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Part One

DAY O

No Phones

AMAIA

Forever is not infinite.

The two terms are similar in the way humanity has come to understand them, yes. But
at their base, they are different. Forever is practical. Theideathat | will care about the
ones I’ ve loved and lost far into the future. Aslong as my mind can conceptualize the
idea of love, then thelove | hold for them will always exist.

Forever has limitations, whereas infinite does not. Through time and through space,
when our names are long forgotten by any human left, that love would still exist.
Forever isfoundational. You can build off it. Useit to power you. Infiniteis limitless.
Infinite love will have you burn the village down at the risk of your own safety.

What makes a soldier? How does one become a monster? What turns a person into
the villain from their darkest dreams? Changes them, molds them until they no longer
recognize who they’ d become.

Life doesn’t stop the moment the worst thing in your life happens. It keeps moving
and you mold yourself into the person you need to be in order to survive. These were
the questions and thoughts I’ d theorize over as | read my favorite stories every night



before bed. You see, the mind can take you anywhere. On countless adventures to
explore your wildest thoughts. | was adreamer. An optimist in the worst of situations,
always imagining what could be.

Perhaps that’s why | never gave up. Maybe that is why when my reality shattered, |
kept pushing, never let myself settle with the truth of my reality. When the world
around you changes in an instant, it’s hard to settle and let life catch up. That infinite
love, the desire to keep living on when they cannot, is fueling.

“You are not wearing a white suit,” | teased, stabbing at an eel roll and plopping it
into my mouth with a moan.

It d been the first time I’ d had a chance to eat all day. Traffic had been terrible on the
way to work, making it impossible to stop for my morning coffee. Then the emails
hadn't sowed and anything further than the vending machine was unattainable.
Xavier made up for it, though. He always did. Tonight was wedding planning night,
and he' d stopped at our favorite sushi place on hisway home. All waiting for me with
afresh vase of flowers and a freshly baked pie on the counter upon my arrival.

Harley whined as Xavier took a seat next to me on the couch. The cedar-scented body
wash from his shower had me shifting closer under his arm. He reached down to
scratch behind Harley’s ear. “Why not?’

“Because it doesn’'t match the vibes of a barn wedding,” | said, using my chopsticks
to fight off his wandering fingers on my plate.

“Maia,” he sighed as his dark brown fingers rubbed against his temples. “We are not
getting married in abarn.”

| rolled my eyes, leaning into his chest. “You'reright ... I'm not thinking big enough.
We should totally do the?—"



“Redwoods,” Sloan and | said in unison, erupting into laughter.

Xavier groaned, clicking on the corner of the phone and finding Sloan’s face on the
screen. “Hi, Sloan. Thisis going to cost me a pretty penny, isn't it?’

“1’d say she'sworth it, but hey, that’s just me!”

“You don't count, Sloan,” he said, glaring into the phone. “I want to talk to my future
wife alone now, if you don’t mind. Bye-bye.”

He clicked the end button, setting my phone and plate on the coffee table.

“Hey!” | shouted, but his hand cupping my chin silenced me as he leaned in for a
Kiss.

“Wedding planning night.” Xavier leaned away, leveling a stare before coming back
for another peck. “No phones.”

“That was wedding planning,” | chuckled, knowing the vibrating phone on the table
was from one of my girls.

He grabbed it, typing in the password and reading the most recent text out loud.
“Sloan: For bridesmaids dresses I'm thinkin' olive green. My baby cousin did this
color profile thing on me and it looks fantastic against my skin.”

| shrugged. “It does ook really good on her?—"
“That is not wedding planning,” he interrupted, grabbing a piece of my sushi while |

was distracted. | smacked his arm before stealing a sip of his beer in turn. “Sammy:
Green washes me out. No green.”



“It's as much wedding planning as my brain can take at the moment, I'll tell you
that.” |1 groaned. So much to do, so little time. There were never enough hours in the
day, it seemed.

Xavier's brown eyes reflected the screen as he typed a response. “There. Problem
solved.” He tossed my phone ontothe rug and out of reach and switched the TV to
display his ‘wedding planning’ PowerPoint.

“What did you do?’ | asked, my laugh caught in my throat as he swooped me into his
lap.
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The constant buzz of my phone hummed in the distance as we debated over different
venues and how they fit into our budget. He'd been oddly thorough. More than 1'd
expected, considering most of my friends who'd gotten married complained about
doing it al on their own.

Now | was scrolling through Pinterest on his laptop. “I honestly don’t think it Il rain.
But if you ingist, it appears they have a contingency plan. Not as cute, but like | said,
it's not going to rain,” | called out to him from the snug little corner of our studio
apartment.

The toilet flushed in the bathroom and | took the moment to check my phone.
Harley’s ears perked up as | unlocked the screen.

“What is it, girl?’ | asked, rubbing the spot near her back legs that often calmed her
down.

The vase of flowers crashed off the bar cart. | turned around, Xavier's brown skin a
sickly green color. One hand fell over his stomach, the other grasping his chiming
phone. “ Something’s ... wrong.”

“What? Like bad sushi or something?’ | stood up, crossing the room. The continued
buzzing of my phone fought for my attention. My heart stopped the moment |
glanced down. The first text on my phone in a string of notifications from friends and
news stations alike.

Dad: Day 0. Stay safe. We love you.



“Xavier—" | started, looking up to find him making his way to the ground.

His head slammed into the hardwood floor, body convulsing. The brown eyes I'd
become accustomed to glazed over, unseeing as he stared up at me, his body utterly
still. “Xavier!” | shouted, pushing Harley back as she pried her way between us.

With the twitch of his head, the tension in my body eased.Alive.He's still alive.Until
his gaze connected with mine. The only force stronger than love is fear. Maybe that’s
why | ran.

OneLast Ride

REINA

I’d spent so muchof the last few years wishing on every passing star and plane to
have more moments like this. The three of us, the laughter of my brothers, full and
hearty in the distance as | kept to my own. Just the energy around them was enough
to make me somewhat happy to be content with thislittle life of mine.

Seth had been gone for far too long. The gap in his presence was felt by us al. |
didn’t blame him for any of it. We all reacted in different ways. If he had to run away
to get better, then so be it, as long as he found his way back to us. Warm sunlight
streamed into the stables, highlighting the little white speckles of dust in its glow. |
tapped my foot against the wooden stool to the beat of some song on my ‘Good Vibes
Only’ playlist, humming along to the harmony, my fingers weaving knots into a
crochet top.

A bucket of water clanged against the floor, startling me into a straightened posture.
Hunter lay on his ass with a menacing glare at Seth’s pointed finger. | grinned,
joining in Seth’s rarelaugh, and shook my head at Hunter’s clumsiness. Though |
wasn't exactly coordinated, Hunter was less than balanced himself unless he was on



top of ahorse, which seemed to be more time than not these days.

“lI knew that was behind me,” he grumbled, but took Seth’s extended hand. Hunter
brushed himself off as Seth mounted his horse. “Wannago for aride, little sister?’

| dropped my crochet hook, leaning forward as | looked them over and tried not to
appear too eager. “You surel won't just slow y’all down?’

“Probably,” Seth mumbled, staring down at me from the top of his horse, Freedom.
My brother was already tall, and gazing up at him on the seat of his stallion put a
crook in my neck. Heat rushed to my cheeks as | glanced at Hunter, then picked at
my crochet hook. Hunter cleared his throat, mounting his mare without tearing his
hard stare from his twin. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t want you to come.”

Clicking pause on my tunes, | stopped what | was doing and quickly tied my hair into
a braid. Hunter reached out a hand before | crossed over to his horse's stall. “Up you
go. Ride with me, for old times' sake?’

A toothy smile wide enough to pinch my cheeks took over. | hadn’'t been for a ride
with Hunter in ages. Since we were kids, actually. It was a memory | dreamed about
when my family was falling apart. | used to spend a lot of time with my brothers.
Then James died and Seth left. The loss of them both had sent Hunter into a period of
recluse, leaving me to my lonesome.

Riding the property in one of the trucks or a four-wheeler was one thing. Feeling the
rhythmic motion of Hunter’s sweet Daisy beneath me, her muscles flexing with each
step, was a beauty of its own. I’d forgotten how picturesque the rolling hills of
Billings were. They resembled a dang painting that cost thousands of dollars hanging
in some fancy museum. Greengrass waved in the breeze in every direction. The blue
of the sky seemed brighter accompanied by the earthy aroma of the rich soil and
wildflowers.



Patches of trees sparked vivid memories from my childhood. My brothers and | spent
many afternoons there, wasting away time and sharing the water of whomever had
any left. We'd hide in the shade for hours when our father had told us we couldn’t
come back in until our chores were complete. A worn down wooden structure showed
its head after a few silent minutes of riding. The tree house James had tried to build
for me ages ago when I’ d begged for one for my tenth birthday.

Seth’s tan, freckled face beamed with the joy and freedom that riding brought him.
He looked at Hunter, exchanging the silent words that only twins could do. The
stormy blue eyes we all shared glimmered as they fell on me with a wicked grin.
“Hold on tight.”

With a series of gleeful whoops and shouts, the wind ripped in my ears as my
brothers took off. Daisy's and Freedom’s tails trailed behind them like banners, their
feet moving so fast, | could not decipher when they were touching the ground.
Freedom and Seth moved as one, the two of them in their element.

| loosened the grip | had on Hunter, my arms out wide, thighs tightened for stability.
My laughter mingling with the wind as we raced across the open field. The pressure
and expectations our daddy had on us felt far away out here. Understanding why my
brothers spent so much time away and out on the property was easy with this kind of
reminder. In sync, Hunter and Seth slowed to a steady trot. They rode side by side,
the only sounds now the soft clop of hooves and the buzz of nature around us.

Hunter was the first to break the silence. “ Anything from that school yet? SCAT?
“SCAD,” Seth corrected, noting the sharp dart of my eyes on the ground and failure
to answer the question. He moved Freedom closer, peering at me from beneath his

favorite pinched front cowboy hat. “Don’'t sweat it. Their loss.”

The words meant a heck of alot coming from him. He' d been the main one crapping



on theidea of leaving this place aong with our dad. “| never applied.”

“What?’ Hunter asked, turning slightly to get a good look at me. Though he and Seth
were twins, they were opposites despite the even amount of time spent in the sun. His
pale skin and dark hair resisted the changes from the harsh sun, much like my own.
“Why? Y ou were so excited.”

“Dad ... hedidn’'t think it was a smart move. A waste of money,” | answered, more
meekly than I'd intended. It was a touchy subject, considering there was a chance
Seth would somehow find a way to defend the harsh words of our dad. They both
intended well, had my best interest at heart, but their words could use a lesson in
bedside manner from our momma.
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“Since when has dad's opinion meant anything to you?’ Hunter’s olive-hued skin
reddened in frustration.

“I mean, | don't know,” | reasoned, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear.
“He'sright. I'm of better use out here, anyway. If | leave, y'al would need to hire a
ranch hand. We can’t afford that and school. Makes sense. | get it. Honest.”

“Fuck that, Reina, and fuck what happens here. Y ou deserve to go,” Hunter snarled.
He was the more protective of my brothers. Always looking out for me, considering
my wants and needs. They tended to come last in this house, whether it was
intentional or not. Not with Hunter, though. He always put me first. It was
admirable—nhis selflessness. If more people could have a heart as golden as his, then
one day the world would be a better place for it.

“Hunter,” Seth warned.

“We can pick up the slack around here,” Hunter said definitively. The defiance in his
ice-blue stare left Seth little room to argue. With a deep sigh, Seth nodded in
agreement. “ The two of us will talk to dad.”

“Yeah. You just focus on getting in. Go sew a new top for your application or
something.”

| smiled at Seth. If he'd alow it, I’d smother him with a hug. He tried to understand
my world, he really did, and | could only love him for it. “That’s not how that
works.” | looked between the two of them, waiting for them to say sike. “Really
though. Y’ all sure? No take backs.”



“Yeah, we're sure. You let us handle—" Hunter’' s sentence cut off at the sudden God-
awful alarm blaring from his phone. He raised his hips a bit, pulling it loose from his
pocket. His fingers trembled as | fought to make out the words on his screen, to no
avail.

Buzzing tickled the butt of my pants, the silent mode of my phone saving my heart
from another scare. | freed it from the back pocket of my jeans and nearly dropped it
at the header of the news alert. Daisy huffed, her movements becoming jerky from
the anxiety flowing from my brother and me.

“What?' Seth asked. “What happened? Ma okay?’
He never took his phone when he left the house. Technology and him weren’t exactly
two peas in a pod and he preferred the peace that came with the disconnection on a

ride away from home.

“We need to get home. Now.” Hunter nudged Daisy, and she took off at full-speed.
The urgency in her gait was eerie. Like she knew the world was ending.

Tacosand Terror

RILEY

| screwed up.

Taking London to a market full of options was going to make it impossible to drag
her away before her curfew. Five p.m. sharp. | found it rather unreasonable. | was her

brother—there wasn’t a thing that could happen to her with me around.

“Oh. My. God. Try this,” London said, her twists smacking against my chest as she
Spun around.



The strong scent of pepper hit me a second before the sweet yet savory cheese melted
in my mouth. | arched a brow. “Not bad. Would have been better if | fed it to
myself.”

“Now with the jam,” she ordered, holding out the next piece for me to grab.

| took it begrudgingly, if for no other reason than to speed up our never ending tour of
the Ferry Building Marketplace. To be fair, it was phenomenal. Hell of a lot better
than the Kraft | slammed on pieces of bread or instant ramen | called dinner seven
days aweek. My sister’ s wide brown eyes stared at me, awaiting a reaction.

“Delicious.” | smiled, wrapping an arm around her shoulder and guiding her away.

“Look! Handmade soaps.”

London wiggled away from me and made a straight shot for a booth a few spots
down. | followed behind her, crumbling the few dollars | had left inside my pocket.
She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “These smell amazing, Riley. Maybe if
you get some, you can find yourself agirlfriend.”

Tugging her from the soaps with a nod toward the vendor, | steered her in the
direction of what we'd come here for—street tacos and chicharrones. | damn near
drooled at the smell. The scent of sizzling meat and corn tortillas wafted through the
air. Weaving through the crowd, we dodged a couple taking selfies and swerved
around a dad trying to soothe his toddler from afull meltdown.

The taco cart wasn’'t the most popular in the marketplace, but that’'s what we
preferred. Hidden gems were often the most worthy of your time. Gia, the vendor’s
daughter, waved me over as she saw our approach. Her dad, Jorge, offered a wide
smile, his stained apron coated in spices and oil from working the grill. He slid our
usual over to Giawith aslight nod before turning back to flip over the tortillas.



“This one' s on us, our favorite customers,” Gia said, though the pity in her eyes led
me to believe it was afar more gracious extension than favoritism.

“Thanks, Gi.” London eagerly grabbed the trays of food from her, not giving me the
chance to offer up any cash. “Keep it in your pockets, Ril. A giftisagift.”

We found two seats on a bench near the entrance. Balancing the plate on my knees, |
ate half the taco in one bite. It was damn good. ‘ Dreaming about it for the last week’
kind of good. London froze as she took her first bite. | followed her eye-line, noticing
the group of girlslaughing afew feet over.

“You good?’ | asked.

“Yeah. This has been fun,” she said, tearing her eyes away and taking a minute to
chew her food. “Wish we could do this more often. | mean, | guess we can once the
judge makes their decision.”
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| stuffed the rest of the taco in my mouth, buying myself some time. Y ou would think
keeping siblings together would be a first priority to the state. The group of girls
passed by, glaring down at my sister. London held her stare, her head following them
as they made their exit.

“The hell was that about?’

“Nothing | can’t handle on my own,” she replied, standing up to toss her tray. Her
posture had stiffened, though she shrugged off the interaction. “Just some girls from
school.”

Pushing to my feet, | slapped a hand across the top of her back. “Wouldn't doubt it.
Italian ice for the road?’

London went back to the bench for our chicharrones, a large grin taking over her
worried features. “Obvioudly. I’'ll wait here.” She took a seat, popping open the bag
and dropping a chip into her mouth.

Shaking my locs, | bunched them into a band to keep the heat off my neck. The
nerves were getting to me. The truth of our situation should have been the first thing
I’d started our day with. But | knew my sister. London would have spent every
second we had together today trying to find a solution to our problem that wasn’'t hers
to solve. It was mine. | pivoted on my heels, turning back to tell her our permanent
reality. A high-pitched scream sounded to my left. The synchrony of alarms bellowed
from the phones of every person around me.

Mass panic ensued. The screams and cries of terror blended together, making it



impossible to decipher the source. | fumbled around for my phone, finding it in my
front pocket only to see it had died.Shit, London. Thoughts scrambled, | searched for
mysister through the sea of bodies. She stood atop the bench we' d eaten at only
minutes before. Her deep brown skin was ashen. My sister’s eyes stayed locked on
her phone as she did her best to avoid the surrounding stampede.

Shoving through the crowd, | made my way to her and scooped her into my arms. Her
phone fell from her hands, a muffled, exhausted sob croaked from her throat.

“London?’ | kept pace with the herd. Concern was not an acceptable description to
match how | felt. She didn’t answer me, only kept her blank stare down at her hands.
| couldn’t carry her thisway, not forever.

Taking a quick survey of the world around us, | found a corner absent from chaos and
set her down. Her knees buckled, unable to support her weight. “London!” | shook
her, desperate for her to snap back to the present.

She turned her head ever so dightly, dread filling her gaze. “It’s over. We're fucked.”
Peaceful Silence

TOMOE

The peacethat came from utter silence was equivalent to a hand full of gold. Silence
in Colorado woods, however, was never good. There were answers in silence. As
peaceful as it was, it was unnatural for the world to go mute. If it did, one should
listen.

Fresh air was good for the soul but could harm the mind. The stillness and quiet of

complete solitude, it played tricks that were dangerous, made you drop your guard.
Put you at ease when you should listen to the gentle warning of mother nature and all



she has to offer. Silence ironically presented both peace and danger. Though the two
could exist a once, | knew we were not the only apex predator in these woods. Lair
0 the Bear Park was full of wildlife—some of which I’d be more delighted to run
into than others,

“June,” | said, reaching a hand out to halt my sister at my side.

She looked down at my hand, then up at me with an expecting stare. | motioned for
her to remove her earphones, and she rolled her eyes. A heavy sigh preceded her
impatientrounds of questions. “Yes, Tomoe? Can | help you? What is the point of a
mindful walk if you’ re going to stop and interrupt us every few feet?’

“It's quiet again,” | leveled, peering over my shoulder. “And take your headphones
off. Don’'t beanidiot.”

“Oh lighten up, it's ocean sounds. | can still hear. Also, you made the tea too strong.”
The dark freckles around her nose bunched in adisplay of disgust.

| took it from her, downing what was left with a straight face, then handed her back
the tumbler. “We should go back.”

“1f we turned around every time you got a gut feeling, we would have never made it
out of the parking lot.”

June kept walking, her silky bob swishing with the cool breeze. Scanning the dense
forests and the swiftly moving creek dlithering beside us, | et another moment pass,
then jogged up behind her. Still, the skin on the back of my neck prickled with fear.
The sound of my sister’s voice trickled around the bend of the trail, followed by the
flirtatious laugh she released when she was flustered.

“Just followed you back,” she swooned visibly, passing the phone back to one of the



two men up ahead. June toyed with her shorts, changing her stance to make her hip
pop out to the side as she ruffled back her hair to add volume.

The tallest of the two chuckled. “I’ll DM you. Nice to meet you, June,” he called over
his shoulder.

