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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      It had been about a day since Mack's group had left the settlement. They had left it in good shape and the people in the camp were recovering well after Mr. Smith's tyranny. The freedom they were enjoying was a great relief to Mack, in particular, who had seen in this group the hope that he wanted to see throughout the world. There was a chance that humanity could survive the apocalypse and it warmed his heart to know that deep down there were still good people, and that tyrants like Mr. Smith always would be overthrown. However, he also knew that out there in the world there would be other people like Mr. Smith, and that it would require the good people to stand up and fight against those who would seek to take advantage of everyone else.

      There had been a large memorial service to pay respects to those who had lost their lives in the battle, and when Mack and the others left the camp, there was still a solemn air, not only among the people in the camp but also within his own group. Saul and Grace had been involved in the final altercation with Mr. Smith, in which the deposed leader had escaped with his life, albeit with a wounded leg. Mack hadn't been present, but judging by the body language displayed by both Saul and Grace, something significant had happened. Mack had to admit he was surprised that Mr. Smith made it out alive, as he had presumed Saul would have killed him.

      Luis, too, was looking subdued, and Mack had a feeling this had to do with his last conversation with Margaret, which had left the farmer's daughter running away in tears. Although they hadn't spoken about it yet, Mack felt sympathy for the young man. Relationships were tricky things, even when the world was in its prime, but moving along as they were would make it difficult for anyone to form a lasting, deep connection. It reminded Mack of his own wife, who he hoped was somewhere out there, still surviving.

      The more days that went by, the less likely it seemed he ever would lay eyes upon her again, but there was a deep drive in his heart to do anything he could to make it back to her. Aside from staying alive, it was the one thing that gave him purpose. He knew all too well how important it was for somebody to feel as though they had a purpose in the world. In his career, he had met many people who had turned to violence and madness because they had seen no future for themselves. In this world, where every system they had built for themselves had crumbled, it would be easy for people to feel lost and without hope. Some, such as Mr. Smith, would see it as an opportunity to indulge their darker impulses. Others, such as Grace, would lament the loss of the world with which they were familiar.

      As the group moved farther away from the camp they spoke little and enjoyed the peace and quiet that came from the forest. Time was beginning to have little meaning for them, and it was difficult to track the number of days that had passed, but they were aware of how much they had lost from Mr. Smith taking them back to his camp. They had made it to the road leading to the city, and then had been taken back all the way into the forest. Now they were forced to walk the path again. While they had been well-supplied by the camp, Mack and the others had refused the offer of bikes. He knew the camp members needed them more than they did and, by now, the four of them were used to walking. All of them were on guard as they were aware of what dangers the forest held within its bosom. Yet, after spending so much time in one place and feeling as though they had accomplished something by driving Mr. Smith away from his throne, optimism ran through their hearts. That was a strange feeling after the world had changed.

      After walking for most of the day they found a small copse where they chose to set up camp. The trees had thinned in this area and created a cozy, mossy place for them to rest. One by one, they sighed with relief as they set down their heavy packs.

      “You know, I'm glad they gave us so much stuff, but man is it tough on my back,” Grace said, bending her body this way and that to try and ease the aching of her muscles.

      “Yeah, but don't forget what you were like when we first started walking in these woods. You barely could last two hours before you had to rest and now you can walk most of the day with that thing on your back,” Mack pointed out.

      “I'm a new woman,” Grace said with a smile.

      They relaxed for a little while and enjoyed the feeling of the summer sun beaming down on them. In these moments, it was easy to forget the world had ended and everything had been plunged into chaos. The world was still and there were barely any sounds other than a balmy breeze slipping through the trees, but always their ears were pricked up for the sounds of anyone new, in case they be friend or foe. Soon enough it was time to set up their shelters. They had some rudimentary poles and tarps that the people at the camp had been kind enough to give to them, which was a much better way than sleeping under the stars, as they had done before. Mack used his military training to swiftly build the shelter. Luis and Saul were used to living off the land as well, and they were adept at it. The only one who struggled was Grace, and her efforts to hide it did not succeed. Mack ended up going over to help her.

      “This reminds me of the first time I went on survival training way back when I just had enlisted,” Mack said as he held a pole in place and fastened the tarp around the top of it.

      “It was just a group of six of us, with nothing but a few days' worth of rations, small tents, and our wits. We had to last for two weeks, and at the beginning of it I was so scared. Up until then I thought I was such a big deal and could handle anything, but that was the first time I was properly away from home and I felt so alone. The world seemed so big and there was one guy who couldn't stop going on about everything that could kill us.” He shook his head and laughed.

      “On that first night, we were useless. Only one of the tents managed to stay standing. The rest of us had to get up in the middle of the night and fix ours, and in that place the temperature dropped dramatically. So we all were there with our trembling hands, trying to hold the flashlights in place so we could see what we were doing. God, on that night I never thought we'd make it through the two weeks, and I was seriously reconsidering my life choices.”

      “What happened?” Luis asked.

      Mack shrugged. “We eventually got used to it. The hardest thing was getting used to each other. Being stuck alone with people for so long can take its toll, and you can get cabin fever, even if you're not in a cabin. Of course, that was a different situation then, as we weren't trying to survive. We always knew we were being monitored, so if anything really bad did happen we would have been pulled out of there. Still, the same principles hold true, practice makes perfect and it's important not to get annoyed at yourself. After all, we do have all the time in the world,” he said, smiling at Grace, who didn't look convinced.

      “That depends on what else still is waiting for us,” she replied.

      “At least we know there still are good people in the world, and hopefully we'll encounter them more frequently than people like Mr. Smith,” Mack said.

      He noticed Saul winced at the mention of that name, but Mack didn't follow up the comment. After they had erected the shelters they congratulated each other on building their home for the night. The sun was beginning to dip lower, so they decided to build a fire. Now that they knew there were no bad people in the area (Mr. Smith seemed to have a monopoly on that) they felt safer at lighting something that could have given away their position. For the time being they were well-stocked with matches, and in the forest, there was an abundance of wood. So it didn't take them long to build a substantial fire. Soon enough the embers had spread to become a glowing blaze, full of vibrant, orange life that crackled and warmed the surrounding air. They pulled out some food they had been given from the camp and ate, watching the fire as though it was a television.

      “So, do you think we really will make it to the city this time?” Luis asked.

      “I think I'm done with trying to plan for the future. We're going to have to take each day as it comes. When Mack and I stepped out of that plane wreck, I never would have predicted half the stuff that has happened to us, and I'm not about to try guessing what's in store,” Grace said.

      “Let's just hope we don't get captured again just before we're about to leave the forest. I don't know about you guys, but I'm about ready for a change of scenery. This forest is starting to lose its appeal,” Luis said with a smile, intending it to be a lighthearted comment. However, Saul instantly snapped at him.

      “I know I screwed up, but you don't have to keep reminding me at every opportunity,” he said. Luis glanced awkwardly at the others.

      “I didn't mean...” he said.

      “What's wrong, Saul?” Mack asked.

      “I know what you're all thinking,” Saul said, “that I should have killed him, and that I shouldn't have let him get away after what he did.”

      “None of us are thinking that,” Mack said in a calm tone, although he noticed out of the corner of his eye that Grace was squirming. “It must have been difficult for you. He was your brother, after all.”

      “Yes, but after everything he'd done...it's not like we can tell the police about him,” Saul said, looking down at his feet, away from the heat of the fire, wringing his hands.

      “No, but we can't be judge, jury, and executioner either. Nobody should feel the weight of that burden. We only can try being the best people we can be, and act according to our own conscience,” Mack said.

      “But it was only because of me that we were there. I got us captured in the first place, and I should have ended it. I should have ended him.”

      “You can't blame yourself, Saul,” Grace said.

      “You made a choice in the moment, and it's for us to judge whether it was right or wrong, but I think we all can agree that we should stop letting him annoy us. The best thing to do is forget about him and move on.” Mack and Luis nodded in agreement and, for the time being Saul, seemed settled, although Mack had a feeling the cloud would hang over him for a while longer.

      Saul was a difficult one to work out, and Mack hadn't had the opportunity to have a decent conversation with him yet. Mack had decided Saul was one of those people who had been trodden on by the world, and kept his cards close to his chest. Although in this post-apocalyptic state people needed to trust each other to survive, old habits were difficult to break and, though the group had been through a lot together already, it still would take time for Saul to feel completely comfortable.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As the group was settling down they went into their separate tents and spent some time apart, at least as much as they could when they were tied to each other by the mutual need to survive. Grace closed her eyes and tried forgetting about the feelings she was struggling with. She honestly had wanted to kill Mr. Smith before Saul stopped her, even though she always had considered herself a good person, and good people didn't kill. Of course, she had broken the law before, but that had been for a greater good, for a bigger purpose that she had believed in, along with the other members of her hacking co-operative. And yet, this new world required her to change, to transform herself into someone who needed to survive. The adjustment of having to learn to talk to people and rely on them, rather than setting herself in front a computer screen, was difficult. She still was coming to terms with her new role in the world. She just was glad Mack had been with her when this all started, or else she didn't know how she would have ended up.

      However, suddenly being alone with her thoughts wasn't as desirable as it had been in her old life. Now there was no Internet to distract her. She felt isolated, and the emptiness of the silence was not calming, as she sensed it was for Mack. In that instance, she did not want to be alone, and emerged from her tent to find Luis staring into space.

      “What are you thinking about?” she asked, standing beside him, looking into the vast nothingness that lay before them.

      “Just things,” he sighed, and smiled weakly at her, acknowledging her presence.

      When they first had met, Grace hadn't thought much of Luis, but over time she had grown to appreciate his place in their group and considered him a friend...perhaps even more. Romance was something with which she had no experience, but she felt there had been a few moments where she and Luis had shared something. Yet, at the same time, he had been involved with Margaret as well, and she wondered how he was dealing with those types of feelings.

      “Were you tempted to go back with her?” she asked after a few moments of silence had passed between them.

      “With who?” he said.

      “Margaret, back to the farm.”

      “I suppose, for a little bit, but I owe Mack and you guys have become my friends. I don't think I could stay in one place knowing that you three are out here, getting into who knows what kind of trouble,” he said, trying to remain lighthearted, but even Grace could tell it was weighing on his mind.

      “That explains why she left in tears,” Grace said, and noticed that Luis flinched.

      “I didn't think she'd react like that...didn't think I'd actually mean that much to anyone. Still, I'll probably never see her again, so at least there's that,” he said, but again his attempt at humor was entirely transparent. Grace offered a sympathetic smile, but having not been in his shoes before she had little in the way of wisdom to offer. Although, upon reflection, she felt that perhaps her company was enough.

      “I've been thinking about it a lot,” Luis continued,” and I'm wondering if it's just too difficult to have a relationship in this new world? With all the dangers around us, and living like we are, it's hard enough to worry about yourself, let alone fall in love. And it's not as though you really can go out on dates anymore either.”

      Grace was taken aback. Part of her had thought she was the reason he decided not to pursue anything with Margaret, but now it seemed that he didn't feel confident about relationships at all. Grace furrowed her brow, and decided she must have been confused about the moments they shared, and that it was just a product of the stress they had been under this whole time. With nothing more to say the two of them remained there for a while longer, watching the bleak sky before them, until Grace left without a word and returned to her tent.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They took turns at watching over the camp in case any dangerous predators came upon them during the night, but up until the wee hours of the morning everything had been calm. Mack just was relieving Saul when he smelled the air and heard a rumble in the distance. Suddenly, everything felt a little warmer and heavier. Out of the corner of his eye he caught a flash and turned to see what it was. Then another rumble, as deep as an earthquake, greeted his ears.

      His heart sank and his stomach churned as he felt the rain fall upon his face. It fell like gentle teardrops at first, and then became heavier and harder, soon turning into a torrent that soaked the ground around him and made his clothes dripping wet. The rain was warm and he was glad for this since his teeth didn't chatter, but he quickly roused the others. The heavens cracked open again, and lightning split across the sky in a bright flash that lasted the fleetest of moments. Mack counted between the lightning and the thunder, worried that it wasn't too far away. In among the trees they were vulnerable to been struck by lightning, and even if they were near a hospital they wouldn't have been guaranteed survival.

      Mack shouted at the others and pulled them out, dragging them away from the shelters that had metal poles holding them up. It was dark and they barely could see anything through the torrent of rain that blasted their eyes and their senses. So they had to follow Mack's voice and group together. There was no chance they could outrun the storm. Their only hope was that fortune was on their side. However, having already survived a plane crash, Mack wasn't sure he had any luck left. They had to leave their supplies and run away from the camp, holding onto each other’s jackets so they did not lose each other amid the chaos and the darkness.

      The storm thundered overhead and only seemed to become louder and louder, the lightning more frequent. As the light flashed, Mack could see each of his companions' faces. Grace and Luis seemed scared, while Saul was as implacable as ever. The lightning also lit up the rain. It came down in a thick wall, splashing the ground so hard it was beginning to lose its cohesion and become muddy and slippery. Mack cursed his footwear. It was not made for these types of conditions, and he had the uncomfortable feeling of mud seeping into his shoes and socks, which was not pleasant at all. With his jaw clenched, he forced his way through the slashing rain, determined to lead the small group away from the camp.

      It was fortunate they had left when they did, for just as they reached the edge of the copse, they heard a bellowing crack as the plastic tarps were ripped into shreds. The disastrous sight was illuminated by the destructive flashes of the lighting, revealing their destroyed shelters. Mack felt his heart sink. He and the others moved away to another clear space where they made sure they had no metal around them and that they all were wearing rubber-soled shoes. For the following hour or two they tried shielding each other from the downpour, huddling together as the rain beat down upon them.

      Eventually, the storm calmed and moved away, leaving the stars to shine. It passed as abruptly as it had come upon them, and they were left standing with water dripping off of them, their clothes heavy with water all the way through and their skin cold and soaking wet. They trudged back to the camp and gloom fell over them as Mack pulled out some matches and lit up the area, shedding light on the shelters, or, more accurately, what remained of them. The poles were left jagged and burned, and the material had been torn apart as though a wild animal had slashed it. Each of them groaned as they began rummaging through the shelters in the dark, hoping that most of their supplies had been spared from the humbling might of Nature.
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      When the morning light swept over the land the group was forced to face the grim truth; their shelters were destroyed and the ground was too sodden to remain there for very long. There wasn't enough of anything left to salvage from the shelters either, and Mack secretly prayed for a change in their fortunes. It seemed that for every positive move there were at least two things that pushed them back. Thankfully, their packs mostly had been left unharmed, although the sheer force of the rain had soaked through one of the pouches on Luis' pack that held his matches. So they were down to just a few. Wasting no time on negative feelings, Mack clapped his hands and told them to take what they could so they could get on their way. He knew walking would warm them up, which they sorely needed as their clothes were sodden. Even the few spare items they had stashed in their packs had not been spared the effects of the rain.

      Grace and Saul were grumbling, so Mack tried keeping their minds on the task ahead, rallying them to get back on track. Walking forward was harder as now their feet sank into the ground with every step, and mud became caked on their shoes. However, Mack set the pace and tried keeping them moving.

      “You know, this reminds me of one time I was out on a patrol and we got caught in a storm,” Mack began.

      “Are you going to have a story for every type of situation we find ourselves in?” Saul muttered, and Mack chose to ignore his comment.

      “We were caught in some dangerous territory. Our car had a flat tire, and we couldn't stay there for fear of snipers. So we had to crawl into this trench and stay there the whole night. The wind was howling and we didn't know if there were gunshots being fired in the distance or if it was just the storm. The next day we actually had to push the car out of the mud before we were spotted. I didn't think we'd ever make it out of there, to be honest, but the elements always are going to be there and we have to learn to deal with them as well as everything else.”

      “I'm really starting to miss the idea of being at home,” Luis said.

      “Hopefully, in the city there will be houses for all of us,” Saul said.

      None of them really knew what awaited them, and given everything that had happened so far, they all secretly were afraid their worst nightmare would come true. The city would be destroyed, leaving them with nothing, not even their hope.

      After walking for most of the day they came across a small cabin. It was an unassuming building tucked away in between the trees, and if they hadn't been looking carefully at the surrounding area they likely would not have seen it at all. They stopped walking and ran to hide themselves behind the trees, observing the cabin for a little while to see if there was any activity. When they could not see any, they decided to approach, hoping to make a new friend or at least meet someone who was not antagonistic. They walked up to the cabin tentatively, always aware there could be somebody lying in wait for them inside. Yet there still was no sign of anyone, even as they came up to the door. Mack knocked and announced himself as a friend, but there was no answer. He knocked again and again, but there was no reply. He looked at the others and shrugged. Saul reached out his hand and turned the door handle, allowing the door to swing open, creaking slowly.

      One by one, they walked into the cabin and looked around. It was a small building made up of three large rooms. The first seemed to be a living room of sorts, with books strewn over the coffee table and a single chair. A television sat in the corner, although that was now just a relic of a bygone time, and a fireplace was on the right-hand side. Glasses were set on the table, and the smell of stale food filled the air. The other room was a kitchen. A pan sat on the stove, and a bowl filled with dog food sat on the floor. The cupboard was filled with all sorts of canned food, and the group marveled at the stash.

      “Well this makes up for the storm!” Saul exclaimed, rubbing his hands together with glee, but Mack was not so quick to share his excitement.

      “Somebody lives here, Saul. We can't just take what's theirs. We're not thieves, and I don't want to come in and ransack the place.”

      “Hey, we have a responsibility to make sure we survive, and haven't you heard of ‘finders keepers?’ I'm pretty sure that's the law now,” Saul said, reaching up to pull a can of tomatoes out of the cupboard. He was stopped when Mack strode up beside him, and placed a strong hand on Saul's arm.

      “Saul, whoever lives here could come back at any moment, and I don't want to have to explain to them why we're going through their things. We've talked about this before. I know the world has changed, but I want to keep living by my principles. It's pretty clear someone has been here recently, and we don't have the right to go through their property. So I think we should go before we get ourselves into any more trouble,” he said. Saul glared at him and Mack braced himself for another argument with the big man when they heard the click of a shotgun and the growl of a dog from the doorway.

      “Uh, guys?” Luis said as the four of them turned to see a wiry man standing in the doorway.

      His lean frame was cloaked in a long trench coat with tattered clothes underneath and stained shoes, a dirty sock poking out of a hole in the left one. His beard was scraggly and gray, his hair came down to his shoulders, but it was thinning on top and his scalp shone through. The dog that stood by his side growled, baring its teeth. Its body was lean like that of its owner, and the outline of its ribs could be seen through the mottled white fur. Its ears were flat against its head, and upon seeing them Mack inwardly sighed. He moved slowly and tried introducing himself, but before he could utter any words the man was ordering them to get out of his cabin. Mack glared at Saul, angry that, once again, they were being held at gunpoint and, once more, Saul had questioned Mack's method of doing things. It was clear now Saul resisted any type of authority, even when it was for his own benefit, and Mack would have to watch out for that in the future.

      The man kept his gun trained on the group as they slowly walked out of the cabin, holding their hands high above their heads. When they were outside they stood in a row and exchanged anxious glances at each other, reminded that no matter what their plans, they just as easily could lose their lives at any moment from something unexpected such as this.

      “Now, what the hell do you think you're doing going through my home? You think just because the world has changed you people can come in here and take what you want? You got another thing coming. I know people like you, all smart and young and think the world owes them. It don't owe you shit, and you ain't gonna get nothing from me. So you'd better start talking quick, and tell me why I shouldn't shoot you and teach you some manners,” he said, squinting his eyes, his grip so tight on the shotgun that his arms were beginning to shake.

      Mack held out his hands and tilted his head to the side, speaking softly, showing all the subconscious signs of submissiveness to the man who held their lives in his hands.

      “I'm Mack, and this is--” he began, but the man quickly cut him off.

      “I don't give a crap who you are! With one word, I could send ol' Bruce here against you and he'll tear you apart, or I could just fire this gun and see your brains blasted all over your pretty young friend over there.”

      “Okay, okay, I'm sorry,” Mack said humbly, “and I'm sorry that we entered your cabin without permission. It's just that we've been traveling in these woods for a while now, and we got caught in the thunderstorm last night. Our shelters were destroyed, and we were hoping to find a friendly face to give us some charity, or maybe make a trade,” he said hopefully, trying to discern any sign of kindness from the man, but his eyes betrayed nothing. “We knocked on the door. We weren't sure if the cabin was deserted or not.”

      “Well, it's not, and I'm not interested in making a trade, and you ain't gonna find any charity here. I was never a generous man before this, and I'm not gonna change now.”

      “But I don't think you were a killer either. I understand that you want to defend your home and your friend there, but I promise you we're no threat. We're just trying to make our way through the world like everyone else. I'm sorry that we bothered you, but if you let us leave we'll be on our way and you'll never see us again. I know a lot has changed in the world, but that doesn't mean we have to change with it. We all still can come out of this with our dignity intact,” Mack said, finally feeling as though he was getting through to the man. “Besides, I'm sure you've got enough on your plate already without having to worry about dealing with four dead bodies.”

      The corner of the man's mouth twitched and he smirked, then the smirk turned into a chuckle, which turned into a full belly laugh. The dog looked up at his master, somewhat confused, but the shotgun finally was pointed away from the group of survivors, and they could each breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Alright, maybe you aren't so bad after all,” the man said after he had recovered from his laughing fit.

      “You know,” Mack said, “you're welcome to join us if you wanted to make it to the city with us, maybe try rebuilding society, or see what's left of it.”

      “I didn't have time for people in the old world, and I certainly don't have time for them now. I've got Hughie here and that's all I need.”

      “I wish you well. We'll be on our way,” Mack said, and signaled for the others to back away slowly.

      The man kept a close eye on them, making sure they didn't make any sudden movements. Eventually they were far enough away that they could walk normally and relax. They were out of danger for the time being.

      “I thought that was going to be it,” Luis said.

      “I know, and who knows what else is waiting for us in the woods, and in the city?” Grace said, a trace of worry creeping into her voice. Saul remained quiet again, and Mack decided to let him wallow in silence.

      “You're right, it was dangerous, but in the end, he turned out to be a reasonable man and I think it goes to show what can happen when you talk to someone. He could have killed us and nobody would have punished him but he didn't, and I think that's a good sign. You know, I've come across a lot of people who have said that it's in man's nature to kill, but I don't think that's true. We never would have been able to come as far as we have without working together and sharing our ideas, and being compassionate. Deep down that's the kind of people we are, and that's the side of us that I think we'll see come out, if we all just have faith in one another and show that little bit of trust.”
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      Since their shelters had been destroyed they walked more quickly to spend as little time as possible in the forest. They didn't want to get caught in another storm. Since they were coming from a different direction this time, they decided to make it back to the river and follow that up, as they had done before, although they were going to be cutting across a different portion of the forest. However, despite this the scenery still looked the same. The green trees stretched out everywhere, occasionally giving way to a drop of color from other flowers. Sometimes there was a rustle around them as animals scurried about.

      The air was a pleasing temperature, but as they were walking quickly they were sweating more than usual. So they were glad when they came to the river as it allowed them a chance to bathe and feel the cool water sliding down their throats. Washing was now a rare privilege, so when they had the chance to dip their bodies into the refreshing crystal water they took their time lingering in it. Saul made sure to stay near the edge, though, as he had bad memories of when he almost drowned. Mack noticed this and walked over to him, the water coming up to his waist.

      “Are you alright there?” he asked.

      “Sure, it's only water,” Saul said.

      “You know, it's okay to be afraid. I think I would be, too, if I had been tossed into this river to die, but that's not going to happen again. You've got the three of us now, and we're going to look out for you, as long as you do the same in return.”

      “I have so far, haven't I?” Saul said, raising an eyebrow toward Mack.

      The younger man put his hands on his hips and glanced around to make sure Grace and Luis were not within earshot; Grace was still on the river bank lazily dipping her feet in the water while Luis just had emerged from the water.

      “Listen, I think me and you need to have a conversation. I don't want to make it a big deal, but there are some things that need to be said. When you decided to stay with us I made it clear I was calling the shots, and to get through this we were going to have to trust each other and work as a unit. There have been a few times now when you've gone against what I said, and it's gotten us in trouble. I get it, you've never liked authority, and you're used to doing whatever you want. I understand that, but you must understand that you can't keep doing things like this, not when it's putting us all in danger.

      “You're a good guy and I'm glad we have you around, but please can you do me a favor and try curbing this instinct where you have to push back against anything I say? I'm not trying to hold you down, I'm just trying to give us the best chance to survive this.” Mack waited for a response, but all he got was a slight nod.

      When it was clear Saul wasn't going to say anything in response, Mack threw himself back into the water and swam a little deeper into the river, letting the weight of his body be carried by the frothing water.

