previous task and was running only three minutes late. She was to meet me outside his cell before we were to enter. She decided to take matters into her own hands and walked in unassisted. This particular subject had a… surprising reaction to the drugs he’d previously been administered. He became the first rotter.”

      My mind tried to wrap around the excessive amount of information.

      “She wasn’t fast enough. He got her and busted through the glass wall, running around and infecting everyone he could before he freed himself into the outside world. From there, the Void Virus was born and it spread like wildfire. Rapidly infecting the human population. As far as we knew, everyone was becoming these new creatures. Rotters, as you call them.”

      I watched the rotter more closely as this new information proceeded to float around in my head. She was the second rotter. The reason for all of this. The reason the world had spiraled into chaos, and life as we knew it ceased to exist.

      My head was so overfilled with information that I couldn’t find my own thoughts.

      “Luckily we had a safe space if something were to go wrong and we needed to go into hiding. So, now those of us who survived have been hiding out in this building, scrambling through what research we could save in attempts to find a cure. Without you, though, we weren’t making any progress. It was one dead-end after another.

      “It’s only been a few months, but with the massive setback we faced after losing you and getting nowhere after seventeen years, then the outbreak and starting basically from scratch with only a handful of staff, we were quickly losing hope. But now that you’re here, we can fix this mess and do what this organization had originally set out to do. We can get back on track now that we have the key ingredient back in our grasp.”

      Something in his voice warned me to be on edge. I couldn’t pinpoint what it was, but I knew something wasn’t right. Not that anything about this whole situation was right in any way at all, but he had a touch of mad scientist about him, and not at all in a good way.

      “Now that I’ve spilled everything out to you, I would like for you to go lay down on one of the tables and we can get to work.”

      The fuck? Is he going to start experimenting on me right this second?

      “What, I don’t get a welcome bag first?” Smooth, Blyss. Insult the crazy scientist doctor man who most likely wants to harvest your organs. He didn’t look at all amused with my terrible sense of humor.

      “Table. Now.” He held up the small black button, threatening the worst headache on the planet if I didn’t comply. Reluctantly, I stood up from the seat and dragged my feet over to the farthest bed, trying to buy some time but unable to think of anything useful along the way.

      I hopped up on the bed and sat there, waiting. Dr. Crazy put his free hand on my shoulder and pushed me down so that I was lying on the bed. As soon as my back landed on the hard surface, a buzzing noise erupted and steel bands shot out and around me so that my arms, chest, and legs were pinned down, with no way to escape. Fuck, I was screwed.
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      The vials of my blood rattled and clinked together as Dr. Crazy carried them away. I couldn’t be sure how much time had passed since I’d walked into this room, but it was time to stop asking questions and start forming a plan.

      With his back turned and him focusing on something else, my eyes darted wildly around, looking for any point of weakness. I spotted one of the tall, rolling trays piled with surgical tools. If I was some kind of… elementalist, I should have some sort of power. If I could control the air, then I should be able to warp it to make the tray roll over to me, and I could use one of the tools to break free and escape.

      So I focused, harder than I ever had before. Harder than football players’ cocks during cheerleading tryouts.

      Nothing. Damn, okay so maybe I couldn’t do anything with air. If my only ability was healing, then I was sorely at a disadvantage.

      “So tell me, 662. Have you ever noticed anything odd about you?”

      I froze at the question. Looking over, I could see that his back was still turned and there was no sign that he’d noticed what I was trying to do. “What do you mean?” I threw a dose of innocence and confusion into my voice, hoping that would be enough to trick him.

      He seemed to be smarter than I gave him credit for though, so I had to remain cautious.

      “Anything odd, different. Something that made you think you were different from all the other children.”

      “Nope, nothing that I can think of.”

      “I sense that to be untrue.”

      “Well, aside from growing up in a group home and foster care, and all the bullshit that life brings with that, yeah I’d say I was pretty normal.” I always had a hard time keeping my sass in check and I really hoped it wouldn’t get me killed before I could even get off this damn table.

      “A subject with attitude, I like that. You’re going to be fun to keep around here. It’s been fairly quiet since the outbreak.” He waited patiently for a drop of blood to fall from the pipette in one hand to the little glass slide on the counter, carrying on a conversation with me without losing focus.