Both of them nodded at me as they passed, the second one offering me a cocky smirk.
“What' s up?’

| rolled my eyes, making my way toward my sister, then thought better of it. Warning
them was the least | could do. One human to the next or whatever. “Careful down
there. Woods are quiet,” | said, turning around to face them.

The shorter, blond one shook a canister of bear spray above his head, not bothering to
glance back. “We're covered. Thanks. Enjoy the hike!”

June kept her eyes on her prize, peering behind me to take in all of him. | nudged her
to keep going. She bit her lip, refusing to move. | couldn’t help myself. | burst into a
fit of laughter. The girl was easily distracted by anything that could flash a decent
smile, and | loved her for it. Between her and our other sister, Kana, they kept that
little light going in my life. Someone had to be the serious one of the bunch though,
and | happily fulfilled that role. But the universe demanded balance. It was nice to get
agood laugh every now and then.

| reared behind her, pushing her to keep going. “Come on. Let’s go.”

“What?" she said, finally closing her dropped jaw. “He was cute.”
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“No. Hewas just tall with dark eyesin a $400 Patagonia jacket.”
June shrugged. “ Same thing.”

We continued in silence along the trail. The towering pines and soothing trickle of
water soothing a piece of my soul. It wasn't so quiet with the creek flowing and the
whispering of treesin the wind.

The tranquility of the trail was shattered. A startled scream echoed by an agonizing
holler bounced off the trees. | held my breath, listening for what was sure to follow.
The cry of a mountain lion was unmistakable. If you heard it once, you would never
forget it. Whatever screeched into the stark silent air next was neither human nor
animal.

In times of fear, | found there were two reactions that sealed one' s fate. The ability to
think clearly, and the hesitancy to respond. One was damning, the other was not. We
reached for our phones at the same time. There was nothing we coulddo for them
besides call for help. Even with bear spray and a taser, it would be inadequate to
whatever had caused that soul-breaching of a scream.

Paralyzed. The bone-chilling aert on the screen of my phone was paralyzing. “June

“Yeah?' Shetrembled in response.

| looked up, shock etched on her face as the pale of her skin turned a ghostly white.
“Help isn't coming anytime soon.”



“Yeah.” June mumbled. “Agreed.”

We stood frozen in place, the earthy scent of the forest bringing me a sense of calm.
Grounding me in place. June's breaths mirrored mine, shallow and uneven. Her dark
eyes narrowed and then widened, stuck in an infinite loop between her phone to the
shadows lurking in the trees. | didn’t need to know what my little sister was thinking.
The panic she was talking herself down from. Our minds were racing, yet no clear
plan of action found us. The trail we had walked down so many times now felt like a
maze of uncertain doom and hidden dangers.

“What do we do?’ June asked, her voice barely an octave above a whisper.

| tugged on my sleeves, nails digging into my palms. “We need to move. Staying put
Isdumb. We're sitting ducks. Let’s go.”

Go.Speaking the word was humorous. Go where? Move where? We needed to get out
of here. | knew that much. But therest ... the future ... that had suddenly become an
open-ended question.

Hellbent

Alexiares

Every timel closed my eyes at night, | worried how much of my humanity remained.
In each passing day, the monster | pretended to be, that everyone thought | was, no
longer could be claimed as an act. | got it now.The darkest hour never comes in the
night.

A funeral. How fucking fitting that this all started after the celebration of the end of a
life. I want to take a moment here to highlight the deliberate use of the word.



Throbbing, pulsating, shots of pain radiated through my skull, the loud roar of the
Kawasaki humming between my legs. That's what | got for getting absolutely
hammered the night before such an event. For once in my miserable existence, |
wished | had been on time so | could have caught a ride with my parents—no matter
how insufferable sitting in the car with my father was.

Anything was better than the grinding that came from this souped-up baby 1'd
worked on during the sleepless nights, Alexander Drakos in mind. He hated the
attention it brought.The neighbors didn’'t look our way much ... until they did. It
wasn't as if they didn't know we were there. Journalists sat outside our gates like
vultures, and my sweet ride signaled to everyone within afew milesthat | was headed
home.

| didn’t regret shit, but in this decision, | may have a passing thought or two of ‘What
if you weren't such a spiteful dick?

The dlight sensation of vibrations teased against my thigh. Then another.Shit, my
phone was blowing up. | leaned to my right, taking my left hand off the handle to pull
it out and see what all the commotion was about. If the truth came out about the deal |
screwed up for my old man on today of al days, it may very well be my funeral my
mother arranged next.

A glimmer of water caught my eye, the bridge not too far ahead. | righted my
position. We were only a few minutes off from the house. Whatever was going on
would still be a crisis when we arrived. With my mom right behind me, it wasn't
worth the fuss, anyway.

She hated the bike, was uncomfortable with the ‘risk’ | took driving it al the time. |
didn’t have the heart to tell her that the risk brought me the only sense of freedom I'd
ever felt in my life. Driving with one hand, on a motorcycle, over the bridge, while
reading whatever was on my phone, would give her a fucking aneurysm.



The smell of burning rubber filtered into my helmet. A distant, imperceptible sound
stiffened the bones beneath my skin. | ignored it, shaking it off as an adrenaline rush
from riding in the rain. This bridge was dlippery as hell when wet.

Everyone that lived on the other side enjoyed the natural privacy the instability of the
bridge brought on rainy days. The undeniable, ear-ringing screech of tires shot my
heart into the depths of my stomach. | glanced ahead, checking to make sure the road
laid out before me was clear before whipping my head around. The blacked out
Suburban my parents and my littlebrother Evander were being escorted in swerved
out of control asit sped through the entrance of the bridge.

| did into a U-turn, the water building on the bridge splashed into my boots as | let
my foot guide the bike around safely. The SUV jerked back and forth, like someone
was fighting to right the path it was flying down. A car sped from behind them,
attempting to get ahead of the crash. It clipped me as | swerved around them, sending
me from the bike, asit collided with their front end and slid into the windshield.

Rolling against the asphalt, my skin burned, the thin sleeves of my suit jacket not
enough against the speed I’ d fallen at. Crunching metal sang through the crisp lllinois
air. The world stopped spinning. Dust settled. The result of the crash revealed itself.

My parents SUV rested atop the Ford Fiesta beneath them, the only thing supporting
them from toppling over the bridge. There was no one in the car. The driver's window
was broken, blood sprayed about the tan cloth seats.Holy fucking ...

Muffled, panicked shouts for help sounded from inside the SUV. | raced over,
throwing open the back seat door of the Fiesta and locking the tip of my boots
beneath the seat. | latched on to the ‘oh shit handle’ above the window of the car for
support.

The driver in the front ssammed back and forth in his seat, stuck behind his seat



belt.Who would’ ve thought, Mr. Fiesta, that a seat belt could save your life?He could
recover from a seizure. | just had to figure out how to get them all out the car. Taking
alook around, | made note of everyone's condition. Evander and my mother seemed
to be in shock but overall okay, my father on the other hand, lay knocked out against
the window. Blood dripped from under his dark brows, his lips twitching.
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| met Evander’ s deep green eyes dilated fear. He clutched onto the back of my mom'’s
chair. His raven colored hair wasclumped with blood on the sides. No signs of pain
registered in the ghostly gaze staring back at me.

“Get him out, Alexi, please!”
Her cries centered me, forcing me to focus on the imminent danger of the situation.

Releasing my hold on the inside of the Fiesta, | reached into the Suburban slowly,
careful not to redistribute too much of my weight.

“Evander,” | said, doing my best to keep the fear from my voice. “Grab onto my
hand. Keep your movements slow, down the center of the aisle from the back then
stop. When | give you the go, make yourself loose, I’ [l pull you out. Got it?’

He nodded, jaw clenched, his olive skin a muted green. At sixteen, he was almost my
height. This was going to be tricky since getting all the way in the back of that thing
was an uncomfortable task for us under normal circumstances. Evander kept his eyes
on me, following my instructions down to the detail, hitting the ground with a grunt.

Our father came to, the sound of Evander gasping for air forced him to confront the
here and now. He glanced out the window, not liking his odds if this thing went over.
Scrambling for the exit, the movements shook both cars.

“Chill the fuck out or you'll going to kill us all,” | raised my voice over the chaos
unfolding around me.



Evander clawed the ground behind me in utter despair. None of my words registered.
The only thing consuming his thoughts was the danger that lurked on the other side of
the car.

| scanned the scene, trying to come up with a way to get them both out before our
time and luck ran out. Securing my feet in the Fiesta, | shifted my weight back,
yelling for Evander to snap out of it and provide support from behind.

Releasing my grip again, | reached back into the car. “Mom. Same as Evander. Move
slowly and lock your hand in mine.”l met my father’s panic stricken stare, doing my
best to calm the man who never let me show a single emotion in my life.Now look at
him, pathetic.“When | say go, Evander is going to support my weight, I’ll pull mom
out, in that same motion, you grab onto my other hand.”

| knew the plan sucked. I’'m not even sure | expected it to work, but it was al | had.
Onelook around and | could see that not only was no help on the way, there wasn’'t a

single soul outside of my family in sight. So | rolled with what | had.

“Get me out of here, youworthless boy,” my father snarled, as if he were in the
position to make demands.

Yes, Sir.

My mom’s forest green eyes shimmered with tears, her small, clammy palm clasping
within mine. “I got you, sweetie. I'm ready.”

“Evander, let’s go,” | said, putting all my trust in him.
The car wobbled, fear coursing through my father’s veins. He pounced, latching on to

my mom'’s curly brown hair and taking hold of my free hand. She screeched, the
sensation taking her by surprise. Her hand left mine,



| lunged forward to hell with him. He fell back onto the window as | let go of his
hold, trying to secure my connection back into my mom’'s. Our fingers brushed
against each other, but it wastoo late.

The only thing keeping me from falling with them was Evander’s hold of my shirt.
Gravity failed me as | flailed backward, landing atop Evander, a whoosh of air
leaving hislungs.

Timeisnot linear.

The future and the past blurred. Time slowed. | didn't even hear the splash as the
SUV sent my parents tumbling to imminent death.

The man who caused so much death had been scared of dying. How poetic. | hope he
burned in hell for an eternity.

| rolled myself off Evander, laying on my back and staring up at the darkening sky.
He wheezed, breaths sounding painful as they escaped his lips. | placed my hand on
his chest, pressing around to make sure nothing was broken. Too much energy. It

would take too much energy to push myself up.

The buzzing had stopped.How odd. Calling for help hadn’t even occurred to me now.
What help was | calling for?

There was no one left to save.

“No signal,” Evander huffed, shoving his phone into my face.

| grabbed onto it, doing a double take, not recalling him getting up. His back was
rigid as he stared at the side of the bridge, the Ford Fiesta the only vehicle remaining.



“You need help?’ | asked, taking note of his hand resting on his rib cage.

“Been through worse.”

In a swift movement, | pressed to my feet, offering him a hand. He took it though his
stubborn nature kept his eyes from leaving the last place we' d seen our parents alive.
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| checked my phone, blood chilling the flesh around my bones. “No bars.”
The recollection of the buzzing nauseated the inner part of my ear as the world
around me filled with white stars. Each notification cluttering up my home screen
was worse than the last. The ground beneath me swirled as if 1’d had five shots too
many.
“They pushed the big red button,” | said. “Let’sgo.”
“What button? Go where?’" Evander asked, his voice distant, detached.
He sounded his age. Something I'd never heard him sound like before. | had to
remind myself constantly that my brother was only sixteen. With everything he had
seen, heard ... been through, it was easy to forget.
| didn’t answer him.

Home.

It was the only place we could go. There was nothing left for us on this bridge. No
one was coming. No one would ever come, not for along-asstime.

It was just us now. There was no changing that. | waited for the tears to fall, but none
came. No sadness filled my heart, only anger soothed my soul.

Hellbent.



| was hellbent my entire life on destroying everything my father touched. To be the
opposite of him was to be a better man. Now the word had a different definition. A
different intention.Hellbent. To keep my brother alive, | would become the man we
both feared.

Part Two

THE GENERAL

The End

AMAIA

Thisisthe end.It hasto be. Please let it be.

The world did not end with an asteroid, or climate change, or super volcano. No. No
one considered that the world would be brought to its knees by an unfathomable
scenario.

Society did not crumble, one empire after another. Humanity destroyed each other,
yes. But the world | now lived in, the world | was forced to survive, | don’'t suppose
an author or screenwriter could properly depict it even if they tried.

Hell. Chaos. Desth.

So much death.

That about summed it up. Death lingered in the air, complementing the permanent
stench of rotten eggs and the taste of metal coating my tongue. | was foolish to have

left without my gas mask, grabbing my bug-out bag in such a hurry. | had been
careless and arrogant in ignoring my dad’ s insistence on keeping my mask in the bag



for this exact situation. Okay, maybe notexact.

My mom and | had teased him relentlesdy about his doomsday prepper hobby,
insisting that years in the military had muddied his brain. A career based on preparing
for the worst, most inconceivable situations could do that to a person. Joke was on
me, | guess.

A tear dripped down my face at the thought of never being able to tell him he was
right, the opportunity gone along with my parents. Only hours ago, the cell towers
had connected for a brief moment. Long enough for my best friend Sammy to get
through to her family and check in, while | impatiently tried to reach my own. The
line didn’t even connect. In truth, | knew they were gone. There had been a sense of
finality in my father's last text. No texts from Sloan popped up and mine hadn’t
delivered. And then Sammy was gone too.

At least she got to say goodbye.The door behind me thudded against my skull, the
impact catching me off guard. A deep growl hummed near my feet. Harley’s tail
tucked and ears flattened against her head.

“Shh, it's okay, girl. It's okay,” | cooed, crouching down to rub her silky black fur.
My hands shook in unison with the door behind me, a series of groans and guttural
screeches finding their way beneath the door.

| just needed a second to think. Put together a plan. Lack of planning put me in this
situation to begin with. The smart thing would have been to head back to my
apartment on day one with Sammy in tow. It would have been safer, and there would
have been a better chance of making it to the storage unit on the other side of town
alive. Probably would have been easier to stock up on ammo and weapons the first
day too.

Hindsight's 20/20, and | had been too weak to make my move then, anyway.



And now, | was out of options and forced to face my new reality. The key | needed to
retrieve my own weapons wasbehind the door | leaned against, my mask too. |
wouldn’t be able to make it across town and to wherever was next without them. My
dead slash undead fiancé slammed his body against it.Y ou could try a gun store. But
chances were, there was nothing left worth risking my life. Especially unarmed.

Fuck it, | thought as | rammed against the now unlocked door. There was no plan that
would get me what | needed. | had no weapons other than one of the hunting knives
from my bag, and our studio apartment left little to no room for improvising. My best
chance would be to bum-rush past him and try to maneuver my way back out. | had
the speed, and if | had to, | could fight my way out. I'd always been able to hold my
own. My dad had made sure of it.

| rammed the door open hard enough that Xavier was thrown into the wall. The stun
of the impact bought me half a second before he lunged, narrowly missing my body
as | fell onto my back, scrambling to get upright again. Frantically, | searched for my
knife now tossed somewhere around the room.
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My fingers grazed sand scattered on the floor from the shattered hermit crab tank.
Xavier was on the ground now, on al fours, dragging himself near me, jaw
slack.Broken,| realized. Probably from the thud against the door. He looked worse
from the last time I'd laid eyes on him. Left him. Abandoned him like the awful
person | realized | was becoming. His once warm, brown skin was now ashen and
visibly clammy. His eyes, empty.

A yelp escaped my throat as Harley closed in. “No!”

| reached for her, not wanting her to be in harm’s way as sand rose through the air,
hovering for just a moment before flinging toward Xavier's neck and face. The
movement so swift, | nearly missed the crystallized fragments that entered his body.
Dark brown blood oozed from his wounds, the pain not registering as his jaw
clattered at an unnatural angel, still reaching to connect with my skin.

In the grip of panic, my feet refused to lie flat against the floor, trying to process how
| had done that.Ifl had done it. He lunged again, this time connecting with my shoe.
The thick sole of my boots prevented his teeth from piercing my skin. Harley
whimpered, not sure what to do or how to protect me, bringing his attention back to
her.

| rolled to my knees, kicking my feet free, ready to place myself between them. My
hands burned, breaking my focus momentarily.Ow.What? Shit.I shook my hands as
flames kissed the palm of my hand. It wasn’t burning me, but the heat of the flames
had startled me enough for me to want them gone. Unsure how to put them out, |
grimaced as | placed them against Xavier's shoulders. | didn't want to hurt
him—merely wanted to push him back and away from us both. They went out before



we touched.

Time froze. Xavier glanced down at his body, pausing as if registering that he was
not on fire. | took advantage, using the precious seconds to leap toward the junk
drawer in the kitchen’s island. Eyeing Xavier stumbling and failing to get to his feet,
| rumbled around, tossing items out in search of the key.Got it. Something bumped
into my calf, drawing my gaze down. Harley backed into my leg, body tense and
ready to protect.

Xavier dragged himself across the floor, closing in inch by inch as | backed against
the wall, ready to grab Harley and leap over him. She dodged my grasp, circling
Xavier and barely missing his reach.

“Please,” | begged them both. “Please stop. Harley, come here, girl. Come to
momma.” She ignored me, her snarl threatening. Warning him not to get closer. One
blink and Xavier's teeth were latched onto Harley’s hide. An agonizing yelp of pain
filled the air. My body covered hersin an instant. A heavy, throbbing sensation shot
through the back of my leg. | didn’t need to look back to know what happened.

Using my body weight, | tossed my free leg away from my body, thrusting my arm
back and forcing him beneath me. Straddling his waist, | reached for my knife on the
ground. Harley limped to my side, relentless in her attempt to keep me safe. |
searched the hollow, empty eyes beneath me, trying to find any piece of the man |
had loved trapped inside.

I’d been holed up in Sammy’ s apartment for a week. The only up close and personal
encounter with the undead being Xavier and the elderly couple who had grabbed
Sammy on our way out hours ago.

Before this, I'd often wondered if my life was threatened, or the people I'd loved
were at risk, if I'd choose fight or flight. Everybody wants to be the badass. Imagines



themselves the hero. The person who'd save the day and be fearless. Shit, | thought
that would’ ve been me.

Flight had won out each time.

Xavier wiggled under me. His arms flailing around, trying to find something to take
hold of to free himself. Clammy fingers found themselves rooted in my scalp,
weaving their way through my curls and yanking my head back.

“Xavier, stop. Listen to me, it's me! My love, | need you to hear my voice. Focus,” |
said, pleading with him to fight whatever sickness this was.

His grip tightened, pulling my body up enough to find leeway, his jaw clenching
around my wrist and drawing back. The pain seared, forcing me back forward to keep
him from tearing away my skin.

“Baby, please,” | begged. His only response was to bite harder.

My knife entered his chest. No relief. | pulled it free, driving it in again. Nothing. No
sign of him feeling a thing, no grumble of pain or sign of weakening.No.No, you
can’'t. Another dive into his torso. Hollywood had a habit of getting things wrong
forthe sake of cinema, but something told me they had gotten this one thing right.
Desensitizing us to what would eventually come to fruition.

“l loveyou, Xavier. | love you forever,” | choked out, tears streaming down my face.
| drove my blade into his skull and his body went limp beneath me.
Time sped back up. Hours passed; Harley lay in my lap as | sat leaned against the

island cabinets. My body trembled.Did | kill him? Oh God, he was still in there. He
thought | burned him; he could feel pain. I killed him. I'm a murderer. | killed him.



I’'m akiller.

Xavier's body sat afew feet away, unmoving and lifeless, as the last two years of our
life together passed through my mind. The late nights talking in bed, planning our
future. Double dates with friends, creating new holiday traditions of our own, saving
for our first house together.

All of it for nothing.