      As he looked around he found himself smiling as this would have been the perfect spot to take Anna. They would have camped and spent time strolling through the woods, then come down to this river and swam together, losing themselves in the beauty of nature, and it was truly beautiful. The blue sky was unblemished with clouds and the trees provided a verdant blanket. The water frothed against the dark rocks and made them glisten in the sun. Foamy waves rippled through the wide river, and back on land the others were milling about, for now Saul too had left the water, leaving only Mack. He knew he would have to get out soon, and they would have to be on their way again, but he wanted to stay in the water as long as he could. Somehow, everything seemed simpler as he let the water gradually encroach around his body, feeling his hair become heavier and slipping into the floating, free sensation. Of course, he was careful enough not to let himself get swept away with the current. He already had seen how powerful it was when they first had come across Saul.

      Part of him was curious to abandon his quest for the city and follow the river all the way to its end. They would have a constant source of water and always would have a constant bearing to find each other if they got lost. His natural urge to explore and see the world inspired him to do this, but he knew his best chance of finding Anna was to get to the city and try establishing a network of other people. The only way to make it through the end of a world they once knew was to work with each other and see what everyone else had to offer. There had to be someone out there who had a way of helping Mack get back home, and he wasn't going to rest until he found that person. Then perhaps he and Anna could go off and explore, and maybe settle in a cabin away from the world just like that man.

      A thoughtful smile played upon his lips as he thought about the future. It had been something he always had planned for, and often thought about. Starting a family with Anna was the greatest challenge he wanted to face, but now thinking about that was fraught with danger. He didn't want to build up his expectations only to be disappointed, and those thoughts now almost seemed more like dreams than plans. There were so many different dangers lurking out in the world. Mack knew he had to be focused on the present, making it through each day, and then facing the next with the same knowledge that it could well be his last. Yet, it just didn't make sense that he would die without seeing Anna's face again.

      As he idly lazed in the river, Mack was taking in his surroundings again when something strange caught his eye. He moved his gaze back to study it more carefully and cursed before swimming across the river toward the yellow shard of wood that had been lodged against two stones. The others stared at him, wondering if he had seen another victim of the river. Luis jumped into the water in case Mack needed help.

      Mack's arms slammed against the water and his legs kicked, powerfully propelling him across the cool liquid to a collection of jagged rocks that pointed up to the sky. He braced himself against one of them as the water beat against his body and ran around him. One hand was wrapped around the rock, and with the other he pulled and heaved on the piece of wood, which was about a foot long, trying to extricate it from its resting place. With a groan and a mighty heave, he felt it come loose. With his final pull he managed to dislodge it, and it fell back into the water. For a moment, the wood slipped from his grasp, but he quickly managed to regain his bearings and clamped his hands down on it, holding it in front of him like a float as he swam back to shore.

      When he emerged, he tossed the piece of wood down and walked off with a solemn look on his face. The others gathered around it and soon they, too, understand why Mack was looking so weary. Part of the wood had been jutting out of the water all this time, and its short foray into the water as Mack brought it back had not been enough to wash off the crimson stains. Blood had splatted across the piece of wood and it was a fair assumption that it was from the yellow kayak they had seen a while ago. Back then Mack thought those people had had the right idea; to make their way across water rather than land to avoid running across any people like Mr. Smith. Yet they had not considered the danger that the world presented. The natural world, while so beautiful, was also deadly. Mack gazed down the river, knowing that, in all likelihood, there had been two dead bodies drifting helplessly along; their kayak evidently had been smashed against the rocks. It was impossible to tell how long the kayak’s remnants had been resting there, and even if they spent days looking for the bodies there was no guarantee they would find them.

      They made a small fire and discussed whether they should use the yellow wood or not, in case it would be disrespectful. Ultimately, they decided the biggest act of disrespect was not using something when it could prove useful. Grace tended to the fire while the others went to fish. They had seen a number of silver-streaked fish swimming by, and it was always beneficial to eat fresh fish whenever possible. Luis and Mack grabbed spears and made their way into the water, trying to gauge the path of the fish and spear them. Unfortunately, they did not have a net, which would have made the whole thing easier. However, carrying one the entire time would have been far too cumbersome. Luis and Mack had a little luck, but more fish got away than they caught.

      “What I would give for a rod and reel right now,” Mack said as he jabbed his spear once more into the water, narrowly missing a fish.

      “Who needs a rod and reel?” Saul said, striding into the water alongside Luis and Mack, looking like Poseidon himself. His long straggly hair was matted together in thick knots, and his gray beard was darkened by the water.

      Muscles rippled on his body and scars were visible. He raised his huge arms and looked down at the water, taking measure of the fish. His eyes followed their movements carefully and then, in one swift move, his hands darted into the water. When he brought them out there was a fish in each one, squirming and writhing to escape back to their natural habitat. Luis whooped in delight at the show of such dexterity and skill, and even Mack was impressed. Saul then smashed the fish against a nearby rock and they stopped moving. The instant brutality took the others by surprise.

      “Was there really any need for that?” Grace shouted out as Saul walked back to the fire and started to skin the fish.

      Saul shrugged. “Puts them out of their misery. No sense making them wait for the inevitable. I know if I was in their position I'd want someone to do the same,” he said before returning to the water and repeating the trick.

      When they had enough fish to provide a hearty meal they returned to land and began preparing them to be cooked. Although it was a filling meal, and the soft meat of the fish went down nicely, Mack's eyes couldn't help but fixate on the piece of yellow wood that burned before them. The people in the kayak, he was sure, had not imagined they were going to die that day. Yet, their lives had been snuffed out so quickly.

      Death always had been close to him. He had had many friends who were on the front lines in the military. More of them had died than he liked, but there was something different about that. Those people had chosen to give their lives in service to their country, but this was chaotic and random. He knew nothing about the people in the kayak, only that they had been trying to make it through the world, just as he and his group were trying to do. They may even have been trying to make it back to somebody they loved, and there was a good chance Mack and the others could suffer a similar fate. So, even though he hadn't known them personally, Mack spared a thought for them, knowing it was a small comfort for a stranger to mourn the loss of lives he knew nothing about.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    
    
      Since their moods had been struck low by finding the remains of the kayak, and because Mack could sense the others were feeling tired anyway, he declared they should camp there for the night rather than moving on for a little while and settling. Without a shelter, they only had blankets for comfort. Thankfully, there was not another storm on the horizon. They settled down to sleep, and as he kept watch Mack looked over each of them in turn, feeling proud of the responsibility for taking care of all of them. He hadn't been in charge of a unit for a long time, since he mostly had been working by himself. Although he had people in his department, it was a lot different than actually being out in the field with them.

      It took his mind back to when he was a commander out on the front lines, forming a bond with those men that went deeper than almost anything else he had experienced. He could sense the same thing was happening with Grace, Luis, and Saul, even though they weren't soldiers. In some ways that made it all the more impressive, since they were dealing with the end of the world in such a practical manner. He was proud of them for different reasons, especially Grace, who had changed so much since they first had met on the plane, and he wondered if she even realized it. Again, his thoughts turned to the future. He wondered what other trials remained for them all. The world had changed so much in such a short space of time, but how much would it change them along with it?

      Just as Mack’s turn at watch was finishing, and Luis was ready to take over, it seemed as though there was something on Luis’ mind.

      “Is everything alright Luis?” Mack asked.

      “No, no, it's fine. You should get some rest,” he said.

      “Are you sure?” Mack asked. Luis took in a deep breath and Mack stopped walking away, knowing the signs of when somebody wanted to unburden themselves.

      “I don't know anymore,” Luis said. “I never thought that I fit in at home, so I left. Then the world changed, and I thought I could make a fresh start, but I guess I'm struggling to work out who I am. I had that thing with Margaret, and I wasn't expecting that...but how can I start something in this world when everything is so up in the air? We don't know what's going to happen at any point. So is it worth just waiting until things are settled? It still bothers me that I hurt her...”

      “It is tough, but you should try thinking about everything good while the two of you got to spend some time together, rather than focusing on the end of it. I never felt as though I belonged anywhere either, until I found the army. That helped me define myself and my purpose, but you're not alone in feeling the way you do. Even I have those feelings sometimes.”

      “Really?” Luis said, looking surprised.

      “Oh yeah, I mean, by now I was supposed to be home with my wife trying to make a baby, and that was going to be my new world, but instead I'm here. I get that it's hard to plan for the future, but I think all we can do is take each day as it comes and try to stay true to ourselves. We must remind ourselves of the things that we can control. I know it's a time of uncertainty, but we're all in this together, and you're not alone.”

      “Thanks Mack, that helps a lot,” Luis said, smiling.

      “Anytime. I'll see you in the morning,” Mack said, and went to his bunk thinking about Luis.

      It had been a long time since Mack had been that young, and he had gone through the same problems with life and relationships as Luis. Sometimes he wondered what he would have done if he had not found the army. He knew he had to do for Luis and Grace now what the army had done for him then. It was funny in a way, as he always had wanted to be a father, but had assumed it would come in the usual stages with Anna. Yet now he felt so protective of the group’s two younger members, he almost considered them surrogate children.

      The following morning, they ate breakfast and then gathered their supplies to go. This life was transitory, and they were leaving a few signs that somebody had been in the area, but nothing substantial. It was almost as though they were ghosts, moving through the forest, unseen by anything else. Indeed, aside from the fish and a few small animals, they had not encountered much in the way of wildlife. So when Mack heard a noise he was instantly on guard. He knew that, at some point, their luck would run out and they would run into a dangerous predator.

      They were walking through an area that was thick with trees and in which the bushes grew wildly. This meant they had to push through them, but it also meant they were obscured from view. So far, they only had heard this animal. Mack heard it move on the ground, and the sound of it greedily lapping up water reached his ears. He motioned to the others to remain quiet while he had a look. Slowly and carefully, he pushed aside a big leaf and crept up to a rock where he peered over and was shocked by what he saw.

      Instead of a boar, or even a bear, he laid his eyes upon a disheveled woman who was hunched over the river's edge, scooping up water in one hand and drinking with big gulps. His heart was filled with pity as he looked upon her. Whoever she was, she appeared to have had a rough time of it. Her feet were bare and stained with dirt, and the only thing she wore was a gown that at one time had been white, but now was dirty and torn in some places. Her hair was thin and tousled, and he couldn't tell if it was naturally that dark or if, again, it was an effect of the dirt.

      He assumed she had been wandering through the forests for a while and had only just come upon the river as she had chosen to drink before washing herself. He slowly moved back, careful to take the same strides back as he had coming forward so he didn't step on an errant twig and alert her to his presence. He folded himself back into hiding and spoke in a low whisper.

      “It's a woman. She's drinking from the river and she looks as though she's in bad shape,” he said.

      “I say we move on. I've had enough of running into random strangers who want to attack us,” Saul said.

      “Does she have any weapons?” Grace asked.

      Mack shook his head. “No, she's only wearing a white gown.”

      “There is a mental hospital and a prison in the area,” Luis reminded them, “she could have come from one of those.”

      “And if she did then we should stay well enough away. I know you want to help people, and that's all well and good, but there's a difference between helping people and putting ourselves in harm's way,” Saul argued. From Saul's expression, Mack could sense he was surprised it even was discussed.

      “We can't be afraid of other people just because we've had some bad experiences. Think of the good ones we've met as well. From what I can see, this woman doesn't pose any threat to us, and if she does attack we outnumber her four to one. It seems as though she could use a little help. I think we should give it to her, or at least just talk to her and see what she's going through.” He looked at each of them in turn. Grace and Luis nodded instantly, and Saul joined in reluctantly.

      “Let's move out slowly, so as not to scare her. Grace and I will go first. You two hang back a little bit, and get ready in case she is dangerous,” he added, nodding at Saul to show him that his concern was appreciated. They followed Mack out into the open.
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      Mack and Grace nodded to each other as they moved forward, watching the ground carefully for anything that could make a loud noise and startle the woman. The last thing they wanted to do was frighten her off. They had their hands stretched out by their side and were crouched down, trying to appear as non-threatening as possible. Luis and Saul hung back beside the rock that Mack initially had hidden behind, watching the events intently, in case they were needed to help subdue the woman.

      By now the woman seemed to have finished gulping down water and was rubbing her face and hair, cleansing herself of the stains from the world.

      “Hello,” Mack said in a low, steady voice. The woman was shocked and startled. She paused, her hand hovering in front of her mouth as she turned around slowly, water dripping from her face with a look of fear in her eyes.

      “I'm Mack, and this is Grace, are you okay?” he said.

      The woman's eyes darted around. Her skin was white with fear and she looked underfed and gaunt. She had a glassy look in her eyes and crouched like a small animal. She didn't utter a word and Mack wasn't sure if this was because she was unable or unwilling.

      “Do you think she's alright?” Grace said in a low whisper.

      Mack tossed her a look that let her know he wasn't sure. Behind her, the river raged and he was afraid of scaring her in case she fell, or jumped, into the river. He already had seen the effects of what the river could do to people. He didn't want to see another life lost to the raging torrent of water that flowed through the land.

      “I'm not going to hurt you. You don't need to be afraid,” he said, speaking clearly.

      “We were just passing by and saw you. You look like you could use some help. Do you need help?” he said, nodding his head, but again she merely stared at them.

      It was clear to Mack she had suffered some kind of trauma, and it sadly was something with which he was all too familiar. Many friends and acquaintances had suffered the same thing. Unfortunately, there wasn't one quick fix for it, or a surefire method to get through to them. Given the way she was dressed, and how she reacted to them, it wouldn't have surprised him if she had been a patient at the mental hospital. It made him wonder how many other patients were wandering around the woods. While the first thought drifted to dangerous people, it was clear from this woman that many of them would have needed help. It was surprising she had managed to survive out in the woods this long by herself, although, clearly, she was starving and malnourished. These people were the real victims of this disaster, since the facilities and systems that were in place to help them would not have survived, and they would be left to fend for themselves.

      “Do you think she even understands us? Maybe she doesn't speak English?” Grace said.

      Mack then attempted to speak to her in Spanish and French, which impressed Grace. So far, she had been unaware of these particular talents. It seemed as though Mack had an endless supply of new skills. However, it didn't help him in this instance as the woman still failed to respond. Mack looked over at Grace again. It didn't seem as though he was going to make any headway with this woman, but he didn't want to leave her alone. He didn't want to turn his back on another person who just was trying to survive in the world. He thought back to the argument that Saul had made, about how they didn't have to go out of their way to help people, but it seemed too opportunistic to help people only when it suited them. It was all too easy to turn cynical in this kind of world and that was one change he didn't want to see in himself or in anyone with whom he was close.

      The world meant nothing if they weren't going to be there for each other and their fellow man, and if that meant they took time out of their day to be patient with someone who was obviously in distress then that is what they would do. Even now, when Mack looked upon the pitiable soul before him, he wanted to know how she had come to be this situation in the first place. In good conscience he couldn't leave her without at least trying some more. Of course, he knew that, in the end, he only could help someone who wanted to help themselves. Yet she looked so helpless and so fragile that the thought of leaving her to fend against the forces of the world was just too grim a thought.

      While Mack looked at her he thought about his place in the world and how his role in it had changed so completely. When he was younger he had joined the army to pledge his loyalty to his country and to matter in the grand scheme of things, to make himself feel as though he was making a contribution to the world. Over time, he gradually had moved into intelligence and became adept at negotiating with and interrogating people, making his difference through talking with people rather than with guns. All that time his skills at reading body language and using his words to read and influence people were used for protecting his country, a country that didn't exist anymore. However, the idea of it still did exist and he wanted to use his skills to help the people left behind by the disaster, people such as Grace, people such as this woman, who was so desperate for help, and so alone in this big, wide world.

      Mack thought about reaching into his pack and getting some food, hoping it would tempt her into trusting him, but he was afraid of making any threatening movements. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Saul and Luis primed for action and he hoped they would stay still and not jump out prematurely to startle this woman. The last thing he wanted was to see her fall into the river and be carried away without any chance for them to help her.

      “I know you're probably scared right now,” he said again, this time moving forward slightly, “and I understand. I get scared too sometimes. A lot has changed, but we're good people, and we just want to help you. Please, are you able to talk at all? We have some food we can give you, and other clothes. We'd just like to know what happened to you. Can you tell us that? Can you tell us anything?”

      Mack was beginning to lose hope that anything would happen, and perhaps Saul was right; sometimes it would just be best to move on without taking the time to see to someone else. This filled Mack's heart with sorrow as it often seemed the case that the ideals and principles he held so close did not match the realities of the world. However, when he finished speaking the woman rushed forward, feet and legs scrambling over the ground, still with that wild look in her eyes. She moved so quickly that it took Mack by surprise and he barely had time to react. Her unkempt hair flew about wildly due to the frantic nature of her movements, and although she did not utter a word she breathed heavily, almost panting, and her small, trembling hands clutched Mack's arms. When he looked at her he saw the look of sheer desperation in her eyes and he knew she was not to be feared, but the others did not.

      Upon seeing Mack being leaped upon by the woman, Grace yelled and pulled out a gun, her hands trembling as much as the woman's. Saul and Luis emerged from the rock with their guns trained on the woman as well. They used these weapons sparingly as ammo was not limitless. So they didn't use them to hunt for fish, and they had not had the chance to draw them back at the cabin. In a way, it was a sad state of affairs that Grace and Luis were beginning to feel comfortable with guns in their hands, since before this they never had held guns before.

      “Stop right there,” Saul bellowed, circling around Mack and Grace until the three of them had the woman surrounded, with Mack standing still on the same spot, towering over the woman, who appeared as though she was getting smaller by the second. Now that she saw these new people she cowered and her chest heaved, almost hyperventilating.

      “Are you okay, Mack?” Luis called out, not taking his eyes off the woman.

      It seemed strange they would take such measures against an unarmed woman, but they had been through too much already to not be on their guard when they were threatened. They also knew that even the most innocuous person could prove to be a threat.

      “I'm fine,” he said, never taking his eyes off the woman who was trembling at his feet.

      He felt even sorrier then, for she was obviously at her wit's end. Given her likely past, she may not even have been able to comprehend exactly what was going on. He tried putting himself in her shoes. She was thirsty, dirty and tired, and had managed to make her way to the river for some much-needed water. Then two strangers approach, claim they are not going to hurt her, but then come out with guns. It must have been very confusing, even for someone who was in a rational state of mind.

      He knew, though, that he had nothing to fear from her, and that there was no need for weapons. Yes, rushing at him had been a startling act, but he didn't think she meant anything by it. Unless she was feral, he doubted she would be able to inflict much harm. As he looked into her eyes, he sensed she was intelligent. All she needed was a little bit of time and patience to be able to talk to them and tell them what had happened to her.

      “I think you can put your guns down now. I don't think we have anything to fear from her,” he added.

      “Are you sure?” Saul asked, the barrel of his gun still pointing directly at the woman's head.

      She looked around once more at the others and then tilted her eyes up at Mack, looking at him with teary eyes. It was difficult to tell, given the state she was, in but Mack would have put her age as either late twenties or early thirties.

      “Yes, I'm sure. There's no need for them. I think she just was trying to get my attention, that's all,” Mack said.

      “Besides, I think she knows now not to make any sudden movements around us.” As these words left his mouth he looked down at her and smiled.

      Then, he leaned down and took her hand, which still had been clutching his jacket. Her grip was strong, and she clutched his hand so tightly that her skin was drawn white. At first, Mack tried helping her up, but she would not budge. So then he leaned down to place himself in her line of sight. Now that he was closer he could see the faint freckles that were hidden underneath the remnants of the dirt, and he almost could hear the frantic beating of her heart. Her entire body was trembling, so he took her other hand and bore the pain.

      He couldn't imagine what this woman had been through, but it definitely had been traumatic. He was certain now that he wasn't going to leave until she had shared her recent past with him. If he was able to help this one person, then that would make him feel as though he was fulfilling his purpose and doing his duty, even if that duty was a personal one rather than one bestowed upon him by the government. As he had told Luis, everyone needed to feel as though they had a purpose in their lives. Otherwise, they would lose the drive to continue living.

      Looking directly at the woman, and speaking in a gentle voice, Mack asked a simple question that no doubt had a very long and complicated answer. “What's wrong?”

      The woman's lower lip began quivering and she had to choke back some sobbing as she looked at Mack, ignoring the others for the time being. Grace, Saul, and Luis waited patiently and quietly, still a little anxious about the woman, for they were not as trusting as Mack, nor did they share his instincts. But finally, with tears in her eyes, she did speak. Her voice was tremulous and high-pitched, but the words were unmistakable.

      “Please, please, you have to help me.”

      Mack pursed his lips and raised his eyes to the others. They all gazed upon the woman with interest, wondering if this was a genuine need for aid or if it was some kind of trap. She said nothing more for the time being, the emotion of the moment evidently overwhelming her, but Mack and the others had much to consider.
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      “What do you need help with?” Mack asked softly after the woman had asked him for help, but she was mumbling incoherently on the ground and had withdrawn her hands from his. With a sad look on his face, Mack rose to face the others.

      “Are you okay?” Saul asked again.

      Mack nodded. “Yeah, I think she just was panicked more than anything. I don't know what could have happened to her.”

      “Maybe nothing if she's from where we think she's from,” Saul said. “Maybe it's better if we just leave her some food and get on our way.”

      “I've already told you I'm not going to turn my back on people who ask me for help,” Mack said sharply.

      “She can't even tell us what she needs help with. Maybe it's better if we leave her. She might find her way back to wherever she came from.”

      “She'll die if she stays out here, even you can see that,” Mack said. Luis and Grace remained silent while the two of them discussed their options.

      “I know you'd rather just focus on getting to the city, but I've told you before that you can't live like a lone wolf in this world anymore; it's just not going to work out for you. What do you think is going to happen when we get to the city? There are going to be other people there, and chances are some of them are going to need our help, and what about when we need help? Are you going to be fine with people just walking on by and not going out of their way to lend us a hand? I don't know who this woman is, but she's just asked us for our help. It's pretty clear she's in a bad way. I don't know how anyone with a conscience could walk away from that.”

      “Oh, so now I don't have a conscience? Just because I don't share the same happy outlook on the world as you, doesn't mean I don't have a heart. Sure, we should give her supplies and things, but we're trying to get to the city and the longer we stay in this forest the more we're in danger. I'm just trying to keep us alive. Our first priority has to be our own health. I'm sorry if that sounds selfish to you, but sometimes we have to be selfish if we're going to make it through this.”

      “I get what you're saying, but we can't just focus on our physical well-being. We have to think about our souls, too, and mine can't handle turning my back on people when they need our help,” Mack said.

      The two men had squared up to each other and their frustrations were threatening to spill over. When they first had met, Mack had been aware that the two of them were on course to exchange blows. He had hoped their experiences in the camp, and Saul's guilt about putting them in harm's way, would have quelled his antagonistic personality. Yet it only seemed to make him more irascible and more prone to losing his temper. On this occasion at least, Grace prevented them from coming to blows.

      “Guys!” she said, and gestured towards the woman, who was rocking back and forth on the ground.

      Grace swung her pack off her back and pulled out some water and a blanket. Even though the woman had been drinking from the river she seemed grateful for the water. Grace wrapped the blanket around the woman's shoulders then pulled out a few biscuits, which were gone almost in an instant as the woman was so hungry. The woman reached up and wiped a few crumbs off her face, then licked them off her thumb. Then she looked at Grace with a hopeful look in her eyes and, although their supplies weren't limitless, Grace gave her some more food, and she munched on it for a while.

      “We agreed before we approached her that we'd help her. So we can't very well go back on that now. If you two need to argue, then do it another time, but right now we have bigger things to think about, like how we can help her,” Grace said.

      “We can't do much until she talks,” Luis said, putting his gun back where it rested in the small of his back.

      “She just needs to calm down, that's all,” Mack said, and slung his pack on the floor where he took a seat near the woman.

      The others followed suit and they sat there while the woman finished the food, drank the water, and felt the soft comfort of the blanket. After a little while she looked around and appeared a little ashamed. Sniffling, she composed herself and began to speak.

      “I'm sorry about all that, it's just...I've been through a lot, and I wasn't even sure if I would find anybody again,” she said, offering a crooked smile.

      “It's okay,” Grace said, smiling back.

      “So, you're Grace, you're Mack, and you two are...?” she asked.

      “I'm Luis, the grumpy one is Saul,” Luis said. Saul scowled and looked away. He drew his knees up and folded his arms over them, then looked away, acting disinterested in the proceedings.

      “And you are?” Mack asked.

      “I'm Miranda Cotton, Doctor Miranda Cotton...Thank you for the food and blankets. I...I really can't apologize enough for my appearance and how I acted. I just...I don't think I was made for living out here like this. I haven't eaten for days, and I think it was dumb luck that I found the river. I knew there was one around here, but I can't say I knew the lay of the land that well. I've always been a woman of science rather than of nature, but I'm regretting that choice now,” she said, smiling weakly.

      By the way she spoke now that she had had some food and a chance to calm down, it was almost impossible to believe she had been in a near-feral state just moments before, drinking from the river like a wild, desperate animal, barely able to bring herself to speak coherently.