      I paused. “You mean, quiet with only a handful or so of you, right? You’d said that some of you had escaped into this building.”

      No answer.

      “Um, Doc, where is everyone else?”

      “Everyone else?” he parroted.

      “The other doctors and scientists, whoever they were that had run and hid here.”

      “They’re around.”

      For some reason, I didn’t buy it.

      “Maybe you’ll meet them soon enough.”

      He seemed to be avoiding something. For some reason, this was the one thing I couldn’t get a straight answer on. I decided to change tactics. “You said that the overall company here is the Black something or other—”

      “Black Moon Corporation.”

      “Right. So since that’s the overall company, are there, uh, smaller ones around? Other buildings like this filled with labs and experiments and such. Are there more out there?”

      “My dear,” he turned his head to the side so I could see a partial grin, “BMC is everywhere. All over the country. The continent. Every continent.”

      For a moment I forgot how to breathe. That couldn’t be good. This thing was larger than I’d expected. “How many are there? Where at, exactly? Is there a list somewhere? A map?”

      “You needn’t concern yourself with those trivial things. This one is the one that matters here.”

      Okay, so I wasn’t going to get any more answers regarding that. Time to change tactics again. “So, uh, Doc. Now that you have my blood, what’s next?”

      “My child, 662, don’t rush. This has been decades, even centuries, in the making. We want to make sure this is done right,” he answered from his spot at the counter, looking into some kind of a large microscope thing, as he focused on the little slide that had my drop of blood on it.

      “And what exactly is that? What is it that needs to be done right?” I tried to squirm, becoming more uncomfortable with every passing second.

      “Why, the revolution, of course. You’re going to bring mankind out of hiding. Restore the natural order. Get things back to how they were, so that we can proceed with Plan A.”

      “Which is?” I was getting increasingly uncomfortable with all the vague answers I was receiving.

      “Unlock the magic.”

      “Is this all a plan to take over the world? Are you trying to become some kind of evil warlock or something?”

      A grin, which was visible from his spot at the counter, pulled at the side of his face. “An evil warlock. Now that’s something I haven’t heard before. You’re funny.”

      Sad. The one time in my life that someone actually tells me I’m funny just had to be some crazed scientist trying to take over the world. I mean, yeah, the world was already fucked right now anyways, but he was going to take it to a whole new level.

      “You see, it’s not only unlocking the magic from DNA. No, it’s so much more than that. Especially since you weren’t born in a normal way. We manipulated everything about you. Your physical attributes, your voice, we even added in a belly button. You’re our most marvelous piece of work. We created you, we gave you life. And in doing so, we created what’s inside of you. I own you.” He turned his head slightly to the side, enough to see me in his peripheral. “You were rather close earlier with your question on mythology. You see—”

      “So, what, mythology is real? Magic is real, I get it, that’s all you’ve been going on about. You’re trying to play God here and you’re frustrated that it’s not going anywhere,” I concluded, tired of this shit and wanting something to happen already. I hated being stuck to this table, so vulnerable. “You’re creating people and trying to control them and the future. None of it is going to work the way you want it to.”

      This guy had seriously lost his marbles and I was going to help him find them by shoving them down his throat as soon as I could get free.

      “Ah, yes.” He clasped his hands together in triumph. With a grand smile on his face, he looked around, before spotting me in the same place he left me.

      He walked over and hit a button, and the buzzing noise told me that the steel bands were about to start moving. Why I had to be restrained to that extent only to have a little blood drawn baffled me, but I was grateful for the release.

      I rubbed my wrist with my other hand, trying to relieve the ache there from the bands being on so tight. Before I could even think, he wrapped a firm hand around my arm and pulled me back down to the floor. I barely had any time to regain my balance and prevent myself from face-planting on the floor before he was dragging me out the door.

      “We have much to accomplish, it’s best not to waste time dawdling.”

      “Who the fuck says words like ‘dawdling?’” Oh shit, I didn’t mean to say that out loud.

      A slap to my face had me reeling back. “Don’t speak out of turn.” My cheek stung as he continued to pull me down the hall. His mind was surely deteriorating and I was in trouble.