He had died a week ago, and | would die next to his body today. | rocked Harley back
and forth, waiting for time to claim us and the disease to take hold. There was no
panic. | wasn't sureif animals could turn, but if she did, once shedid, I’ d keep myself
from hurting the next person. Take myself out of the equation. There was no need for
another threat to be unleashed into this world, ruining someone else’'s chance at
whatever future remained. 1’d seen al the movies and shows. | knew how infections
worked, how they spread. I'd put an end to it right here.

“I"'m sorry, Harley girl. Thiswasn’'t how | imagined we'd meet our end, but at least
we're all going together.”

My eyes opened; daylight streamed in through the smog-filled sky. Awakening back
in my apartment was strange after a week away, but Xavier's body cleared up any
confusion themorning had brought. | shook Harley, making sure she was still with me
as she startled awake. Her hind leg gave out from muscle tension around her wound,
but shewas alive.

My eyes shot to my leg and wrist next. On the verge of infection, but my
consciousness was still in place. Pushing to my feet, | limped over to the bathroom,
stepping over the fragments of the door to stare at myself in the mirror. Curls were
strewn in every direction. My bun was now a small cluster held in place with a
scrunchie, a bald spot on the side from Xavier’s grip. But my face was normal. Red



scratches littered my cheeks and jaw. Blood had dripped down my now torn pants
onto my brown skin, but | wasn't infected.

At least not yet.

| wouldn’t let myself harbor on that, setting into motion and grabbing a bottle of
ninety-eight proof alcohol off the bar cart near the door. Sammy and | used it for
party punch. My hands shook at the thought of how we' d never do that together again
as | brought Harley’ s bed toward her, motioning for her to lie down.

“Thisis gonna hurt, but it’s okay. I'm here with you,” | said, rubbing her to calm her
down. | poured the liquor on the wound, not giving her time to react as | pulled atreat
off the edge of the table, offering her immediate gratification.

Pulling my pants down, | grabbed Xavier's work belt off the chair he’d grown
accustomed to using to store random items of clothing at the end of a long day.
Grimacing, ready for the pain, | placed it between my teeth. “My turn next.”
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Grunting at the ironically relieving pain, | moved on to my wrist, patting both areas
dry before dropping to pull a bandage from my bag. Wrapping Harley’ s wounds, then
my own, | pulled on another pair of cargos from my closet and grabbed my gas mask
from the corner.

Placing the storage key in my pocket, | cloaked Xavier in the throw blanket from the
couch, kissing the top of his head. “Goodbye, my love. I'll find you in the next life
and whatever comes after that.”

Taking a swig from the bottle 1I'd used to treat our wounds, | double checked my
mental list. It could be the difference between life and death if | left prematurely, only
to find out | needed to grab something else | would need out on the road. I'd packed
whatever dog food, medication, and canned goods | could carry into the remaining
space in my bag and then placed Harley’ s leash around her harness.

| took one last ook around the room, what had been my home,our home.

“Harley qgirl,” | said, “Thisis going to fucking suck. No, screw that, it’s going to hurt
like hell to get there, and | don’'t even know where there is. But this isn't our end.
Nope, our story has just begun.”

Run Girl, Run

AMAIA

Across the room,a phone rang. A sound | hadn’t heard in a week, a sound | never
thought I'd hear again. It wasn't mine. That wasn't my ringtone. Light brown hair



whipped around as golden eyes met my own. It was Sammy’s.

“Answer it,” | said, springing her into action as the shock wore off.

The book she’d been reading fell off her lap, the thud waking Harley from a deep
sleep. Both of us watched Sammy answer cautiously.

“Hello,” her voice trembled. “Mom?”’

The scene changed. Sammy faced me, an eager look on her face as she tried to
contain her excitement for my sake. She hadn’t asked, hadn’t needed to, to know that
there was no word from Sloan and my family was gone. That | didn’t have a refuge
the way she did; | no longer had a home to go back to. Not an apartment. Not to my
parents. Just her and Harley.

“Ready?’ she asked, pulling her keys from her pocket, ready to lock the door for a
reason we weren'’t quite sure of.

If someone really wanted to get in, they could. We had no idea what life had turned
into outside the walls and the safety of the place we'd hidden in. Simpletons, waiting
for news about the state of our country or any plans to recover from this mess. We
could see a dliver of the main street from her apartment window, but it wasn't pretty.
Few people wandered out on the street and the ones that did ... well, we often heard
them screaming shortly after. Whether it was people or those things outside, we
weren’'t sure and we definitely weren't trying to find out.

Sammy never saw them coming, but | did. They were fast. Too fast for the elderly
couple we had known through the few years she had lived here. The same sweet old
couple who had asked us to keep it down late nights. Bribing our silence with
leftovers, an attempt to put us into a food induced coma. I'd spent many weekends
away from school, coming back to check on my best friend.



One second she was next to me, ready to see what the world had left to offer us.
Smiling. Hopeful. Alive. And then she was gone. Her arms swinging wildly, trying to
fight off what she couldn’t see. The shape of an ‘O’ formed on her lips, but no scream
left. Her eyes were wide, searching mine for answers.

For help.

Help | could not offer, as their teeth broke the skin of her shoulders and then her
neck. Blood splattered against the wall; warm, metallic scented drops flecked against
my cheek. Horror rooted me in place, and | waited for my brain to catch up and
decide what to do.

The elderly man tore from her shoulder, moving up and latching onto her cheek. Her
eyes, the only visible part of her face. | fumbled in my bag for a weapon—anything
that | could use—remembering the hunting knives I'd buried at the bottom.The
movement drew the attention of the elderly woman, her eyes curiously glancing over
me for half a second.

| ran.

My eyes opened, sweat covering my body, stomach clenching. That wasn't a
nightmare, but rather a haunting memory—one | deserved to have for the rest of my
life. | rolled over, bile rising in my throat and finding freedom in the industrial carpet
beneath me. Wiping the corners of my mouth, | pulled myself up to the edge of the
windowsill. | raised a pair of binoculars to my face, scanning the town below as | had
for the past twenty-four hours.

Going through a city was my least favorite activity, but | was low on food and the
small town outside Salem, Oregon, beckoned me with the promise of finding some.
Alcohol lined my stomach more than food did. For some reason, it was easier to
come by than an old can of vegetables. That was fine. | could get by on less, but



Harley couldn’t. Half of the food | gathered went to her. Hunting was an option, but
wasting that energy to not eat the meat myself seemed like an unnecessary effort.

| laughed to myself, thinking of how my father would make a snide remark about the
end of the world, and | still let my conscience control my eating habits. Driving a
knife through a human skull, no problem. But actively hunting and preparing the
meat of an animal capable of forming complex thoughts? Absolutely not. So canned
food and a distilled beverage it was. Harley wasn't picky and caught enough small
game to sustain herself more times than not.

My own health didn’t matter. | no longer cared about myself. Simply wanted to make
sure Harley lived. She was all | had left. I’d never considered myself a materialistic
person, butdamn, did | miss my things. My books, cozy blankets, my coffee
machine.Oh, to have a cup of coffee. My mouth watered. Music. | hadn’t expected to
miss music or even TV Most of my free time was spent reading, and if | wasn't
reading, | was listening to an audiobook in the car, in the shower, or as | cleaned.

Sushi, good lord | missed sushi. | missed my life, my friends.Sloan, | wondered,
letting my mind drift to my friend from university. Flame encased my body as my
thoughts drifted toward the people | knew were gone. People I'd have to miss forever.
My parents. Xavier. Sammy. The latter two losses would be a source of self-hatred
for the rest of my life. My own inaction being the reason they’d never live another

day.

Only one life depended on me now, and I’d be damn sure to keep her aive. The fire
surrounding me died down under focus. Several buildings had succumbed to my
flames in the process of figuring out my triggers and | still didn't have them
completely under control.

What happened after the bombs went off two months ago wasn't clear. | didn’t travel
in groups. Any information I'd come by had been limited, knowledge gained from



spying or hiding and overhearing. Three things were clear, however. | wasn't alone.
Y ou could be gifted with things other than fire, and if you were lucky the way | was,
you could have the gift of more than one.

But there were also people who weren't lucky. I'd observed them from afar and
studied them up close, but there hadn’'t been any outward similarities. No one else
had determined a cause for their demise, either.

It wasn't atransferable disease. Their bites wouldn’'t cause you to be infected, though
they hurt like hell.Pansies, I’d heard a few groups call them. No rhyme or reason to it,
someone had mentioned. A name that had stuck.

To me, it just felt fitting. They were fast and strong, but their bones were frail—easy
to pierce—and their movements wild and uncoordinated.
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| gathered our belongings, confident in my decision to leave after not having seen
much movement throughout the streets over the last day. There were a few Pansies
straggling around, but nothing we couldn’t dodge. We' d finessed our way through far
worse these past few months.

Five minutes later, | was forced to swallow my words. Sticking to the sides of the
buildings and keeping my eyes up and around, a small cluster of Pansies from inside
the windowless storefront escaped my radar. Harley barked in alarm. A hand closed
in on her tail, dragging her toward the broken glass and inside the building.

Huffing a sigh, | drew my knife from the holster at my hip. A physical fight was
exactly what | needed to relieve the tension building up beneath my skin. The
emotions from my restless sleep craved release. Six quick and efficient movements
later, and they were down. The blade of my knife entered their skulls with what
would once have been a sickening wet slush. | could have ended them in three, but
there was something poetic about even numbers. Smearing their rust-colored blood
across my pants, | gave Harley a pat on the head. My eyes scanned the length of her
body, checking for injuries but finding none.

Placing my knife back at my side, | removed the glass bottle from my bag. Holding
my tongue out, | savored the bitter taste of the last drop as | shook the bottle, making
sure none went to waste. A sharp laugh scared the shit out of me. Clearing my throat
with little recognition. It was hard to accept this pathetic state. | dropped the bottle,
head motioning for Harley to get moving again.

“We've got places to be and food to find, my girl,” | sang out, riding the high of
putting two down with little effort.Music,| need music. It was tactically stupid, but |



didn’'t care, afase sense of invincibility clouded my judgment.

We made it to the next aleyway before a hand covered my mouth, preventing the
next words from flowing and sealing my breath. Harley growled, a few quick
warning barks unleashed as she latched onto the culprit’ s leg.

Cold metal jabbed into my neck as a man whispered into my ear, “Call the dog off, or
I’1l kill you.”

He paused, and | calmed my movements, deciding kicking back toward him wouldn’t
help my situation. “If | die, she’ll kill you,” | said, gasping for air.

Strong hands grabbed on my shoulders, twisting me around to face him. | studied
him; he was older. His face was kind, but weathered, hair gray and fine lines creasing
the skin near catlike eyes. Panic set in as | took in his size, and my flames claimed my
fistsin defense.

He was over afoot taller than me, the muscle in his build making what was sure to be
an extra-large shirt appear as an extra-small. He had either roided up before this, or
had been given an edge on survival after.Probably both.

In the days I’ d spent observing from tall structures in the cities | passed through, 1'd
noticed an increase in unusually large people. Some you could tell had aready been
of substantial size before, either naturally or through enhancers. Others were clumsy.
Uncoordinated and not used to their now long limbs or what was likely heightened
senses if the size of their nose and eyes were any indication of additional mutations.

The advantage had escaped me, keeping me at the five foot two | was before. | fixed
my stance, ready to put additional distance between us, as he interrupted. He put his
hands up as if offering peace, face grimaced at Harley still clamped onto his skin,
awaiting my next command.



“I’m trying to—" he hissed in pain. “I’m trying to save you, child. There’s a group of
men afew blocks away. They won't be as pleasant as | am.”

| scowled at him. “Bullshit.”

Shifting my weight, | raised my hand, still wrapped in flame as | peered behind my
shoulder toward the street, then back at him. There was sincerity behind his gaze. My
gut told me he was telling the truth, at least about the men.

| doused my flames, calling Harley off, a groan following in relief.

“I"'m not afool,” | grumbled. “This isn’t so much about saving the two of us asit is
about saving yourself. My singing was just drawing attention to your location.”

His eyes narrowed at my accusation. “I can do both at the same time. It's human
nature to work together to survive. Not everyonein thisworld is out to get you.”

“Likely though,” | chuckled, voice laced in sarcasm.

The rumble of a motorcycle sounded, followed by the murmur of voices, a rough
male voice ordering a group to spread out. The large man extended an arm, pushing
us into the shadows as | pulled my gun, finding security in something I’ d been trained
to use efficiently. With certainty.

He shook his head. “No. It’s too loud, the noise will attract the others. More of them
than possible for us to take down fighting.”

| grinned, ready to test out the next best option—throwing knives. I’ d been practicing
for some time, finding them easier to control than the unpredictable flames, meeting
my target each time. There was little effort on my end and | didn’'t have anyone to
teach me the correct form. Just had to go with what felt right, but it worked. Both



palms tightening on the helm of the knives, | took in a deep breath as the motorcycle
passed us.

One breath out. A breath in. Another breath out.

The engine of the motorcycle revved, closing back in on our location. | closed my
eyes, and the sound stopped as the engine cut off. Another breath in, and my blades
flew through the air, entering near hisjugular and clearing straight through his neck.

Harley lunged forward, her jaw secured around his wrist as she dragged him toward
the alleyway, synchronizing her movements with me, pulling his bike out of view. |
froze. The man hadn't moved. Instead, he watched, studying me. An expression of
horror filling the kind features of his face.

“You're too young to know violence like this,” he whispered. | wasn't even sure he'd
known he'd said the words out loud.

| cleared my throat, uncomfortable under his gaze. “Way of the world now. Do what
you have to, to survive.”

“1t shouldn’t have to be that way.”

Wishful thinking never got anyone far,I’ d wanted to say, but was cut off by the sound
of voices nearing closer, searching for a friend they’ d have to spend forever missing
now too. The only difference being, they’d have the opportunity to kill what had
ended the life of someone they loved. They’d be rightful to do so. There were
moments I'd wish | could myself, but | couldn’t. Wasn't strong enough to, or weak
enough to.Whatever. Instead, | did what | did best.

| ran.
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The Beginning
AMAIA

Fifteen months had passedsince the bombs had dropped. My twenty-third birthday
had come and gone. It was an eerie feeling. The people I'd celebrated with only a
year prior would not live to see their own. Would never see what this world had
become.

The air had become easy to breathe without a gas mask, no longer squeezing and
releasing your lungs with every step. Each day grew warmer than the one prior as we
moved further south. It was bearable, nothing that changed the overall ecosystem too
much, though the oceans had yet to recover from the algae lost.

Thirteen months ago, |I'd blown the cover of my saving grace. A man of virtue and
patience, an ill fit for this world, but his presence alone had spared me from my own
demise. Our time on the road created a formidable bond. One | had grown to cherish.
Value beyond what I'd conceived as possible in the remains of who I’ d been before.

| respected him, loved him like family. Appreciated him for opening my eyes to the
idea of forgiveness, not only of myselfbut toward others. He' d recognized the triggers
of my power and helped me learn to control it, learning to listen to myself and my
body. | was lucky. Most people had just started to figure their gifts out, but | knew
what | was capable of now. Was confident in my abilities.

I’d never run again.



Prescott and | had spent time traveling with a few groups for weeks at a time, never
sticking around long. It was nice to stay connected with others. No matter how dark
minds had gone, there were still good people out there too.

The rumor mill that ran rampant among groups was an added benefit. You'd hear
things. Things that made you question whether it was worth sticking around to see
how depraved humanity could get. Watching society feed their beast instead of
killing it. There were times when | wondered if humanity deserved to survive at all.
Some humans ... most of us truly, were not worthy of this next phase of evolution.

Of course, there were moments of hope, as fleeting as they may be. Word had spread
of the government setting up survivor camps outside major cities. We hadn’t come
across any yet. Nonetheless, we'd started heading in the general direction of Los
Angeles, wanting to find a home of our own, no longer having the desire to stay
moving all the time. There was no security in that.

“How sad,” | said, the acrid smell of smoke and burning materials filled my nostrils.
“Was on my bucket list before this. Kind of place you'd stop through on a road trip
and take pictures, interact with endearing locals. Sucks I’ [l never get to really take in
its beauty.”

The city of Monterey was devastated, wrought by fire. Most of the buildings had been
reduced to rubble, the smoldering charred remains still emitting smoke. Debris
littered the streets, evidence of the people who'd fled either before or during
theflames. A haunting reminder of what my gifts could do if | lost control.

It wasn't the first city we'd come across that had succumbed to flames and was likely
not the last. Between people who had turned with flammable material in their
surroundings and others with gifts similar to my own, fire departments had quickly
become too overwhelmed to put them out. The big ‘if’ being ifthe fire department had
even remained and hadn’t scattered immediately, abandoning all hope.



Prescott wasn't seeing it that way. Where hope had long been lost in a city covered in
ash, his eyes glittered with it. | studied the tall, red-haired man on the other side of
me. Hope filled his eyes, too. He' d joined us halfway through our journey. We' d been
traveling with a smaller group through the Redwoods and for some reason, he just
seemed to fit. Our makeshift family of two had become atrio.

He understood me. Related to the loss I'd felt since he’'d suffered through his own.
Jax provided a sense of safety and security | thought unattainable for our reality. The
connection between us healed wounds we' d assumed would bleed forever. There was
solace in each other’ s company.

“Don’'t know what you're talking about,” Prescott murmured absentmindedly. “All |
see isthe perfect place to call home.”

When Jax turned his head down to look at me, his meek grin caused my heart to skip
a beat. It wasn’'t smply a matter of him being timelessly attractive, because there was
no doubt about that. But there was something more, something deeper that drew me
to him. His reassuring smile was a small comfort in the midst of the chaos of our
lives.

| groaned, “Here we go. Pres, it’s nothing but rubble.”

“San Diego put up walls,” he said, speaking out into the distance. Jax didn’t react. It
was news to me, but clearly, they’d been talking.Their optimism will be the death of
them, | swear.“They’re rebuilding,” he continued. “Why join someone else's cause
when we can start our own? Control our own future, shape history.”

Jax chuckled, turning back to face us after focusing on the horizon. His finger rose,
accent thick as he pointed toward the distance on the far left. “I’ll be damned. It’s not
population zero after all.”



A small cluster of homes stood out in the distance, smoke snaking out the chimneys
indicating signs of life. This wasn't a city that had crumbled, but rather a city of
resilience.

“You know the history, don't you? There's no such thing as a coincidence, Amaia.
This is a sign.” A few steps and Prescott’s warm hand placed over my shoulder,
encouraging the tension to leave my body.

San Diego had been the first European settlement in the state, setting the forefront for
what would become modern day California. Monterey followed in its footsteps. Had
aready thrived as a political and religious capital in Mexican California. After
Mexico had ceded the state over, it’d become a place of many firsts. Firsts that could
happen here again—a new society could thrive, one that I'd always envisioned. A
society my friend Sloan and | naively believed possible before. What a significant
portion of our college years had been spent fighting for.

Monterey had set the stage for entertainment, creating the first theater in California;
they’d publicly funded their schools and libraries. California’s first printing press. |
let myself see what Prescott and Jax saw, let my veil of pessimism drop for a
moment. Jax’s gaze lingered on my face for a moment longer than necessary. My
cheeks flushed red-hot under his scrutiny.

“As much as I’d love to understand what the hell your two eyes are glazing over
about, I’ ve accepted that | just wasn't meant to.”

My mouth opened. Though | was quick, ready to offer a snarky response, he beat me
to it. “And before you say ‘Jaxyboy, if you don’'t take the time to remember history,
you'll simply make the same mistakes of the past,” | get it. Doesn’'t matter. If you're
in, then I’'min. | don’'t have to understand, or even know, what you and Prescott have
already conjured up inside your overly imaginative minds, but I'm so in. Whatever
the futureis here, it’s surely better than the world we live in now.”