      “A doctor, so you worked at the mental hospital around here?” Mack asked, trying to not sound like he was interrogating her.

      “Yes,” she said bluntly, and cast her eyes downward at the ground as though a great sorrow was upon her.

      “No offense, but you don't look much like a doctor,” Saul scoffed, and the truth was that she didn't. She looked more like a patient than anything else.

      “Saul!” Mack said sharply, for he didn't want to put Miranda on the defensive and make her stop talking about whatever it was that had happened, or whatever fiction she was going to make up.

      Mack had to keep in mind that she could well be lying and suffering from delusions. So anything she said had to be taken with a grain of salt, even though he wanted to believe she was telling the truth because that seemed the altruistic thing to do. Miranda sighed, ran her hand through her greasy, tangled hair and groaned.

      “It's okay, I can't deny the truth. I look like an animal, and I suppose some people would claim that, deep down, that's what we are. You all look to be in good shape, though. Maybe things aren't as bad as I first thought?” she said with a glimmer of hope in her eyes. Mack was sad to have to be the one to tell her the truth.

      “Actually, they are worse. We've just, well, we've been luckier than some, I guess, but tell us more about what happened to you. If you're a doctor how did you end up out here dressed like this?”

      Miranda took a deep breath before she launched into her story. “That is a long story, and I really wish I didn't have to tell it because it's just...I'm still coming to terms with what's happened. It's hard to believe that it's really real. I keep thinking I'm going to wake up from this nightmare, but I never do.”

      “We've all felt that way, Miranda, but this is the way the world is now and, believe us, you're not the only one to have been through something terrible. Why don't know you start from the beginning?”

      “Okay,” she said, although it evidently was taking a lot of effort for her to talk about it.

      “How much do you know about the institution?” she asked. The others shrugged and shook their heads.

      “Not much really, we only know there is one,” Mack said.

      “Right,” Miranda continued, “well, it's an old building, built in the thirties, but it's had some work done to it since then. It's called the Archer Institute and it's one of the oldest in the country. Because of that it's quite prestigious to work there, and given the location some of the most severe cases of mental illness are treated there, and some of the most dangerous. You see, there's also a prison nearby. So, often when a prisoner or a criminal exhibits signs of mental illness they're brought over to us for a diagnosis.

      “Anyway, many of the doors have the type of locks on them that were used in the old days, but over the years, different standards have been brought to it and much of the main building was changed to run electronically. So the locks were automatic, which meant the staff didn't have to carry around huge sets of keys, and this was good. In the old days, there was more than one example of a patient getting their hands on the keys. It was more common than you'd think. The locks were timed and there was a master board where you could open all of them at once, lock them all at once, or open them one by one. And all of the patients were in these types of rooms.

      “Well, when the electronics went out the whole system went haywire and then everything shut down. Once the electricity was gone there was nothing to power the locks and everyone could just walk right out. The patients outnumbered the staff almost three to one. We managed to get some of them back in their rooms and bolted them in, for their own protection, of course. But there were some dangerous men and women in there, and once they were out, well, they were intent on getting their revenge on us. After all, they didn't think they belonged there in the first place. Even the more docile patients were riled up, and because of the panic we couldn't get organized quickly enough. It was complete chaos, and I didn't know what was going on.” As she said this she began shaking her head and wringing her hands. Mack's heart went out to her as she relived the trauma.

      “Were you able to get to any of your colleagues?” Mack asked, trying to remind Miranda that she was in the present and that whatever had happened to her was all over now.

      “Some of them, but we all had different ideas on what we should do. Some wanted to make sure that nobody escaped; some wanted to round them all up; others just wanted to leave and let everything be damned.”

      “What did you want to do?” Grace asked.

      “I didn't know,” Miranda replied with a vacant stare.

      “I really had no clue. I was so...frozen. It was all happening so quickly. I heard a commotion in the hallways as we were discussing what was going to happen. Then there was yelling and the sounds of fighting. I looked out and saw a group of the patients marching toward us. I knew it was the end but I... I couldn't help but feel like I was betrayed. I had tried helping these people, and a lot of them knew that what we were doing we were doing for their own good, but the first chance they got they turned on us. It was like nothing we had done even mattered.” She swallowed after she said this and exhaled deeply.

      “What happened then? Did you put up a fight?” Mack asked.

      “No, I'm not a violent woman. We all were doctors and nurses, and we just wanted to help them, that's all we wanted to do. Why couldn't they see that?” she said, her words getting more emphatic as the emotion seeped into them.

      “We were supposed to take care of them, but we failed. We should have been prepared for this. We should have known it was coming.”

      “Nobody could have known,” Mack said, “and it sounds like you did all you could in those circumstances.”

      “I guess we did, but even now it all still seems like a blur. We tried to lock ourselves in the office to stay safe, but they kept shouting at us and saying they were running the asylum, and that soon we would know what it felt like to be labeled as ill when there was nothing wrong with us. They called us monsters. They said we were torturing them, but we weren't. We only wanted to make them better! They got into the office and they dragged us all out,” she said, her voice becoming hollow.

      “They stripped us of our clothes and put us in these gowns, then pretended to diagnose us before putting us down below, down in the rooms with the bolts on the doors. Since then they've been running the place, medicating us, treating us like their patients when they're the ones who need help.”

      “It sounds like you've been through a lot,” Mack said, trying to imagine what it would be like to have those you gave your life to helping betray you without a second thought, “but how did you escape?”

      Miranda sniffled and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “It wasn't easy. They let us out sometimes. One of the guards was one of my patients. We had a good rapport. I convinced him that I had left something in the cellar and I managed to slip away from him and out the back. I wanted to go back in and try making them see that what they were doing was wrong, but I just ran out and never stopped running. I scavenged some food and things and made my way here, and now I've met you, but I must go back. Those people are dangerous and I can't let them stay there like that. My friends are locked up in there, being held captive, and there are innocent patients who aren't fully aware of what they're doing. Please, I need your help, they need your help.”
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      After hearing Miranda's story the group gave her some more food and allowed her to rest while they went off to the side and discussed her plea for help. It was a lot to ask and a lot to take in, and to think all this had happened while they had been dealing with everything else. It made them wonder about what else was going on in the world.

      “Okay, so what do we think?” Mack said.

      “I know what you think,” Saul began, and Grace rolled her eyes.

      “Let's not turn this into another argument between you two. There's a woman there who is obviously traumatized, and who can blame her? I can't imagine what it must have been like to see all those patients turn the tables on them, and then to be imprisoned like that? I think we must help her. I hate to think of all those innocent people being drugged and kept in those rooms,” she said.

      “But we don't have an obligation to meddle in every situation we come across,” Saul said. “This situation doesn't involve us, and we don't have any stake in it. There's only four of us, and from what she said it sounds as though there's a whole army in there. What does she expect us to do? Go in, guns blazing, shooting down all the bad ones? How do we know who they are?”

      “He makes a good point,” Luis said. “I mean, I'm all for helping people and trying to do good in the world, but I think there has to be a line. I don't want to put my life on the line when it looks like there's no chance of us getting out alive. I think it's terrible what's going on, but is it really our responsibility? We're not the police.”

      “I can't believe you'd say that!” Grace said. “How can you stand by and let all those innocent people suffer?”

      “I don't like it,” Luis said defensively, “but I'm just trying to be realistic here. Let's say we do go in and we manage to deal with the patients who are in charge, what then? We can't stay there to look after them all or take care of the place. What if it gets attacked again? Are we supposed to stand guard? Are we going to become caretakers of the place?”

      “I don't know, but just because we can't stick around doesn't meant we shouldn't help them at all,” Grace said in a small voice.

      “That's even if we accept that she's telling the truth,” Saul said.

      “You think she's lying now as well?!” Grace exclaimed. “I don't know when you two became so bitter and mistrustful, but I don't like it. Look at her, the poor woman has been through a lot, and you're not even going to give her the benefit of the doubt?”

      “All I'm saying is we have to be careful. A lot of people can come up with some fascinating stories and take advantage of kind souls. It's not like you'd be the first. It's certainly an interesting story she gave us, but it could be a trap. For all we know she was one of the patients and she's been sent out to lure people back,” Saul said.

      The horrible thing that Mack had to admit was that Saul could be right. So far, Mack had remained quiet while the others had argued. Now they were looking at him to provide some sense of reason. He took a deep breath.

      “I think you all have good points, even Saul. For as much as I'm loathe to admit it, we do have to take every possibility into consideration. And Luis, I understand what you're saying that we shouldn't take any undue risks, but ultimately, I think we should be looking to help others where we can, and there are people out there who need help. I'd like to think if we were in the same situation people would help us. I mean, Luis, when we first found you, you were being held captive. Imagine if Grace and I had thought it was too much of a risk to rescue you?” Luis was suitably chastened by Mack's words.

      “I think we should help them, but we need more information first. We're must talk to Miranda again, and every step of the way we must be careful. If we get the hint that something fishy is going on, then we'll figure out a way to get out of it. Is that good with everybody?” He looked around at the others. Grace was eager to agree, Luis relented, too, and Saul begrudgingly nodded. They walked back to Miranda, and when Mack informed her they had agreed to help her, she was delighted and thanked them profusely.

      “But we need more information first,” he added.

      “Like what?” she said.

      “Like, how many there are? What you expect us to actually do? I mean, have you thought of a plan or anything like that? And who is leading these patients? Or is there more than one leader?”

      “I haven't thought of a plan. My mind doesn't work that way, I'm afraid, and ever since I escaped I've been too busy trying to hold onto my sanity to think clearly,” she said, chewing her bottom lip nervously.

      “As for the one in charge, well, there are a few dangerous patients, but the one who started this all off is the worst of all. It was actually a toss-up whether he would be taken to the prison or the asylum. The chief of staff at the institution wanted to take him in to serve as an example, to show there was a way to treat and rehabilitate the criminally insane. His intentions were good, but he was too proud, too arrogant. He didn't know what he really was dealing with...”

      “Who was he?”

      “His name is Ethan Montney and he was in for multiple counts of murder and assault. He was a devious man, and had the cops chasing him for years before they managed to get any leads. It was a high-profile thing around the area, and when Gary got wind of it he thought it would be a good way to get the institute, and himself, on the map. You see, Gary didn't really see his future at Archer. He wanted to live the glamorous life and felt he only was paying his dues. He never really saw the patients as people, only as cases that could help his career. Everyone urged him not to push through the paperwork to transfer Ethan over, but he didn't listen. He just thought we all were jealous because we'd never be as famous as he was going to be.

      From that moment, I could tell he was in trouble. He underestimated Ethan badly, thought he was the same as so many other people he had treated over the years, but Ethan was different. In my line of work, you tend to have a good feel for people, like whether they're bad or good inside. Some people don't get a choice. Their biochemistry or their upbringing force them down one particular path. But other people, such as Ethan, they seem to relish it, like they're put on Earth to do the devil's work.”

      “Strange to hear a woman of science speak of the devil,” Saul said. Miranda seemed to catch herself.

      “Faith and science are not as far apart as one might think,” she said, and carried on talking, not catching the pointed glance exchanged between Mack and Saul.

      “Anyway, Ethan and Gary had a number of one-on-one sessions and Gary thought he was making a lot of progress. He went so far as to say he thought one day Ethan would be able to walk the streets as a healthy member of society. From the way Ethan behaved, Gary won over some of the doubters, but I never was convinced, and then one day it all blew up. You see, Gary had told Ethan that if he did show progress then he might be allowed to have some fresh air. Really Gary just wanted this for the photo opportunities, but the pressure on him was too great and there was no way he was going to get clearance from the board. When he told Ethan, well, it turned out Ethan had been acting the whole time and trying to keep a lid on his more psychopathic tendencies.

      “When he heard this disappointing news, he started attacking Gary and it took three orderlies to get him off. They hauled him down to solitary and put him in a straitjacket, and that was it. Gary washed his hands of him and said Ethan was beyond help. I thought it was so callous of him to just discard Ethan like that after he had gone to so much trouble to get him into the institute. He just thought he could leave Ethan there to rot.

      “Some of the other patients let him out and Ethan took control, and made it his mission to get revenge on Gary for throwing him into solitary. But it wasn't just Gary he wanted revenge on, it was all of us. He shouldn't have been in the institution in the first place, he should have been in the prison, but now he's out and he can do anything he wants.” Desperation and terror appeared on her face as she told the group these things, and she wrapped the blanket a little more tightly around her shoulders.

      “Are you sure you're going to be okay going back to this place?” Grace asked.

      Miranda nodded. “I have to, I have a responsibility to these people, not just to the patients, but to my colleagues as well, and to anyone else who may come to the building. I know it's out of the way, but eventually some people might go there looking for shelter and I don't want them walking into that.”

      “Where is the prison in relation to the institute?” Mack asked.

      “Oh, I don't know. It wasn't too far away, about a fifteen-minute drive by car, I suppose. Why do you ask?” Miranda said.

      “I was just wondering if there was any chance we could go there first and see if there were any guards there that could help us.”

      If Miranda's face hadn't already been drained of color it would have turned even paler then. “The prison had the same kind of locking mechanism as the institute...I wouldn't be surprised if something similar happened there,” she said morosely.

      Then she held her face in her hands as the overwhelming sorrow of the situation overcame her once again. Grace moved over to her and put her arm around Miranda's shoulders. She looked up hopelessly at Mack, who pressed his lips together and folded his arms across his chest.

      “Right then, I think, first things first, we should get to the institute and do a bit of recon about the building, see if we can get some idea of the outline.”

      “What about the prison? Are we going to go there and see if anyone needs our help after we're done with the institute?” Saul asked. Mack looked at him with steely eyes.

      “If somebody comes and asks us for help then, yes, but I'm not a fool, and despite what you think, I'm not trying to put us in danger at every opportunity.”

      “Seems to me like you've got a bit of a hero complex going on,” Saul muttered, turning his face away.

      Mack looked at him and then down at Miranda. He didn't want to make another big scene in front of the woman as she had seen enough violence already, and he didn't want to set her on edge. Instead, he grabbed Saul by the arm and dragged him roughly a few strides away from the other three, and spoke in a harsh whisper.

      “What the hell is your problem? I'm trying to do my best to get us all through this, but you keep trying to undermine me at every opportunity. I wouldn't mind so much, but you're not coming up with any sound plans on your own. All you seem to want to do is push the rest of the world away, but that's not going to happen. I'm getting tired of repeating myself, but when you joined us I made it clear this lone wolf thing isn't going to work. If you're going to insist on pushing back, then maybe it is better if you go your own way. The only way we're going to make it through is to work together. I just don't understand how you can't see that.”

      “I know what this is really about. You were all fine with leading those two and being the one in charge. Then when I came along you weren’t so sure about being top dog anymore. Don't worry, I don't want your job, I just don't much care for the way you order people around like it's your God-given right. We're not in the army, we're just trying to make it, day by day, but you'd have us interfere in anything if it made you feel good. You get off on this kind of thing. I bet you just love the thanks you get. You sound like that doctor she was talking about. It’s a shame there aren't any newspapers anymore to write a story of the great hero Mack, who walked around a wasteland and meddled in other people's business until one day he meddled too much and got himself and his companions killed,” Saul said, stepping forward, invading Mack's personal space.

      It wasn't the first time Mack had been threatened by someone like Saul, nor would it be the last. He tried to remember his training and attempted to keep a lid on his emotions, but it was difficult. He, too, was feeling the strain of the apocalypse upon his soul. It wasn't an easy thing to maintain an emotional equilibrium in such a turbulent time, especially not when everyone looked to him to be a compass by which they could guide their own emotional states. He knew Saul was trying to goad him, trying to push him into action that would prove Saul right, but Mack wasn't going to give him the satisfaction.

      “You might think you know what you're doing, but you have no idea. I was fine with not going after that patrol, but you wanted to get back at them for your brother and we got captured because of it. We could be in the city right now, but we're not. We're here because we got dragged back through the forest and had to start again. The last time I interfered was when I saw a man being carried along by the river.

      I could have not taken the risk of being swept along by the current as well and let him float by, and mourned the loss of life, but I didn't. I went out there and I pulled you back to land. So, don't tell me you're annoyed that I interfere, because if I hadn't then we wouldn't be having this conversation right now. Frankly, I don't give a damn about whatever issues you're having, but you'd better sort them out pretty quickly because I don't need this bullshit hanging around. There's already enough to worry about in this world without you making things difficult.”

      Mack didn't even give Saul a chance to reply as he stormed back to the others, hoping he hadn't been too harsh on him. He knew the big man had been dealing with some things ever since they first had met him, but Mack couldn't afford to give him too much leeway, not when it was going to be detrimental to the group's cooperation. When he returned, Luis asked Mack if everything was alright. Mack nodded in reply.

      “Miranda, do you think you'll be okay to walk?” he asked. Miranda nodded. She took the blanket from around her shoulders and carefully rose to her feet with Grace’s help.

      “Grace, if you could lend her some of your clothes we'll be on our way once you get ready,” Mack added. Grace took Miranda away and handed her some clothes. Soon enough, Miranda was looking a little more human and a little less feral.

      “I feel it,” Miranda said when Grace pointed this out.

      The group got their packs together in silence and there was tension in the air as Saul returned. Neither Grace nor Luis wanted to raise the subject, however, so silence reigned among them until they were ready to leave.

      “You coming?” Mack asked in Saul's direction. He slowly nodded and hung back, taking up the rear. Miranda walked at the front with Mack as they needed her to lead them to the institute.

      “I don't really know,” she said fretfully, “it all looks the same to me. I remember I ran from that direction, or was it that one...” she said, tapping a finger to her lips as she looked in two directions.

      She was still a little twitchy, and the others tried not to make it plain as they weren't sure if Miranda even was aware they were doing so. Mack still hadn't decided if she was being genuine as he had read many cases where people appeared to be something they were not. He knew they all would have to be on their guard in case the world they were walking into was one of Miranda's own making. After a little while Miranda finally decided which way to go and the others followed, hoping she was correct and that they would not be getting lost in the forest.

      “There is another concern we have,” Mack began. Miranda looked at him as they walked. Unfortunately, the group didn't have any spare shoes or boots for her, but they did have socks and she seemed grateful for the slight protection they offered.

      “What's that?” Miranda asked.

      “It's all well and good, us helping you out with this, but what's going to happen when it's over? We're not going to be able to stay and help protect the institute or take care of the patients. I really hate the thought that these people aren't going to be able to get the help they need.”

      “You don't have to worry about that. I'm sure most of the doctors would stay on if they had the chance, I know I would. It's going to be hard because we won't be able to get the medicine they need, but we can at least make sure they're safe and well-fed. The institute has plenty of food, and over the years we've created a bond with our patients. We couldn't abandon them now.”

      “Even after they've put you through all this?” Grace asked.

      “It's not all the patients who are bad, they're just being bullied by the more dangerous ones. There are still good people in that institute and they shouldn't be forgotten just because it's a challenge to look after them. I know this apocalypse has changed a lot for a lot of people, including yourselves, but it hasn't for me. I'm still a doctor and I still have a responsibility to my patients, one that I'm not going to walk away from.”

      “Your attitude is commendable,” Mack said.

      “Thank you. I got into this profession to help people and I wouldn't be able to live with myself if I walked away now, not when they needed help the most.”

      “Seems like the world needs more people with that attitude,” Mack said, and Miranda blushed.

      The group walked on for a little while longer until Miranda started recognizing some of the area, and her pace quickened as she realized they were getting close to the institute. Mack glanced at the others to remind them to be on their guard in case this proved to be a trap, and he tried quelling the aching feeling in his gut.
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      The cloak of night began to fall as they approached the institute. The trees gave way to a wide road that stretched out on either side of the institute, and Mack presumed that at least one of these paths led to the city. The moon hung like a lantern in the sky and provided enough light that they didn't need to light a match. That was fortunate as they didn't want to draw any attention to themselves.

      “Before you left, did any of the other patients use the opportunity to escape?” Mack asked.

      “Probably, but we didn't have a chance to do a headcount,” Miranda said.

      “Okay, watch out for anything unusual. I don't want to be taken by surprise,” he said as he glanced around in the darkness, almost expecting something to leap out at them.

      The air was cooler and a few errant leaves skipped along the road as the stars twinkled above. Before them stood the institute, a towering old building made of dark gray stone that seemed to glower at them with an air of foreboding. It was one of those old buildings that seemed to have a personality, in this case a strict and scary old man, like Old Man Herman, who lived on Mack's road in an old house with an overgrown garden. No matter how many times Mack's mom told him Herman was just a man, he never believed her. Not when he was so afraid to get his ball that had flown over the fence, not when he saw the crooked, gnarled fingers, the hooked nose, and the beady eyes of a goblin staring back at him.

      The building had large iron gates, one of which hung loosely from the hinges.

      “They always said they'd fix that, but I guess they'll never get around to it now,” Miranda said.

      The name of the institute hung over the gates in an arch. A winding path led up to the wide doorway, which was covered in shadows. Steps led up to it, and pillars stood at either side. Some of the rooms were lit, and occasionally they caught glimpses of shadows moving about the place, but they couldn't see anything clearly. The moonlight bathed the left side of the building in a silver light, and Mack could see vines twisting and creeping up the side of the building, almost as though they were trying to devour it. From the look of the building it didn't seem as though it was very well taken care of, even before the apocalypse.

      “We always were trying to get more funding,” Miranda said when this was pointed out, with an almost apologetic tone to her voice. It was difficult to see in the dwindling light, but the grounds of the garden did seem to be well-kept. There were no sounds around, aside from their breathing, and Mack noticed that Miranda was breathing slowly.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      Miranda nodded. “It's just strange to think of this place as not being safe for me. I worked here for a little more than five years, and I had come to think of it as home. Now it's been taken over, and I know there's still a chance I may never be safe in there again. No matter what happens I want to thank you for listening to me and helping me. You're good people.” Mack and the others smiled at each other, but Saul looked away.

      “I am so worried about the patients, though. I can't imagine that many of them really know what's going on, and Ethan isn't going to have their best interests at heart. At some point, I'm sure he'll get tired of holding the doctors, and without anyone else around he'll no doubt turn to the patients. Not to mention that there are some people in there who shouldn't be anywhere near fire, let alone carrying around lanterns and candles.”

      “Do you think they'll listen to reason? The other patients I mean?” Mack asked.

      Miranda tilted her head. “I think I could get them to listen, as could the other doctors. If any of you tried, well, maybe, but some of them can be quite picky about who they trust and it can take a lot of time to form a bond with them. Do any of you have any experience at communicating with people who have mental disorders?”

      She meant the comment to come off as lighthearted, but it only made the rest of them feel as though they were unprepared for this. The five of them were crouched down opposite the institute and watched with interest. As a tactician, Mack would have placed sentries around the building and had regular patrols, but it didn't seem as though anything like that existed. That would suggest that if everything was as Miranda had said, Ethan paid little attention to anything outside the institute and focused on maintaining control inside. Perhaps he thought nobody ever would come across this place.

      After making sure nobody was around, Mack signaled for everyone to cross to the other side of the road, where they sat down with their backs to the wall. They removed their packs and set them beside their feet. Mack craned his neck up to peer over the wall, through the metal bars, but could see little that helped him. The doors seemed thick and the windows had safety bars on them as well, which meant they would not be able to climb through one of them. It also meant they would not be able to climb out so easily, and they would have to have an escape plan as well.

      “Right, so I'm thinking we can dismiss an all-out assault right off the bat. I'm assuming there aren't any guns in the building?” Mack asked.

      Miranda shook her head, “No, the guards had Tasers and batons, but that was more for show than anything. We tried to encourage a spirit of non-violence.”

      “Well, at least we know we outgun them, but I don't want to risk going in shooting in case we end up harming the innocent patients. It also doesn't really look like we can get in from the front. I don't see any guards, though, which is a good thing. Hopefully the lack of security is the same on the inside as it is out here. But still, we have to figure out a way to get inside.”

      Now that they were outside the building Miranda was getting more anxious by the minute. She chewed her lip so much that Mack thought she was going to draw blood, and her eyes darted all around. It was a reminder that not everyone was as primed for these situations as he had been, and his heart went out not only to her, but also to all those other people around the world who had been thrust into this dangerous situation with no chance to prepare.

      Mack was about to speak again when suddenly he heard Grace chuckling. He furrowed his brow as he looked at her, as did the others. It did serve to prevent Miranda from biting her lip, though, as she, too, was distracted by Grace's laughter. Mack was worried. So far Grace had been through a lot. Literally her entire world had changed and it was understandable if she was beginning to crack under the pressure. Yet this was the worst possible time to do that as he needed everyone at their best if they were to emerge from this endeavor unscathed.

      “What are you laughing about?” Luis asked in a hushed whisper. Grace took a few moments to get her laughter under control, shaking her head.

      “It's just that we're here talking about what we're going to do when we get inside, but we haven't even talked about how we're going to get inside. I mean, what? Are we just going to walk up to the front door and knock? It's not like we're going to be able to waltz in there unnoticed,” she said, and talking about it only made her laugh even more.