      We emerged back into the large warehouse-sized room and I could see my friends were all still in place. Jonah jumped off his cot and began signing furiously, asking if I was okay. I gave a hesitant nod, unable to sign back any useful words with the iron grip this guy had on my arm.

      I was thrown down to the floor as every bit of gentleness Dr. crazy once had disappeared. “Yes, see, now that I have vials of your blood, you’re not as useful to me as you were before. Sure, there is only one you at the moment. But before long, I’ll have many you’s. I’ll have an army of you’s. I’ll have succeeded in turning this world into what it was meant to be.”

      I glanced around at the glass cages to meet several pairs of frightened, confused, and angry eyes. None of them could hear what was being said out here. They were used as incentive to make me do what this crazy doctor wanted. And now that he got what he wanted from me, he could easily discard me without a moment’s hesitation.

      “Yes, I can see the fear and worry in your eyes, and rightfully so. I knew you wouldn’t do what needs to be done. The best chance I have is to start over. A new beginning. I no longer have a need for you. I’ll keep you around for a bit longer, but you’re no longer necessary.”

      Another searing headache tore through my skull once again, and I clenched my teeth together and clamped my hands to my head, squeezing the scalp, trying to stop the pain. Maura’s mouth opened as if she were screaming, but the sound went unheard. My vision went in and out while I fought to keep conscious. Every one of my nerve endings were on fire, but I wasn’t giving in. This fucker has taken so much already, and he wasn’t going to get any more. He wasn’t going to get the satisfaction of standing on a throne made from the blood of the innocent.

      “The higher I make the frequency, the worse your head hurts. I wonder what would happen if I were to turn it up to the maximum setting…” He trailed off as he got closer. The vast increase in pain told me the device was very near.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. I tried to fight, but this was too much, everyone had their limits. My head felt like it was splitting in two, the agonizing pressure building against my skull, threatening to break free. Every nerve within my body was crying out for relief. Right when I was ready to beg for the end, it stopped. The ringing in my ears continued and I opened my eyes, barely enough to peek out, to see Dr. Crazy laying on the floor with a knife sticking out of his shoulder.

      The floor underneath me thundered as though a dozen drummers were marching. Hands grabbed me and pulled me up until I was leaning against a hard chest. A hand brushed my hair back, soothing me.

      Blackness began to ebb away from my vision and I tried to peer up through my lashes to see what was going on, but the light was still too sharp on my corneas. A peppery scent reached my nose and I instantly calmed, feeling safe. I pushed my nose farther into the chest of the one holding me, wanting to be surrounded in the familiar scent. Each new breath I took helped calm me and kept the pain at bay.

      Deep pounding noises from farther away caught my attention. Now able to open my eyes again, I braced my head with my hand and looked out from my safe cocooned space to see Mateo throwing a chair at the glass cage containing Lincoln. The chair bounced off and landed on the floor with a thud, so Mateo began kicking at the wall next, to no avail.

      Groaning had me turning my attention to the floor. Dr. Crazy was coming to, and he began reaching a hand across his chest for the knife. With a grunt, he pulled it out in a quick motion with a plop. My squeak of surprise alerted Adam, who let me go with a quick kiss to the top of my head, and greeted the doctor with a boot to the face, and the knife clattered back to the floor. He picked up the knife in one swift motion and returned to me, resting my head on his chest once again.

      “Hey Mat.” I could feel the rumble of his chest as he called out for his friend. “Try this.” The knife sailed through the air and Mateo plucked it out of the air effortlessly, wrapping his hand around the hilt with impressive coordination.

      Mateo proceeded to use the knife to jimmy the lock, but it wouldn’t budge, so he slammed the pointed end into the glass repeatedly. “Looks like…” Grunt. “It needs…” Grunt. “A key card…”

      I looked around and pointed at the unconscious doctor on the floor. “His badge,” I squeaked out, my voice growing even raspier. Adam produced a small bottle and I reached for it, grateful to have some liquid.

      Mateo hurried over and snatched the badge up before jogging back over to Lincoln and scanning it. With a beep, a green light lit up the access panel and Lincoln ran out, straight for me, while Mateo worked on the others.