His eyes met mine as he moved to squeeze my hand, dropping it at the awkwardness
before moving on to Prescott, playfully shoving his shoulder. “Would be nice to see
the good guys in charge for once.”

Good. He thinks I’ m good.

We' d had two tents to travel with, one with the capacity for a singular person, and
one that held two. Prescott snored, which meant there’'d been many, many nights for
Jax and | to drown out our misery and air our dirty laundry. I'd bared my soul to him
and he still believed there was good left inside. Admired me even, put me on a
pedestal. Always pushing me to see what | was capable of. That the past was the past,
| didn’'t have to let it define me or shape me. That | could create something beautiful
from the trauma and that some of the most beautiful art in the world was built with
broken pieces.

| scrunched my nose, letting my skepticism twist their nerves as | signaled to the view
at our backs. “Cliffside over therewouldplay to our benefit defensively during
whatever inevitable war or political pissing match happens. Especialy once the
greedy assholes jump on your land grabbing bandwagon in a few months. Beach too.
Something tells me that’ Il come in handy one day.”
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“Here | was thinking you'd mention having a nice view.” Prescott faced me, an
exasperated ook on hisface.

A hearty laugh pressed past Jax’s rose-tinted lips. “And you call her ‘sweet girl’
because?’

“Because he squirms every time | call him Pops,” | teased.

Prescott huffed sarcastically in response. “1 could never take ownership of the work
your father did on a headache like yourself.”

Silence fell as the weight of my decision hung heavy in the air.

“Only right we follow tradition, | guess,” | said, searching for the right words. “So,
Monterey next then?’

Jax and Prescott grinned at each other. Jax handed him the extra bag of coffee he'd
found from his pack. A bet clearly having been made behind my back. Harley came
bounding over, dying down from a spell of zoomies, her muted barks demanding,
causing Jax to reach back in and toss her a piece of dried mest.

| rolled my eyes. “Et tu, Harley?’ A giggle escaped my lungs as | bent down to rub
between her ears. | was outhumbered, but for once, in away that made me feel safe.

The company around me was hopeful. Promising. | pushed back the feeling of
unworthiness that crept up every time | experienced atinge of happiness.Y ou deserve
this. There is no shame in being a survivor, in living despite the odds.The pain |



harbored didn’t have to consume me.

If history showed anything at all, when one empire falls, another stronger one would
risein its place. But only if the conditions were right. If the people that picked up the
pieces used the knowledge of the past, the good, the bad, the ugly, and the downfall
and chose to learn from it. Chose to create a more perfect version. | could do the
same, could give the same to others. Could atone for the sins of my past and never let
another life end before it had the chance to truly begin.

| flipped them off, pretending to be annoyed with the way they always managed to
team up. They were fit to create a placefor the hopeful, for those seeking a new place
to call home. Butterflies filled my stomach at the thought, happiness filling the once
bottomless pit of despair. Shaking my head, | picked my bag off the ground and
walked toward the center of a city made of ash.

And we began to build anew.

Part Three

THE SHADOW

Lessons Hard Lived

RILEY

| couldn’t save her.

That was my biggest fear. One I'd prayed never came to fruition. Yet, as | watched
her in her fitful sleep, | knew that | could not hold on forever.

She was sick. We had no food, no weapons. Only weapons of our minds. The



freakish shit reality had erupted around us that day as I’d made my way back to the
market bench. I’d been prepared to explain to my sister why the courts had shot down
custody for the third and final time.

London had no home to go to. No place for us to gather what we would need to run
for what seemed like the rest of our lives. | had failed her in more ways than one. My
own home life had been unstable. After being kicked out of the group home when |
aged out of the system, I’d spent every dime I’ d earned on legal fees trying to get my
sister out. It'd screwed me over in the end. What | was able to afford with the spare
change of my checks wasn't survivable according to Californialaw.

None of that mattered anymore. Except it did. | still couldn’t provide for her, protect
her. She was weak now. Dying. We were starving and had been for a while now.
Supply out on the road had run dry. Over a year into the end of the world and
anything easily accessible had been thoroughly raided in the area. So I'd said screw
it. The Bay hadn’t had much left for us, anyway. Not for along time. Heading south
seemed to be a good idea in the moment, but I'd severely underestimated the vast
geography California possessed. We weren’t equipped to make the journey—it was a
lesson | was finding hard lived.

Figuring out how to control my magic should have remained my focus. Earth had
powered me, but the ability to make it bend to my will remained impossible. I’d not
had success in using it for any meaningful purpose. Only if we came across an edible
plant could | make it grow. Once | depleted the source of its nutrients, that was it.
Forget duplicating it or growing it from the conjures of my imagination.

It'"d been my idea to stay near the road for the night. The woods on the other side of
us were far too dense to find our way back out with the amount of energy we had left.
Tomorrow, | would leave her tucked away and scour a few miles for something
edible. Anything that could fill our stomachs. At least this place had makeshift
weapons, though it bore no food. The fireplace poker would do well enough, and |



could break the legs from the chair and carve out some spears once we came across
another knife.

London had beat herself up for leaving behind the pack that contained our weapons,
but she was hardly to blame. It was on me just as well for not noticing. My primary
focus had been getting us off the road with the herd. Going back for it wasn’'t worth
therisk.

| placed my palm on the hardwood floor. The fire ants surrounding a sticky splotch
raced toward my fingertips. Thetickle of them against my skin was soothing. This gift
of mine confused me. Prior to the fall of civilization, I’d never minded bugs per se.
There tended to be alot of them in the homes we' d stayed in throughout our life, but
the comfort they brought me now made no sense. In some moments, it felt as though
they whispered to me.

Impossible.

Except it wasn't. In fact, it was expected. That's how my luck went.

Not much was known about our father outside of vague memories and what the files
our social worker kept was able to relay to us overtime. One thing was consistent.
Voices. He aways heard voices. Eventually, the voices became too much. 911 was
the first number my mother had taught me at the ripe age of eight. I’d put it to use
that same year. Still, | was too late. | could not protect her. | could not protect him. |
protected my sister, but everyone else, |'d failed.

Never again.
The world was so quiet now that the dead and the walking ruled it. It'd made the skill

I’d learned early on in life easier to tune. The gravel at the edge of the driveway
clanked under the pressure of heavy footsteps. Several footsteps. Fast ones. A man



was through the door before | made it to my feet. He was fast, strong, one of the
freakishly large ones. Like a feral cat, he pounced and sent us tumbling to the floor.
Defending myself was instinctual, but in this weakened state | found myself useless.
Slow. | was too damn slow for it to be an even match.
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Asthefirst blow connected with my temple, a sharp explosion of pain seared through
my skull. The world spun in my momentarily disoriented state. Warm blood trickled
down the side of my face, the cool ground beneath me screwing with my senses.
Overstimulated was an understatement. Loud, nonrhythmic banging reverberated
through the room. Everysound—every sense—was magnified. The frantic tempo of
desperation and impending danger sped up the pounding of my heart. | needed to
slow things down, regain control.

My hands dragged against the rough texture of the floor, betraying me as | struggled
to regain my footing. The room seemed to tilt. A dizzying sensation sent me to my
ass once more. Hands wrapped around my ankle and dragged me across the floor
toward the door. The scent of decay hung heavy in the air, a sickly sweet reminder of
what lay on the other side of the door. A hiss sang through the man’s teeth. My fire
ants sought to defend me as they crawled up his arm and clamped down on his skin.

Despite the chaos raging around me, | remained focused on London. Her eyes were
wide with terror as she watched the struggle unfold. A surge of determination swept
through me. | would not die here today. Not without making sure my sister was safe
first.

Fighting against the pain and confusion, | flipped myself over and freed myself from
his grasp. He fell on top of me, granting me the first clear look at him. His brown
eyes were dark as coal. As cold as coal too. The hardness there was familiar to me. |
knew that look. A survivor’s stare.

“Wait,” | mumbled, using most of my remaining strength to shove him off me.



The man stumbled back, his hand instinctively reaching for the gun holstered at his
side. My heart sank to my ass. | lunged forward, grappling with him in a frantic
struggle for control.

“Kill him, Riley,” my sister croaked as she pushed herself against the fireplace
behind her. Sherolled to her knees, attempting to get up and failing.

His fingers closed around the grip of his pistol. The cold metal bit into my skin as |
fought him off. Adrenaline powered me, dulling the agony of my injuries. But the
man was strong. His grip unyielding.

“Here.” A fireplace poker clanged against the ground. “Finish him.”

No. It couldn’t be that simple. If al we did was kill each other, then the dead would
win. We needed to work together, play to each other’s strengths. A group with a
survivor's mentality would be a force to be reckoned with. It wasn't that long ago
when my sister recognized that as the truth.

With a desperate cry, | threw myself forward and drove my shoulder into his chest.
My fingers laced around the poker. | slammed it into his hand, sending the gun flying
across the room. The impact staggered him.

“We don't have to fight. We can help each other,” | tried again between ragged
breaths.

London coughed, leaning forward as she dug through her bag, likely for her knife.
“It'susor them, Ril.”

“Thisis how we survive, London. This is how | make sure you live. We need help.
We can help each other.”



“Help?’ the man choked out alaugh. “In thisworld?’

| seized the opportunity. Tackling him to the ground, | placed him in a choke hold. |
wasn't sure where the strength found me, but | was glad it did.

For a heartbeat, we stayed locked in the deadly embrace. Breathless and bruised, |
loosened my hold as his struggle stopped. “Yeah, in this world. We're safer as three
than we are astwo or aone.”

He tapped my arm in yield and | released him. “Have you seen the groups out here?
Nothing but trouble. More people, more noise, more zombies.”

“| said three, not twenty.”

“1 just attacked you to leave you as live bait to those zombie shits clawing through the
door,” he muttered. The beanie he'd worn fell off in our tumble, revealing his stark
white hair.

“Unfortunately, | can’'t say being left out as bait hasn’t been a common theme in my
life.”

Consideration teased at his pale features. Everything about the guy seemed cold, but |
didn’t care. “Y ou have no clue the kind of person | am,” he said.

“We'd be a team. The only thing | need to know is that we have the same goal;
staying alive. We’—I nodded toward London, who only glared back at me—"are no
strangers to survivor pacts. Been at it for along time.”

This had been a point of contention for us since the beginning. It d pretty much been
the two of us outside of one instance. It had only been a few weeks and despite the
outcome, it’d been worth it. London had become attached to April. | might have even



said she’'d come to see her as more than a friend or ally, though she'd claimed there
was no time for that.

Part of the time, London appeared more equipped for this life than | was. | was
supposed to be the one protecting her yet more times than not, she’'d been the one to
make all the decisions. | just wanted to keep her happy. | couldn’t do that before, but
| could do it now even with the world going to shit. Until recently. When her health
had declined. Now all | cared about was keeping her safe.Alive. April’s presence had
increased our security, allowing us to cover more ground in search of food and
weapons.

“You know my voteisto kill you,” London grumbled, and | realized his attention had
falento her. “Lucky | can't do it myself.”

There was no time for contemplation. The door burst open, thudding against the wall
like thunder clapping through a silent night. The dead flood into the room, the
sickening clicks and groans echoing. A macabre symphony of death. Panic took over.
My once logical line of thinking abandoned me for the first timesince | was eight.
London whimpered, desperate to push herself away from the advancing herd. Her
efforts were futile.

| scanned the room for the gun. They were fast. Too fast to have given us a fighting
chance of all walking out alive. I swung the poker, driving the bar through their
decaying skulls. The man fought at my back, the slicing of metal on skin giving me
the impression he also carried a knife. London’s shrill cry for help overtook the
moans of death that danced through the air.

Through the bodies of the dead, I’ d lost sight of her.

The bar caught on bone, stuck within the skull of the lost soul in front of me. | let go.
Dropping to the ground, | searched for something else to use. Anything.
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The man dropped with me. “Do you have aplan?’ he asked.

He passed me a knife as we kicked back the dead that had fallen atop of us in their
reach for our bodiesto feast on. A glimmer of metal caught my eye near the couch.

“No plan except to survive.” Without hesitation, | scrambled for it, grabbing hold as
the man fought off the advancing dead.

| held steady as | aimed and fired. The splintering sound of gunfire sang around the
room as | fought to clear a path to the cries of my sister. London’s screams grew faint
and hope soared through me. She only had to kill the first few and drop the body of
the dead atop her to cover her scent.

The magazine emptied, and | cursed under my breath.
“Catch,” the man offered, throwing an extra mag toward me.

My reflexes failed me as it tumbled to the floor. | reached down, emptying the first
one, then shoved the re-up in. Four shots rang out and then the room went silent.
With a sickening finality, the dead that had surrounded her tumbled to the ground.
Blood spurted. Crimson painting the room as the life of my sister faded away before
my eyes. The bite mark on her leg went down to the bone, and blood pooled out in an
impossibly large puddie.

London’s jaw was slack, a terrifying rattle releasing from her chest as the bursts of
blood slowed to a dribble from the side of her neck. The last pumps of her heart were
not strong enough to continue painting the walls the color my little sister bled.



In acry of anguish, | fell to my knees, crawling to her as| fired round after round into
the skulls of the dead, leaving all but one in the chamber. It didn’t matter. No amount
of gunfire could bring her back. | took a deep, controlled breath. | was truly alone in
this unforgiving world. As| stood amid the carnage of London’s corpse, it dawned on
me that nothing would ever be the same again.

Eyes brimmed with tears, | turned to look at the man I’ d extended a hand to moments
before.Thisis not his fault, | attempted to reason with myself. It was mine. It was my
sister. | was the oneto protect her.

Except without him, none of this would have ever happened.

He raised his hands. His words of apology fell on deaf ears as | met his steely gaze.
The apology was to keep his life, it would not bring her back. Nothing would. The
only way my sister could live on is through me. Through living in her honor.

Without a word, | raised the gun, the weight of it now heavy in my trembling hand.
There was no mercy to be found in this broken, screwed up world. | silenced his
apologies forever. Nothing. | felt nothing as | watched his body crumple to the
ground.

Another deep breath in. And out. | closed my eyes, willing myself to focus. | couldn’t
change the past, but | could keep moving forward. For London. | would keep living
for London. She would want that. My sister, who was so full of life, determined to
survive no matter the cost. She was right; there was something to be said about
sticking to the shadows, to being on our own.

| walked over to London’s lifeless body. Kneeling beside her, | gently brushed a dark
brown curl from her face, the touch of it breaking off a piece of my heart. | pulled the
blanket she'd been sleeping with over her body and tucked it in a her sides. An
eternal Slumber. The last time I’d ever tuck her in.



Whispering a solemn goodbye, | turned away from the only family I’d ever known
and left my world behind. London had been my everything for the last sixteen years.
I’d sworn to keep her safe.

| had failed.

The Quiet Ones

RILEY

*three months later*

The last sunrays of the day filtered into the cave, the glow elongating the shadows of
the critters that accompanied me everywhere. | crouched over a small fire | managed
to kindle from dry branches. This was the part | hated the most. When there were no
fish and the ants found their way back to me empty-handed.

There was a short time where surviving had become easier. Fish had begun to
repopulate the Pacific and streams. Depending on the luck of the day, | could catch
enough to hold myself over for a day or two. In the moments when I'd come home
empty, my ants brought me what they could. Small crumbs, occasiona edible plants.
Those were alwaystrial and error.

My magic, while useful in life or death situations, had failled me when it came to
food. The plants | grew were poisonous each and every time. | wasn't sure if it was
due to alack of control, my less than ideal health, or just how the earth had punished
mefor surviving. Bringing myself near death twice had deterred any further effortsin
determining thewhy.

When times were desperate, when food had evaded me for days, they offered up
themselves. Ants, crickets, grasshoppers, inch worms if it rained the night before.



Protein was key. Though | wasn't quite sure what the point of surviving was. If there
was really nothing left in this fallen world, then what was | fighting for? It wasn't
giving up. Acceptance is perseverance in disguise.

A rock tumbled into the fire from behind me, my body tensing, trying to get a sense
of the threat behind me. Whoever it was had been silent in their approach. A threat.
Only predators sneak up on their prey. | turned, hand going to the ax strapped across
my back. Her appearance caught me off guard. The innocence in her face didn’t
match the lethal confidence of her demeanor.

“Pansies don't scare me, but those little shits you have crawling up your arm are
enough to send me in the other direction.” Her raspy voice bounced off the cold,
stone walls of the cave as she stepped into the entrance. “Is it hard? Eating your
friends?’

Drawing my weapon, | flipped it in my palm and shifted positions. With the sun
streaming in at an angle, it put me at a disadvantage | wasn’t keen on keeping.

“Relax. If | wanted to hurt you, | would've done that hours ago,” the woman
remarked casually. The slight in her voice carried a hint of amusement.

Her boldness set me off kilter, unsure of how to respond. She stepped further into the
cave, arms crossed over her tank top that was tucked into some black cargo pants. A
small armory lined the belt of her pants, but her energy made me feel as though there
was more to fear from her than the weapons at her side.

| scanned the rest of her as she set down a backpack at her feet. “Y ou should really be
more aware of your surroundings.” Her dark hair was pulled into a tight bun,
everything about her was a bittooput together to be out here on her own.
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“You're clean,” | observed, taking note of the lack of overall grime over her body.
Even underneath her fingernails was absent the usual caked clump of both earth and
flesh.

“So observant.”

Smoke and ash filled the air around me, yet the truth was evident. “No smell.” My
eyes narrowed. “You don't stink.”

“How kind,” she surmised, hand falling to her chest in feigned flattery.
“What do you want?’

There was no denying the woman before me was a force of nature. While she
appeared a few years younger than me, a pinch in my gut set off the warning bellsin
my mind. The way she stood there—a mixture of defiance and vulnerability in her
stance—I found myself intrigued. Still, I wouldn't ignore my gut. Not again.

The tension between us hung sharply in the air. | edged to the side, sizing her up.
Shifting my weight, | glanced around the cavern walls. In this confined space, every
move mattered and an advantage could be the difference between life or death. Her
gaze was unwavering as she met my eyes. Everything about her seemed cal cul ated.

“For you to come back with me to Monterey.” The woman’s round lips curled into a
smirk, ahint of the wild in her wide eyes.

Frustration flickered through me. The emotion was so fleeting, it caught me off



guard. There was something innately trustworthy about the woman standing before
me, yet her choiceto lie made it wane. “Monterey burned to the ground.”

“QOdd thing to tell someone who literally passed through its very gates this morning.
Y ou know something | don’t?’

| struggled to maintain a facade of disinterest, but could sense my uncertainty
lingering beneath the surface. We stood there, locked in wordless curiosity. She
closed some of the gap between us with a few purposeful steps. Her head tilted, a curl
popping free in her bun. | looked down at her, though the command in her presence
made it feel asif we met eyeto eye.

“How long have you been on your own?’

“I'm not along,” | lied.

She scanned the cave in a dramatic display before smirking. “Oh, come on, don't lie
to me. Not a great way to establish trust.”

“Ninety-two days.”

While my focus remained locked on the micro-change in her body language, the
quickness of my response shocked even myself. Maybe it was loneliness. Maybe it
was because | was so damn tired. But | wanted to tell her my story against my better
judgment.

Don’t. Remember what happened. You'll fail her too.

“That’s very precise. Y ou count the days like that often?’

The fire crackled in the empty air. Embers floated around the cave as the flames



dimmed. She took a deep breath, tapping her fingers against her pants in
contemplation. Looking toward the gray smoke trickling out of the cave, the fire
erupted back to its original state. A firecaster then.

“Well, that explains a lot,” she continued when | offered no response. “You're
misinformed. Sad reality of leaving behind a group.”