      Mack was pleased to see that his worries had been unfounded, and that it just had been a case of her finding humor even in the darkest of moments. That was a common coping mechanism, and one that he had encountered many times during his time in the army.

      “Maybe we can get them just to bring their prisoners out to us?” Luis said, joining in the laughter. Soon enough, all of them, even Saul and Miranda, were laughing heartily.

      But soon enough it was time for the laughter to subside. Mack curled his fingers around his gun and gazed up at the stars, resting his head against the rough stone of the wall. When he looked up, he saw the bars of the fence rising up above him, and things seemed hopeless. He didn't look at Saul, but he thought about what Saul had said and wondered if it had been a mistake to take on this mission. After all, they were just four people. It wasn't like they were a specialized commando unit, and maybe there was something about him being a hero...maybe he was overcompensating after losing everything.

      However, now was not the time to lose himself in a self-analysis. He had made the decision to help and that was what he was going to do. They were at the institute and they would have to find a way in. “How was it you said you got out, through a cellar?” Mack asked. Miranda nodded.

      “Yeah, it's around the back. There's a path that runs around the side. That will take you into the lower level, where everyone else is being kept.”

      “And what about Ethan? Is he going to be on that level as well?”

      “No, he'll be on the main floor with all his cronies. You're going to have to be careful with him. He'll act like he's your best friend even as he's twisting the knife in your gut. They may not have guns, but they are willing to kill for nothing. So you can't let your guard down at all.”

      It had been a long time since Mack had been on an operation like this, but it was all coming back to him. The army had trained him in a certain way of thinking, a way to sift through the various possibilities of any given scenario and choose the best one, or the least worst. As a commander, he had developed an array of tactics for various situations and it was clear this one required some stealth. If they could make it into the building and take out Ethan quickly, then the situation would be dealt with and they could move on. If they could not, then things would prove far more difficult.

      “Our goal is twofold,” he said. “We have to get Miranda's colleagues out and take care of Ethan. I suggest we try accomplishing the latter first, as then it will be easier to get everybody else out of there.”

      “But how are we even going to do that? How are we going to get inside?” Grace asked.

      It had been a joke earlier, but suddenly it was far more serious as it dawned upon all of them. This was real, it was not a game. They already had been through a lot at the camp, but somehow this felt different. At the camp they were trying to inspire other people to fight back, here they were trying to covertly invade a building and nullify a target. It was an operation that required precision, almost like surgery, and they all were looking to Mack to lead them and help them make it through this alive.

      Fear was simmering in them all as they thought about the near future and what it would mean, for this encounter was not going to be just a one-time thing. They all knew there would be more scenarios like this, and could they really handle them? Could they turn themselves into the type of person who could carry the weight of these types of memories, instead of just living a sedate life where nothing they did had much of any consequence? They had been used to losing themselves in movies and television shows, and living their lives vicariously through them. So much had changed in such a short time, not just in the grand scheme of the world, but in themselves as well.

      They looked around at each other, five separate souls now coming together on this one mission. Trust was essential, yet there were fractures in the group. Saul and Mack had their own difficulties, Grace still was unsure of how she felt about Luis, especially after he had agreed with Saul on some matters, and Miranda was still a wild card. This all was based on the information she had given them. If she actually was a patient, and this was all some delusion, there was no telling what was waiting for them inside the old, foreboding building.

      But they had come too far to turn back now, and, as yet, there had been no reason to distrust Miranda.

      “Miranda, can we get into that cellar you escaped from, or do you think there will be people guarding it after you escaped?”

      “I can’t say, but I don't see why they would. I think they would be more concerned with keeping things under control on the inside. There aren't really that many who are truly capable, and Ethan would have to have people he could rely on. I think it should be okay, but you'll have to be careful when you work your way up to the other levels. Noise echoes easily. Other than that, I don't really know if there are any good ways to get inside. Don't forget that this place was built to keep people in. They took security very seriously,” she said.

      “That's fine. It's settled then. We'll go in through the cellar, then make our way up the levels until we find Ethan. We'll take him out, subdue anyone else who offers resistance, free the doctors and get the other patients into their cells,” Mack said.

      “It sounds so easy when you say it like that,” Luis said.

      “We can pray,” Mack said, and took a deep breath.

      It was still a risky undertaking. Because of all the trouble Saul had been giving him, Mack had his doubts, but deep down he knew that what he was doing was right. He only hoped this would not prove to be his death. The sight of that broken piece of yellow wood still played on his mind. He knew that death could come at any moment, and though he always had been willing to give his life for his country, he found now that, more than anything, he wanted to live.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      It was fortunate they were not under time pressures as they had been sitting outside the Archer Institute for what seemed a rather long time. Being around other people had not had as calming an effect on Miranda as Mack had hoped, but he wasn't surprised she was in such a state, considering how much emotional investment she had in this place. Grace and Luis seemed to be the same as ever, but Saul, well, Mack wasn't sure how to deal with Saul anymore. There was something odd about him, and Mack couldn't quite put his finger on it. He had tried speaking to Saul reasonably, and harshly, but neither approach had worked. There wasn't time for them to have a heart-to-heart, so Mack had to just hope Saul would not do anything to jeopardize their plans. It was difficult to help someone when they continually had their guard up, and Mack wondered if he could get some counseling tips from Miranda when this was all over.

      “Okay,” Mack began, “we're going to go through the back, but I'm just wondering if a couple of us should stay behind? We're going to need to be quiet in there and the fewer of us the better. It's going to be easier if we can leave our packs here, but I wouldn't want to leave them unguarded in case somebody comes along and steals them. I think Miranda and I definitely should go in, and then one other. Two can stay out here to guard the place and watch in case we get into any trouble.”

      “I'll stay,” Saul said.

      “Me too,” Grace agreed, looking at Saul and smiling, although she got no sense of camaraderie from him.

      “I guess that means I'm going with you,” Luis said, and held his gun a little more firmly. He hoped he would not have to use it, and that, somehow, they would be able to find a peaceful way out of this situation. Mack nodded at each of them in turn.

      “How are we going to know if you're in trouble or not? Are you going to give us a sign?” Grace asked.

      “If everything goes according to plan we'll open the front door for you. I don't know how long we'll take, though. Just keep your wits about you, but if the worst does happen don't put yourself in danger. I don't want you to go on some kind of revenge mission if we're killed. If we're captured then they'll have our guns, and you'll lose your advantage. So move along and try making a new life for yourself,” Mack said.

      “What? You can't possibly think we're going to do that,” Grace said, shocked that Mack ever would suggest such a thing. “We've been through too much together to give it up so easily.”

      “Grace, I don't want you throwing your life away on something where you don't have a chance. Trust me, if we get captured you'll still be able to get away without any problems and we'll try handling things inside. But hopefully, we won't have to worry about that. I'm just telling you in case it does happen. Keep an eye out for anything, there still could be other people in the woods, so don't let yourselves get distracted. We'll try being as quick as we can.”

      With that they looked at each other and gave each other the go-ahead. Before they left Mack looked at a gun and offered it to Miranda, which shocked Saul, but Miranda shook her head vehemently.

      “No, I don't want to ever use one of them,” she said.

      “You may need it. You did say there are dangerous people there,” Luis said, although Miranda did not need reminding of that fact.

      “I'm well aware of that, but as I told you, I am a woman of science. I'm a doctor. I vowed to do no harm to those people under my care, and despite everything, the people inside are still my patients. I have to help them, not shoot them.”

      “Sometimes people need tough love,” Saul growled.

      “We formed a bond together, and if they see me coming in there shooting at them I'll lose all the progress I've made. I must think about their future as well as my own. I'm sorry if you don't agree with my principles, but they're not going to change,” she said haughtily. Then she twitched again, the left side of her face flinching more noticeably the more emotional she became.

      “Okay,” Mack replied, putting the gun in the small of his back, shooting a glance toward Saul to tell him to leave it. They took a few more things from their packs, such as knives and matches, before they left them with Saul and Grace.

      “Well, I guess this is it. Wish us luck,” Mack said.

      Saul and Grace both did so, and the party split up. Mack, Luis, and Miranda left the other two as they skulked into the grounds, keeping low and keeping their bodies close to the wall. In the dark night, they clung to the shadows and disappeared. Yet it was hard not to think that people were watching them.

      “Do you think it's okay leaving Grace with Saul?” Luis asked in a hushed whisper.

      “Yeah, why? Are you worried?” Mack replied, his hands stretched out to feel the rough brickwork, his eyes never leaving the building in case they came across anyone they were not supposed to see.

      Against the bricks, he could feel the crumbling cement that had dried almost a century ago, as well as the soft moss that had grown over the bricks. He imagined what it was going to be like in another century, or even just another few decades. Without anyone to maintain the grounds, Nature would creep over this building and envelop it; an irresistible force that slowly would overwhelm everything that mankind had built and eventually swallow it up. The apocalypse hadn't just ended the world, it had reset it, allowing Nature a chance to catch up. Humans had spent so much time violating the world, using it for their own means, and now it was Nature's turn to fight back. Eventually, everything that had stood, all the concrete and glass buildings, the statues that reached into the sky, would be brought down into ruins, remnants of an ancient era, and the stories behind them would turn into myths of a forgotten era.

      But that was for future generations to worry about. Mack had enough on his plate in the present, and it would be a long time before Nature overwhelmed him. They moved around the side of the building. On this side, there were fewer windows and most of them were dark. Miranda told him this was the stairwell. He was glad to see it dark as it meant they had a better chance of moving up it unnoticed.

      “I'm not really worried, but you know what Saul is like. I wouldn't be surprised if he's left already,” Luis said.

      “Do you have any idea what's going on with him?” Mack asked.

      “I haven't noticed any change since we first met up. He's always been out for himself. It doesn't surprise me, really. Maybe it's better if we do just let him go his own way after this is over, that's what he wants, after all.”

      Mack murmured in reply, but he didn't like to think about that. He thought of the three of them as his unit and to think of one of them leaving was a disconcerting thought. He wanted to help Saul, but Saul was a stubborn man, and one who didn't seem willing to talk about his feelings. Mack had known many people like him in the army. Getting someone to open up always had been a challenge, but often it turned out they were the ones who were most in need of an open and honest conversation.

      “There's still a lot we don't know about him anyway,” Luis continued. “I mean, sure, we know about his brother, but we don't know about Saul's life. And who knows what other kinds of problems he had before this all happened? Sometimes I think it's not surviving Nature we have to deal with, it's surviving ourselves. He was there when we agreed we'd all travel to the city, though, and it's not like you've made a secret of the fact you want to help people.”

      “Do you agree with that? I mean, I know you had your reservations about this whole thing, but you were quieter about it than Saul.”

      Luis shrugged. “I'm glad to be doing something useful. I just don't particularly want to die, that's all. I actually, I mean, it sounds weird to say, but I kinda enjoyed putting our plan into action back at the camp, and when it all went down I felt like I did pretty good. I didn't panic like I thought I would. I guess it helped me see that I do have something to offer in this world. I always had a feeling that I was kinda useless, but when it comes down to it, I know I stand a much better chance of surviving with you than I do on my own. Maybe at some point I'll find a place where I want to start a life again, but right now my place is with you,” he said. Mack was touched by Luis’ confession.

      “I'm glad you feel that way, and I hope we're all together for a good long while yet,” he said, and he smiled to himself.

      Although he never would have chosen for the world to end, the fact was he was meant to meet these people with whom he otherwise never would have interacted. This world had cost him a chance to be reunited with his wife, but it had given Grace and Luis a new chance in life. Both of them had been drifting down different, aimless paths, but now they could discover themselves and change for the better. It made Mack think about how he would be acting if he had been their age. As it was he had the benefit of years of experience, and he was using habits and training to make it through the new world, while Grace and Luis were reinventing themselves. Would he still have been able to make it through if he had been younger? It was a question that he never was going to get an answer to, yet it was interesting to think about all the same.

      Whenever he went on these kinds of operations he liked to let his mind wander a little, just so he didn't tire himself out thinking about the same thing, drilling the operation into his skull. He still was focused. When they reached the end of the building he held up his hand, signaling for them to stop. The path between the wall and the building was about five feet wide. So they moved from the outer security wall to that of the building. The iron bars still were standing tall, but here the outside forest was encroaching upon them, coming through the gaps. He could not see through them in the darkness. His eyes had to adjust to the light since the building obscured the moonlight, but beyond the building lay the back yard. It was a long stretch of grass with a few lawn ornaments and large, thick trees. The moonlight poured into this garden and Miranda sighed as she saw it.

      “I'm used to seeing this place filled with people. We used to take the patients out here a lot, especially at this time of year,” she said.

      “Even at this time of night?” Luis asked.

      “I know it might seem strange, but a lot of the patients found the night to be calming. I think they liked the idea that they were awake while most of the world slept. It was a way for them to feel special, but I suppose now they're being kept in the building.”

      They walked along the back and the stench of trash greeted their noses. Toward the other end of the building were the garbage cans, which were filled with trash bags. The rancid smell was almost suffocating.

      “We'd better get inside quickly,” Mack said.

      “This is what I'm talking about, they can't take care of themselves. Much longer like this and they're going to be living in squalor,” Miranda said.

      “Where's the cellar?” Mack asked. Miranda walked to the right a little and then pointed to a hatch that had closed double doors.

      “There's something else you should know before we go down there,” she said.

      “What's that?” Mack asked, turning his head to face her, wary of what she might say. He felt the weight of the guns pressing into his back and was ready to draw them at any moment if he thought his life was in danger. Miranda gulped and looked ashamed.

      “It's just that...well, as I said, this institute is very old and there were certain practices they used when it was built that we never would dream of using now. This cellar is where they stored a lot of this equipment. I just...I don't want you to get the wrong impression about this place. A lot has changed over the years and this is just a sad reminder of the misunderstandings people had about how to treat mental illnesses.” Mack relaxed. It was simply professional pride taking over.

      “I'm sure it'll be okay,” he said, and nodded to Luis to approach the door.

      Mack and Luis leaned down to pull open the hatch. The doors were smooth and opened effortlessly, without so much as a sound. Luis stood at the top, not enjoying the thought of going back down into a cellar as the memories of being kept there by his kidnappers still haunted his mind. He gulped, took a look around at the quiet surroundings, and followed the others, trying to maintain control over his fear.

      They made their way into the building, and so far, everything had gone according to plan. Darkness loomed before them in the cellar, but just at a distance Mack could see a staircase that led upward.

      “I guess this is it,” he said, placing his foot on the stairs, ascending into the darkness above.

      Miranda went next. Luis stood at the bottom, took a deep breath, and then cautiously followed the others.
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      After the others had left them, Grace and Saul were alone by the gate. They watched as the other three slipped into darkness and all they had to do was wait, be vigilant, and hope that the others managed to pull off the plan and stay away from danger. Grace's eyes peered into the darkness, although she could not see anything in the surrounding area. She decided she much preferred the daytime, as at night the darkness seemed suffocating and a chilling fear crept up her spine. She never much had liked the dark, or more precisely, what could lurk in the dark. It perhaps was a product of her tendency to stay indoors rather than live outside, for the unknown often inspired more haunting images in the mind than what was known.

      Minutes passed and she became anxious. She looked up at Saul, who was gazing absently into the distance. Craning her neck over the wall, there didn't seem to be any change in the institute. She exhaled and looked down at the packs to make sure they hadn't disappeared. She began tapping her fingers against her thighs and, with nothing to do, she ended up humming. After a few moments, she noticed Saul was glaring at her, and she stopped mid-hum.

      “Thank you,” he said, and went back to staring into the darkness.

      “Is everything alright?” Grace asked.

      Like Mack, she had noticed a change in Saul's behavior recently and was worried about him. The two of them had shared a kinship after what had happened with Mr. Smith, and Grace felt as though the two of them had a bond. Whether he felt the same, or if it was completely one-sided, was a mystery to her, however.

      “Of course, why wouldn't it be?” he said.

      “I think we should talk.”

      “Mack wanted us to keep watch, and that's what we should do. I'm sure it'll be easier to concentrate if we're silent.”

      “So now you're actually going to follow his orders? Give me a break. Look, this is the first time we've been alone together since it happened. If you want to talk to me about it, you can. I know I could use someone to listen to me,” she said. Saul didn't reply, but after a few moments he looked down at her.

      “What do you want to talk about?” he asked.

      Grace shrugged without looking at him. “I don't know,” she said, “I guess I just...I thought I'd feel differently about it. I mean, I was ready to kill him, and I would have if you hadn't stopped me. I've been thinking about what it means to live in this new world, and I know I'm going to have to change the way I look at things. I never thought of myself as a violent person, but I know I'm must develop a killer instinct. Otherwise, people are going to take advantage of me.”

      “If you stay with Mack, I think people are going to take advantage of you anyway. That's why we're here in the first place.”

      “You think that's what this is? You didn't really expect us to turn our backs on her, did you?”

      “For someone who is so good at reading people, Mack got suckered in by that sob story. I don't believe her for a minute.”

      “Why not?”

      “It all sounds rather convincing, but I've known people to make up things before. I don't think a doctor would have switched so quickly from being like a wild animal to suddenly being able to give such a good account of what happened. It just doesn't add up, and there were a few things she said, like how she mentioned the devil, that just made me think twice about her.”

      “So, even though you felt like this, you let Mack and Luis walk into a trap? From your perspective.”

      This time Saul shrugged. “I said my piece and Mack didn't want to listen.”

      “But if you felt so strongly about it you should have fought harder. I just don't get you. Sometimes you have such strong feelings about things, and other times you act like you don't care at all. Is this all about your brother or is there something else going on?”

      “Let's just forget about my brother. He's not worth talking about. Hopefully that leg wound got infected and he's dead in a ditch somewhere. That's what he deserves for everything he did to those people. I should have punished him more.”

      “Are you upset because you couldn't kill him?”

      “I don't know. Part of me thinks so, but then again, you don't go shooting family. Blood is thicker than water, no matter what. That's what I was brought up believing. Maybe I just don't like that Mack seems to have all the answers while I'm still trying to muddle through everything. It was my fault that you got mixed up with him in the first place. Maybe you all would be better off if I just went off on my own.”

      “Wow, really? That's what this is about? I never pegged you as the self-pitying type,” Grace said, surprised at what Saul was revealing to her.

      “The thing is, that patrol could have found us anyway, and even if they hadn’t, another one could have. If we hadn't been taken back, those people might never have learned to fight back against your brother. Don't get down about how things happened, just think of what happened in the end. We all helped out.”

      “You helped more than others. I was so caught up in what my brother was doing that I lost sight of everything else. I just...I get this way sometimes, and I don't know how to break out of my own head,” he said, placing his fists against his temples.

      For the first time, Grace seriously was worried about him, since she never had seen Saul open up like this. She shifted her body and looked at him with concern in her eyes, but whatever he was going through soon passed and he composed himself again.

      “I guess seeing him all over again just brought it all back. I've never quite been able to forget about my family, and now he's all I have left. I doubt I'll ever see my parents again. I know I like to come across as a lone wolf, forging my own path, but the truth is that I was brought up believing family is the most important thing. The sad part is I wanted to help him, I wanted to make him see that what he was doing was wrong, but he just wouldn't listen to me. Sometimes I hate the family ties that bind,” he said with a heavy sigh.

      Grace had a pensive look on her face. “I wouldn't know. I never had one of my own. Even when I was taken in by foster parents I never felt like I really belonged.”

      “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to--”

      “It's okay, you didn't know. Everybody has something to complain about, I guess.”

      “It seems like there's a little family starting here. Maybe family doesn't have to be tied by blood?”

      “Yeah, we certainly have the arguments down,” Grace said, smiling. Saul hung his head and smiled, too. “Why do you do that? Why do you always give Mack such a hard time?” she asked.

      “I honestly can't give you an answer. It's like it's just a reflex. I know he's just trying to help and he's got everyone's best interests at heart. I certainly know I wouldn't want the responsibility of making the kinds of decisions he wants to make, but all through my life if somebody tells me what to do I push back. That's just the way I've always been. Sometimes I even can hear myself saying things and I'm thinking to myself, 'Saul, why are you doing that?' but I can't stop myself. Then I just feel worse for it, and I can tell Mack is getting tired of it. Maybe we just aren't supposed to get along.”

      “Or maybe you're too much alike and you should give each other a break. Cut him some slack now and then, he's a good guy.”

      “I just feel like he has a certain image of what I'm like and he can't get past that.”

      “Mack is the last person in the world you need to be worried about something like that with. He's open minded. I've been with him since the beginning of all this, and if he can change his mind about me he can change his mind about anyone.”

      Saul looked at her with curiosity. “The two of you weren't always like this?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head, “but that is a story for another time.”

      “Come on, I just told you all of that. The least you can do is give me something. That's just unfair.”

      Grace narrowed her eyes at him and wished she hadn't said what she did. She tried to dismiss Saul's pleas, but he cajoled her until she finally relented.

      “Fine,” she said, “but you have to promise not to tell Luis, because he doesn't know, and I'd prefer to keep it that way. I don't want anybody to treat me differently. It wasn't by chance that Mack and I were on the same flight. I was his prisoner and he was escorting me back to a military base. I had hacked in and accessed some secrets, and I was his last mission. So, believe me when I tell you he can change his mind about people. He gave me a chance to earn his trust. I knew he was my best chance to survive, so I took it. You can do the same. All you have to do is show him that you trust him, and he'll do the same to you, and we all will be much better off for it.”

      Saul nodded slowly, surprised at the sage advice coming from one so young. Now he understood why she had been so reticent to share that information with him, and in some ways, he felt a little sorry that he had pushed so hard. They were quiet for a few more moments until Grace craned her neck again, but still there was no sign that anything was going on in the building.

      “How long do you think we'll have to wait here?” she asked.

      “I have no idea. I guess we just have to wait and see what happens,” he said. Grace huffed and leaned her head against the wall, looking up at the stars. She began humming again, and this time Saul did not stop her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mack, Luis, and Miranda made their way down the wooden steps until they felt solid ground under their feet. The room was small and a damp smell wafted up toward them. The room was chilly and dark, as the moonlight did not reach in there. They couldn't hear anything else, so assumed they were alone. Mack told Luis to light a match, and the instant the flame bloomed they could see each others' faces. The ceiling was rather low with thick beams that proved hazardous to anyone around six feet tall. There were pillars as well, holding up the ceiling. As Luis moved the match across the room he gasped as the light fell upon an old leather chair. Leather straps lay upon it, and around the head were two metal contraptions that looked ominous.

      “Like I said, there are things down here that haven't been used for a long time,” Miranda said, almost apologetically.

      She gestured toward where they should head. As the match died down Luis threw it away and lit a new one. The light was dim and didn't provide them with much in the way of illumination at all, but it was better than nothing. They walked with small, shuffling steps, careful to not disturb anything that could make a loud noise. Beside him, Mack could sense that Miranda was becoming more anxious. Her breathing was erratic and she was standing closer to him than usual, which was understandable given everything she had been through. He thought it brave of her to return to this place after having escaped. The easiest thing to do would have been to run far away and leave all memories of it behind.

      From somewhere in the building they heard a door clanging. It was a cold, heartless sound, and it filled them with dread. Miranda gasped and jumped a little. The three were huddled together now, knowing that once they emerged from the cellar they would be in the belly of the beast, and would have to move quickly if they were to complete their mission. Mack counted in his head to steady his breathing as he had done so many times before. He did not let his mind wander now for he knew how important it was going to be to remain focused and think swiftly. There was a chance that once they left the cellar they would have little or no time before people saw them, and they would have to make their way quickly to find Ethan.

      Luis lit another match and a staircase was illuminated before them. Miranda, in a hushed whisper, told them it was what they had been looking for. Mack took the lead and reached behind his back for his gun in case he needed it, as there was no way to tell what was waiting for them once they opened the door.

      Mack was in the middle of giving instructions when suddenly the door swung open, blinding them with the light that spilled into the room. Mack, Luis, and Miranda raised their hands to cover their eyes and squinted at the man who was standing before them, a towering presence in the doorway. As his eyes quickly adjusted, Mack could see the man was wearing a white coat and had slicked-back black hair. He wore a casual smile and didn't look in the least bit surprised to see them. With hands by his sides he looked down at them.

      “Welcome to the Archer Institute. And Miranda, it's good to see you again. I'm so glad you found her. We have missed her dearly. Sadly, in all this confusion a number of our patients are wandering out in the woods and we haven't the resources to track them all down. There's no need for you all to be standing down there. Please, come up and share a drink with me.”

      “Mack looked at the man and then at Miranda.