      “B, are you okay? Are you hurt?” He reached out a hand and hesitated by my cheek. The throbbing pain in my head had subsided. I lifted my head and closed the short distance, letting him touch me to know I was okay.

      “Device,” I squeaked out.

      “What?”

      “The little device. Dr. Crazy.” My face scrunched up as my brain tried to form sentences.

      “This thing?” Mateo held up the little black headache device and I nodded in affirmation. “How are you?” Concern laced his voice as he looked over my face.

      “I’m good.” I smiled. “I promise. Doing better now that you’re all here.” Mateo gave the badge to Lincoln so he could finish getting the others out, and then joined Adam and me. My world had been turned upside down and busted through with a chainsaw, but the part of my world that mattered was here with me, with everyone within my grasp.

      “What the fuck has been going on here? What’d we miss?” Mateo was fuming, but I sensed that his anger wasn’t aimed toward any of us in particular.

      A small laugh began to bubble up inside of me and grew bigger until Adam was the only reason I was still standing upright, holding me tightly in his arms. “Oh so, so much.” I continued to laugh until I was out of breath, then proceeded to laugh some more. Once I calmed down enough to stand unassisted, I looked around at the solemn, patient, and impatient faces around me. With a shrug, I provided the most complicatedly simple answer I could think of. “Well, for starters, I’m not human.” And with that, I turned away and began walking toward the door I had disappeared into before, needing a moment to myself to process.

      “Go help Lincoln, I’ve got her. Come follow us when they’re all free,” Mateo told Adam, and his shoes pounded on the concrete as he hurried to catch up.

      While we should get out of here as soon as possible, I couldn’t pass up the chance for some extra supplies. It was the least Dr. Crazy could do after the shit bomb he dropped. May as well do that after destroying those vials of blood.

      “What do you mean you’re not human?” Mateo grumbled alongside me.

      “Exactly what I said, I’m not human.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “Not really.”

      He grabbed my upper arm and pulled me to a stop. “I just spent the last day worried sick about you. When you didn’t return, we split up and searched. Coming after you was something I should have done the moment you walked out that door.” His breath hitched and he continued, “Lincoln and Jonah left red scraps of fabric behind on bushes and tree branches so you could find your way back. Adam and I followed those scraps of fabric to the door of some fucking building filled with cages of dead people and crazed rotters. No red fabric was left anywhere inside. We feared the worst and ran our asses ragged searching for you guys. Hall after hall, cage after cage. We spent hours running around here searching. Then we finally find you and they’re all locked up in cages while you’re on the floor and some crazy guy is—” His throat clenched up and he seemed unable to finish that train of thought.

      Guilt began to eat away at me. He’d saved my life, yet again, and I was still being an ass to him. Not that he didn’t deserve to be treated like an ass, it was kind of our thing, but I could at least thank him. Fuck, why was it every time I turned around, one of these guys were saving me? I was done being the damsel in fucking distress.

      “I’m sorry.” I gulped out the apology and was surprised I wasn’t choking on the words. I could be fucking stubborn sometimes and it was good that this wasn’t one of those times. “It’s been a really stressful time and there’s way too much to explain right now. Basically, I was created in this lab here. He even took my blood, it’s in some vials in another room down that hall.” I tilted my head in the direction I was referencing.

      He looked at me like I was insane. Which, I probably was, if I came from Dr. Crazy. “Seriously?”

      I nodded. He returned the nod and placed his hand on my lower back, guiding me down the halls. “Alright Trouble, let’s get moving. We’ll fix this.”

      “You got it, Mr. Grumpy Pants.” I didn’t miss the twitch at the corner of his mouth. He was trying not to smirk, and it made me smile.

      He opened the first door on the left and peered in, pulling me along behind him.

      “What about the others?” I asked, not wanting to be separated after everything we’d been through.

      “They know we’re over here. They’ll follow soon. They always do.”

      He followed me to the room I was recently in and I grabbed all the blood vials I could see. Turning on the water, I opened each one and washed them down the sink. Satisfied with my mission, I gave one last sad look at Dr. Hannity before turning around and heading back into the hallway in search of a supplies room. We found what we were looking for only a couple doors down.