“1 don’'t leave people behind,” | hissed, angered by the insinuation.

| would never leave someone behind. That wasn't an option for me. Once a team,
aways ateam. No matter what, no matter the costs.

| would not fail.

She took two steps forward, closing what remained of the gap while carefully
avoiding the critters on the group. Placing a hand on my shoulder, she swallowed a
gag as the ants at my feet crawled up my leg toward my arm. “Didn’t peg you for the
kind of guy that did. Just making sure.”

Backing away, she kept her steps even paced. Her foot backed into the bag she'd
dropped at the entrance. Slowly, she pulled it up and opened it. Wide brown eyes held
steady on mine as she pulled out a canteen and a pack of nuts. A piece of jerky
wrapped in cloth landed on top, causing my mouth to water. It'd been a long time
since I’d had any meat that didn’t come from the sea.

“Sorry, it sucks. We're just now getting into the whole quality food stuff.” Her eyes
flickered as she gauged my reaction. “Name’'s Amaia. I’'m from a group over in
Monterey. We're putting up walls, rebuilding. Ya know, trying out the whole
civilization ideaagain if you're into that kind of thing.”

“You'reinviting a stranger to come stay in your home?’



It didn’t make any sense. So far, al the groups I'd come across had been nothing but
trouble. My sister was right, staying to ourselves had been the best course of action. If
only | had followed the path. There weren’t many good people left in this world.
Weren't many good people to begin with.

“Well, it's a community, not a house, and you're not a stranger if I’ve spent the last
day watching you. | know enough.” Mischief sang in her tone as she spoke of her
antics, leaning her body against the wall of the cave. “Followed you back from the
Pacific. It's not that you're bad at covering your trail. Actually got me lost a few
times before | picked it up again. You just aren’t good enough to keep away someone
looking for aguy likeyou.”

Who was protecting this woman? Who had her back?The work she was doing was
dangerous. Not because she was a woman, but because she was aone. Amaa's
mindset was risky.Taking in strangers, accepting the unknown would end up with her
hurt or worse. Flashes of London’s last moments sauntered around my mind, teasing
me with pangs of guilt. If no one had Amaia's back, then | would. Someone had to
look out for her.
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| glanced her over once more. Reallystudiedher this time. Inspected every inch of her
being as she watched, letting me see what | needed to. She kept one arm down at her
side, the other on her hip, leaving herself vulnerable to my scrutiny. A small smile
graced her lips. This time, however, the smile was kind, pure. Honest. Screamed an
honest woman. Pure hearts never got you far these days, but what did | have to lose
from finding out what she had to offer?

“How many of you?’

“No more than a thousand,” she answered, shrugging as she considered a passing
thought. “Though that’ll probably change when Jax gets back tonight. He was
tracking a decent group afew miles east for awhile.”

Peering behind her, | wondered if she did in fact have someone accompanying her. If
she did, they’ d kept themselves well-hidden during our interaction. No one was there.
Moments passed, and | listened for any hints. The only response was the crashing of
waves and nature in the distance. Not sure who the hell Jax was, | loosened my
posture, deciding to see where this next phase in life had to offer me.

“You can bring your stuff with you.” Amaia chuckled, taking a few steps back and
leaving the backpack at the cave entrance. “There’'s more food in there. Try not to eat
it too fast or you'll make yourself sick. I'll be back in a day. | need to make some
arrangements.”

“l didn’t say yes,” | called after her, watching her disappear around the corner and out
of sight.



“Yes, you did,” Amaia's voice chimed over the angry waves below the cliff side.
“Maybe not right now, but your mind will change by the time | get back.”

| considered following her for a moment. A brief moment, but nevertheless,
considered. Spooking her was the last thing | wanted. Amaia hadn’'t been kind
necessarily, but she was forward in her intentions. | respected that. Respected her for
offering me the opportunity. She was right, | hadn’t decided to go with her yet.
Physically. But mentally, | was there. Ready to accept whatever the future looked
like.

Women had enough to worry about in this world—a man following her along the
coastline didn’t to be another. | wasn’t sure how she would respond to that or the kind
of magic she had, but | knew what | had and | didn’t want to hurt her. The joyous
youth that remained in her eyes stroked that hopeful string in my heart that had lain
dormant for God knows how long.

No. That wasn't true. | did know. Since London died.

Maybe it was her spirit speaking to me, driving me to follow my heart again when I'd
long abandoned it for my head. | could trust Amaia. And now | would need her to
trust me. If Monterey was truly a place meant for me, she would come back. No
matter how agonizing the next twenty-four hours would become.

On the ninety-third day alone, | found my forever home.

She came back the next morning. The sun’s position blinded me as my eyes cracked
open. Her shadow crawled across the cavern wall. A tall man stalked behind her, his
eyes shifting about. It took him afew moments before they passed over me. | shot up
under hisintense stare. Sharp, hazel eyes hovered on mine. We remained locked in a
stand-off, the threat passingbetween us clear:Hurt her and die. | nodded in
reassurance. There would be no threat from me.



He cleared histhroat for afalse pleasantry. “How are you getting on?’

“See, | told you it’d make a good hideout,” Amaia said, splitting the tension.

“I’m not sure a cave where you can spyinwithout them knowing is a good hideout.”
His vowels stretched while he tripped over other portions of words, making it hard to
place his accent. If | had to guess, he'd been in the country for a while before the
bombs went off.

“Oh please, | never would've found this place had | not followed him from the
wharf.” She paused thoughtfully, stopping in front of me with a container in her hand.
“Also, fireis always abad idea unless you' re desperate.”

The familiarity with which she communicated with me was not overlooked. When
she spoke to me, it was as if we were long-lost friends. Now in the group of three, she
moved between the red-haired man and me with relaxed shoulders. His attention on
me was unwavering though it was clear he tracked each of her movements.

“She’'s a wee hardheaded. Apologies for the intrusion lad, ready to go?’ His use of
slang clued me in, though now that | looked him over, it was obvious.

My silence persisted despite my best wishes. It was overwhelming being around
others after spending so much time alone. While | hadn’t been out there solo as long
as others and it was only two of them, it till felt like a crowd.No, you made your
decision. Stick to it.

Amaia cleared her throat, offering a small smile. Today she’ d come more casual. Her
hair was down, the dark curls falling in front of her face, and she sported shorts
instead of cargo pantsto accommodate the heat of the day. She hadn’t lost the small
armory around her body, however.



“This is Jax. My friend | told you about yesterday. We trust him, okay?’ With a
gentle push, Amaia placed the container against my chest. Her gaze shot toward the
ground as she peered in Jax’s direction. By the way his freckled face reddened at his
name on her lips, ‘friend’ didn’t seem to be the right word. “For your little friends.
Thought you should probably stop eating them.”

For the first time in ninety-eight days, | laughed. A small, inaudible laugh, but a
laugh nonetheless. It had been ninety-three days since London died. Ninety-five since
I’ d accepted she might not get better. And ninety-eight since she fell sick.

You can't put yourself through this again. Thisis wrong. Leave in the night. Stick to
the shadows.

| shook my head, wrestling with the thoughts and doing my best to discern logic from
fallacy. The facts. All | needed to do was focus on the facts at hand. The rest | could
deal with once | had al the information | needed to make an informed decision. That
would mean seeing the place firsthand, really looking into what they had to offer.
Amaia and Jax seemed healthy enough. Clean. Well put together. More importantly,
there was a peace in her eyes that | hadn’t seen in over ayear and a half. Since the
world ended.

“1f your home is safe, why do you need a hideout?’ | questioned, circling back to her
first observation when she arrived.

Jax cracked a crooked smile. “Because she's got afew screws loose.”

A sharp, childlike chuckle escaped Amaia as she stepped toward Jax and shoved him
playfully. “No. Because one can never be too prepared,” she said, her tone shifting
back to one ofauthority. “Sometimes you end up shit out of luck. A stocked up
hideaway can prevent that.”



“You must have resources to spare if you can stand the risk of someone else taking
it.”

Amaia shrugged while Jax released an amused snort like it was not a big deal that it
was. Resources were slim. Every calorie counted. Leaving something for the next
person may end up causing your own death.
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“That’s kinda the point,” Amaia offered. “At the end of the day it's how humanity
will survive. Whether it's for our people or someone else, at least it'll go toward
someone in need.”

Opening the container, | commanded the ants to make their way inside. A few curious
stray critters joined them and | wondered if my command had reached them too. | till
wasn't clear on how many | could have under my control at once, but maybe the
safety of a home would allow me the space to explore the full extent of my gifts.
Amaia had jabbed small air holes over the top. Although she didn’t appear to have the
same appreciation toward my small friends, the gesture meant everything.

| reached for my belongings, but Jax beat me there. “We have to start caring less
about ourselves and more for the good of the group. Do you ever wonder how far the
human race could have gone had we kept that idea as a guiding force?’ Tossing one
of my bags over his shoulder, another dy grin tugged at his lips followed by a pat on
the back as he strolled out the cave. It was harder to read him than it was her. Still
there was a welcoming aura in the protectiveness he offered her.

My heart palpitated. The sore, aching place in my heart saddened my sister would not
be here for this. Whateverthiswas.

Amaia walked at my side, keeping my hesitant pace. A constant, smal smile
populated her face. | watched as shefollowed behind Jax who's head remained on a
constant swivel. The sun shined against her sepia skin.Grateful . That was the emotion
she wore that radiated from her. Not peace, but grateful for another chance. It was
comforting.



We walked in only the white noise of nature for miles, the landscape stretching on in
desolate ruins. Somewhere between being lost in my thoughts and Jax’s whistles a
dog had appeared at Amaia’ s side. She was large with a healthy shine to her coat. The
animal sniffed at my ankles as | walked before taking off on ahead of our group. It
wasn't until a gust of wind brushed against my skin that the faint whispers of my
surroundings sunk in. The horizon ahead was broken by the sight of looming steel
walls and the distant dance of smokestacks.

Despite the obvious signs of construction, an eerie quiet hung in the air. The
realization dawned on me. This community had harnessed their powers to rebuild, the

wind dispersing the noise of construction in order to spread out any incoming herds.

| spiraled. My thoughts varying from utter amazement to a horrid question of whose
bed | was offering to lay in.

Amaia bumped her shoulder into mine with an understanding stare. “Y ou don’t talk?’
“1 prefer to listen,” | mumbled, and it was true. There was no need to speak when
peopl€’ s intentions often became clear if you just sat back to listen. To watch, much

to Amaia's point.

“They say it’s the quiet ones you have to watch,” Jax said, slowing to match his pace
to ours.

Glancing at Amaia, | took my chance to make a boundary clear. “| also prefer to do
the watching.”

“We'll work on that then,” she teased. “Because you' re not very good at it.”

“Or maybe | am.”



“Was that a joke?” Amaia grinned, the Doberman ahead of her barking as we
approached a gap in the wall.

| didn’t answer her. Didn’t need to. Instead, | stepped through what felt to be a portal
to anew home. Aslong asit was her home, it would be mine. For | would protect this
place with everything | had, protect Amaia. Construction had consumed this area of
stone homes and cobbled roads but within a few steps | knew it was everything
London and | had searched for our entire lives. It was a haven. In thislife, it was hard
to tell who was who in the world before. But here, it didn’'t appear to matter as a
village of people worked to put this place together. They greeted Amaia and Jax as |
walked through. Each of them nodded toward me in silent hello then turned back to
their duties paying me no mind. Laughs erupted between the young and old, but more
importantly, there was no sign of distress.

This place was a haven. A placeto call home. Amaia s vision was mine, and thus, she
was mine to protect.

And | would not falil.

A Dark Place

RILEY

“You were never crazy, Ril.”

Heavy breaths passed between us as Amaia ran at my side. | picked up my pace,
training before lunch had become aroutine. It was my favorite time of the day since it
was just the two of us. The temperature along the coast of Monterey had finally
tempered though we couldn’t be sure if it was the season or Earth starting to heal.

With as many scientists and researchers that had arrived lately—Scholarsor whatever
people had been calling them—maybe the answers would come soon.



“You don't know that,” | said after another quarter mile.

She’' d been pushing the issue of the bugs and my mental health the last few weeks.
With The Compound being so quiet lately, Amaia had grown bored. Her boredom
happened to lead to an interest in my personal affairs. It wasn't like she didn’'t have
things to do to pass time but deflection of her own problems was her MO. Problems
like her relationship with Jax.

“Except | do,” she chided, picking up the pace as we crossed through an old golf
course. “And now, you know it too.”

Only the kick up from the recently laid cobblestone of this corner in The Compound
responded to her statement. What was there for me to say? She was right. Science had
never been one of my strong suits, but | wasn't an idiot. There were indisputable
facts, hard science, and then there was what your mind wanted you to believe as fact.
| was struggling with the latter. We waved at one of the newer couples from the San
Antonio area as they stepped out the most recent duplex builds.

Monterey Revival Style, Jax had labeled it. The Culture and Customs Committee he
was intent on forming had decided to designate a living area filled with inspiration
from residents hometowns. Of course I’ d heard Amaia whisper the concept in his ear
over dinner, but her thoughts often rolled into his.

“Why is this the one thing you refuse to accept?’ she accused after another lap of
silence.

My lips pursed to the side. Though there was a very straightforward answer to that
question, if | voiced it aloud, | would have to address it. At times | felt ready for that,
times such as now when Amaia was by my side. It was the reason she’d sought out
one of the doctors for an opinion at my request. Then there were the moments | was
alone with my thoughts. When the readlization that the wrong answer to the questions



| sought after could end up haunting me forever.

“Because.”
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A strong gust of wind slapped me across the face. La Nifia had kicked up in
aggression with the instability of the atmosphere.

“Because.” Amaia broke into afull sprint. “Why?’
“Becauseif | accept it, then I'll let my guard down.”

“Letting your guard down never killed anyone,” she came to a complete halt as the
words passed through her ill-filtered lips. “Poor joke.”

| shrugged, coming to a stop afew steps ahead. The same could be said for her. “Only
if you'relaughing at yourself too.”

“Ha, funny,” Amaia grumbled and turned down a path leading to another portion of
the now fully enclosed Compound.

They’d closed off most of what would have been considered Monterey city-proper in
what Amaia referred to as The Before. It was her way of separating realities. We
were not the people life had molded us to be before society collapsed. Those who
remained the same, died. It was simple. The same could be said for the city of
Monterey, the people here were determined to rise from the ashes. We would never
be who we were Before but it was who we were in The After that would make all the
difference.

A large glass building sat in the center of The Compound next to The Gardens. It
wasn’'t complete with all the rooms Jax had instructed them to add on. So we ate most
meals under an awning that an Earth elemental constructed to keep us shielded.The



Kitchens, the Customs and Culture committee had settled on, was far too big for our
current population. | still found it an illogical allocation of resources but | wasn’t in
charge. | understood the line of thinking though. With the violence of the world
sowing down and trade networks securely established, population growth was
inevitable—especially if this test of society proved to be sustainable.

“I'm being serious though, Riley,” Amaia pressed on. Her persistence was oddly
endearing. “It’ stime to accept the truth for what it is, a gift.”

Rolling my eyes, the words slipped past my lips without a second thought. “ This has
never been a gift.” The response was reflexive.

“Then makeit one.”

“How do you mean?’ | asked, admittedly curious on her perspective.

“You know, bend that shit to your advantage. Use it to fuel you, to do whatever it is
here that you want to do.” | listened as she spoke, her tone shifted to one that was
definitive. | wouldn’t be able to fight her on this. Not anymore. “It's time. You've
been here for half ayear and while everyone' s found their job, their home?—"

“1 haven't.”

“You have,” she said, side-eyeing me. Snapping at her never ended well. Much like
London, it was better to bite my tongue and let her say her piece. “My home is your
home, you know that. But now you need to find your place. Not just physicaly, |
mean, here at The Compound. It’ stime to settlein.”

“Been spending a lot of time with Prescott lately?’ | muttered, it sounded more like
his words than hers and she had a bad habit of regurgitating his opinion.



It wasn't something | blamed her for. She was young, not exactly impressionable but
Prescott had a lot of knowledge to share. | only wished she put a little more faith in
her own line of thinking. There was a lot of pressure though with her being a
founding member of The Compound. People looked to her with a certain sense of
authority. Saying the wrong thing could make all this shit collapse. The saying ‘ Rome
didn't fall in aday’ was stupid because it did. All it took was one bad decision, and
the rest was atrickle-down effect.

“Well, yes,” she said, her head tilting side to side as she thought through her next
words. “But my point is still valid. You were never crazy, Riley. Your father was
never crazy, according to Henry, the symptoms presented as schizophrenia.”

“Can | tell you something I’ ve never voiced out loud?’

“Always.” Her voice was gentle, soft, as she took my hand and gave it a light
sgqueeze.

“l knew that,” | said, reflecting back on my childhood. “From the time | was akid ...
Just if | said it out loud, it made it real.”

“Denial isn't really your thing.”

Huffing a laugh, | looped my arm around her shoulder, pulling her in for what had
become a comforting embrace over the last few months. “Don’t | know it.”

Henry was a surgeon in The Before but here at The Compound he was multi-faceted.
If others with healing gifts or medical training in the past ended up settling here, he
could go back to his speciaty. With his wife as a former psychiatrist, Amaia had
asked them to team up and run some tests, ultimately landing on the diagnosis. Well,
a lack thereof. | was not schizophrenic, but my father was, so it would remain a
possibility for the next few years until | aged out the range. The whispers | heard



were true, and the shadows were my answer. The bugs spoke to me, awaited my
command. No one else had these gifts that we were aware of.

“We can't tell anyone.”

“1 know.” She nodded. “Henry and Margot won’'t say anything either. We'll protect
you, don’'t worry.”

| shook my head. That wasn't my concern. Y eah, there were people out there who
still hunted down those who had more power than them. They ran in groups and often
overtook smaller ones to ‘secure their survival.” Survival of the fittest had taken a
tragic turn. Some even claimed they’ d seen them tossed into the back of caravans that
were headed east. Rumors were of no importance to me, but facts, facts | could work
with and | knew exactly how to get them.

We approached the construction site of what would be The Kitchensin afew months.
Jax waved to us from the spot we' d become accustomed to eating most of our meals
at, though at times the two of them disappeared into Prescott’s quarters through
dinner and late into the night. | gripped her wrist, halting her in our approach. She
turned, staring up at me in question at the hold up.

“You'reright. It's time | do more around here. Pull my weight in a more consistent
way.

“Feels like there’'sa‘but’ coming somewhere,” she said as she nibbled on her bottom
lip.
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“That’s a given,” | chided, peering down at the person who saved me in more ways
than one. A deeper dive into our vulnerable side wasn't something the two of us
shared often. We'd been in sync since the day I'd arrived. But there were moments
like this when it was important to get the words out. Important to make it clear where
| stood, where my prioritieslied. “My mind ... it'sadark place, yet you brighten it.”

“Oh shit, are we having a moment?’ Amaia chuckled only to be silenced by the
simmer of my glare. “Right, sorry. Go ahead.”

“If thisis truly a gift | possess, then | want to use it to help you. To keep this place
safe.”

She took a step closer to me, the scent of ash and coffee filling the space between us.
A heavy look of concern hung in her dark eyes. “You mean keepmesafe? We talked
about this. Compound first. I'm abig girl, Ril, | can handle myself.”

“Don’t we all know it.” | brushed off her response, tipping my head at the passersby
headed to mealtime. In a hushed tone, | met her stare. “That doesn’'t mean you don’t
need someone to have your back.”

“Well, there's two someones technically.” She shrugged with a sigh. “Three if you
include yourself. Not that any of you ever asked my permission to do that.”