      “Don't trust him,” she said in a desperate whisper.
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      Mack, Luis, and Miranda were halfway up the stairs, looking up at the man in the white coat who was flanked by a couple of orderlies, each holding a lantern. Miranda just had told Mack he shouldn't believe anything this man said. If her story was correct, then it was this man who had taken over the Archer Institute and turned the tables on the staff. He certainly carried himself well, and looked as though he belonged in the clothes he was wearing. A long white shirt rested on his shoulders and his black hair was swept back. His eyes gleamed and his arms were open, welcoming them in.

      The dim glow from the lanterns cast him in a foreboding light and that, coupled with the angle from which they were looking at him, made him seem like an imposing figure. At Mack’s side, Miranda was stricken with terror. It was no wonder, for the supposed doctor just had claimed she was a patient and was living a lie. Was it possible that everything she had told Mack and the others had been the product of a broken and ill mind? Mack looked down at her and, in a way, he hoped she was wrong. The last thing he wanted was to start a fight when one was not needed.

      “Now, now, Miranda, have you been telling lies again? We've talked about this before, haven't we? I'm glad to see you again, though. I was so worried about you being out there all by yourself. You know that this is where you belong. The world out there isn't meant for people like you. This is your home. This is where you can be safe, and where we can look after you,” he said in a cooing tone.

      He then turned to Mack. “I'm sorry, where are my manners? I'm Doctor Gary Richardson. Welcome to the Archer Institute although, really, you simply could have knocked on the front door,” he said, smiling widely. He reached out his hand to give Mack and Luis each a firm handshake. Mack looked at him with skepticism as he introduced himself and Luis.

      “I know what you're probably thinking,” he said with a sigh.

      “I'm sure she's told you that I'm not Gary and this place has been taken over by the patients. She's roped you into her story. Not that I can blame you, it was certainly a compelling narrative, and I must admit there were times she almost fooled me. We've tried coaxing her out before, but she's a stubborn one. She just can't seem to let go of whatever fantasies she concocts. It's impressive in a way, but it does mean she tends to act on them and, well, as you can imagine, we're stretched pretty thin at the moment.

      “So, it wasn't hard for her to slip out. Part of me didn't think we'd ever see her again. So, I'm glad you brought her back to us. Anyway! What are we doing have this conversation on the stairs? Let's get you upstairs where you can have a warm drink and we can talk properly. I'd like to know exactly what's going on out there,” he said, waving them forward.

      However, Mack still was reluctant to do that. Miranda was standing close beside him, digging her fingers into his arm so much it almost made Mack wince, although he didn't want to show any sign of weakness in front of this man who may well have been a dangerous criminal. Luis offered nothing helpful in his eyes as Mack quickly glanced around the room. The cellar with the low ceiling offered nothing in the way of assistance. There was certainly no point in retreating now that their presence was known, and they couldn't very well attack without any provocation in case the doctor was correct.

      “You're a bastard. I can't believe you would do this,” Miranda hissed.

      She turned to Mack again. “You can't believe him. You can't trust anything he says. Please, don't fall for this trick.”

      “Miranda, please, there's no need for language like that,” Gary said, seeming unfazed at the insult. Mack presumed he must have heard that a lot, if he was indeed Doctor Gary Richardson.

      “You're right, she did tell us that,” Mack said.

      “She told us that when the electronics went out all the doors opened and the patients overwhelmed the staff. And that it happened too quickly for them to do anything about it. And that Ethan, one of the most dangerous patients in here, took control and decided to turn the tables on everyone. He made patients into staff and the staff into patients, then kept them drugged. We couldn't stand by and let something like that happen without trying our best to do something about it. She seemed quite convinced about it as well, and I'm not sure I have a good reason to disbelieve her,” he said.

      Gary smiled and hung his head, pressing his lips together as he chuckled slightly. “Like I said, it was an inventive tale. She always has had a good imagination. Over the years, we've tried to put it to better use, but she never has been able to trust me fully. So, unfortunately, we have to let the whole thing run its course. Before all this happened, we just could leave her in a room and let her work through it herself, but, unfortunately, with the way things are she managed to escape. I'm sorry she brought you into all this. It's really none of your concern. Sadly, there are a number of patients here who do suffer from paranoid delusions and I'm sure to you it seems like she is telling the truth, but that's why I'm so worried for all the patients. I'm guessing that something horrible has happened outside since we’ve been without power and the means of communication. I can't imagine any of my patients could survive out there for too long. Frankly, I'm amazed Miranda made it back at all.”

      “A lot has changed out there. The world as we know it has ended. From what we can tell there was a massive EMP that hit the country. We don't know about the rest of the world, and at this point I'm not sure we ever will,” Mack replied.

      Gary sighed heavily and had a grave look on his face. “That's sad to hear, and you two look as though you've been through the worst of it. I, at least, have my patients to tend to. My role doesn't change even though the world has. Maybe that's a good thing. I can imagine a lot of people are struggling to adjust to the new order of things.”

      “You can say that again,” Mack said, but he still looked unconvinced and Gary picked up on this.

      “What is it, Mack? Oh, I know, you still believe her, don't you? Unfortunately, I can't really say anything to dissuade you. After all, it is my word against hers. But I know exactly what she's told you because I've heard it all before. The truth is we did have a dangerous prisoner called Ethan, but that was a few years ago now. He did actually attack a doctor, but after that he was sent away to the prison. It was a mistake for him ever to be brought here in the first place. That's what's so clever about her lies, there's always a vein of truth that runs through them. You wouldn't be the first people to become wrapped up in them. I'm sure she even mentioned me, probably in unflattering terms,” he said, laughing softly.

      “Actually, she did. She said you were arrogant and it was your fault that Ethan was brought here in the first place. You were more concerned with fame and prestige than you were with helping people.”

      “Oh Miranda, and after I've spent so much time helping you,” he sighed heavily once more.

      “That's really the hardest thing about this role. You put so much of yourself into helping and caring for the patients, but sometimes they are incapable of returning those feelings. Usually in her delusions Miranda does include me and sometimes the other staff in quite derogatory roles, even though all we want to do is help her.”

      All this time Miranda had been clinging to Mack, looking between the two men in wide-eyed disbelief. “No,” she said, “don't let him do this to you. Don't fall for his tricks. He's lying! Don't you see! That is Ethan!” she said, the tone of her voice rising higher and higher until it was almost a shriek.

      Mack was caught between the two of them, not knowing who to believe. Miranda still was twitching nervously and biting her lower lip. Why would she have brought them back there if she was free? But if she was living the delusion like the doctor claimed, then Mack and Luis had been swept up in the narrative, too. Although it was difficult for Mack to question her after everything she had told him, he remembered how feral she had been when they had first met, and how easily she had returned to a normal state where the story flowed freely. Was this simply because she had rehearsed it all in her mind beforehand? It was difficult for Mack to choose who to believe, as even if he did side with Miranda, then he had a fight on his hands. It wasn't so much asking himself if he believed her, but if he believed her enough to attack this man who may well have been innocent, not to mention the orderlies who were flanking him.

      “I know you must be in something of a quandary right now, and I'm happy to talk with you further, but you must understand we need to get Miranda back in her room as soon as possible. The longer she's out there the more harm she can do to herself and others. We really do care for our patients, Mack, and we want to see the best for them. And, no offense, but it's a big risk for us to bring you in here as well. I can see you are people with good intentions, and you just happen to have been fooled by this story, but I am taking a chance by allowing you to come into the institute. I want your word that you're not going to do anything to harm our patients. Obviously, we're not soldiers here, but we'll do our best to defend ourselves, and the people we're responsible for. I'm afraid I'm going to have to insist that Miranda is taken back to her room. She's been away for far too long and--”

      He was cut off mid-sentence by Miranda, who screamed, 'No!' and reached around to grab a gun from Mack. Mack turned with a shocked look on his face. Miranda's hands trembled as she leveled the gun at the doctor, who remained calm.

      “Ethan, let me go and release everyone else. I can't let you get away with this,” she said in a quivering voice.

      “Miranda, please, you don't want to do this. Why don't you just put down the gun and come back with us to your room? We'll see that you're nice and safe and you won't have to worry about any of this. You've been out there for a long time. I'm sure you're tired and you'd like a comfortable bed and a warm drink?” Gary said, his voice unwavering and smooth.

      “Shut up,” Miranda said, angry tears rolling down her cheeks, “and don't listen to him Mack. You need to believe me. This is all wrong. He's not who he says he is. Don't let him twist my words. Please, you must believe me. You have to...” she said, her voice trailing off. Mack looked between her and Gary and saw two very different people. One seemed in control and the other was losing it, but was that enough to confirm Gary's assertion?

      “You see what we have to deal with, Mack? This life is not one for the faint of heart,” he said as he stared at the barrel of the gun pointed at him.

      “Why are you doing this, Miranda? I thought you said you were a woman of science and that you didn't ever want to use a gun?” Mack asked gently.

      “Desperate times, I guess,” she said.

      “I can see it in your eyes. You don't believe me. That's fine, but I'm not going to let him get away with this. I can't. He needs to pay for what he's done. This place...we're supposed to help people. We're supposed to keep them safe and I...I need to do that. If that means...if that means betraying my principles, then so be it,” she said. But she never got a chance to pull the trigger because Mack placed his hand on the gun and lowered it.

      As his eyes met hers he saw a look of betrayal in them and it made him feel ashamed, but he couldn't in good conscience let her shoot a man who may well have been innocent in all this. It was a difficult decision because it felt as though they had been through so much together already, but Mack couldn’t make up his mind between truth and fiction, and until he did he couldn't sanction a loss of life.

      “Thank you, Mack, I'm glad that you've seen sense,” Gary said.

      “I don't know about that, but I just don't want to take the chance that you'll be killed when you're telling the truth.”

      “I understand, but thank you for allowing me to do my duty. It took us a long time to round up and sedate all the patients after the doors opened. So I'm just glad we have a chance to help Miranda again,” he said, and then gestured toward the orderlies.

      They came forward and pulled Miranda away from Mack. She looked at Mack with a venomous stare, but he knew he had made the only decision that was best for all of them. In the end, he hoped she would be able to see that, even if she had been telling the truth. It was clear the doctor was in control, and even if Mack didn't believe him, it would have been difficult to put up a fight. So, for now Mack had to satisfy himself by playing along with the doctor, for he still was unsure. He only was sorry that it meant he had to acquiesce and surrender Miranda, for he knew he likely never would get her trust back again.

      “Now then gentleman, now that that unpleasant business is over, what say we go upstairs and have a little conversation?” he said. Then he spun on his heels and motioned for Mack and Luis to follow him.

      “I hope you know what you're doing,” Luis said in a low voice so only Mack could hear.

      “Me, too,” Mack said as he ascended the final step and his feet met the solid floor of the mental institution.
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      As they turned onto the stairwell they could hear Miranda struggling in the distance, and Mack was filled with sorrow at how things had happened. The plan already had gone awry and he hoped they still could find out the truth before Saul and Grace got too worried about them. Their footsteps echoed on the narrow stairwell as they walked up floor by floor, their hands curled around the cool metal of the rail. Upon passing each floor Mack would peer through the small pane of glass in each door, but only a dark corridor loomed before them.

      They eventually reached the upper floor and Gary opened the door for them. This floor was more populous than the others. As they walked they passed a number of staff although, given the dim light, Mack couldn't get a close look at them to tell if they seemed belong there or not. If Miranda had been right, then Ethan may well be adept at taking on a new role, but the people he had to help him may not have been.

      The smell of bleach filled the air and all was quiet. There were a few rooms with the doors closed, and Gary said these now were used as the staff rooms. They passed through another heavy door that led into a large common room, with an office attached to the rear. This is where Miranda had said the staff had tried to hold out. The windows were large and Mack walked toward one of them, hoping to give Saul and Grace a signal.

      “Is everything alright?” Gary asked. Mack looked down to the wall but it was too dark outside and Saul and Grace were too well hidden.

      “Oh yes, I just don't know when I'll get another opportunity to see the area from this height,” he said, and turned back to follow Gary into a smaller lounge that was connected to the common room.

      Gary shut the door behind them and set a lantern on the table. Against one wall there was a large bookcase, and from what Mack could tell it mostly was filled with academic books. There was a small circular table on which Gary had placed the lamp, but against the far wall there was a longer table, too. Yet because of the shadowed light, Mack couldn't make out what was on the surface. So far there had not been any clues that would help him ascertain whether Gary was telling the truth or not.

      “I must say that it was a relief when I saw it was Miranda in the cellar. I had thought that it was going to be bandits,” he said, sitting down in a chair. He swung one leg over the other and clasped his hands in his lap.

      “How did you know we were coming?” Mack asked, as he had been surprised that Gary and his orderlies had been waiting for them.

      “Mack, this is my hospital. I know that we don't necessarily have the means with which to defend ourselves, but we do keep a watch at night, just in case. We saw someone creep around the side of the building and knew that you would be going for the cellar. We just hoped you would be reasonable men, and I'm glad to see that you are. I'm also glad you had Miranda with you. When this all happened, there were a few patients who used it as an opportunity to escape. I regret that we haven't been able to go out and look for them. I've wanted to, but we simply don't have the personnel to go out and search for everyone, not while we still have patients to take care of in here as well. I hate it, though, because I feel like I'm the one responsible for them all. It's like it's my fault they're out there, and they're not equipped for this kind of world.”

      “How much do you know of what's going on?” Mack asked.

      Gary blew out his cheeks. “Not much, most of it I kinda guessed. The electricity went out, and at first I just thought it was a power outage. But then the power never came back on, and I knew something was seriously wrong. I tried calling someone, but, obviously, the phones weren't working, and we had our hands full trying to take care of the patients. I figured at some point some help would come, but there was nothing. So it must have been pretty bad. But, like I said, we still have our duty here and the care for our patients comes first. Is it that bad?”

      “We haven't managed to make it to the city yet, but from what we can tell everything has gone down and there's no support system in place,” Mack said.

      “You'd think the government would plan for something like this, but then I suppose there was no way of knowing it was going to happen. So, the two of you are trying to make it to the city?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Mack said, noticing Luis look at him strangely out of the corner of his eye. He still wasn't ready to give up the fact that Saul and Grace were outside, for if this was some kind of a trap, Mack wanted a trump card up his sleeve.

      “Well, I wish you all the best with that. I hope they have found a way to keep things civilized. Unfortunately, I know all too well how people can crumble during stressful times.”

      “You seem to be keeping it all together, though, and your staff, they must be under tremendous strain,” Mack said, trying to tease out any weaknesses in Gary's story, or find anything that seemed amiss.

      “Oh, we are, but we've been doing these jobs for so long that we're used to working under such circumstances. Still, it was quite troubling when it all began.”

      “What actually happened? We obviously only have Miranda's take on it.”

      “I'm sure she actually gave you an accurate account, minus all the stuff with Ethan. The locking mechanisms failed and all the doors were opened. It took us by surprise as they all came pouring out. Some of them ran out right away, others stayed to try attacking us. We managed to get them under control, but it took its toll.  Some of the staff didn't take kindly to being attacked and they don't have as much patience as I do. Like anyone else, though, we're trying to make it through, day by day. The worst thing is going to be when the medication runs out. I am not looking forward to that at all,” he said, a solemn expression coming upon his face. However, after a moment it became brighter, and he smiled at the two of them.

      “You, of course, are welcome to stay as long as you like, although part of the reason I brought you up here was to have a little chat with you. I can tell you are men of good intentions, since you were willing to help Miranda, but I have my patients to think about. I can't jeopardize their safety, so I'm going to have to ask you to surrender your weapons. Now, this isn't a reflection on you, but you've already seen what can happen when you least expect it. So, if you don't mind, I'd like to put your weapons in a safe place,” he said with an amiable smile.

      Surrendering their weapons was the last thing either Mack or Luis wanted to do, but they had little choice as the argument presented to them by Gary was logical. The only other choice would have been to bid farewell and leave Miranda to whatever fate awaited her. Mack wasn't ready to make that decision yet, so it was with a heavy heart that they placed their guns on the table.

      “Thank you,” Gary said, “I know it's not that easy. I'm sure the world is unkind and I dread to think what you've been through, but like I say I have to keep the safety of my patients in mind. When you decide to leave, I'll be happy to return them to you. I must say, it's good to see some new faces, though. Please, tell me what you've been through. I'm eager to hear any news about the world,” he said, leaning forward and looking intrigued, ignoring the guns on the table for the moment.

      “I'm sure hearing about it all just would depress you. You don't want to know about some of the stuff we've seen. There are bad people out there and they're trying to use fear to rule over people. We were captured by one particularly bad man who had established a camp and intimidated other people into offering supplies as tribute for him,” Mack said.

      “And by the fact that you're here either you escaped or you caused the downfall of this man?” Gary said.

      “We managed to deal with him,” Mack said, making it clear he wasn't someone to be trifled with, and that he was ready and able to defend himself if necessary. If Miranda had been right, then Mack hoped to at least give Gary second thoughts about trying to keep them against their will.

      “But don't get me wrong, there are good people out there as well. We were taken in by a nice family on a farm, and there have been others who have shown us kindness. I like to think that's the way the world will go. If we all work together we can make it through this.”

      “A good sentiment, and you'll find nothing but friendliness here.”

      “I'm a little surprised you haven't had anyone else coming up here,” Mack said.

      “We are out of the way. I suppose it depends how many people are trying to leave the city. They could be on their way here now, for all we know. But we'll cross that bridge when we come to it. There's no use in worrying about things like that. There's so much in this world that is unpredictable, we might as well just take things as they come. Were you coming this way anyway, or are you only here because you came across Miranda?”

      “Because of Miranda. We had heard that the place existed, but we were on our way to the city and didn't want to take a detour if we could help it.”

      “Mmm, well, it is certainly sad to know that the world has fallen. It strikes me that sometimes we take so many things for granted, and yet, anything can change from one moment to the next. Still, all we can do is try our best. Now, while you stay here you are, of course, our guests, but there are certain restrictions in place, for your own safety and that of our patients. You should try staying in places with the orderlies as they are trained to handle our patients. The dangerous ones are locked up, but even so, the other patients still can be...unpredictable. The gardens are particularly nice this time of year. So I would suggest you take a walk around them tomorrow.

      In the meantime, there is a small ward just through those doors and you are welcome to use that as your rooms. The beds already are made. We do have water and a little food. We try to keep to a shift schedule to try keeping things consistent. So there should be someone around to help you find your way. Once again, thank you for bringing Miranda back to us, and I'm sure we can talk more tomorrow. I have many more questions for you, but now I had better go check on the patients before I turn in,” he said. With that he rose and shook their hands firmly, and then left the two of them in the room.

      “What do you make of this?” Luis asked.

      “I don't know,” Mack said, “I just don't know.”

      “I noticed you didn't tell him about Saul and Grace.”

      Mack walked toward the window, but again he could not see much in the darkness outside. “No, I didn't want to lose what little advantage we have. He seems to be telling the truth, but I don't know that I trust him yet.”

      “I hate to think of Miranda, if she is telling the truth. To be honest, I don't know what to believe.”

      “I did notice you were keeping quiet,” Mack said, turning to face Luis.

      “I was trying to observe, to see if there was anything that jumped out at me, but there was nothing. Even taking away our guns was completely reasonable given where we are, and he seemed to really care about the patients here.”

      “Mmm,” Mack said, “but if he is playing a role the mask will slip. If not from him, then from somebody else. So, we must remain vigilant and act at the first sign of trouble. We could be in a lot of danger here and we don't even know it.”

      “I do wonder what would have happened if we had asked to be let go. Do you think he would have allowed us to leave?”

      “I don't know,” Mack said honestly.

      “I wish we could get some sort of word out to Saul and Grace. They must be wondering what's happened to us. If they think something's wrong, they might try to come in here.”

      “No, I told Grace to leave if she thought we were in danger.”

      “Do you really think the two of them are going to listen to your orders? I don't think either of them are built for that,” Luis said. Mack laughed.

      “Maybe you're right,” he replied. “But either way, for now I think we should do what the good doctor said. If we act suspiciously, he might think there's something wrong and I don't want to tip him off. Let's get to bed and we can investigate more in the morning.”

      With that they walked through the common room and nodded to a couple of orderlies before reaching their ward. They climbed into the cold beds, although sleep didn't come easily for either of them, especially not for Mack, who had a lot on his mind. He couldn't stop thinking of the look that Miranda had given him, and hoped he would not come to regret his actions. He also thought of Saul and Grace, who were out in the cold night, waiting for some sign that was not going to come.
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      Outside, the air was thick and the night was heavy. The Archer Institute was a looming tower full of danger and the unknown. The forests that surrounded Saul and Grace were pitch black, and the moonlight did little to illuminate the world. They both sat on the ground with their backs leaning against the small wall just by the gate that led into the property. It seemed as though they had been there for a long time, but since neither of them had watches they couldn't tell exactly how long.

      Indeed, the entire concept of timekeeping was another thing that had been lost. They were no more tied to a schedule than the animals or birds of the world. They rested when they were tired, ate when they were hungry, and drank when they were thirsty. The days blended endlessly together. Grace had lost track of the days and weeks a long time ago, and it struck her how strange keeping track of time seemed when, in this world, it didn't really matter. All that mattered was seeing a new day.

      Like Mack, finding the remnant of that kayak in the river meant that death was playing on her mind. While being a hacker she never really had thought of death as she was so detached from the world, and so young, that it seemed like an abstract concept. It was something that happened to other people, and would inevitably happen to herself someday, but only to the future version of herself, so she need not have worried about it. But after careening down from the sky in a plane crash and seeing everyone apart from Mack perish around her, to the constant reminders since then that it only took a moment to die, she couldn't stop thinking about how quickly it was possible to lose your life, and the vast emptiness of the universe was upon her.

      “They're taking their sweet time,” Saul grumbled, not for the first time. When Grace didn't respond, he looked at her. “Gone shy on me?” he added.

      “Hmmm? No, sorry, I was just distracted,” she said, and turned to face him. They were sitting close together, so they just about could make out each other’s faces in the dim light.

      “Yeah, I'm kinda worried about them,” she added, craning her neck toward the building. “I mean, there hasn't been any gunfire or other commotion, so they can't be in that much trouble...”

      “But the fact we haven't heard anything at all is not good.”

      “Yeah,” Grace replied, and both had a worried look on their face, “what do you think we should do?”

      “Mack didn't want us going in, and it's not going to do them any good if they're working on a plan and we barge in there and mess things up.”

      “But I hate the thought of him being in trouble and we're just sitting out here, doing nothing. I feel so useless. One thing's for sure, I'm not going to leave them in there if they need our help. I don't care what he said, we're not just leaving them behind.”

      “Are you sure about that? You know he doesn't like people going against his orders,” Saul said with a sly smile.

      “Yeah, well, I may not be a hacker anymore, but I still have my sense of what's right and I can't just leave my friends there. Don't tell me you'd actually walk away?” she said, an incensed look on her face.

      “I'm not that bad. So, what were you thinking about?”

      “Nothing really...” she said, intending not to talk about it at all, but Saul didn't say anything else, and the silence hung between them like a sheet of glass that needed to be broken.

      Eventually she sighed. “I was just thinking about how hopeless this all seems. I mean, I never really had a solid outlook on life, but at least I felt like I was accomplishing something. Now I look around at the world and I don't really see anything waiting for me. I mean, is survival really the only thing we have to strive for? Shouldn't there be something more?”

      “What else is there?”

      “I don't know...I mean, Mack is searching for his wife, I guess, but the rest of us? What are we really doing? I guess it all just seems empty.”

      “You're too young to be getting so depressed.”

      “Got any words of wisdom for me old-timer?” she said teasingly.

      “Only that I wasted most of my life feeling like I was less than everyone else, that I had made the wrong decisions, and chosen the wrong path to walk down. Now none of that matters. Maybe none of it ever did. What if all this time people deluded themselves into creating some meaning when there never was anything? Maybe we've all just been running around this planet like headless chickens.”

      “I'm not sure I like the sound of that. I just...I keep thinking about everyone who has died, and for what? I guess I just don't know how I'm supposed to be feeling.” She spoke in a morose tone and hung her head. Saul looked at her with pity.

      “I kinda wish that Mack was here instead of me because I'm sure he'd be able to tell you something more inspirational, but all I can tell you is I've reached this point of my life and I still don't know how I'm supposed to be feeling. When I was younger, I always looked at adults and figured they had it all worked out, but the more years that have passed the more confused I've become. So, a while ago, I stopped trying to figure it out, and I just decided to live my life the way I wanted. Maybe some will say I've been selfish, and I sure as hell haven't been a saint, or been the best example of what humanity should be, but I didn't want to go down with any regrets. Sometimes I think we spend too much time thinking, if that makes sense, too much time trying to understand why we're here. In the end, we forget we are here and we end up not doing much of anything,” he said. Although in his opinion it wasn't much in the way of insight, it actually helped Grace a great deal.

      She looked into the darkness and pondered his words as they lingered on her mind, for she was starting to become an adult. From a young age, she had felt different from other people, and thus had sought the life of an outlaw, living on the fringes of society with as little interaction and attachment to humanity as possible. Now that she had been thrust into this new world, she saw she eventually would have to change and become something else, someone else, but who that person was going to be still was undecided. The process of transformation was one that she still had to try willfully surrendering to, even though her most basic instincts told her to fight.