      This room looked to be some sort of storage. There were shelves and boxes full of all sorts of things. There were gloves, needles, medications, wraps, and so much more than I could even begin to describe. A chill settled across my arms, the adrenaline leaving my body and reminding me how cold it was going to be outside. I rubbed my hands across my arms, trying to keep the blood circulating.

      Mateo slid the pack off his back and began stuffing gauzes and ointments and the like into it. He paused, pulled something out, and tossed the article of clothing at me. “Here. You’re going to want an extra layer.”

      “Aww, you brought me a hoodie?” I grinned and hurriedly stuffed myself into it, enjoying the warmth. I wrapped my arms around my chest and brought my sleeve-covered hands up to warm up my nose, breathing in the earthy scent in the process.

      “Adam has one for you too.” He returned to the shelf he left off at and continued grabbing and tossing items. Looking around, I grabbed a few useful ointments and stuffed them into my pockets.

      Once his pack was full, he turned around to see me still looking at him. He pulled out a dagger and started fiddling with it between the fingers of one hand.

      “Why don’t you like me?”

      The question took him by surprise and his knife fiddling faltered, nicking a knuckle. “What do you mean, why don’t I like you?”

      “Well, you’re always grumpy. Which, granted, I’ve decided that’s your natural emotion. But what I don’t understand, is you saved me and then kissed me, and still brought me back inside without making a million percent sure that I wasn’t bitten or scratched. Which seemed to be more than just carelessness on your part. You seemed to care about me, but then you went right back to hating me.”

      “I don’t hate you.”

      “Then what is it? Am I repulsive?”

      “No, y—”

      “Is it because I’m always a fucking damsel in distress? Because I’m working on that.”

      “Y—”

      “Because I’m not a normal human?”

      “N—”

      “Becau—”

      “Would you shut the fuck up for a moment and let me talk?”

      I snapped my mouth shut and looked at him, waiting to see what he had to say. Riling him up was fun sometimes, but my own worries kind of took over for a moment.

      “I’ve seen the way the others look at you. How you look back at them. Even if no one had a problem sharing, I still don’t have a chance with you. I’m the last thing you need in your life. I’m too broken, and I don’t mean just my eye.” He continued to fiddle with his knife, pressing a finger to the tip with a little extra force, not bothering to acknowledge the drop of blood now running down the knife.

      Well shit. It would take more time than we had at the moment to convince him that he was wrong. “It’s okay to be broken. All the best people are.”

      He looked up at me, his knife stalling in between his fingers. Shadows moved across his face as he studied me, trying to figure me out.

      I smiled at him, the biggest, most reassuring smile I could muster.

      “Now, I don’t know exactly what went on with you and those scavers, but you’re better than you think you are. I heard what that lady said to you at the fire station, and I’m sorry that happened to you. But don’t push me away because of it. Let me help you.”

      “I have some pretty big trust issues. She came to our camp one day and I immediately started to fall for her. That night she stabbed us in the back. Or should I say, in the eye.” He sighed. “That group, they call themselves The Roaches. They’re not a good group to get tangled up with, being one of the worst groups of scavers I’ve come across.”

      I walked up to him and placed a hand on the side of his face, less than an inch away from his eye patch. Rubbing my thumb along his cheekbone, I looked at him with reassurance, not pity. We’d get past this. All of us, with all of this.

      “I can’t give you anything normal.”

      A laugh bubbled up my throat at that. “We’re not normal people with normal people problems. We’re crazy. We’re unknown. We’re chaotic. And I love every fucking minute of it.” I closed the distance between us and planted my lips on his in one quick, searing kiss. Enough to let him know we weren’t done. This conversation wasn’t going to end here.

      I pulled back after a moment and looked at him, and his face was full of relief. The spark of joy in his eye warmed my chest.

      With a nod of understanding that we’d come back to this subject later, he pocketed his knife and walked out the door, toward the others who had begun to follow us. Puppy ran over with her tongue lolling out of her mouth and jumped up on me with her front paws on my shoulders. I laughed as she greeted me with her best slobbery kiss.