“And | still won't, but I'd like your blessing. Y es, there are two men at your back, but
this place is going to be something someday. A symbol of what's possible. A good
soldier hasaplan A, B, and C. A soldier thatsurvives?—"



“Doesn’'t have plans, they possess an artillery of blueprints, knowledge and a solid
team at their back.” The smirk she so proudly wore crept onto her face she finished
my sentence. ltwas the exact phrase she'd uttered this morning to the current,
pompous general who was bound to get someone killed. “Y ou’ve been working the
shadows despite your concerns.”

| held my head high, accepting the praise she aways managed to provide no matter
how small the accomplishment. Jax rose to his feet in the distance at the shift in my
posture. His freckled face was reddened, a wide smile plastered across it. He was far
more observant than the residents gave him credit for.

“You’ve shown no interest in being one of our soldiers.”

“I’m not their soldier.” | stood at attention, eyes trained on the daring woman before
me. “I’ myourweapon.”

“Are you sure about this?’ she whispered, but the toothy grin shining back at me
dimmed out any ounce of hesitancy that may have remained.

With a sharp chuckle, | saluted her. “What’s my first mission, Lieutenant?”’

“1 thought you' d never ask.”

Stick To The Shadows

RILEY

Remember who you are.If you do that, you have nothing to worry about.Those were
the words Amaia had scribbled on a note stuck on the door of our shared space upon

departure last night. She was on her way to a neighboring settlement in San Jose. This
would be the first time she left Monterey since I'd arrived. Today was a new



beginning. While my duties to Amaia had varied in nature, manning the gates had
been newly appointed under my wing.

Prescott’s suggestion to which | had politely declined until Amaia agreed that there
was no better place to have her back than controlling who had access inside. Who we
allowed a chance inside was up to me and my men. Our team was small—only
Mohammed, me, and a handful of others—but it would fulfill our needs for now.

We couldn’t go on this way forever. The planning was something | was still working
out, but once we vetted the rest of the soldiers Amaia recommended, we' d be off to a
solid start. A few weeks max.

The reminder to remember who | was hadn’t come as a surprise. The past few months
had left me questioning myself. Now that | had settled into my role and with Amaia
and Jax spending an obsessive amount of time together, my spare moments were |eft
for nothing but reflection.Who was | really? Without my sister, without Amaia,
without this place ... who was 1? What did | want my future to look like?Because |
had that now, afuture.

Mohammed shoved Jax into me as we made our way through The Compound after a
sunrise training session. They laughed, Jax baiting Mohammed on the way his eye
twitched as atell before he tossed a kick in The Ring.

“Best you pray that when war comes knockin' at our doorstep, they aren’'t interested
in agood brawl,” Jax teased, only to be tripped up by Mohammed in jest.

“At least my girl can’t put me on my ass.”
| stifled alaugh at Mohammed's dig. For aslong as I’ d been here, I'd never seen Jax

beat her in The Ring and it wasn’t for his lack of trying. It was reassuring to say the
least. With the constant clashing of different settlements over land or



trade,somethingwas brewing, though | wasn't sure war was quite it. It was why she’'d
left The Compound after all.

“I’m getting a bit worried, ya know?’ Wrinkles formed around his eyes as he |ooked
toward me. “You're there, we all share quarters. It's no secret Amaia's not sleeping
again, and she’s knocking back more than her fair share. She's spiraling. | know you,
Riley. You' ve been hovering like ahawk, | know you seeit.”

“Seems to be the same Lieutenant from when | arrived if you ask me. If you want to
be concerned, I'd worry about Banks making his move. He's been asking around
about her. Wondering if it’s official. Considering he went out on thatmission with her
...” Mohammed said in an attempt to quiet the concerns and change course.

Jax freed himself from Mohammed’ s jerking grasp. “1’m working on it.”

“Well, work harder,” Mohammed said smugly, swiping his silky black hair back into
a neater bun. “We' ve been settled a year, man. Almost ten thousand strong inside the
walls, not counting the people nearby. Our defenses are good. Forget about stressing
over the home front. | mean, come on, thisis it. What are we waiting for? The world
to fall apart all over again? Death? Screw that. | can't do ‘what ifsS anymore.
Thinking about starting afamily, setting down some roots.

“Avye, really? Congrats.” Jax’s catlike eyes brightened in response.
“It's a simple thought for now,” Mohammed said, though his disposition hadn’t

changed, the tone of his voice turned grave. “Yasmin and | are alowing Allah to
bless us asintended.”
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Their chatter faded into the background. As much as | wanted Mohammed's
hopefulness to provide me comfort, | knew things were never that ssmple. To let your
guard down was to give up. We needed to remain vigilant,especiallybecause we had a
lot to protect.

We rounded the corner, the recently completed Kitchens now in sight. The aroma of
freshly baked bread and coffee wafted in the air and mixed with the medicinal flora
near the entrance. It was such an adjustment compared to the last two years. Shit, an
adjustment for damn near my entire life. This was the first time 1I'd had a stable,
consistent source of food and housing in, well ... ever.

“1 can count on you though.” Jax nudged me gently. “Right, lad?’

Whatever the two of them were on about now didn’t matter. Not when the hairs on
the back of my neck raised in warning.l looked around. “Mhmm. Yeah, sure,” | said
as | scanned our immediate area.

A figure striding in a quick pace away from the other side of The Garden’s nagged
my attention. Fruit and a loaf of bread fell from his jacket. He was tall and lean, his
skin the color of oak. Around sixteen if | had to guess. As if he sensed my eyes on
him, he took off running, peering over his shoulder.

Neither Jax nor Mohammed showed any signs of noticing him. | sent a dragonfly
after him, tracking where he was headed. Chasing after him felt wrong. | knew that
look of starvation. The desperation that came with it. There was only one problem
scratching that soft spot in my brain: if he's here, then he's safe. So why did he feel
the need to steal?



Denial’s not really your thing.Amaia was right, it wasn't. The situation was clear as
day and | recognized it for what it was. That fear that if you didn’t secure your next
meal, then you risked the possibility of spending the rest of your life wondering if
you would ever have one again. He was hoarding because he thought he had to. That
lack of security in one’'s home and resources were damning. Infectious. And as sorry
as| wasfor thekid, | couldn’t let it spread.

Stick to the shadows, Riley, stick to the shadows.

Damnit.“I’ [l meet you there,” | called over my shoulder as | swiveled on my heels.
“Forgot Amaia asked me to bring Prescott some maps for daily stand up.”

Taking off after him, | kept a slight jog until | was out of their view then upped my
pace. Having undergone the slow and steady training process of mastering my gifts, |
kept tabs on him through the whispers of the dragonfly passed on through space and
time. Perhaps | would never truly understand how my gifts worked in totality. If that
was how things were meant to be, then | wouldn’'t question it. There was a point in
life when knowingtoomany answers to the questions of the universe became taxing.
The line being drawn here was aright for now.

The newer construction of homes were brick cottage style homes made the feel of the
area seem like avillage straight out of afairy tale. I’d been more of a space opera guy
than fantasy, but from what Amaia described, it'd been executed perfectly. Medieval
almost. This section hadn’t been fully populated yet, the vacancy on many of the side
streets apparent by the lack of various greenery outside the homes. Prescott had
insisted on making the best use of all space even though we had The Gardens.

| didn’t need the dragonfly to make me aware of where he ended up. The rebound of
the door clued mein as | rounded the corner. Taking a deep breath, | did my best to
keep my eyes open. Stumbling to awak my focus held. It was imperative | learned to
multitask as my mind was two places at once. Keegping my wits about me in my



immediate surroundings was a life skill 1 couldn’t abandon, yet knowing what
awaited me inside before entering could be the difference between life or death.

There'd been virtually no crime here outside of emotion fueled fights regarding
survival and close quarters. Things you' d expect when a large group of strangers that
likely wouldn’'t have ever co-existed in the same space were now forced to learn to
work together as a collective. To put their differences aside in favor of The
Compound.

It took a moment for anything inside to answer my call but sure enough, an eight-
legged friend did. | smiled in accomplishment. From the web in the corner of the
front entrance, it relayed the message that he was alone. | crept toward the door and
weighed over what to do next. On one hand, he was stealing from the group, which
could not go uncorrected. On the other, Amaia had helped me as Prescott had helped
her.

It doesn’t matter. That's not your role. Your role is to obey your orders and your
orders are to protect this place. To protect her. You cannot protect her if you allow
dissent.l shook off the thought, my locs slapping against my cheeks. He was a kid.

Stick to the shadows,London’s words hammered. The words a harsh reminder for
what happens when you don’t.No. He's just a kid, and he’'s alone. Where are his
parents? Does he have parents?Too many unanswered questions left me feeling
uneasy. It was worth investigating for those questions alone.

No one was out in the area and fiddling with the door knob could send him fleeing
out the back door. Shifting back on my left heel, | kicked the door right beneath the
lock. It sammed against the wall revealing an empty house. No furniture in sight
meant it wasn’t on the shortlist for any newcomers anytime soon. Which also meant
he had no business being here, answering one of my questions.



The boy was nowhere in sight though there were still rooms up the steps to clear.
That sixth sense in me screamed for me to halt as | made my way up the steps.
Something was off. | just couldn’t place what. My foot creaked under the floorboard
at the top as the door to the first room peeled open. Pivoting in my approach, |
allowed my instincts took over, meeting him head on. His shoulder sammed into my
stomach with more weight than I’d assess him of having. | was taller and stronger
though, the match was never fair to begin with. All it took was a well-timed shove,
and hewas on his ass.

He gave up with ease. The hopelessness in his maple colored eyes broke me.
Scanning the room, | noticed a stash of food in the corner then turned back toward
him. Recognition set in. | knew this face. Had been debriefed about him yesterday
morning. He' d gone missing from the orphanage this week. Orphanage wasn't fair; it
was more of a group home situation,but the kids there actually appeared to receive
some sort of love. They’d all lost parents whether it had been on the onset of this new
way of life, on the way here, or while their parents had been away on duty.

There had been some debate on whether we should search for him. I'd argued we
should, as had Amaia. Jax, Prescott, and the council had been on the opposing side,
however. Since he was over the age of sixteen, he was an adult in the time of an
apocalypse as far as they were concerned. | couldn’t blame them. He'd made it here
on his own but had a hard time staying with any of his foster placements. The list of
who would take kids in was short considering the way of the world, which had led
him to the group home. The opposition of continuing a search had been cut down to
two very simple reasons: alack of resources and the fact that they felt he was capable
of making his own decisions since he chose to run off.

| knew otherwise.

After waiting ten long years for an adoption that would never come, | knew the value
of missing that familial support. | could only imagine how he was feeling now.



Amaiaand | had agreed to keep an eye out for him. What would happen to him once
we found him, we hadn’t thought that far out. The face stared up at me with wide,
panicked eyes and quickened breath answered my final sought after question of the

day ...

| knew who | was. | was the man who stuck to the shadows and helped where | could.
When | could.

“Abel Montgomery, we' ve been looking for you.”

Part Four

THE HEALER & THE COWBOY

The Shot

SETH

“I’ll be back, Ma.”| leaned in, kissing the top of her blonde hair.

She smiled, drying off the dishes from breakfast. My father’s heavy stare settled on
the side of my face as he peered over the top of his book. He sat on the couch next to
Uncle Harris, their deep red hair reflecting off the flames of the fireplace. Harris had

been anxious the last few days. His foot tapped against the creaky wood flooring, a
scowl hardened the tan lines of his face.
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“Can | come?’ my sister asked from the top of the steps, a cheerful grin matching the
sparklein her eyes.

| glanced between her and the rest of my family. When we were little, our cousin
would drag us out of the house for the day. We'd spend the day outside playing and
wandering her neighborhood. 1t'd been fun, always felt like an adventure of sorts.
Those kinda memories couldn’t be formed out on the ranch. It was always just us.

When we got older, we learned the reason for spending those countless summer days
outside. Uncle Harris had ... momentswhen struggling with his PTSD became too
much. He needed quiet some days, and having a house full of kids didn’'t help. Now,
there were six of us in a four-bedroom house with no one to interact with but each
other. Nowhere to be alone except out there.

“No,” | grumbled. Family was everything to me and there was a time when 1’d lost
them. James's death had done a number on us. It was an accident, but that hadn’t
stopped his words from haunting me every day.

Y ou better pray you get a hold on your anger, or one day you' re gonna find yourself
swallowed with regrets.

One dlip up. One bout of anger. And I’d had to face the reality in his words. It was
my fault he'd taken a hoof to the head. My fault my family had to make the decision
to let James go, to come to terms that living through a tube would have made him
miserable.

My father had mastered the art of quiet anger. The kind that kept you in control. His



temper was short, but the way he released it was calculated. | didn’t know why | was
angry all the time. Just knew | was more at ease when | was out with my horses. It
hel ped me sift through the hard shit. The guilt.

“Yes, you can,” my mom challenged. She set a bowl down on the counter with raised
brows. “ Seth, take your sister with you.”

Reina had made her way down the steps, an eager smile plastered across her pale
skin. | ruffled her hair as| strode by. “No can do, Ma. Seeyou later.”

| had to get out of here. Things had been tense at the house the last few days. Hunter
was oddly quiet and had disappeared into our room the moment our father dismissed
the table. Reina, never one to miss a beat, did her due diligence, taming the quiet with
empty chatter. Our father too, though his topics had away of silencing her.

Rounding the corner of the house, an arrow pierced the wind, skimming the side of
my ear. | huffed a sigh, whirling on my boots. Reina stood on the porch, her long
brown hair blowing across her reddened face. She nocked another arrow in defiance.
| grinned, tossing awaved goodbye before mounting my horse and riding away.

There was something to be said about Montana air. Even in chaos, it brought peace.
Helped me strengthen my weakening facade. The world around me was undisturbed,
beautiful, skies so blue and vast that it shut out all the pain and suffering that lay
beyond our lands. It was why | came back after James. | could run, but | couldn’t hide
from the love and safety | felt on our land. Without the horses | raised and the family
| held dear, this was home. Always would be. Didn’t need much more than that.

A hawk soared above me, unusual since the change in climate we' d faced since the
world ended. The usual frigid air had caused most birds to fly south permanently. 1t'd
been rather warm lately. Well, warm considering the weather we typically got most
days. Roalling hills closed in on the open sky as | lay back on Freedom, legs dangling



over his broad back as he grazed lazily on the grassin the field.

I’d hated the name my sister had given our little runaway, but it’d soon grown on me
after a late night of searching for him. Reina’s sing-song voice asking ‘Where's our
Freedom? as she helped me search and avoid our father's wrath at the missing
stallion had been one of my core memories with her.

Our father had warned me to fix his stall for over a week since he'd first gotten out.
Despite chasing after him damn near each night, fifteen-year-old me had been too
hardheaded to listen.Too stubborn for my own good. Always had been. James and
Hunter told me | was on my own after the second night, but not Reina. Never Reina
She always had my back, regardless our differences.

“Can | interest you in an evening hunt?’ Hunter’ s voice broke the sound of nature as
it cut into the walkie at my hip.

| reached down, unclasping it and bringing it to my lips with a smile. “Ain’'t that
something. Came out your room with daylight to spare. With you? No thanks, better
off with Reina.”

“You say that like she's not the best shot in the family.”

A clipped chuckle escaped me as | paused, considering my answer. “Yeah, don’t let
her hear you say that, though. She’ll never shut up.”

Reina, for as much as she yearned for the city life, was terrifyingly accurate with a
bow and arrow. Since she was a six-year-old, annoying little girl tagging along on our
hunts, she’'d bring in the biggest game. A fact that irritated our father, expecting more
from his sons. Hunter and James had always been the better brothers, refusing to hang
their head in shame over the fact that their little sister had bested them.
Congratulating her asif our father wasn't offering them a glare promising punishment



later. It was fine. That glare meant little for them. They could get away with it. They
weren’'t the family disappointment.

“You know what?" Hunter said. The static picked up, muffling his words. “I’ll ask
her instead.”

Reina s sense of direction was less than impressive. Not to mention she couldn’t swat
off afly without hurting herself. She couldn’t fend for herself even if she wanted to.
She may annoy the hell out of me, but I’d imagine a life without her would’ ve been
pretty bleak.

“Nah, I'll be back before dinner. We can |eave after we eat.”

Hunter’ s response never came. | clipped the walkie back onto the waist of my pants,
slapping the side of Freedom. The sun cast long shadows across the open field as |
guided Freedom through a series of barrel maneuvers. His body was sleek, strong.
Riding him felt good, like | was floating through the clouds.

The level of fluid precision we moved with as a unit gave me the fal se sensation that
we were one. Freedom’'s hooves thundered against the earth from the cloverlesf
pattern of barrels we weaved in and out of. Dust kicked up around us, stinging my
eyes as | leaned into each turn, urging Freedom to pick up his speed. There would
never be a barrel race again. The need to push for tighter turns and quicker transitions
was afruitless effort besides the pent up aggression it released for the both of us.

Freedom’s muscles rippled beneath his glossy coat, his nostrils flaring as | slowed us
to a gentle canter after a few intense rounds. “Good job, buddy,” | murmured, gently
patting his neck.

The sharp crack of gunfire echoed across the field. Birds erupted from the nearby
trees, taking into a frantic flight. “Hunter?’ | asked into the radio, my blood running



cold.

Silence was a blessing in my life. It wasn't often | got to experience it in my home.
This silence, however, was the most torturous echo of nothing. It was loud, damning.
Freedom lifted his head, ears pricked forward and muscles tensed. Reluctantly, |
raised the walkie again, begging for aresponse. “Hunter, you good, man?’

My fingers tightened around the reins. Freedom’s muscles bunched as he leaped into
motion, not needing further instruction on what to do. A heart beat pounded in my
ears, the throb in sync with the rhythm of hooves. It took me a moment to realize it
was mine. The once serene field that lay milesaway from my home blurred around
me, the only focus now on reaching my family as five more shots fired into the air.

Won't Look Back



Page 22

Source Creation Date: July 3, 2025, 2:39 am

REINA

“Hurry up,” Seth ordered from his room across the hall. His rifle sang through the air
as he picked off straggling zombies one by one. Most had gathered outside the front
door, attempting to push their way past our living room furniture.

A sob broke from my throat as | ruffled through my closet, unsure of what | needed to
pack in the situation of running for my life. Hunting clothes would have to do. |
stripped from my leggings and pulled on my camo pants and waterproof boots,
shoving the rest of the gear on top of the canned goods I’ d grabbed from the cellar.

“I'm amost done,” | shouted, taking one last glance around my room both for
nostalgia and to make sure | hadn’t left anything important behind.

As my brother had requested, | poured gasoline in a line from my room to his and
Hunter’ s before sslamming the door, stopping only for a moment to move their dresser
and trunk to barricade usin. | grunted. The weight of the wood took a goodamount of
my strength. That was a good thing. Would probably buy us some time.

“l need the bag,” | requested, arms full of clothes from his hunting drawer. Ammo,
hunting knives and a few of his guns lined the bottom of his duffle. The food I'd
grabbed would have to be enough for the both of us—at least until we could stop and
search for more.Both. Two. There are only two of us now ...

“Leave some for Hunter in case he makes his way back.”

| glanced at him warily, sliding a pistol, a round of ammo, and a can of food back into



the drawer. It was pointless. Would go to waste. Zipping the bag up, | dlid it back
toward him, careful not to get the next line of gasoline on our belongings or splattered
on our shoes.

“‘Kay, Reina, I’'m gonna need you to listen to me very carefully.” He squinted his
right eye, continuing to pick off zombies as uneven footsteps thudded down the
hall. They're closing in. Panic began to seize my veins. “Remember how we used to
watch stars on the roof as kids? We gotta climb back up there. Not a big deal. Can
you do that?’

| felt my head nod, my body on autopilot. Seth motioned his head toward the window
on the other side of the room, wanting me to climb out on it. He tossed me my bag of
arrows for the bow in the back quiver strung across my shoulders.