      As she sat beside Saul, she reflected on the differences between him and Mack. He was slightly older, and yet Mack seemed more in control of any given situation, and although Saul seemed reluctant to take on any kind of responsibility, Grace remembered how he had been when the two of them had faced Saul's brother, and how Saul had prevented Grace from killing him. He had shown moments where he could be as inspirational as Mack, but he seemed always to want to bring himself down and ignore those moments of heroism, instead preferring to punish himself. Perhaps after the life he had led, it was easier to pass on responsibility to someone else and wallow in a state of comfortable self-pity.

      Grace could empathize with Saul in this as she, too, had felt it easy to push away the necessary acts of living, in her old life at least. There, she had been all too happy to sit in her apartment for days, sometimes weeks on end, surviving on only the most basic diet, shying away from anything that would give her life meaning in the traditional sense. But now, to her surprise, she actually was relishing the new attitude she was displaying, and not only was learning a lot about those around her, but also herself. Embarking on this journey of self-discovery was both exciting and frightening as she had no idea where it would lead. It certainly was not turning out the way she had expected her future to be.

      When she had been caught by the United States government, she had expected a life of imprisonment. Yet, even if she hadn't been caught, she only saw herself living in a matrix of ones and zeroes on the periphery of society, only indulging in the briefest moments of humanity before staying in her lonely, isolated sanctuary of self-imposed solitude, because that was easier than opening herself up to feelings. The world had turned its back on her a long time ago, so who was she to try forcing herself upon it? But now she had been thrust into the open world as one of the unfortunate few who were faced with rebuilding the human race, no matter how long it would take, or how arduous it would be.

      On her young shoulders stood the weight of a civilization, and the future of all those who would follow her. However, it was a task of such magnitude that she was not fully cognizant of all the ramifications. As a result, it was an abstract concept that lurked like a shadow in the recesses of her mind. Yet it was there all the same, and only grew in strength as the days went by. She longed for the simplicity of her old life, in which she at least could be certain of her purpose from day to day and her role, and wasn't floating in this world lacking in both structure and form and everything that she had relied on before.

      While they were waiting for any sign from inside the institute, Grace had a lot of time for contemplation. An array of thoughts careened through her mind, twisting and churning like a mighty wave. It was a sharp contrast to the still night that lay around them. It was quiet, almost too quiet. In every shadow Grace swore she saw some kind of movement, and in every slight rustle she was sure she heard a menacing whisper. Yet, when she peered harder or strained her ears that little bit more, she realized her mind was playing tricks on her. She found herself once again wishing that Mack and Luis would return soon and everything would be fine, and they could resume their journey to the city. And yet, there was a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, a small knot that made her feel nauseous, that told her something was very wrong.

      “Did you hear that?” Saul said in a whisper so low that it startled Grace and made her heart leap.

      She rolled her eyes, having been so deep in thought that she had lost track of her perception. Saul glanced out and put a finger to his lips. Grace listened quietly, but the only sounds she could hear were those of her own breathing and her heart thumping in her chest. Saul slowly raised a hand and pointed to Grace's left. Turning her head slightly, she moved her eyes and stifled a gasp as she saw the moonlight reflecting off a pair of unblinking eyes. Her heart rate increased and she had to focus on her breathing to try controlling it. She tried following Mack’s example, for he always sought to communicate first and help people wherever he could. He had taught Grace to try not to listen to an initial reaction of fear, but to move beyond that and trust that the other party was willing to reciprocate.

      “Hello? Are you okay? I'm Grace,” she said softly, her words barely audible, and yet they seemed as loud as a thunderbolt as they brought down the night’s silence.

      Whoever the eyes belonged to did not reply to Grace. In a swift movement, the unknown entity had turned and was retreating quickly. In an instant Grace instinctively was chasing after it, while Saul looked back toward the building and cursed, wanting to help Grace but aware that he shouldn't leave his position in case there was a signal from Mack. After a quick internal debate, he decided he didn't want to lose Grace either, and he was all too aware this could be some kind of trap. They already had split up the group. The last thing they needed was to be split up again. So Saul was giving chase as well, whispering harshly to try getting Grace's attention.

      Behind her, Grace heard Saul trying to catch up, and in her current state of concentrating on following this mystery person she forgot it was dark and waved him away, not realizing he would not have been able to see the gesture. As it was Saul caught up and she had to whisper to him harshly to quiet down as she didn't want to do anything to scare away whatever was running away from them. She had chased the figure around the fence and down the road a little before it had dived into the forest. Just when Grace thought she had lost him, she saw the eyes blinking at her again. They were in an area where the moonlight broke through the trees, and in the faded light Grace saw a small man in a hunched, defensive posture. It was difficult to make out too many details given the extent of the darkness, but he seemed to be in a state quite similar to that in which they had found Miranda; feral and wild. He also had a childlike expression on his face, and plainly was terrified. Grace knew she had to be delicate, so she spoke gently and clearly, hoping he was able to understand her.

      “I'm Grace, and this is Saul. We're not here to hurt you. We'd just like to talk. Is that alright? If we just talk for a little bit?” she asked.

      She couldn't be sure because of how dark it was, but she thought she saw a nod, so she kept on talking. “What's your name? And what are you doing out here?”

      “I do need help. You know I need help. How did you know? It doesn't matter...and names...names don't matter either. But you are here now and, yes, maybe you can help and maybe...maybe...but maybe not. It still might not be enough...”

      “What might not be enough?” Grace asked, but the man in front of them only muttered something unintelligible to himself.

      “Did you come from the building?” Grace said after a few moments, not even sure if the man was aware of their presence anymore.

      Indeed, he seemed surprised as he looked at her and squinted, and then twitched as she pointed back toward the Archer Institute. Again, there was no luck as he rocked back and forth and his eyes passed furtively across the scene, until his head hung down.

      Grace stepped back and turned to face Saul, who rolled his eyes and folded his arms in a defensive manner.

      “What do you think we should do? Should we take him back with us? I hate to think of him being out here like this,” she said.

      “You're as bad as Mack. Leave him be, I say,” he scowled. Grace was disappointed as she thought she had gotten through to him while they had been chatting.

      “We can't be responsible for every wastrel we come across,” he added.

      Grace was about to reply when she heard movement behind her and a cry of 'Excelsior!' She spun on her heels to see what was happening, afraid that she had been taken in by a trap. Saul reacted, too, and was ready to defend himself, but what they saw surprised them. The man, who mere moments ago had been curled in a helpless ball on the ground, now was standing up straight with his hands placed firmly on his hips and looking directly at them. No longer did he look like a child.

      “Do you need any help?” he asked, as though it was he who had discovered Grace and Saul in the woods and not the other way around.

      The two survivors glanced at each other and wondered how they should react, because neither of them were entirely sure what just had happened. Meanwhile, the man repeated his question and looked at them with a curious stare, seemingly unaware of the great change that just had taken place.

      “Right,” Saul said dryly, and exhaled deeply as Grace tried to think of what she possibly could say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      Mack and Luis had made their way into the ward and were enjoying what little comfort they had been given. Outside the heavy doors, they could hear various noises, but it was impossible to tell exactly what was happening. There were eight rooms in the ward. Mack and Luis took the two nearest the door. Both of them were worried about their predicament as well as the people they had left behind. They knew that if morning broke Grace and Saul could well be discovered, and Mack didn't think Gary was the kind of man who appreciated being lied to, even if it was a lie of omission. That is even if he was Gary at all, as Miranda's last look was burned into Mack's mind.

      Many thoughts were tossing around in his mind, and even if the bedding had not been lumpy he doubted he would have been able to get any sleep. He tried straining his ears to glean any more information, but it was a futile task. Had being placed in this ward been simply a hospitable gesture from Gary, or was there something more sinister at work? As of yet, Mack hadn't been able to work it out and this troubled him. He wondered if his trained instincts were fading under the stress of the new world. There already had been a few instances when his skills had let him down. The more frequently it occurred the more it worried him, as for most of his career he had relied on these skills. The last thing he needed was a crisis of confidence, not now, not when there were still people who depended on him.

      He did not have much of a chance to ruminate on these thoughts, though, as just as they had settled into bed there was a knock on the door and it swung open. The silhouette of a man stood in the doorway.

      “Dr. Richardson requests your presence for dinner,” he said.

      “What? Now?” Luis said, rubbing his eyes.

      “I'm just passing along the message. He doesn't like to be kept waiting,” the guard added bluntly.

      Mack and Luis looked at one another and shrugged. Mack pushed himself off the bed and Luis followed suit. They joined the guard, who led them to a dining hall. On the way, Mack attempted to engage the man in conversation.

      “It must be hard on you to maintain care over these patients in such stressful times,” he said.

      “How are you coping with the changes?” The guard merely grunted in reply, and all of Mack's other questions were met with the same taciturn response.

      The guard barely looked them in the eyes. Was this a sign of guilt, pointing to Miranda's story that the patients had taken over the roles of the doctors, or was it merely a sign of the stress they had been placed under, and the exhaustion that they all undoubtedly were suffering from? Mack didn't know, and that was what filled him with anxiety. Still, he took a deep breath and prepared for another encounter with Gary. He knew he would have to have his wits about him if, indeed, it turned out that Miranda had been telling the truth.

      Their escort opened some double doors and showed them through, but did not enter the room with them. Mack and Luis followed lanterns to a table in the middle of the dining hall. Like the other rooms, the far walls were cast in shadow. Gary was sitting by himself at the table, but at the sight of Mack and Luis he rose and greeted them warmly.

      “I apologize for getting you out of bed so quickly after I had said you should get some rest, but I realized I had made a mistake in my hospitality. I do apologize for my oversight, but you must understand I haven't entertained anyone for a while. You must be so hungry, and I know it's late, but if you're anything like me then you can't sleep on an empty stomach. So we must eat! I know it is not much in the way of anything, but it's better than having your stomach growling all night long, isn't it? Please please, sit down,” he said, and gestured toward the chairs.

      Luis waited for Mack to move first before he followed suit. There were plates and cutlery already laid out, along with plastic cups filled with soda. The plates and cutlery were plastic, too, something for which Gary apologized, saying it was for the patients’ safety.

      “We do to try giving them a healthy diet, and I apologize that this is leftovers, but, well, it's all I could offer at this time of night,” he said, trying to make light of the situation.

      “It's very much appreciated,” Mack said as he took his fork and lifted a mouthful of food, signaling to Gary that it was good, and this seemed to please the head doctor of the institute.

      Mack already had noticed the doctor seemed to enjoy the sound of his own voice. So, he was happy to hear him continue as it presented Mack with more information. Yet, it seemed as though Mack not only had been brought there to eat, but also to talk more. Soon Gary was asking him about their plan for the apocalypse.

      “Well,” Mack said, wiping the corners of his mouth and taking a sip of soda, “it's pretty loose at the moment. Given what we've been through already, we've both agreed it's not a good idea to stick with one plan. The most important trait we can have is adaptability, but right now we're aiming to get to the city and see what the state of that is. Hopefully, there's an established community there that we can join, and if not, I suppose we'll head out and try finding one elsewhere.”

      “I certainly hope people have managed to build safe havens. There are going to be a lot of people seeking them,” Gary said.

      “You could make this place one, you have the room,” Luis said.

      Gary seemed surprised that Luis finally decided to spoke, but a satisfied smile came upon his face. He enjoyed the act of tilting his head to engage Mack's companion in conversation.

      “Perhaps in the future that could be a possibility, but I would worry about welcoming too many people through these doors. I'm not sure it would be good for the patients. They do rely on consistency, and there has already been too much upheaval in their lives recently. Plus, I would be concerned with the ability of anyone else to deal with the patients, as some of them do require…“special handling,” shall we say.”

      “And what of your plan?” Mack asked.

      “I mean, in the long term,” he added after Gary gave him a puzzled look, for the doctor already had told Mack he intended to continue caring for the patients.

      “I would like to stay here for as long as possible since the patients are used to this place. I would not look forward to the idea of escorting all of them through the forest in search of a safe place that may not exist. I know that, at some point, we will have to venture outside for food and water, but we will have to deal with that when we come to it. I agree with you in that we have to be adaptable. I only hope we can prove to be as successful as you have been.”

      “Well, perhaps when we make it to the city we can tell whoever is in charge about this place. Then they can send out some more supplies, or perhaps even some trained people to help, if there are any,” Mack said.

      “We can but hope,” Gary said, and watched with muted delight as his guests enjoyed their food.

      “I think it's very noble of you to be so concerned with the patients. I can imagine that there would be many people who would be willing to leave them to fend for themselves.”

      “I took an oath a long time ago, and I will see that through until I die, and that is true for every member of my staff. I wanted to be a doctor ever since I was very young and that need to care for people has not changed. Besides, over the years here many of these patients have started to become family, and if there's one thing I've learned it's that you never should abandon family. Many of these people already have been abandoned by the ones who were supposed to love them. They saw this place as a dumping ground, and I will not be the same as them,” Gary said. His voice had a sharp edge of anger to it, one that did not go unnoticed by Mack.

      “I apologize again. I get very passionate about my work,” Gary corrected.

      “I can see that, and it seems the people here are in good hands. I was wondering if I could meet a few of them?” Mack asked as he finished the last bit of food on his plate. Gary seemed taken aback by the question.

      “I'm sure that could be arranged, although I do wonder why you would want to. No offense, but this place isn't a zoo and, of course, we have the most dangerous ones sedated.”

      “I mean no disrespect. I just would like to meet them. Perhaps it would do them good to see a new face, and if any of them have any questions about the outside world I can help answer them. If any of them have any desire to try escaping I can remind them how dangerous it is out there, and that they're much better off in here.”

      This seemed to allay Gary's wariness. He considered Mack's request.

      “Of course, you would have to be monitored and they would have to be short visits. I wouldn't want to get them too excited,” he said.

      Mack tilted his head back. He figured if anyone was going to tell him the truth it would be the patients, and he still couldn't decide if Gary's reluctance was because he didn't want the truth to come out, or if it was just a doctor being protective of his patients. Still, the three of them soon stood up and walked out of the dining room, down to the floor below. As they entered there were a couple of orderlies on duty.

      “Are you sure we won't be waking them?” Mack asked.

      “No, they keep odd hours, unfortunately. Insomnia is quite common around here. I'm afraid it's not confined to the patients, but it does allow me to get a lot of work done,” Gary said as he led them through to a ward that was almost identical to the one that Mack and Luis had been given.

      “Why are they on this floor, instead of the floor we were just on?” Mack asked.

      “After what happened we decided it was best to keep a floor just for staff. During the day they are allowed up there to enjoy the common room, and to eat, obviously, but we didn't want any of them wandering around at night and doing something they shouldn't,” Gary explained.

      Then he gestured to Mack that he was free to go around and talk to the patients. There were five people in the room and they all seemed harmless. Gary walked around with Mack and introduced him to the patients, one by one, and most of them refused to make eye contact.

      Mack tried engaging them in conversation, although he couldn't really ask them what he wanted as Gary was lurking close by. Again, Mack was not sure if this was the act of a suspicious man, not wanting his lies to be betrayed, or simply a concerned doctor. Mack asked them if they felt as though they belonged in the institute and tried to probe for information, but most of them were either unresponsive or offered nothing but gibberish in reply. The only one to offer anything substantial was a man who answered in the negative. That instantly caught Mack's attention and he swore he felt Gary stiffen beside him. Mack's heart began racing as he thought the truth finally was going to be revealed. If it was, then he and Luis would have a fight on their hands, but the tension soon evaporated when the patient claimed he was a time traveler locked in that body. When Mack didn't respond in the manner that he wanted, the patient became aggressive and the visitors were ushered away.

      “As you can see, it is difficult sometimes, and I'd suggest you have as little contact with them as possible,” Gary said.

      “Now then, I'm sorry for keeping you up so late, but I'm sure you feel better now that you've had some food in you. I'll leave you to rest now and see you in the morning.”

      Once again, Mack and Luis were left with much on their minds as they returned to the ward and their beds. But were they free to leave whenever they pleased or had they wandered into a makeshift prison?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      Outside, Saul and Grace were staring in astonishment at the man standing before them. Previously, he had been a cowering sort, scared and hunched on the ground with nothing to offer except blubbering whimpers. Now, however, he was the one offering help to them, standing tall and proud with a straight back and broad shoulders, no trace of the other identity within him. It struck Grace how amazing it was that he seemed transformed into a completely different person through just his body language and posture. Both Saul and Grace were speechless because they were so struck by the person standing before them, leaving the man to repeat his question.

      “Do you need any help?” he said again, earnestly.

      Grace and Saul glanced at each other, and while she wasn't exactly sure what to do in these types of situations, she decided to play along.

      “Actually, yes, but first can you tell me who you are?”

      “I'm Captain Avenger,” the man replied, “and you said your names are Grace and Saul,” indicating that he shared the memories of the previous personality.

      “That's right, er, are you sure you can help us?”

      “I help wherever I can, that's what it means to be a superhero, after all,” he boasted, and then seemed to take notice of the puzzled looks on their faces.

      “Ah, I see you must have just met Billy. Unfortunately, we are very different sides of the same coin. It’s fortunate for you that I arrived.”

      “Well, yes,” Grace said, “we were actually in the process of offering him help. He seemed frightened. I only can imagine that it's about what happened at the institute. Are you...aware of that place and what happened?” she asked tentatively.

      A shadow came over Captain Avenger’s face and he cast his glance over Grace's shoulder in the direction of the building. “It was terrible. I tried helping, but there are times when I can't get through. Billy holds me back. He always has, but I can't fight him. I need him, just like night needs day. The doctors in there, they didn't seem to understand. They only wanted to speak to Billy. They never listened to me, but even they didn't deserve what happened to them.”

      “What happened?” Grace asked.

      “The lights all went out and the doors opened. There was yelling and so much confusion. Billy was there at the time, and I wanted to help, but he was in charge. I heard the doctors screaming, yelling at the patients to stay in their rooms. Billy walked up to the door, peered out and saw that only a few people were being obedient. Most weren't, and this time it was the doctors who were scared. I saw Ethan march through and it was clear he was a powerful villain and had rallied allies to his cause. The staff didn't stand a chance. It fills me with great shame to know that when I was needed the most, I wasn't able to help, because when he got a chance Billy ran out here. The last thing I remember is Ethan was shouting about making all the doctors into patients. What do you know of it? I don't recognize you from the institute.”

      Grace's face fell as she heard this man's version of events. It meant there was no doubt to Miranda's story, and that Mack and Luis were most likely in a dangerous situation.

      “We're not from the institute. We came across someone else who escaped from the institute, Miranda--” The man's face lit up at the mention of the name.

      “You mean Dr. Cotton? I am pleased she managed to make it out safely. She always was kind to Billy, and one of the few who actually took the time to talk to me properly. Lots of good people are suffering now because of what happened. Where is she?” he asked abruptly as though he just had noticed Miranda wasn't with them.

      “She went back into the building with two of our friends. The plan was to rescue the people who were being kept there, but they're taking longer than we expected. We were supposed to stand guard, but then we heard you, er, I mean Billy, and we thought you might need help.”

      The man pursed his lips and tapped the tip of his finger against his mouth. “It seems as though we could help each other.” Grace and Saul looked at each other and then nodded.

      Grace didn't know if it was ethical to ask someone in Billy's condition to do something like this, but it seemed as though they needed all the help they could get. So who was she to refuse? It certainly was easier and better than standing in front of a huddled man who wouldn't speak to them at all.

      As they walked back, Grace kept a close watch on Billy (she refused to think of him as Captain Avenger) in case anything happened, for she didn't know what had triggered the transformation. He strode forward purposefully, his body primed for adventure and battle. There were so many questions she had about his history and background that she dared not ask in case they brought back Billy, but also because she didn't want to offend him either. She was sure she had read somewhere the best thing to do in these situations was to play along with the delusion and let it run its natural course. Yet here she was leading him into actual danger, and if she hadn't been so desperate she would have questioned herself more. As it was, she needed the help, for all she wanted was to get Mack and Luis back safely. Right now there was an anxious twisting in her gut telling her that something had gone wrong.

      The three of them walked back to the wall, and just before they reached their sentry point, Saul increased his speed and walked up beside Grace, leaning down to speak so Billy couldn’t hear.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asked.

      Grace continued looking straight ahead. “No, but it doesn't look like we have many options,” she replied.

      “How do we know he's even going to help us, and he wasn't sent out there by them to lure us in?”

      “I don't think they have thought that far ahead. From what it seems to me, they're only concerned with what's going on inside the building, which could mean that they found the others already.”

      “But if they're keeping close watch then how are we going to get in?”

      “We'll find a way. We have a superhero helping us now, remember?” Grace said, tossing him a glance. Saul scowled and huffed as they reached the packs.

      Grace opened them and dug in for some weapons. She also handed out some food and water to provide a little boost as she was feeling tired, and assumed the other two were as well. The last thing they needed was to lose their focus or concentration when it was needed most. Billy took the offering gratefully and it was gone within seconds. Grace wondered what he had managed to survive on. Billy didn't seem like the type to go hunting, and from the way his other persona spoke, it didn't seem as if the heroic side of him had been seen since they had left the institute.

      Grace and Saul armed themselves, taking a gun and a knife each. As she took the knife the blade caught the moonlight and gleamed slightly. All of a sudden, the image of her stabbing someone crashed into her mind and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to force it away. It seemed as though this world was dedicated to putting her in violent situations in which she would have to harm people. Although Saul had stopped her from killing Mr. Smith, he wouldn't always be there to do so, but at what point did killing become necessary, and at what point did it become easy? Unfortunately, the only person she thought could give her the answers she sought was Mack. So the questions burned in her mind and ran down into the fabric of her soul. Before, in her old life, she had thought about death and killing, but it always had been an abstract concept. Now it was all too real, and it had actual implications for her and the people around her.

      She shook those thoughts away and placed the knife in her belt. Turning, she saw Saul offering Billy a weapon. He refused, saying he didn't believe in the use of guns. Saul rolled his eyes but he didn't say anything and Grace was glad as she didn't want to have to act as a mediator, not now, not at this crucial time.

      “Are you really sure you want to be doing this? Mack did say we should wait for a signal,” Saul said.

      “And there's been nothing. I'm not going to sit out here all night when they could be in trouble. I know Mack wouldn't stay sitting there if it was us in there instead of him, so I'm not going to either. If they succeeded we would have heard something by now, so something must have gone wrong and they haven’t been able to signal us for help. We're going to have to go in and find them ourselves,” Grace replied through gritted teeth.

      “Is there any use going in the same way they did?” Saul asked.

      Turning to Billy, she asked him if there was another way in or out of the building aside from the coal cellar, and the front door, which they didn't want to use, for obvious reasons.

      “Billy escaped through the window of a supply closet on the far side of the building. He closed it behind him, but it's unlikely anyone actually has locked it. We should be able to get in there,” he said.

      “This Billy is quite a crafty man. If he had put as much effort into helping the doctors as he did into escaping the place, things might have turned out differently,” Saul said, apparently unable to prevent himself from making a snide comment. Grace glared at him and Billy hung his head, for it was clear he was ashamed of his actions, but he didn't revert to Billy yet. Grace hoped he would stay in this persona until it was all over.

      On the count of three they sprinted across the entrance, making their way to the other side of the gate, staying low and hoping they would remain unseen in the darkness. Grace breathed heavily and was grateful they hadn't drawn any attention. They kept close to the wall as they skulked around the side of the building. On the other side there was a path that led around to the gardens, although the three of them were not going that far. They passed into the shadows, and with bated breath they walked on, almost expecting somebody to jump out and capture them, but nobody did. Grace ran her hands along the building until Billy told them they had reached the window leading to the supply closet. Saul and Grace looked backward and forward, making sure nobody was watching them (although it was hard to tell in the darkness). Grace walked up to the window, which was long and narrow. It began from the middle of her chest and rose to just above Saul's head.

      “What are we going to do when we're inside?” Saul asked.

      “We're going to carry out Mack's plan. We're going to sneak around the place and free those who have been captured.”

      “You make it sound so simple,” Saul said. Grace merely shrugged in reply.

      She placed her hands underneath the cracked white paint of the window frame and strained to lift it open, as it was virtually painted shut. Saul helped her, and together they were able to get it open. Once it had opened partially, the window was easier to push up. They both looked through at the dark room awaiting them. It seemed to be about eight feet wide and ten feet long, and they could just about make out the door on the other side. Grace nodded as she caught her breath after the burst of energy it took to push open the window.

      “Okay then, first problem solved,” she said.

      “Since you know where you're going, do you want to go first?” she asked, turning back toward “Captain Avenger.” Yet, her eyes fell to the floor and her hopes sank as he had reverted to his scared persona, Billy He sat with his knees drawn into his body and he looked at Grace and Saul with wide, worried eyes.