      “Bad news, guys,” Adam began as he walked toward us and his next words made my blood run cold. “The scientist guy is gone.”
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      “What do you mean he’s gone?” I began to panic. If he’d been telling the truth about having a backup device, then I was in trouble.

      “How could you let him escape?” Mateo roared, and I could almost see the fire in his eye. I was really glad I wasn’t on his bad side right now. The anger rolling off of him was so thick, I could almost taste it.

      “We were busy trying to get everyone out. The smaller cage with Puppy in it didn’t work with the badge so we needed to find another way,” Adam rushed to explain. “We didn’t even think he could sneak away like that with the wound you gave him. He was practically dead on the floor, last I saw.”

      Plaster crumbled to the ground as Mateo slammed his fist through the wall.

      Maura jumped back, but the other guys showed no sign of surprise. After all the time I’ve spent with them, it didn’t surprise me either. I laid a hand on his arm, letting him know it was okay and we would fix this.

      “Is it really that bad that he escaped, I mean, what were we going to do with him anyway? Were we going to kill him, take him hostage? Skittle is safe and that should be our priority right now.” Adam’s innocent question was met with glares from the others. He wasn’t here for the worst of it, for any of the crazed scientist’s monologues, so he didn’t know the extent of the danger he posed. None of them did.

      “I would’ve fucking killed him. Hell, that knife should’ve gone through his heart. He deserved so much worse than what he got, and now he’s going to get off scot-free.”

      He has this small device, Jonah began to explain. When he presses the button on it, Blyss feels agonizing pain. At first it started out as a headache. Then when he turned up the dial, the pain increased and she blacked out. The higher the frequency, the more agonizing pain she’s in. While you guys have the one that he used, he said he has a backup device. Him running loose out there with this device is a danger to her.

      Adam’s face fell at Jonah’s explanation, and understanding dawned on him. “Shit.”

      “Precisely.” Lincoln crossed his arms.

      Bringing them up to speed, I quickly rattled off what had happened.

      “Unlocking the magic within DNA…” Lincoln trailed off, lost in thought. I looked at him, understanding what he was thinking because I was wondering it too. Perhaps, without realizing it or understanding how, I was already accomplishing what I was created to do. I’d healed Lincoln back at the fire station before the scavers showed, and now he has fire hands. Puppy’s nose nuzzled into the palm of my hand, seeking attention.

      A heavy silence fell over the group as the others slowly came to the same realization. There was no point wasting time to ponder it right now, we had a mad scientist to find.

      “Did you look for him? Did you check all the doors, all the glass cages, any place that he could use for a quick hideaway?” I pushed past my tough guy and entered the giant room once again. My eyes skimmed around, looking for any sign of the doctor, but found nothing. I walked over to the small pool of blood still on the floor from where he’d lain, but saw no droplets that would lead me anywhere. Wherever he went, he made sure not to leave a trail. Smart man. Having brains made you dangerous.

      The screens high along the walls lit up and crackling filled the air as the speakers began to turn on. Every one of us spun around, all on high alert. Puppy growled behind me, sensing the shift in the atmosphere. A kaleidoscope of colors flashed across the screens, as though they hadn’t been used in so long, they forgot how to function.

      “Did you miss me?”

      The drawling voice, laced with a hint of evil, boomed through the speakers as a face popped up on all the screens, fading in and out. Dr. Crazy grinned a malicious smile down on us as we all faced different directions, waiting to confront a threat we could fight. Static covered the screen as the picture went in and out.

      “You’re fucking crazy,” I yelled, and felt the guys close in on me in a protective circle. Puppy growled at my side, sensing a threat but nothing to bite.

      “I tried to do things the easy way. Things would have been better if I’d had your cooperation, 662. Together we could have changed the world. Instead, you chose to defy me. To save your friends instead of the world.” His grin widened until he was showing every tooth he had. For someone who talked about being displeased that I wasn’t on his side, he seemed eerily cheerful. Like the killer in one of those psycho slasher movies.

      “You’re torturing and killing people, with no remorse. You don’t want to change the world for good, you want to change it for your own agenda. The only reason the world is fucked the way it is now is because of you. When will you learn to stop? This lab is doing more harm than good,” I shouted at him. There was no reason to walk on eggshells around him anymore, he had no humanity left in him. For all I knew, he never had any to begin with.