“Now what?” | whispered once he appeared next to me, the door to his room
thunderous as wood hit wood.

His throat cleared, turning to face me, his warm, calloused hand squeezed mine
gently. “Tuck and roll. Try to land on the balls of your feet, send your bag down first.
Soon as you even think your feet touch that ground, you tuck your chin and embrace
the feeling of your knees coming into your chest. Let your body take control after
that. It's not far, ‘bout ten feet. You'll roll once, maybe twice. Then get up.
Immediately.”

| sniffled, dropping my bag and bow onto the flower bed beneath. | bit my lip and
edged toward the end of the roof, hesitating right before making the leap.

“Reina,now. We have to go. I'm sorry.” His voice grew impatient. We were running
out of time.

Taking adeep breath, | stepped back afew feet, wanting to give myself enough grace



to execute his directions as best | could. I'd never been good with athletic things. I'd
rode the horses for fun, but not sport and certainly not passion the way my brothers
and father had. Wasn't coordinated enough to even convince myself any sport in high
school was worth going out for.

Closing my eyes, | made the jJump. Foolishly deciding to let my body tell me when to
tuck my chin instead of watching to see when my feet would connect. The impact
forced my eyes open, barely seeing Seth take his turn as the world passed me in a
flurry. A shooting pain soared up my ankle and leg, ceasing only from the distraction
of my head slamming into the ground on the second roll. The world spun, sheer
willpower bringing me to my feet as instructed.

Slowly, | turned to my brother. His focus shifted between reloading his gun and the
sides of the house. No zombies over here. Yet. My eyes found the window we'd
leaped from seconds before. Even from here, | could see his room was now filled
with them; their attention not yet outside on the ground. A lighter flicked at my side,
drawing my curiosity back toward my brother.

A piece of cloth hung from his mouth, his teeth clenched, tearing it apart. “We need
to go get the horses,” he mumbled. “My guns are of no use—they’ Il only attract more
out to us in the back of the house. I’m going to wrap this around your arrow and light
it. | need you to hit somewhere inside my room.”

My vision blurred at the thought of burning down the only home we'd ever known.
Our father had ever known. I'd been soconsumed by the panic and the chaos of the
last few hours that Seth’s request to pour a trail of gas throughout the house had
barely registered. 1I'd simply listened without a second thought. This morning we'd
had breakfast as a family. We laughed over homemade biscuits and jam and went
about our day. Our father, our mother, Uncle Harris, Hunter, Seth.

A family of six was down to two in a matter of hours.



When | awoke this morning, shivering from the draft entering my room and
snuggling close to my weighted blanket, I'd not imagined I’ d twice now be asked to
pull atrigger | had no desireto pull. My arms shook. Bow wavering and lip trembling
as | tried to do what | was asked. There would be no cost | wouldn’t pay to keep my
last family member alive. Willing to do whatever | was asked to keep my brother safe
and his temper under control, though it appeared that | was the one that needed help.

Seth came up behind me, lowered my bow, and took it from my unsteady grasp. |
turned my back, not wanting to watch. The sound of my bow snapped and the loud
cracking noise of wood roared. Flame took over his childhood bedroom, the
screeching sound of the creatures burning muted below the blaze.

His hands clamped down on my shoulders, guiding me toward the stables. He
stopped before The Duke, his first horse, weighing his options. Seth hesitated as he
kept moving toward Freedom. The Duke was old. Without knowing where we were
headed, taking him along would be a massive risk.

“We should let the others loose,” | said, stopping to rub The Duke gently on the nose.
“At least give them a shot at life.”

He nodded his head in agreement. “Good idea.” Turning his back to me, he strode
toward Hunter’s horse, Daisy’ s stable, patting her gently before opening the gate.

One by one, he approached each horse calmly, careful not to spook them, offering a
treat as a peace offering. With eachopen gate, Seth led them toward the opening,
patting them on the hind end and encouraging them to go free. A shudder went
through his body as he watched The Duke ride off. He loved his horses, probably
more than he loved me.

| saddled up my mare, pretending | couldn’t hear the crackling flames consuming our
house in the distance. Making sure my weapons and bags were secured, | steered the



large Arabian out of the stables, trotting up next to Seth.

“Let’sgo,” he said, riding away without glancing back.

If he won't look back, then neither will |.Following my brother’s lead, | took a deep
breath and left it al behind.

We rode for miles; the plains giving way to tree lines and back to plains. The
mountain our ranch lay at the base of was long gone on the horizon. Silent tears
streamed down my face. The clothes on our backs, our horses, and what I’ d managed
to gather in our packs were the only possessions we had | eft.
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Everything | loved or cared about was left behind, nothing but a pummel of ash. |
thought of James, the brother I'd connected to the most now left behind, without even
a farewell. His grave was underneath a tree, acres back on our property. Our
mother—Ieft in the yard unburied. Uncle Harris and our father too. And Hunter.

Hunter would never find peace.

My family had finally felt complete, united again after James's death years before the
world had come to an end. His death had destroyed Seth. Caused him to leave and
further torn our family apart at the loss of yet another son. It had been his fault. We'd
danced around it, but it was true, and ultimately the reason no one had fought his
departure.

If he hadn’t let his temper get the best of him, he'd have thought better of falling
victim to a fit of rage—coming into the stables, slamming objects around had
spooked the horse Jameswas tending to. The impact of his horse’'s hoof had fractured
James' skull.

After months of no brain activity, our parents had made the best call they could make.
My brother had been full of life. Finding joy in taking risks and relishing at the idea
of spending alife outdoors. He wouldn’t have wanted to live. Not like that.

Seth had taken off the very next day. Moving from our ranch to work on a friend's
ranch out in Idaho. The guilt ate away at him, but what we hadn’t realized was that
he' d sought out help. James had always told him he was too smart to let anger ruin
his life, so Seth had wanted to change. To stop being an angry and temperamental
person and put the past behind him.



He' d returned to the ranch shortly before things went south. Months later—once the
dust had settled—things had begun to feel as they had when | was a child.

Things would never be that way again.

Lost in thought, | jolted as Seth pulled the reins on my horse. My mare and his
stallion were now side by side.

“Reina, enough. Hey, it’stime to stop for the night.” His voice was even, but his eyes
were rimmed red and the color had drained from his tanned face. | glanced around,
taking in the scene before me. We'd stopped outside a cabin in the middle of

nowhere, trees the only landscape visible to the eye. “I'll go in, clear it. Make sure
it's safe.”
“No,” | said firmly, his head whipping back in my direction. “I’ll come too.”

The eyes so similar to my own trailed me up and down, assessing my condition, brow
scrunched. Pleased by whatever he saw, he answered, “ Together.”

Once the house was cleared, he offered up the couch, opting to keep first watch from
the chair in front of the only window. It was a simple hunter’s cabin and there was
only one exit. | felt his eyes studying me in the dark, even with my eyes closed.

“You might as well say what’s on your mind,” | said, my usual patience lost in my
exhaustion.

He cleared his throat, shifting in his seat. “Y ou sure Hunter didn’t dlip into one of the
sheds? Wait out the herd? If he left without a weapon, then there’' s a chance he didn’t

know how bad the situation was until he saw the smoke from the house.”

There were sheds placed randomly throughout the property. An attempt to lessen the



number of trips we'd have to take back and forth for materials and in case of
emergencies or waiting out bad weather.

Positive.l cleared my throat. “Yes.” My lie had been elaborate enough. To go further
in-depth would make things ... complicated.

“We should go back in the morning.”

No. Familiar panic rose in the form of bile in my throat. “Go back to what? A burned
down house with momma in the yard? See if daddy turned or if the water had left
Uncle Harris' s lungs? There' s nothing there for us anymore, Seth.”

The outline of his body stiffened, suspicious with the harshness of my words. His
hands tapped angrily against the window frame, but he said nothing else for the rest
of the night. | turned. Pushing my face into the cushions of the couch, | closed my
eyes in an attempt to force myself to sleep. The thought of my new reality caused me
to toss and turn.

My entire life, I’d been the odd one out in the family. Had loved the ranch and
wondrous adventures I’d grown up having, but had always wanted more. And now |
was going to get it. Problem was, it had become a world | no longer knew anything
about. A world that scared me, full of death and darkness. | wasn't sure I'd survivein
aworld like that.

Now it was just me and Seth. A brother who I’ d spend the rest of my life harboring a
dark secret from. I’d never been good with secrets. But I'd try for him.

If the cost of his happiness was my truth, I'd forever live alie.

No Matter The Costs



SETH

What doyou do when you know the person you trust the most in the world is lying
through their teeth? | knew my sister. Over the two decades of her life, she'd been
nothing shy of a terrible liar. The issue | found myself having on hand was what
exactly she was lying about.

A good liar liesthrough omission, while agreat liar will sprinkle in small truths.

I’d never gotten away with much as akid. Our father had away of knowing my tells.
| don't know what haunted her most nights these passing months, but | was damn
scared to find out. Family was everything to me, and Reina was the final thread left
hanging.

Trust isafickle thing.

A lifetime to build and only a moment to disappear. It was why | refused to let my
mind wander to such a place that would make me question her. Reina had a good
soul—it was what everyone loved about her. Surely if she had chosen to keep things
to herself, there’ d been a good reason to do so.
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So | refused to pry my nose where it didn't belong. Perhaps she was protecting
herself and her own mental being. She was my sister, and keeping her safe was my
responsibility. | couldn’t do that if my questioning sent her into a frantic spiral. Her
emotions had been all over the place as of late. Asking the wrong question on the
wrong day had resulted in weeks of setbacks heading back north. It would be better
this way—to let her work through whatever happened back home at her own pace.

Still, 1 couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to our family. To our home.
Giving up on Hunter being okay meant giving up on our family. | felt him out there,
knew in my soul he was aright. A twin would know if their other half was gone.
That's what people always said,right?Hunter was tough as nails. A skilled outdoors
man. Surely he’ d made his way northeast as planned.

A creak sounded on the wooden steps of a long abandoned cabin we'd found on a
back road. With the boarded-up windows, | couldn’t see shit outside, but the horses
were quiet. | peered back at Reina still asleep on the couch, brushing off the noise as
mother nature at work. Having enhanced senses had its perks, but | would never miss
the quiet of the past. Before my body had changed, before | could hear everything
from everyone and everywhere. At least listening to the inner thoughts of the
surrounding people took significant effort. It was hard to do without people sensing |
was there. It'd been a shock when it first happened, a shout within Reina's mind
when I’ d thought the worst had happened and she’ d answered back.

A storm was brewing. The wind had picked up on the ride here. There was a chance it
would pass over. If not, then we'd be stuck here for God knew how long. With only
the supplies we'd managed to frantically toss in a pack, we' d taken advantage of the
world around us before depleting our resources. When dawn broke, I'd have to check



on the traps before Reina woke up.

The horses shuffled near the tree we' d tied them to for the night. | stiffened, listening
for any disturbance in the area. Before things had changed, our father had taught us to
use the forest as atell for danger. If the world went silent, then it was time to get the
hell out. That wasn't the case anymore. The colder it got, the fewer critters and nature
we found around.

Still, | could listen for the trees. A snapping of atwig. Maybe the bristling of leaves.
Or the clicks and groans of the decaying remains of what were once people. My
fingers clamped around the barrel of my gun. We were down to our last rounds of
ammo. Even with the conservative use of what we had, it hadn’t last us long at all.
One would have thought such a commaodity would be easy to find around these parts.
It appeared everyone else had thought the same. While food and clothing were plenty
to find and left for the next, weapons were not.

A higher-pitched groan came from the east of the cabin near the horses. They
whinnied with fear. Glancing at my still sleeping sister, | pushed to my feet and made
my way to the door. Two zombies were on me at the quiet clasp of the door. They
latched down with their teeth, finding nothing but hide and layers of fur to clamp
onto. The hunger in their movements shook the rifle from my hand.

Pain seared through my head as their uncoordinated weight sslammed me into the
door, my temple exploding with flashes of white stars. The door opened, Reina's
terrified scream on the other side. Attention on me was abandoned as zombies entered
the room. There were more than | initially assessed, following after my sister. Reina
scrambled behind the couch, searching for one of the few arrows she'd carved out
until falling victim to sleep. They were on her before she had a chance.

A hard, cold body fell atop me. | pushed up in an attempt to create some distance.
Shrill screams rang out from across the room. Terrified. My sister sounded terrified,



but it went furtherthan that. Her cry for help was filled with the dread of death. And
I’d be damned if that happened under my watch.

Kicking out, my boot collided with the chest of the zombie still trying to claw its way
through my face. It reared into the wall with a thud. The hard impact did nothing to
stop it from resetting for another attack. | glanced around the room for a weapon.
Anything | could use to my benefit. Locking onto the lamp on the table next to the
couch, | swung down. Sticky, tar colored blood splattered across my face at the
connection to its skull.

Its body dragged with the effort it took to pull free from its head. Reina' s panicked,
tear-filled stare met mine in between the heads of three remaining zombies. She
shook her hands to find no relief. Her magic would not answer her call. When | lost
sight of her under the zombies, the only thing | saw was red and black.

Launching myself at the undead, | grabbed the nearest one's head and twisted with
full force. Its bones crunched under my grip. With afierce slam, | drove its head into
the wall and watched as it crumpled with alifeless thud.

“Behind me, Reina.” | offered a hand to my sister, who stared up at me with wide
blue eyes. Moore eyes. Possibly the only Moore left. “I got you.”

My sister straightened against the blood stained wall, her hands trembling as she
passed an arrow to me. | took it, my hands slick with gore, and aimed for the eye
socket of the next zombie. It broke with the pull out and left me defenseless against
the final one gnawing in our direction. My fists pounded into rotting, cold gray flesh.
Rage surged through my veins—a searing, stinging feeling that was all too familiar. |
would protect my sister, no matter the costs.

Pinky



REINA

“Easy, breathe.”

| huffed in annoyance. “1 could close my eyes and make this shot.” We'd spent the
last week making our way through Y ellowstone. Headed nowhere yet somewhere at
the same time.

“lI know, but something about how easy it is to piss you off made me want to
comment, anyway.”

His husky laugh made me grin from ear to ear. | kept my eyes on my brother as |
fired, the deer three-hundred yards away going down silently and | winked. The past
few months on the road had brought us closer than ever. We'd had no choice but to
trust each other blindly, putting the fate of the other into each other’s hands. He'd
saved me more times than | could count, and I'd saved him a few times
myself—though he' d never admit it out loud.

We made a quick fire, cooking the meat to a safe temperature, then took off. Never
staying in one spot too long made sure we gave ourselves enough time to get out of
dodge and find another place to eat and sleep. I’ d taken to dousing ourfire pit with my
water magic, wanting to keep the remnants of a cooked meal and signs of life
minimal. 1t'd come in handy back on the ranch once I'd accepted it wasn't an
accident and no, | wasn't hallucinating. | still lacked control with my gifts—I could
either douse things sightly and take forever to do so, or create a potential flash flood.
There was no in between.

Seth’s hide poncho brushed against my shoulder, providing extra warmth and
encouraging me to scoot closer in the depths of the cave. There hadn't been any
cabins nearby, which didn't matter much since it'd only make us a target out in
Yellowstone. A feral scream rang out, followed by the sound of what was surely



someone dying. It was close. Not directly in front of our cave, but close enough to
hear them being ripped to pieces.Alive.

“Do you remember that time James convinced you that you were adopted?’ He
wrapped his arm around my body, pulling me closer.

| peered up at him, taking the bait and offering a huffed laugh. “Yeah. | literally cried
so loud mom came out in a towel, pissed. She could hear the commotion from the
shower. Hadn't even washed all Nessi€'s birthing gook out of her hair yet.”

One of the horses had gone into labor that morning. The birth had been difficult, but
she’ d managed to save both the momma and her calf.

“She looked like a damn zombie herself,” Seth teased.

Silent laughs shook our bodies at the memory.

“Hunter wadlividwhen he got home from the fair.”

He nodded his head, the movement pulling at the strands of my hair. “Well, if you
were adopted, then that meant he was too.” Silence took back over at the thought.

Hunter and | didn’t resemble the rest of our family. We'd al shared our father’s eyes,
but Seth and James had taken after our father and his red hair. Our mother’ s kind eyes
were brown,glimmering, resembling pieces of gold against her tan skin and blonde
hair. Hunter and | favored our maternal grandfather. The Italian blood ran victorious
against the Irish. Our dark features stood out against our pale skin and bright eyes.
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A warm droplet fell against my forehead. | ignored it, letting him feel as though he
was making me strong, but knowing | was simply adding to it. I’d realized that | had
an additional gift once it became a bittooeasy to talk him down during fits of rage
over the past few months.

The journey had been far from complicated, but there had been several situations that
were tough to get ourselves out of. That added on to time spent lost, and having
nowhereto go ... the anger had been justified. Neverthel ess, unhelpful.

“We should try heading north now,” he said, breaking the silence.
“Newport’s only eleven days from here.”
His body jerked at the words. “That’ s where we' ve been headed?’

Newport was a small coastal town in Oregon. Our mother had grown up there and
we'd visited during the holidays while our grandparents were still alive. We hadn’t
been back in years, but it was the perfect size to pass through with limited risk. Our
mother’ s reluctance to sell our grandparents' house was only an added plusto provide
us anice place to recover.

| tensed, not wanting to trigger him, quietly pushing my power out to calm him. “I
think it's where we should head. | met a girl at the river afew days ago. She said that
part of the country is done. All of it. If it wasn't the undead, the weather would freeze
out the rest.”

Seth stared out into the dark void beyond the cave entrance. Minutes passed, yet he



said nothing. | closed my eyes, pretending to rest as | worked to force more of my
power out. It was dark here, but his own heightened abilities made it where hecould
see just enough to spot my lie. A shiver went through his body, not yet knowing
about the extra gift | possessed.

That's how | viewed them, as gifts. | wasn’t sure how they worked, or if they could
be felt or go undetected. It wasn't uncommon to run into others, my story was
believable enough, but still caused pause, hesitation. It was a Hail Mary; | needed to
give more, say more, to dissuade him.

There was nothing left for us up north, no family that would be waiting. At least none
worth fleeing to. None that | could be sure wouldn’'t lead my brother down a dark
path he'd fall easy prey to. Our cousin could be rather ... convincing. The similarities
between her and Seth would cause nothing but trouble and questions they’d ensure
they found answers to. Their relentless energy would be damning, and | wasn't quite
sure | wanted to know definitively that it was really only the two of us left. Couldn’t
take that. Sometimes no answers are the best answers for everyone.

“It's gotten cold, Seth. Even with the gear we've managed to get, it's too cold to
make it there safely. Let’s wait out the winter.” | shrugged. “Try again in the spring
and hit the coast for a bit. At least we know the area, and if there's people, maybe
they’ Il know something about the state of things up north.”

Wewouldn't. | knew that, but if it helped convince him, then to hell with it.

Minutes later, he turned away. “No later than spring, Reina.”

“Pinky,” | said. Cursing myself for making a promise | never intended to keep.

Responsibilities



SETH

| wanted to go home.This life, out on the road, stuck inside enclosed spaces and
shimmying among the outskirts of abandoned homes and cities was not the life I’d
been hoping to lead. There is peace in the fresh, open air. Now all there was, was
death. The smell of death. The sounds of death. The actions ... theneedto cause death.

From animals. From zombies. From people.