      “Great, just great,” Saul said, and although she wanted to have sympathy for Billy, Grace couldn't help but echo the sentiment of her companion. She stared at the open window that awaited them and wondered what she was to do.
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      Mack was laying on his back with his hands stretched around the back of his head. He tried to close his eyes and get some rest, but it was impossible. He stared up at the ceiling, and as he moved his eyes further up he caught the stars that were shining so brightly outside, the stars under which they would be sleeping if he hadn't decided to follow Miranda to the institute. The best laid plans were often destined to be thrown into disarray and making it to the city was taking longer than he would have liked. He sighed heavily, and heard Luis breathing in the bed next to him.

      “Are you awake?” Luis asked.

      “Yeah,” Mack said.

      “I'm not exactly in the mood to sleep right now. Do you actually think we're safe here?” he asked.

      “I don't know. I want to think so, but there's something about Gary that doesn't seem quite right.”

      “At least I'm not the only one,” Luis said, turning and propping himself up on one elbow so he could talk to Mack properly.

      “I know I'm not as good at this as you, but it seems as though there's something going on. I feel bad for Miranda...”

      “I know, but I didn't see any choice. If we had sided with her, we all would have been taken down with her. I just hope we can figure out what's going on before she comes to too much harm. She'll probably never forgive me...”

      “So, you're sure Gary isn't telling the truth? I mean, you're the master at this whole body language thing. Haven't you been able to pick up anything?”

      “Unfortunately, it's not always as clear as that. If Gary is lying then he's a talented liar, and everything he's done can be interpreted in two ways. I keep trying to think of our interactions with him, but it's not made any easier by the fact that I'm tired.”

      “At least he gave us a good meal.”

      “Yes, but then again was that just to catch us off-guard? Right now, I feel as though I'm in the middle of a chess match, but I can't see what moves my opponent is making. I know one thing for certain, though. If we make a mistake, then it's going to cost us dearly.”

      “You think we'll be able to make it out of here?” Luis asked, concern creeping into his voice.

      “If Gary is who he says he is then he has no reason to keep us here, and maybe if he is Ethan he'd rather that we got on our way instead of interfering with him, but I can't leave until I'm sure. I never could live with myself if the only thing I accomplished here was to deliver Miranda back. I'm getting the feeling that even if Gary or Ethan is a good liar the people around him wouldn't be, but I don't have the time to tease out the truth.”

      “I noticed you trying with the patients.”

      “Yeah, and he barely gave me any chance to breathe. If I had more time I'd be willing to stay and work through it, but with Miranda down there, and Grace and Saul outside, I don't want to waste any more time than is necessary.”

      “What do you think they're up to? Grace and Saul, I mean?”

      “I hope they're just waiting. The last thing we need right now is them doing something reckless, but we've been in here for a while now. So I wouldn't put it past them. It's probably just the tiredness talking, and I feel bad for even saying it, but do you ever wish that sometimes you hadn't encountered someone at all? I mean, I know she would have been in a worse situation out there on her own, but it would have been easier for us if we hadn't found her.”

      “Oh yeah, her name was Charlotte. I'd known her for most of my life, but we barely spoke to each other, and even when we did it was only in passing. She had her group of friends and I had mine, and then one day we were paired up together in chemistry. We studied together and we laughed and she was even my first kiss. She told me she really liked me, and I thought that actually meant something. But as soon as the project was over, she went back to being the popular girl, and believe me, if you were popular then you didn't want to hang around with someone like me.

      “So, I tried getting her attention and talking with her, but she treated me like I was nothing. She and her friends just giggled at me. The worst part was I could see in her eyes she still liked me, and maybe she even resented herself for not being strong enough to go against her friends, but it was easy for her to find another guy. Meanwhile, I had to watch from afar, having come so close to something real and good, only to have it snatched away from me. It would have spared me a lot of heartache if she had only ever been just another girl.”

      “Well, it's her loss, for sure,” Mack said.

      “I appreciate it, but it's really not. It's funny, isn't it? Thinking about all the people you used to know, wondering how they're coping with all this, or if they're coping at all.”

      “Do you miss your family?” Mack asked. Luis fell back onto the bed.

      “I don't know, I guess. I mean, when I left them I always figured that one day I would go back and I'd be this experienced traveler, a completely different person. Then they would be wowed by how much I'd changed, but now I don't know if I would go back even if I could.”

      “I appreciate how you've stuck with us for so long even when you've had opportunities to stay in one place. I just want you to know that if you do ever want to get anywhere you can count on my help, and I'm sure the same goes for Grace as well. Saul, I can't speak for,” he said, and both men chuckled.

      “What are we really going to do if Ethan is in charge here?” Luis asked, growing serious once again.

      “I don't know, but something tells me we're going to have to get used to being in situations like this,” Mack said gravely.

      “But I do know that I need to find out the truth, and the only way to do that is to get into the records office. If I can get Gary's file it should have a picture of the man, and I can see if we've been talking to the real Gary Richardson.”

      For a few moments, the conversation between them died down until Mack swung his legs over the bed and sat up.

      “What are you doing?” Luis asked.

      “I'm going to get into that office now.”

      “But they'll be watching us.”

      “If I don't do it now I won't be able to do it when the sun comes up, there will be too many people around. At least now I have the darkness to rely on.”

      “Do you need any help?”

      “No, two of us going would be too risky. Stay here and pretend you're asleep. If they catch me just say you had no idea what I was trying to do, and that you've only known me for a few weeks. And then try getting a message to Grace and Saul, if you can,” Mack said as he arranged his bed so it looked as though there was a figure laying in it.

      Luis nodded and watched fretfully as Mack crept toward the door and peered out of the window. It was difficult to make out any details, but from what he could remember there was someone posted at the far end, near the stairs. Gary should have been on the lower levels now, so Mack liked his chances.

      He took a few measured breaths and tried planning his route. The office was to the right, on the other side of the corridor. He would have to be fast and hope the orderly at the other end was not alert enough to catch him. He also had to hope the door to the office was unlocked. It wasn't the perfect plan, and he would have to rely on the fortunes of circumstance rather than completely on his own skill, but he didn't see that he had any choice. If he was going to get to the bottom of this mystery, then he was going to have to take some drastic measures.

      Knowing that any noise potentially could cause his downfall, Mack slowly curled his fingers around the door handle. The whole endeavor could fail at that moment if the stars did not align for him, and he winced as he slowly opened the door. Even Luis, who was pretending to be sleep in bed, had his eyes cracked open and was hoping against hope that Mack would be able to remain undetected. As the door opened and nobody shouted or raised the alarm, Mack exhaled slowly and silently, letting the tension flow from his body. As he pulled the door open farther and stepped through the doorway, he still kept hidden, but peered out to glance down the corridor. At the very end, there was a man leaning against the wall. He was looking the other way, out to the night, and evidently had more on his mind, and Mack was grateful for that.

      Mack glanced down the corridor. The records office was about ten yards away. It wasn't much, really, but in this situation, that distance seemed like a huge chasm. If he made it to the other side he liked his chances of staying close to the wall and avoiding the guard’s view, even if he did look down the corridor. Yet getting across to the other side would require speed and dexterity. He looked down at the shafts of moonlight that slashed across the checkered floor and counted down in his head. When he reached zero he skipped across the floor as fast as he could, not bothering to look in the guard’s direction, because if he was seen then there was no hope anyway.

      When he reached the other wall, he flattened himself against it and closed his eyes for a moment, thinking about the next stage of the plan. Mack looked down toward the guard, but he still was gazing idly out toward the night sky. Mack's confidence grew, although he knew not to grow complacent as that would cause mistakes. He sidled along, always staying close to the wall, moving ever closer toward his target. Then, in one moment, it all threatened to come crashing down as the shuffling of feet approached and one of the patients stopped in front of him in the middle of the corridor.

      Mack was standing in between two shards of moonlight, pressing his body up into a convenient recessed doorway. The patient turned her head slowly and looked at him. Mack mouthed 'no' and shook his head, then placed his finger on his lips to indicate that she should be quiet. She tilted her head at him and he wasn't sure if she was going to speak or not, but she definitely got the guard's attention.

      “Hey! You! You should be in bed! Get back in your room!” he yelled.

      Mack craned his neck and saw the guard was coming down the corridor. If he reached them there was no way he wouldn't see Mack. Even though it was dark, Mack tried conveying to the woman that it was important for her to return to her room. When the guard was about halfway down the corridor she complied, turning on her heels and shuffling back the way she had come. Mack silently thanked her and waited as he heard the guard muttering to himself while he made his way back to his post. He settled back against the wall and resumed his thoughts, leaving Mack free to continue along.

      With every step, Mack felt more confident and yet more cautious at the same time. He didn't want to make a mistake now that he was so close. As he drew closer to the office he glanced back to ensure the guard still hadn’t noticed him. When he reached the office, he was relieved to find the door handle moved freely and the door opened without any resistance. He was starting to suspect Miranda had been right, as Mack couldn't imagine the real Dr. Richardson to be so careless as to leave the door open.

      When he was inside he carefully closed the door, making sure it didn't make any noise. The office was facing directly toward the moon, so the room was filled with silvery light, ensuring Mack could see. He looked around at the desks and various filing cabinets, knowing he had to work quickly before anyone passed by the big window that looked out onto the lounge and saw him in there. He rifled through the desk first, but there was nothing there that could help him, so he turned to the filing cabinets. The first one he looked at had a lot of administrative information, which was useless to him. The second, however, had files pertaining to the staff. He flicked through them and when he came across Miranda's file his heart sank, as he knew then that he had made a mistake. He continued to Doctor Richardson's file and there it was confirmed, for the photo in that file did not match the man Mack had met at all.

      He sank to the floor with the folder in one hand and his face in the other, wondering how he had been so stupid to be tricked like this. He only could allow himself a moment of self-doubt, however, for he and Luis were caught in a trap and they had to work quickly if they were going to make it out of there. Mack stuffed the file back into the desk and opened the door. This time speed was of the essence, so he rushed to the other side of the corridor and made his way back to the room, ready to tell Luis to get ready and leave. But when he got back to the ward he was stopped in his tracks as the man posing as Gary Richardson was standing over Luis.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      Grace and Saul looked at each other. Saul was frustrated and Grace was worried. The window stood before them, beckoning them in. Yet Billy was sitting on the floor, seemingly oblivious to everything that was happening.

      “What do we do now?” Grace asked.

      “I say we just go in without him,” Saul replied.

      “What? You really want to leave him here like this?”

      Saul shrugged. “He seemed to be alright out there before we found him.”

      “I'm not leaving him out here. Besides, he knows the place better than either of us. We need him if we're going to find the others.”

      “What do you want us to do, carry him in ourselves? I knew this was a bad idea from the start. Good luck talking to him, but I don't think you'll have any luck. Figures, when he's actually needed he goes back into himself,” Saul said, turning to place his hand against the wall.

      Grace looked at him and then down at Billy. She certainly could understand Saul's frustration, and yet, she couldn't help but feel pity for the man who was sitting on the ground. He was ill, and deserved help, and there were people inside who could provide that help, but they needed Grace to save them.

      “Billy? Captain Avenger? We're here now. We really could use your help,” she began, speaking in a soft cooing voice.

      “You remember that you were going to help us get inside the building and take us to our friends? Well, we're ready to go in now, but we really can't do it without your help. You know that we'll keep you safe, and we won't let anything bad happen. We just want to get inside to our friends, and to help the people you care about as well, like Miranda. You remember Miranda, don't you? She helped you and talked to you. She was your friend and she needs your help now.” However, Billy remained rocking back and forth, mumbling to himself and Grace wasn't sure if he even could hear her. She had crouched down a little to talk to him so she stood back up.

      “I'm telling you, it ain't no good,” Saul said.

      “Well, what would you have us do? Just barge in there and hope for the best?”

      “If we're going to go in, then better to do that than take him with us. Useless. I don't know why we bothered trusting an idiot to help us.”

      “He not an idiot. He's ill,” Grace said defensively.

      “Oh yes, ill, ill, we're all ill aren't we? Aren't we all going crazy in this world, isn't that what the point is? I'm surprised we all haven't lost our minds yet, the way things are going. Maybe we're in the right place and we should just stay here. It's got to be a better existence than what's waiting out there for us. You know what the stupid thing is? Right now, I think I'd rather be in his position because he has no idea what's going on, but we're the ones who must deal with it. We're the ones who must face every day not knowing if we're going to make it through, if there's anything waiting for us. But right now, we are counting on him, and he can't give us anything.”

      Grace screwed up her face, surprised at this outburst, unsure how to respond. Spittle went flying from Saul's mouth as he spoke and now he turned back to face the wall, wiping his mouth before he pounded his fist against the thick concrete. Grace shook her head, not wanting to deal with this right now, but deep down she was worried for Saul. All this time he seemed to have been stoic and bottling up his emotions, and now perhaps they all were coming out. In truth, she wasn't sure if a rescue attempt was the best idea if he was going to be unpredictable, but she couldn't do it alone. She stepped closer to him and placed her arm on his back.

      “I get that you're frustrated. There's obviously something going on here that we'll deal with, but right now I need you on your game. Mack needs our help, and I need yours, and we both need his,” she said, pointing to Billy.

      “But getting angry at him isn't going to do any of us any good. The only way to get through to him is to be patient and calm. Now, can I count on you to keep it together until this is all over?” Saul nodded, and mumbled an affirmative answer although he stayed away from Billy, knowing he lacked the particular virtues of which Grace spoke.

      With that settled, Grace turned back to Billy and walked closer to him. This time, instead of simply crouching down, she sat on the floor beside him and looked in the same direction, into nothingness. Silence reigned over them, but in Grace's eyes that was okay. Time was of the essence, but she knew she would not be able to rush Billy into anything.

      “You know, I've been scared as well, and there have been times when all I've wanted to do is shut the world away and wish it would all just disappear. Back when I was younger I didn't really have anyone who cared about me, and when I went outside it all just seemed too much. The world was so loud and there were so many people, all talking and laughing, and I didn't know what I was supposed to do or how I was going to fit in. My first instinct was to run, so I did, and that fear stayed with me for the rest of my life. Whenever I had the opportunity to do something I hid away, stuck my head in the sand and hoped that whatever was happening would pass me by,” she said. Grace was not sure if her speech would help coax Billy out of his almost catatonic state, but in some ways, she was saying it more for herself than him.

      “But ever since the world changed I've realized I can't sit by and ignore the world. I can't let other people decide things for me. I'm the only one responsible for what happens in my life, and I have to be the one to take action and influence it. It's still scary, and it's still overwhelming, but I can make a difference. That shouldn't be something that I'm afraid of, it should be something that gives me strength and excites me.”

      After she finished speaking she let the words sink in, hoping they would have the desired effect. But Billy still remained in the same position, still seemed deaf to what they were saying. She didn't know how else to get through to him. In fact, the only thing she could think of that might work was the magic word he had said when he first transformed. It took her a few moments to remember it exactly but then she uttered it, too. “Excelsior!” She felt sheepish at resorting to such a tactic to bring back the superhero, but it didn't work. Billy was still Billy and Grace was out of ideas.

      “Please Billy, just talk to me, I know you can do it. You've come this far, you can go a little further,” she said, trying not to let any frustration creep into her voice.

      “It was all my fault,” he moaned softly. Grace’s ears pricked up and she looked at him directly. It pained her to see the guilt in his eyes.

      “Your alter ego told us you escaped the institute, but that doesn't mean it was your fault. You weren't to blame for this, it was all Ethan. You saw a chance to escape and you took it. Nobody blames you for that, but you're here now, and you have a chance to help the people who were left inside.”

      “No, you don't understand,” he said in a croaking voice, “I'm not talking about the institute. I'm talking about the entire world. What happened is all my fault, and the only reason all this happened is because of me.”

      Grace looked stunned. “Is this Billy I'm talking to, or is it the Captain?” she asked.

      “It's Billy, but I can remember what happened when I was him. It's why I've been trying to keep him deep down inside. It's because of him, because of us, that the world ended.”

      “Billy,” Grace said, concerned at how worked up Billy was becoming, “You can't possibly believe that. This isn't happening because of you and you can't blame yourself for it.”

      “It is. All I wanted to do was help people. I wanted to be good and be a hero and they tried to warn me of the dangers, but I wouldn't listen.”

      “Who tried to warn you?”

      “The doctors. They tried to get me to stay as Billy. They didn't want me turning into Captain Avenger anymore, but I didn't want to stop. I didn't think they understood. I thought they were lying when they said they only were trying to protect me, but now I see they knew it all along. They knew what I could do, and it caused the end of the world. And how can I do anything now? I should be punished. I should be the one locked inside, not out here, not like this.”

      “How Billy, how did you cause the end of the world?”

      “With my powers. I used them too much. I thought I was saving people, but I was reckless and cocky and it caused the sun to flare out and burn the world.” He seemed to be on the verge of tears, and Grace wanted to convince him he was wrong.

      It wasn't right that he should burden himself with such guilt when he wasn't to blame at all, and to see him get worked up like this made her heart go out to him. Yet, she knew if she tried convincing him he was wrong he only would resist. What she needed more than anything was for him to stop wallowing in self-pity, get on his feet and help them.

      “Okay, say you're right. Say you are responsible for the world being this way; do you think the best way to react is to sit down and turn your back on it? Is that what a hero would do? We all make mistakes, but we can come back and redeem ourselves. We can look back and say that what we did is in the past, but we'll learn from it and we'll be better tomorrow, and the next day, and the day after that. We don't just get one chance to be a hero. We get as many as we can take, and right now you can be a hero for me and my friends and everyone in there. All you need to do is say that magic word and show us how to get inside, and you can start redeeming yourself.” Grace spoke passionately and her words seemed to have an effect as Billy sniffled, wiped his eyes and cleared his throat. He pushed himself up and stood with rounded shoulders, looking at Grace with bloodshot eyes.

      “Excelsior,” he said, and in an instant his shoulders were pulled back and his head tilted upward. He looked like a new man and smiled at Grace.

      “Ah good, we're here. What are we waiting for?” he said, and climbed in the window.

      Saul still seemed perturbed at how quickly Billy could change from being so helpless to someone so eager to face danger. Grace also was worried that Billy would turn back into his scared persona when they were in the institute, but that was something she would have to worry about later. Saul and Grace climbed in after Billy and they huddled close together in the small supply closet. The moonlight poured into the room, but there was nothing very helpful in the closet, mostly stationery and extra pencils and pens.

      “Where does this lead?” Grace asked in a low whisper.

      “This is a quiet part of the building. Not many people come here, that's how I was able to escape without anyone noticing me,” Billy said.

      “Do you know if there are going to be any of Ethan's people around here?”

      “Maybe, but I doubt it. It should be deserted. There aren't that many of them, really. It was just that they're stronger and more forceful than the rest of us.”

      “So, we should be able to sneak around for a bit without getting caught?”

      “We should be able to, but I don't know if any of them will be lurking around. And we'll have to be careful when we get to the areas where they are waiting. They're not going to take kindly to intruders.”

      “Okay,” Grace said, and began formulating a plan in her mind. She knew she and Saul alone would not be able to take on even a handful of people in control of the institute, and she couldn't count on Billy in case he lost his grip on his identity again.

      “Billy, do you think that if all three of us asked them, we could get some help from the other patients?” Upon hearing this question, Saul rolled his eyes and Billy chewed his lip.

      “I don't know, some of them will be scared,” Billy replied.

      “Are you serious? This is a terrible plan,” Saul muttered.

      “Do you have a better idea?” Grace asked, and when her question was met with silence she told the other two she had made up her mind.

      They would go into the institute and try talking to the patients to see if anyone could help them. With more people they hopefully would outnumber their enemies and would be able to overpower them. It was risky, and Grace wasn't entirely sure it would work. She hoped to God that none of the patients would get hurt, as she wasn't sure she could live with that, but Mack and Luis were in trouble, and she was prepared to do almost anything to save them. With that decided, she took a deep breath and opened the door to the supply closet, just a crack at first. Then, when she saw there were no guards, she opened it more fully and stepped out.
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      Mack's heart echoed in his head as he entered the ward and saw the man pretending to be Dr. Gary Richardson standing over Luis. He was alone, without any of his cronies, and Mack was glad for this, but he was in a quandary about what to do. Did he reveal that he knew the truth, or did he try playing dumb for a little while longer? There were more doubts creeping into his mind now than ever before and he didn't like it. Back when he had been in the military, he knew his role and his purpose and his mission, but now things had become clouded.

      The stress of surviving day by day, the strain of maintaining a forlorn hope that he would see his wife again, had sapped his strength. He was unable to think clearly and this proved detrimental to his skills. The natural self-confidence and instinctive action had been dulled and Mack now was spending more time questioning the right decision rather than just trusting his gut and making it. Yet he didn't have any time to analyze himself because people were in danger. He didn't just have himself or Luis to think of, but all the other people in the institute as well, and whatever decision he made would have ramifications for them.

      He stood in the doorway, motionless. Luis looked at him, but Mack couldn't discern anything from his expression, and Ethan wore that same crooked half-smile that gave nothing away. It would have been so easy in that moment for Mack to stride across the room and attack Ethan, to try using the element of surprise to his advantage and then subdue him, but he had no idea how Ethan's minions would react. If they got word of what happened before Mack and Luis could do anything, then they could hurt or even kill the other people in the institute. But he also knew that the longer they stayed in the building, the longer he went along with Ethan’s deception, the more danger they were in. Eventually, Ethan would grow tired of their company and would have to decide what to do with them. Given what he had done to Miranda and the others, it wasn't going to be pretty.

      Mack spared a thought for Miranda, too, trying to tell himself that he had had no choice, that the only way to actually get into the building was to sacrifice her, but was that really the truth? He had had doubts about her from the first moment they met, but he should have been able to tell if she was telling the truth. The old Mack would have. Had he lost something in the forest, and if so, would he ever get it back?

      The door closed behind him and he swallowed as he looked at the two men before him, one a friend and one an enemy. Ethan, who had been poised over Luis, turned around to face Mack. The shadows of the night played upon Ethan's face and gave Mack a sense of the unknown. Everything hung in the balance, but Mack looked deep down inside himself and then he knew what to do. He was tired of playing this game with Ethan. Mack wanted to show the criminal that he was wise to him, for all this time Ethan had been smug and had been planning a trap. There was no point playing it any other way, the best bet was to try catching Ethan off-guard by displaying his knowledge of the truth. Hopefully, that could give him an opening. With that decided, his face hardened into a grim expression and he marched forward menacingly.

      “Get away from him,” he growled. Ethan looked a little shocked and arched an eyebrow, still acting the role of the kind and concerned doctor.

      “There's no need to be like that, Mack. I just was looking over your friend here. I was going to offer you the same while you are here. After all, you have been out on the road for a long time now, and all those scrapes and cuts are going to add up. There's no harm in being looked after, and I'm sure we can spare a few bit and pieces to make sure you're well. I have to say, though, you two are quite hardy men. It's impressive, really. I'm sure there are many who would not have fared so well as you given the same conditions.”

      “Step away from him,” Mack replied through gritted teeth.

      “I know the truth. You're not a doctor. You never were. You're the one responsible for all this. I just went into the office and I saw the file. Gary Richardson's file. You're not the man in the picture. You're Ethan, and Miranda was right all this time,” he said. As he spoke Luis pushed himself against the end of the bed, trying to get away from Ethan. Ethan's head fell and he sighed heavily as he listened to Mack's words.

      “I knew it,” he said. “I knew I should have posted a guard here. You had the look of a man who was going to poke his nose into things where it doesn't belong.” Ethan nodded to himself and laughed, then began pacing around the room, waving his finger at Mack. Mack tensed his body and primed it for action, but Ethan didn't seem to be interested in a fight, at least not yet. He hadn't called for any help either.

      “You shouldn't have done that, Mack. I would have been nice to you. I was nice. I took you in, I offered you a meal and a warm bed and this is how you repay me? With mistrust, sneaking around the floors late at night, going into an office and rummaging around files that aren't for your eyes? I know the world has changed, but does that mean honorable men have to lose what made them so special? And I can tell you're an honorable man, Mack, both of you are. After all, you tried helping that poor, misguided woman, and you did help her, because you brought her back to where she belongs--”

      “I brought her back to a trap! I never should have let you take her. Where is she now? I suppose you've got her locked up with all the rest of them, all the rest of those innocent people who don't deserve it. You speak about honor, but you have none, and don't presume to know me,” Mack shouted.

      “Oh, but I know you all too well. You're just like them, like the others who all presume they know exactly what's going on, when really they have no idea. You have no idea what happened in this place. I've done nothing to them that they haven't deserved, and you have no right to come in here and judge me for it. You're no one special. You're just a man who made the mistake of helping someone he shouldn't have, and I would have let you be on your way, you know. All you had to do was take part in this play and you could have gone on your merry way, but no, that's not the type of man you are, is it? You have to feel like you have some say in the world, like you have some control. Well, I'm telling you now that this is my world and I'm the only one who has control.” Ethan's fists curled into tight balls and his thin lips were pulled back, showing his white teeth.