      The creepy grin on his face turned into a displeased sneer. “More harm than good? I’ll show you harm.”

      “You’ll never touch her again,” Lincoln threatened, as Jonah flipped off a screen to my left, almost making me chuckle in surprise at the vulgarness I never knew he was capable of.

      “Oh yeah? Or you’ll do what?” Dr. Crazy taunted. He was baiting us like cat and mouse, and we were falling for it. Right now he had the upper hand and we were frozen to the spot.

      “I’ll burn this building to the ground.”

      I turned to Lincoln, to silently warn him not to give away his secret. If this guy found out what he could do, he would be hunted by this place just as badly as I was.

      “I’d like to see you try.” The face on the screen stretched into a gruesome sight, the widening mouth along with his laugh, seemed so out of place. His shoulder shifted as though he were reaching for something.

      I clutched my head and keeled over in pain. It wasn’t nearly as bad as it was earlier when the doctor was right next to me, or even in the same room, but it was still enough to cripple me for a short time.

      Hands grabbed me and we rushed forward toward the door at the end of the large room. As soon as we reached it, several other doors opened and rotters in tattered white lab coats began to pile out. Some were slow, dragging their feet and tripping over one another, but others were fast and broke into a sprint in our direction.

      The night air felt cool against my face and helped ease the pain in my head as we burst through the doors and into the cool night. The hands around my arms pulled me harder, urging me to run faster.

      Blasts of heat and light lit up the night as streams of fire flew toward the approaching enemies.

      My feet tripped over the ground and I practically flew through the air, but the hands around me prevented me from face-planting in the mud. The farther we ran, the more the pain eased. We ran as fast as we could, severely outnumbered by the hundred or so rotters that were hot on our trail. A blur of orange appeared from the side and ran straight toward us. I screamed as it bounded right into Lincoln.

      

      
        
        To be continued...

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      My absolutely amazing betas who pushed me to be better: Katie Ziegler, Alyssa, Nicole Hall, Amanda Northam, Leanne Athey, Rebecca Jackson, Leann Ryans, Krystle McHarg, Hope Holz, M.W., and Wifey Bo.

      Special mention to Pink Tiger, Sugar Tits, and Memesturbator. They know why.

      

      My fb sister for being the great and inspirational person that she is. She’s an amazing human being who writes phenomenal words and I hope to someday be even half as good as her: Aspen Marks

      

      My author wife for embracing my crazy, encouraging my crazy, and possibly adding to my crazy: Bo Reid

      

      A few of the other amazing people who helped me along the way. Whether it was reading a part of my story, reading the full story, or giving advice on how to do this authoring thing, I don’t know where I’d be without them: Loxley Savage, Scarlett Snow, Candice Wright, Blake Blessing, Lana Kole, Serena Nova, Erica Woods, Jenica Saren, BDeSM, The Sexy Slave Cave, and the Author Harem.
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      Maya Riley enjoys coffee, long walks on the beach, a little hair pulling and—oh… let’s start over.

      Currently living in the South with her husband and personality-filled turtle, Maya has been experiencing the journey of good ole Southern cuisine, humid summers, and sassy idioms. While she can’t handle sweet tea, she more than makes up for it with her obsessive coffee consumption. When Maya is not writing or occupied by any of the millions of hobbies she has, she’s working on her fixer-upper home, laying by the pool—or in the pool, most likely with a margarita or a floating wine glass—or plotting world domination.

      

      To keep up-to-date on releases, teasers for upcoming projects, and all-around craziness, join her reading group—Maya’s Maniacs – A Maya Riley Reading Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/2415447991820445/?ref=bookmarks

      

      Testimonials for the craziness that is Maya Riley:

      
        
        “Maya lives in the South with her lazy turtle (not Shelly, but Mo), her crazy but loving husband, and a myriad of insects that she does her best to exterminate. Did she mention she has a garden? She does. It’s badass. She planted it herself.”

        Big E

        “Maya Riley currently resides in the South with her husband and pet turtle, Shelly or Mo. Her hobbies include gardening and margaritas. And she’s addicted to coffee.”

        Big B
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