      “You'd like to think so, wouldn't you? Yes, I helped Miranda, and you're a fool if you think I ever was going to leave here without doing everything I could to help her and everyone else in this place.”

      “Help them? Help them from what, from me? Is that what she told you? That I'm some kind of evil man who came into this place, and I've corrupted everything? Believe that if you want, but I have done nothing wrong here, nothing that wasn't already going on before this all happened. I heard them talk about outside, but honestly, that doesn't matter to me. The only thing that matters is what happens in here.”

      “Then what is happening? What is your grand plan? Are you just going to keep going forever? Are you going to act out these roles for anyone who comes across this place? It's not possible. Just let everyone go. They're here to help you, to help all the other patients in this place. Don't you care about them? You've acted as Dr. Richardson. Did you get a sense of his compassion, of his love for the place?”

      Ethan threw back his head and laughed. “That's a joke. Your esteem of Dr. Richardson is far too high and it's clear you never knew the man. He was a pompous, arrogant fool who thought he was far smarter than he actually was, and he got everything he deserved.”

      “And what about anyone else? Are you going to lump them in with him?”

      “Are you speaking of your precious Miranda again? It seems you have developed a soft spot for her. She never should have come back here. She got lucky when she escaped, but that will not happen again. Let me tell you a story, Mack,” he said. Ethan paced around again before pulling a chair from the side of the room and slamming it down in the middle of the room.

      He sat down and folded one leg over the other as he threw himself into his story, “I'm sure you've noticed how old the building is. When a building becomes this old, legends and myths begin surrounding it, especially when it's used for a purpose such as taking care of the mentally ill. Now, one of the most common rumors is that this institute was built on an ancient burial site and had evil spirits running through the walls.” As he said this, Ethan moved his head around and looked at the walls and ceilings, before his gaze returned to Mack.

      “Now, I've never put much stock in things like that. People even have claimed this place is haunted! Not that I can blame them, given the horrors that have gone on here over the years, and all the lost souls who have passed through these doors. I'd hardly claim to be the most rational person around, but even I can see that it's a load of crap. Simply because there is no such thing as good and evil, and that's what the people hear. That’s what you don't understand.”

      “Then why don't you enlighten me?” Mack said.

      “I'd be more than happy to do so,” Ethan said, leaning forward in his chair. “You see, there is only strength. That's the only thing that matters. Good and evil are nothing. You either do the things you want or you don't. You either fight back or you don't. Anything else is just a distraction of the conscience. They wanted to put me in a neat little box and file me away with all the other disorders, but they couldn't because there's nothing wrong with me and I never should have been here in the first place.”

      “Then why not get out? Why didn't you leave when you had the chance and get away from this place? Why are you bothering to put on this show when there's nothing for you here?”

      “Because they poked and prodded me and tried to make an example out of me when I'm just a person like them! Just a man!” he said, kicking away his chair, eyes blazing with frustration and anger. “We just wore different clothes and you helped me prove that. You couldn't tell the difference between us. What right do they have to put any of us in here?”

      “I'm seeing a clear difference now,” Mack said sharply, and this only served to make Ethan angrier, although he remained outwardly calm rather than exploding.

      “And what are you going to do with us now? Are you going to keep us here, make us your patients, even though we don't belong here either? You know you'll be just as bad as them if you do that.” His words seemed to lance through Ethan, and the man standing in the middle of the room visibly winced.

      “You made your own fate when you went snooping around. I would have let you go. I would have been generous, but you forced my hand. It's not me who did this to you. It's your own fault. You've already made it clear that you're not going to leave this place without helping the ones who you feel have been so oppressed. So I can't very well let you leave now. No, you shall suffer the same fate as all of them.”

      “And what fate is that? To be locked up? I'm not like them, Ethan. I can fight back. I'll escape. I'll find a way out and I'll make you pay for this. You know I will,” Mack said.

      “What are you doing? Are you trying to get him to kill you?” Luis interjected.

      “I'm not going to kill either of you. That wouldn't serve my purpose. I must educate you, to make you see there is no difference between any of us. I will keep you with the others and you will stay here until you suffer the same fate as them. You will not escape or break out, I can guarantee that.”

      “How?” Mack challenged.

      “Because the plans for you are the same as the plans for the rest of them. I will keep you here until you lose you minds, until you all finally accept that you belong here. Then truly you will be the patients, and you will see that I have been right all along.” Mack stared at him, dumbfounded.

      What he proposed was horrible; stripping away someone's reality like that was disgusting. Now Mack felt even worse that he had handed Miranda over to them, and he was more determined than ever to stop Ethan. The two men were standing in the ward, staring at each other, with Luis sitting on the edge of his bed, almost not daring to move. The tension was palpable, such that just one movement would have been enough to set things off. Ethan was far more dangerous than Mack initially had thought and he was not going to bow down to the man pretending to be a doctor. Perhaps Ethan was right and there weren't such things as good and evil, but Ethan surely came close to the latter.
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      Grace, Saul, and their new friend moved through the asylum. They were on the bottom floor and had to creep forward slowly, staying close to the walls so they would not be seen. Grace kept looking at Billy, every time relieved to see he still was standing and wasn't cowering on the floor. Billy had told them that, as far as he remembered, the guards were stationed in the stairwells. Since there were not enough of them to keep watch over the entire building, there were some places where there was no fear of being discovered. This floor was such a place because, as Billy told them, the people kept in these rooms all were locked up, so they only needed to be checked on occasionally. Pity filled Grace's heart as she looked inside the rooms and saw the sedated people, and surmised they were the captured doctors. Then she came across Miranda's cell and her heart sank. It meant that, in all likelihood, Mack and Luis were prisoners as well, although there weren't any signs of them in this ward.

      “We'll have to go to the upper floors to find people we can trust,” Billy said.

      “I'm not going to end up like them,” Saul said, and gripped his weapon tightly. Grace didn't say anything, but she wholeheartedly agreed with his sentiment.

      It was very dark but they were afraid of using any lanterns as it would give away their position. So they had to rely on the moonlight, which didn't make things easy. Although their eyes had adjusted, everything still seemed vague and amorphous in the shadowy light, and every step had to be taken carefully in case they made any unexpected noise. Since the only way was up, they entered the stairwell and gradually climbed the stairs in silence, hoping they wouldn't come across anyone. They were thankful that they entered on a lower floor as most of the activity was confined to the higher floors in the building.

      As she walked up the stairs Grace could feel the gun prodding against her back. She didn't want to use it unless absolutely necessary. Even then she had her reservations as she was worried about collateral damage. None of the innocent patients in the institute had asked for this, and they hadn't done anything wrong. They were victims of mental illness, and this place was supposed to be a safe space where they could recover and be treated for their disorders. Now it seemed as though they were going to be caught in the crossfire. With each step, Grace seemed to be moving down a darker path, but she didn't see how she could turn away. How could one hold onto humanity in this world when sometimes it was required to step outside your own morality and do what was needed? What cost was her conscience when it would result in freeing the people here? She only could hope the patients who had taken over the hospital would surrender when they saw what they were up against.

      It was not exactly a formidable army that they had managed to recruit as they made their way up the levels of the building, but it was much better than the three of them. As they had gone up each flight of stairs they had gone onto every level that did not have a guard stationed at the entrance. Then they had moved quickly through the various rooms and wards to try rallying people to their cause. Grace and Billy had been the most persuasive, while Saul mostly had stayed in the background, scowling. Grace and Billy had implored them that they would remain unsafe if they stood by and did nothing. They told the patients that they owed it to the doctors to help now, after they had given over their lives to helping them. It wasn't easy, as many of the patients weren't fully aware of what was happening, but Billy helped to get through to them. The ones who were cognizant all agreed to go with Grace and help get the institute back for those who should have been in charge.

      “Thank you for your help with this,” Grace said to Billy as they were leading a few more recruits back to the stairwell.

      “No, thank you. You've reminded me what it is to be a hero. I should have done this a long time ago, but Billy wouldn't let me. You got through to him when even I couldn't, and that's something to be proud of. You're a special person, Grace, and you can be a hero, too, if you let yourself take the role.”

      “I don't know about that,” Grace said, trying to play down his praise, but inside she was glowing. “Do you really think we can pull it off?”

      “All we can do is try, and hope, but if we fail, then it's better that we tried to make a difference rather than standing by and doing nothing. There's nothing worse than knowing you stood by when you knew you could have done something. I know that all too well. I'm glad I have the chance to make amends here. I'm just worried that Billy is going to return...”

      “Try not to think about it. I'm sure it'll be fine and, you know, turning into Billy doesn't have to be as bad a thing as you think. He has the power to overcome his fear, just like we all do,” she said. Grace had to remind herself that Billy was just as much a patient as any of them, as it was easy to forget when she was talking to him.

      “Perhaps you're right,” he said.

      “And the only reason most of these people are here is because of you. I doubt they would have listened to me on my own.” As she said this, Grace looked around at the motley crew they had assembled.

      Mostly she hoped that the sheer force of numbers would be enough to end the hostilities. If they were forced to fight, she was not sure how capable those behind her would be, although she did not tell them that as she didn't want to dishearten them. They had given themselves to this mission after being persuaded and the last thing Grace wanted to do was to deflate their confidence. However, Saul did have his misgivings and was not shy about sharing them with Grace. She knew it was a serious issue when he was bringing up his concerns about the ethics of their plan, but no matter what happened, the patients would be better off having the doctors in charge of the institution. If this is what it took to get them back in control, then Grace was willing to take that step. She would have to deal with the consequences, if any, later on.

      She hadn't had a chance to speak to them, and many of them preferred to remain silent anyway, but she had managed to communicate the general idea of the plan. They would go onto the upper floor as a group and take on as many people as they could find to cause general chaos. Then Grace and Saul would seek out Ethan to end it once and for all, and free everyone he had held captive. Billy insisted on taking Ethan on as well, and while Grace initially had agreed, she harbored reservations. She did not want to make it an essential part of the plan as she knew she couldn't rely on Billy.

      They were surprised as they made it up the stairwells that they did not come across any other guards, and the longer this went on the more suspicious Grace became. She half-wondered if they had become wise to their presence, but it was too late to change the plan now. Besides, there really was no other option. They had played their hand and now it was time to see it through. Grace's heart was beating rapidly and she found that she had to focus on breathing or else she held it in her lungs, and it started to burn.

      This assault had a much different context than the one in Mr. Smith's camp. That had been planned by Mack and was a well-coordinated operation, whereas this was a slapdash attack and none of them knew if they were going to make it out alive. She glanced at Saul, who nodded at her, and she was glad that at least he was there. They had had their differences, but when it came down to it he was a decent man. He easily could have slipped away in the night without a second thought, but he was still there helping them. For all his protests against Mack and the group, he put his life on the line, too, when it mattered.

      “Something must have gone wrong,” Saul remarked as they reached the very upper level without having run into anyone.

      They paused outside and Grace repeated her thoughts about continuing with the plan, even if there was a chance that Ethan and the other patients were prepared for them. She drew her gun; Saul already had his out. They stood outside the door. Billy was ready and Grace looked at each of the patients in turn.

      “This is it. You all are incredibly brave for agreeing to do this, but once we go through that door there's no turning back. If any of you want to leave now we won't judge you, and it's perfectly understandable.” She let her words hang in the air in case any of them wanted to take the opportunity she was giving them.

      None of them budged an inch. She found herself feeling proud that, even though these people would have been written off by the vast majority of society, they had banded together for a greater cause. They still were able to recognize they needed to be proactive because there were people who needed them. It warmed Grace’s heart. However, she did not have too much time to reflect on that feeling as she opened the door and let the scene unfold.

      Since Grace and Saul had the guns they stayed back, ready to use them if necessary. Their army swarmed through the door, their bare feet smacking against the checkered floor, their figures moving between the shards of moonlight that came in through the window. The orderlies all were gathered in the middle of the corridor as if for an address. They all turned around in shock to see the patients running toward them with their teeth bared. The initial flurry of violence was to the patients' advantage as they flailed about, making the most of the element of surprise and their superior numbers. From her vantage point, Grace could see Ethan emerging from a ward, looking frustrated.

      “No! No! You're ruining my speech! Get after them! Fight back!” he yelled and, unfortunately for Grace and the others, the element of surprise was no longer a factor.

      The people Ethan had recruited were some of the most dangerous patients in the institute. To them, violence was a natural thing, and pain was an old friend. They could take being struck, but the patients that Grace had counted on were not used to violence. When they were struck they began to fall away, retreating in fright, and their numbers soon dwindled. The armies were still a blur, though. Grace and Saul still couldn't use their guns to help, even though they could see Ethan's force was gaining ground. They looked over at each other in desperation. Saul merely held his gun up and shrugged.

      “I don't want to risk killing anyone,” he said, and Grace agreed. By now the corridor was filled with a massive scuffle and a large mass of bodies stood between them and Ethan.

      They threw themselves into the fray and fought bitterly. Grace looked over at Billy, who was fighting as well, and he still seemed to be in the persona of a hero. In the distance, Grace could see Ethan running away. Mack and Luis emerged from the same room as Ethan. Grace tried signaling to them, but they immediately were occupied with some of Ethan's minions. Then she felt a fist crack against her jaw, and dark crimson blood seeped in her mouth. To her right, she was aware of Billy fighting like a skilled warrior. If it had not been for him their fortunes would have been far different, as he managed to defeat a great number of the enemy before he, too, caught sight of Ethan sneaking away, and growled defiantly.

      “He's mine,” Billy said.

      “No, you can't go after him alone,” Grace said, but before the words had left her mouth Billy already was sprinting off down the corridor, dodging other people, focusing solely on Ethan. When he finally caught up with him, Billy unleashed hell.

      The two men traded furious blows. Grace watched, hoping Billy would be able to hold out. She fought hard herself, wanting to make her way to him as well, in case he needed any help. Luis and Mack fought fiercely as well, not knowing who Billy was, but knowing he had his hands full with Ethan. Grace struggled to keep her eyes on the two of them as she had to contend with a flurry of blows in her face. Saul used his bulk to knock away her attacker and she could see Ethan and Billy moving to another room, away from the main fighting. Luis and Mack were in hot pursuit, as they had been able to break free of the people they had been fighting.

      Seeing Billy’s example, many of the patients who had been shell-shocked by being hit now had recovered and had re-entered the fight. With this newly increased force Grace’s patients regained the advantage. With more able people on the floor the bodies of Ethan’s followers had weakened.. Grace and Saul were able to draw their guns and frighten the others into submission. Even though they had succumbed to blood lust, they were not so foolish as to continue fighting with their fists when guns were pointed at them. With the threat much more manageable, Grace told Saul to keep a hold on things while she ran down the corridor to help Billy. She remembered the stories Miranda had told them, how Ethan should have been in the prison instead of this institute, how violent his crimes had been, and she was worried for Billy's well-being.

      She had a right to be, too, for when she reached the end of the corridor she saw Mack and Luis standing outside the office. At first, she couldn't understand why they were standing outside doing nothing, but Ethan had Billy pinned against the door, and no matter how hard Mack and Luis tried they could not push it open. Through the window, they had to watch as Ethan beat Billy again and again, his clenched fists crashing into Billy's skull, making his head bang against the door, threatening to smash the glass. Grace screamed as she saw the groggy look on Billy's face, and the malevolent smile that formed on Ethan's. Billy's arms hung limply by his side. Blood flew from his mouth and he would have sunk to the ground if Ethan had not been holding him up like a rag doll, taking a perverse pleasure in beating him into a pulp.

      Ethan showed no signs of stopping. His entire aura bristled and crackled with dark, evil energy, and although he was fighting for a lost cause, he wasn't going to stop fighting until all his energy was drained. He had hit Billy so hard his knuckles were bruised, but still he did not stop. Grace knew he wasn't going to unless she did something. Her eyes burned with tears and her heart burned with anger. All the moral questions disappeared from her mind. In that moment, there was only one truth, one right decision to make, and that was to stop Ethan by any means possible. It was her fault that Billy was in this situation. It was she who had to deal with Ethan. It was she who had to make him pay for everything he had done. She raised the gun. Her hands trembled but she knew what she had to do. Her finger found the trigger, and before she knew it, there was a loud crack and a crash as the bullet shattered the glass door, and Ethan went flying back, cradling his shoulder. Billy slumped to the floor.

      Mack leaped forward and flung open the door. He and Luis rushed through and restrained Ethan. Grace sucked in breath and stepped over the broken glass, then knelt down and smiled as Billy's bruised and swollen eyes cracked open.

      “Did we...” he asked.

      “We did. It's all going to be alright. We saved everyone,” she said, eyes welling up with tears. She took his hand and clutched it tightly.

      “I can die a hero,” he said smiling, and his head lolled to the side. Grace called his name and tried to bring him back, but it was no use. He had breathed his last breath, and her head collapsed onto her chest as she sobbed for him, and for herself, too. She felt Mack standing behind her, and took his hand as it found her shoulder, but she never took her eyes off Billy.
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      A few hours after the brawl the sun rose and recaptured its celestial throne. Bright light poured through the windows and illuminated the bloodstains on the walls and floor. They had rounded up all the patients and put them back in their rooms, and had taken measures to contain those who had sided with Ethan, as well as Ethan himself. They all were detained and secured to their beds until the doctors could decide what to do with them. Though it only had been one night, it felt like ages since the group had been together. There were hugs all around, especially for Grace, for the death of Billy had affected her deeply. Saul and Mack shared a look of respect, and both men felt relieved for it.

      It took most of the day for the doctors to shake off the effects of the sedative, although they still were groggy when they did come around. They all were thankful to Mack, who found it startling to talk with the real Gary Richardson. He was nothing like the way Ethan had portrayed him, and Mack had to apologize for having any doubt. Across the other side of the corridor he saw Miranda, who clearly was avoiding him. He couldn't blame her, but he wanted to make things right. He excused himself and ran up to her, pulling Miranda's arm back so she could face him, only to see that her eyes were burning with anger.

      “Hey, I just wanted to say--” he began.

      “What? That you're sorry? I told you what was going on, but you still couldn't believe me? Why, because I was wearing a gown? Because I looked like I was scared out of my wits? Well I was! I was, dammit! And you just handed me over to him without a second thought! Was he really that persuasive, or are you just that dumb?” she said, raising her voice, and other people within earshot turned to look at what was going on.

      Mack wanted to tell her that he thought it was the only way, and that it was the only thing he could have done in that moment, but instead he hung his head in shame. What he had done was wrong, and he shouldn't have let her down like that. He apologized again and turned away from Miranda, knowing that the best thing was to leave her alone.

      Gary, the real Gary, came up to him and threw his arm around Mack's shoulder. He told Mack not to worry, that Miranda usually calmed down after a while and that he was, in fact, grateful for everything Mack and his friends had done. He then took Mack to where they kept the inventory, and offered Mack his choice of supplies. Mack thought it was incredibly generous. So, he chose some medication, as that was the one thing they had been lacking so far on their journey. The four of them stayed at the institute for most of the day and ate, and helped clean up after the fight.

      The patients themselves were a mixed bag. Some of them seemed distressed, while others acted as though nothing had happened. It was left to the doctors to usher them back into their wards and rooms. The building looked much different in the day. At night, it had been filled with terror and had a foreboding presence, but now Mack could see it for what it was, a place where the mentally ill could come and find safety, and treatment. Now that Ethan had been dealt with, hopefully the place could continue for its intended purpose.

      While Mack was talking with Gary, and Luis and Saul were helping to clean up the place, Grace staggered away to a small room where she could be alone. She sat on the bed and looked absently out the window. The color drained from her face. In the distance, she heard a door open and an echoed voice called to her, but she was not truly aware of it until she felt a touch on her hand. It startled her, and she jumped, then turned to see Miranda standing over her.

      “I said it looked like you could use some water, and maybe someone to talk to,” the doctor said. Grace took the cup and sipped the water gently.

      “Thank you,” she said, “although I don't think I have much to say right now.” Miranda nodded and walked toward the window.

      “You know, while this place was intended to treat the most severe mental disorders, some people have come here to get away from it all. Sometimes people just need a break and to talk things out, almost like a vacation for the mind.”

      “Are you suggesting that's what I need?”

      Miranda turned to face her. “Maybe. You've been through a lot. We all have.”

      “But at least we're still here,” Grace said. “Some aren't...like Billy.” At the mention of his name, Miranda bowed her head.

      “His loss is felt by all of us.”

      “He mentioned you. He said you were one of the only ones who talked to him, who treated him like a real person. I mean, when he was in his superhero mode.”

      Miranda nodded. “Some people thought it was best to ignore the delusion, but at what point can we say which one was real? Obviously, he didn't actually have superpowers, but when it came down to it he was a hero. It used to be that whenever anything major happened he would revert to the regular Billy. So I'm surprised that he didn't do that here. He was a good person, and never made any trouble.”

      “What happened to him? I mean, why was he like that? Did something cause it or was he always that way?”

      Miranda sighed. “When he was younger, he was abused, and it caused a split in his personality. All his guilt and his shame at not being able to prevent it created the other persona. I suppose it was his way of trying to be strong and fight back against all the bad things that happened to him.”

      “It's terrible...I feel so bad. He wouldn’t be dead if it wasn't for me.”

      “No, he wouldn't, but he would have died out there anyway, as would everyone else in here eventually. What you gave him was a chance to do something with his life, to matter. He always used to beg to be released just so he could do some good in the world. Obviously, we couldn't sanction that, but thanks to you, he got his wish. Obviously, I'd prefer it if he was still here, but if he had to die then at least he died in the way he wanted,” she said softly, and this seemed to give Grace some comfort. Grace yawned as the rigors of the night took their toll.

      “You should get some rest, it'll help,” Miranda said, and gently pushed Grace onto the bed.

      “What's going to happen to them? To Ethan and the rest of them?”

      “Since there's no law anymore, we will have to keep them here and try rehabilitating them. That is what this place was meant to do, but I can assure you that we won't be taken by surprise again. We'll make do here,” she said, and pulled the blankets over Grace to let her get some sleep.

      Meanwhile, Mack was talking with Gary. Mack still was feeling guilty about what he had done to Miranda and he hoped to leave on good terms, but it seemed as though that was not going to be a possibility.

      “You know, you have a pretty good set-up here,” Mack said, and proceeded to tell Gary all about the other settlement. He suggested they seek them out to establish a trade route.

      “You are always welcome to stay here. We could use all the help we can get,” Gary said, but Mack politely declined his offer as they had other places to be.

      They stayed at the institute for another night as they wanted to rest and collect themselves before continuing on their journey. During the remainder of their stay Mack caught glimpses of Miranda, but they never crossed paths, until they were about to leave, and she finally approached him.

      “Look, I know I was harsh with you, but I've had a chance to think about it and I can see why you did what you did. You helped me, and you believed me when you found me in the woods. I just didn't want to leave things on bad terms, not when you went out of your way to help us. If it wasn't for you and your friends I don't know what would have happened to this place.”

      Mack smiled. “I am really sorry, I didn't see any other way out. I'm glad things worked out for the best, and we certainly won't be forgetting this place in a hurry. I've talked to Gary about a few things. You probably should set up some committee to talk things over. Just be careful, it's a dangerous world out there and you never know who is going to knock on your door.”

      “I know that all too well,” she said with a knowing smile, and bid Mack and the others farewell. She hugged Grace and thanked her especially for everything she had done.

      Now that the four of them were back together and rested, and everything in the institute had been sorted out, they were able to get back on their way. Miranda made it clear that, whenever they wanted, they could return to the institute to find friendly faces and a safe shelter. However, Mack knew they likely never would see this place again and that was one of the unfortunate results of the world in which they lived. Their lives would be transient until they found a place to settle, and none of them knew when or where that would be.

      They stepped out of the front doors and made their way back to the road. Miranda said that from there it would be a straight route to the city. However, to avoid the prison, they should walk for a few miles and then go through the forest once more, and that sounded like a good idea to all of them. As they walked along they passed the point where Grace and Saul first had met Billy. Grace had to wipe a tear from her eye, hoping that nobody noticed. Their time in the institute had been brief, but it had left an indelible mark on all of them as they strode toward their next adventure, whatever it may be.

      “Will you at least promise to not help any random stray people we come across?” Saul said, half-seriously. He and Mack hadn't spoken properly since they were reunited in the institute, but there was a silent understanding between them now.

      “Where's the fun in that?” Mack replied with a smirk, and all apart from Grace chuckled to themselves.

      The four of them walked in a line, their packs once again heavy on their backs. Yet, they were filled with a renewed hope for the future. The road stretched out in front of them, with all its possibilities. They knew if they stayed true to themselves, then everything would be alright. They all spared a thought for those in the institute, hoping that everyone in there could find some peace.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Find out what happens in part four! Coming Soon!
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