That was what took the largest toll. | wasn't built for this. Losing James had nearly
stolen my own life. Having to take more in order to ensure Reina and | were safe was
an action | don’t think I’d ever like to get used to. People were sick. They’d lost their
values, their morals, and their way long before we'd ever had to flee the ranch.
Godless savages. Life had become kill or be killed. | don't think that was ever going
to change again. Not in my lifetime.

When the weather cleared and the storms slowed down, we could finally make our
way back north. Reina's reluctance to head home made me hesitant. Something
wasn't right. | didmy best not to push her, she'd never done well under pressure.
Since she was a kid she'd talked about walking away and leaving the ranch, but this
was different. She'd changed. It seemed less about what up north had to offer and
more about running away from her life’'s problems. Her problems were my problems
now, she was my responsibility. | just wished she'd trust | was capable of taking care
of us both.

Instead she was full of opinions and constantly putting her foot down on any sort of
guidance | offered. | would follow my sister anywhere—that was indisputable. She
was all | had left. So | bode my time, stopped fighting her and waited for the right
moment to try to steer us in the right direction. My sister was stubborn, but she was
also smart. She was right, we didn’t have the proper resources we needed to make the
journey. Not in the current climate.



If there was one thing our father had instilled in us, it was to always be prepared.
Without proper preparation, you were as good as dead. That's how | knew Hunter
was okay. He was out there, somewhere, probably doing his best to make his way to
us as planned.

So I'd wait. One day the opportunity would present itself for a safe journey to be
made. I'd get us there. Together, that was where what was left of my family
belonged. There was no place to call home without them.

My Brother’s Keeper

REINA

I’'m aliar.A manipulator. A fake. A phony.

| am my brother’ s keeper.

It was my week to navigate, he' d trusted me to guide us to Newport. To get us safely
to the coast. And | did get us to the coast at least. I'd avoided al road signs, told him
we were taking the quickest route, that I’ d double checked and even wrongly pointed
to random markers on our map.

He had trusted me, and now we were too far south to make the journey safely. We
didn’t have much ammo left, even with me forging my own bows. The powers |
possessed were practically useless.lwas useless without knowing how to wield them
to our advantage.

He hadn’t said the words, but | could seeit in his eyes every time we took a moment
for me to practice, once we were able to confirm we were alone. We' d been lingering
near the border of California, when Seth had heard of a place where we could work
and recover. Excitement consumed him at the thought of gathering enough material



and ammo to make it back north andreunite with family long-lost to us. Reluctantly,
I’d agreed with hopes he’d change his mind. The settlement itself seemed fine from
what he' d described; things couldn’t be much worse than being on the road for weeks
at atime.
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Metal walls towered over us, the gate squeaking as it opened and a handsome brown-
skinned boy with locs stood in front, arms crossed as he took us in. | blushed under
the intensity of his gaze, suddenly feeling embarrassed of my appearance, especially
when he looked so clean. All six of the guards at the gate did, actually. And Seth and
| were the embodiment of ... savages.

Not just savages. Like Children of the Corn from the fields with our torn hunting gear
we' d rotated into our daily apparel for months. The heavy coats we'd acquired while
traveling were now crunched into one of the packs on the back of my mare, no longer
needed under the suffocating heat on the coast.

“Y ou have to dismount,” the man said, holding out a hand to help me off my horse.
“Why?" Seth said more aggressively than necessary. “My horses stay with me.”

His locs shook around his head, eyes scanning Seth before dismissing him and
turning back toward me. “I’m sure you can understand my orders. Why | can't let
people we don’'t know have access beyond this gate with an animal capable of hitting
speeds of what? Sixty? Seventy miles an hour?’

| did, and it made sense. Taking his hand, | allowed him to assist me, though it wasn't
needed. “You'll have to forgive him. We' ve been on our own for ... some time now.
Before that, just with our family on a ranch.Mannersisn't a familiar word to him.”
The man was tall, not as tall as my brother, but tall enough that he still had a few
inches over me. Not as rare these days as the ones before.

“Reina,” Seth growled, not liking all the information | was disclosing, but | was



nervous, rambling and excited.

| changed gears as | grabbed my bags, ready to bring them in with us. “This some
kind of militia or something?’

“Something of the sort, a bit less organized, but yeah. First line of defense for The
Compound,” he answered. His dark brown eyes were shifty, but trustworthy. Aware.

The gates opened wide, and | was transported into another world. The Compound.
Fighting against a smile large enough to make my cheeks ache, | walked forward,
knowing me entering would be the only thing to get Seth off his horse. Needing to
follow me in and make sure | was safe or the guilt would eat him alive.

The man stopped in front of me, cutting off my path and pointed at my bags. “We'll
have to take those, unfortunately. Until afinal decisionismade. You'll get everything
inside back, but, safety first, so ...”

“You wanna take our stuff?’ | questioned, fist clenching my bow, defensiveness
creeping in over trusting the last things | owned to a stranger.

He nodded, reading my thoughts. “You'll get them back. Don’t worry. If you miss
something, you can tell her Riley took your stuff.” He winked, motioning to grab my
stuff. I handed them over hesitantly, not knowing who the ‘she’ was | was meant to
talk to or what afinal decision meant.

Another guard walked up, ready to grab my belongings, but was shook off. “I got it.
Mohammed, can you please take my new friend Reina and her ... brother?’ he
guestioned, and | nodded in response. “To intake. I'll let them know we have new
arrivals and have these checked. They’ll be waiting for you wherever you end up.
Good luck,” he said, before walking off.



My gut churned.Good luck? wished | could have at least washed off, worn cleaner
clothes, maybe brushed my hairor something. First impressions were everything,
especialy in moments like this. Looking like a savage was probably a sure indicator
that you were one. In today’s world, judging a book by its cover could be the
difference between life or death.

Though our journey had been easy compared to most, the weather and our own grief
had been our biggest obstacles. Still, we'd done things to survive. We'd killed people.
Seth had killed people, and | had at least stopped us in our tracks, demanded we'd
buried them. We had to. It was either them or us. And | would do anything to make
sureit would always be us, forever. But this place could be a new start for us both.

| frowned at him, every inch of his demeanor lethal. Threatening. | pushed my
powers out, sending him a sense of peace. Wanting his mind to be open to the
possibility of calling it home. Each area we passed through was designed differently
than the last. There weren't many buildings; in fact, most of the walled area was still
arubble mess. But the parts that were built were brilliant.

The cobblestone pathways flowed through The Compound, remnants of different
cultures and time periods stamped into each completed structure. Victorian. Gothic.
Tuscany. Modern. What should be a mess felt like its own journey. A guide through
the lives of the people who inhabited the settlement, each bringing a piece of home
with them. Their own bit of happiness, as ssimple as it sounded. It was the most
beautiful place I’ d had the grace of walking.

| never wanted to leave.

“Genera Living Quarters,” Mohammed said. “You’'ll probably end up a street or two

over.

| smiled at him, nodding as| took it al in. “We get our own house?’



11 Ra' na‘”

Mohammed dropped a brow as he took in my brother’s snarl. “You can stay where
you want, redly. It's mainly a roommate system. We're pretty communal around
here. Best | can say is you might get lucky and it'll be a minute before you get a
roommate. There are a few houses with only aroom or two, but those are pretty high
in demand, kept for families with akid or two.”

The scent of fresh bread wafted through the air as we rounded a corner to a large
brick building. My mouth watered at the promise of real food. God, it had been so
long I’ d eaten something | didn’t have to hunt, gather, or kill to keep.

We entered the building, cool from the outside heat. The first moment of reprievein a
long time. Mohammed dropped us into a homey room, nodding before closing us in
behind the wooden door. The room smelled of dust, eucalyptus, and a hint of coffee.
A wide smile covered my face at the decor, my eyes meeting Seth and faltering. He
held my stare, undoubtedly deciding on how to tell me that he'd changed his mind, no
longer wanting to stay. The door opened, and a doe-eyed woman a few years older
than myself walked in.

Her clothes were clean, fit to respond to any situation, but relatively normal. The
curls danced around her narrow shoulders against her reddish-brown skin. She was
healthy, the smile on her face beautiful. Power emanated from her, confidence
seeping from her movements though she hadn’t yet spoken. My face and neck warm
again as she took mein.

She was the type of woman 1'd always dreamed of settling down with. An auburn-
haired man strolled in after her; her hair bounced as she intently studied his face, the

smile pushing at her lips saying everything about the tension between them.

“Welcome to Monterey,” he said, noticing my stare. Irish,huh. | hadn’t expected the



accent.

“I'm Amaia,” the woman said, her raspy voice strong but welcoming. “This is Jax.
WEe'll be conducting your intake interview today.”

She reached her hand out, Seth and | both staring at it. Uncertain how to interact with
others anymore. Amaia smiled, taking a seat and not appearing insulted at all.
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Jax hovered for amoment. “Y ou two look like you’ ve been through a lot. Can we get
you anything before we start?’

| shook my head, Seth glared in response. Jax took his seat. “It’s okay to be nervous.
The Compound can be a bit overwhelming at times, especially with al the
construction going on.”

“What kindainterview?’” Seth interrupted, tone harsh.

A soft smile pulled at Amaia' s round lips. “ Sounds more invasive than what it is. Just
want to get to know you a bit better, ask the things that matter. Make sure it’s a good
fit.”

“A fit for what?’ | asked, curiosity taking over.

“There’'s over ten thousand people here,” Jax offered, leaning forward. “A place for
everyone if you know where to look.”

Ten thousand. Wow.Even before the world ended, I'd never been around that many
people at once. Vacationing wasn't really our thing unless it was Newport or visiting
family up north. I'd dreamed of moving to the city, honestly, even a decently sized
town, but had never considered it area possibility until now.

If there was a place for everyone, then that meant ‘a good fit' was polite words for
‘not a psychopathic killer.” | glared at Seth, squeezing his hand and begging him to
play along. His face contorted in something of a sneer, as close to a smile as | would
get. I'd lost my brother the second I’ d hopped off my horse and walked through these



gates, but | didn’'t care. He was safe here, would always be safe here from the look of
things.

Amaia studied us both, taking a deep breath before tucking the paperwork into a
drawer.

“Let’ s scrap the interview. We can chat. Just the four of us. Come on, fire away.” She
winked. “Ask any questions you have. | think you're going to like what we have to
offer.”

Part Five

THE SEER

Wrath

TOMOE

I’ dawoken not to noise, but avision.

My family was sitting around the coffee table in the living room wearing the same
clothing from when I’d decided to call it a night and head to bed. A makeshift gag
stuffed my mother’s mouth, her cries lost behind the cloth. My sisters rocked back
and forth, wiggling beneath the ties that were now secured around their ankles and

WIIStS.

Crashing came from the kitchen. There were people in there, raiding through our
food, medicine, and cutlery.

“There anyone else in this house?’ a booming voice asked, face out of view.



“No,” my father said, histone firm, giving nothing away.

A yelp sounded to my right, and my head turned. The man at the edge of my sight
was ordinary looking, but a permanent cruel snarl appeared across his filthy face. My
little sister crunched over, gasping for air, her forehead taking on the weight of her
body.

I’m speaking, except I'm not. “No. There’'s no one else here.” The voice is small but
fierce. “It'sjust us. There’'sno one else.”

My sister Kana. It was alie.l’m here.l’d gone to bed early that night, not feeling well
and leaving my family to finish playing board games. Something we' d done much of
asof late.

The scene changed.My sisters were being dragged from the house. The living room
was amess, lost to the chaos of a good fight. Kana glanced around the room, making
sure she'd take in every detail. An addition to the long list of secrets the two of us
developed. That explained the vividness of my vision. |I'd never had one this clear
before. They were usualy only small glimpses of an interaction never lasting more
than afew seconds.

To my horror, this one lasted minutes.Our father was yelling, screaming for the men
to not take his girlsMy sisters were not defenseless. They had learned to defend
themselves through martial arts as children. They would not go easily.

“No! No!” my father pleaded, the man’s boots driving into his ribs. A loud crack
sounded over the mayhem as he buckled over.

My mother was on her side, trying to wiggle her way toward my sisters. Her efforts
futile and words caught on the cloth still placed into her mouth.



| sat up in bed with a gasp, coming too. “Damnit,” | muttered, cursing myself for not
having any weapons in my room.

Poor planning on my part. My grandfather’s katana would have to do. I’d practiced
with it many times for fun, but never intended to use it as a weapon. Wasn't sure how
it'"d hold up.

It was well made. He'd crafted it as a young boy, taught by his own father, who'd
been taught by his own. It was then passed down to my father, who, in turn, passed it
to me. | wasn't the oldest, or the youngest. But I'd shown the most interest. Asked the
most questions as a kid, wanting to document my family’s history in my journal.

| slipped off my socks, not wanting them to be a disadvantage against the wood floors
throughout my family home. Light on the balls of my feet, | closed the door to my
room and crept down the hallway. | froze, startled as someone turned the corner. The
shock on his face matched my own as | forced myself to focus, eyes scanning his
body for any weapons. He had none within reach. None of that mattered. A knife
would be nothing against the length of my katana. | swung without a second thought,
his head falling to the floor before he could muster a warning to any others.
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Y eah, thiswill do just fine.

Downstairs was quiet. Too quiet for anyone to be putting up a fight anything close to
what 1’d seen in my vision. The tang of iron hit my nostrils as my feet hit the last
step, and | rounded the corner.Too late. I’ d been too late. Two strange men stood over
my sister’ s bodies, dragging them like dismembered mannequins after a holiday sale.

What was once the side of Kana's beautiful face, was now nothing more than a clump
of exposed muscles. Three undead pieces of shit lay sprawled off to the side, knives
through their skulls. The stillness of my body and shadows in the downstairs hallway
helped me avoid detection as the men made their way out the front door. I'd deal with
them later.

Rustling came from the kitchen. Another set of men made their way into the living
room, arms full of food, and my mother’s jarred tealdiots. I’d bet my life on their
assumption of it being some sort of aein its dark coloring. Their shirts were covered
in dark blood, faces ashen, remnants of fear in every step they took. They were
jumpy. On edge as they kept peering over their shoulders toward the back door.Open.
This had been unplanned. Unexpected.

My vision from earlier had changed as quickly as it had arrived. Fate having other
ideas on how my family wouldmeet their end. The undead had entered through the
backdoor, foolishly left open from these assholes own intrusion. Diverting their
plans and ruining my chances of saving my family.

| glanced back at their waistlines—knives again. No guns. My reach would be further
than theirs, but | was outnumbered. I’d have to be both silent and quick. | could be



quiet, but | wasn’t sure | was capable of being quick. | could fight, yes. A damn good
fighter too, but this ... this was new. My family had been cooped up in our home
since the world had ended many moons ago. We went out when we had to, but for the
most part had managed to get by with minimal confrontation.

They stepped over something on the floor. My eyes shot to the ground, following
their movements. On the ground, my father lay in a pool of blood, slumped atop my
mother with part of his neck absent. Her eyes wide, as if she'd seen their final
moment coming. Even tied up, my father’ s last efforts were to protect my mother.

| charged forward and lost myself to blind fury.

My katana swung through the necks of the men, not letting them get close enough to
grab or stab at me. One lost his hand in the process, forcing the others who fled my
parents' room at the commotion to attempt to tackle me, lunging and limbs flailing
wildly.Untrained.

| regained control outside. Rain slicked my hair flat against my skull as | stumbled
over Kana's crumpled body, hand on my other sister’ s—June—stomach, wanting to
cover the bite marks that now exposed her intestines. The smooth porcelain skin no
more.

| removed my hand as | wished Kana peace into the next life, not wanting to drag
June into the unknown. Kana and | had been treading averythin line. The idea of
possessing unknown magic intriguing us, sending us down a rabbit hole to learn
more. Obtain al the knowledge we could, a dance with darkness.Except it wasn't
dark. Not to us. It brought us comfort. Brought us peace.

“Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust; in the sure and certain hope of rebirth,” |
said, using my blade to make a small cut on my palm to drop over Kana's body.



Short on time and unsure if they had more men headed our way, | made my way
inside. Desperate to honor my sister properly, | stepped over the dead to gather the
candles from the living room. There was no accelerant. We hadn’t needed any with
my family all possessing firein their veins.

My sister would not get the burial or cremation she deserved. None of them would.
Placing the candles around her body, | sniffled, pulling a lighter from my pocket and
leaning it close to the sleeve of her shirt.

A soft whimper sounded over the rain. In a meditative state, | walked a few feet
away. Taking my time, ensuring the last few moments of his life were spent in
excruciating pain. Wanting him to know that he' d begged for hislife to no avalil.
“Please ... help. I'm ... I'm sorry,” the last of the band of thieves said, wincing under
the weight of my bare foot now pressed into his ribs. “I didn’t wanna come. They
made?—"

“You should be,” | said.

L etting Wrath guide me, his head rolled.

Change

TOMOE

Pointless.Everything now was pointless. Aimlessly wandering around by myself, no
longer moving with purpose. Desire.

I’d fled my family home over a year ago, running off anger and adrenaline. Set out to
find the group those disgusting excuses for men had come from, with no luck. No
number of prayers, worship, or offerings had given me answers. Maybe the lack of



answerswasanswer enough. The men had moved without training or structure. It was
possible it was just a group of assholes hoping to score that had wanted my sisters for
some nefarious reason and not a larger plan.

That was life now. It was the reason I’ d chosen to stay away from larger groups, had
watched the same situation occur from the shadows, stepping in when | could. Ending
the worthless little lives of walking pieces of shit.

Then war had broken out and the crappy world | found myself living in became
darker. Colder. There wasn’'t much leftfor people to hang onto these days. Humanity
was on the brink of falling.

War ruined what humanity most had left. The moral code we'd al clung to no longer
existed. At least not in any places I’ d wandered through since the war had ended.

Transient Nation was okay. Set up for people like me. People who didn't want to
exist without some sort of common law or rule, but didn't want to settle in the
confines of a city after watching the world crumble the way it had before. New
Mexico was hotter than hell itself, which meant not too many people wanted to travel
through it on foot. The place was barren in both population and landscape, the way |
preferred.

My carelessness caught up to me on a simple food run. Accustomed to the schedules
of the few who'd set up camp in the area, I'd decided to cut between buildings,
wanting to avoid any interactions. Tunnel-visioned on sticking to the shadows, |
hadn’t accounted for what may have once been attached to the walls.

A nail scraped against my side, breaking the skin and caused me to hiss in pain. |
didn’t stop. Didn’t think about the cut again until the swelling started hours later. By
the time I'd realized | needed to search for alcohol to cleanse it, I'd aready
succumbed to the confusion of infection. The layout of the house | was squatting in



no longer made sense as | felt my way toward the street. At the second storefront, my
breathing turned rapid, my body cold and clammy despite the heat of the day.

| didn’t make it to the next store.

| was lucky. A family had found me dying in the streets and decided that they
couldn’t leave me there on the brink of death.
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“Let me out!” I'd screamed, ramming into the bedroom to no avail. It didn’t budge. |
felt myself hyperventilating, taking in my surroundings and finding nothing but a bed
and dressersurrounding me in the piss-colored room that smelled of dust and mold.

The soothing voice of a woman came through the door. “I’m going to open the door
now, but | need you to take a step back and remain calm.” A breath caught in my
throat as | hesitated. “We found you nearly dying on the streets of Santa Fe. I'll
explain everything—just. Please calm down, you’ re scaring the kids.”

Indeed, there were stifled cries in the background.

“We?’ | asked through the door, not missing a beat and doubting a woman and small
children could get by on their own now. Not without a small arsenal.

“Yes. My husband and our kids.”

My vision blurred, and my heart pulsed. Pacing the room, | searched for another exit.
Finding none but the window that was currently barred.No escape. | had no intention
of being in an enclosed space with any man. Not after the men at my house. Not after
the things I’ d seen out on the road.

“Just you,” | whispered, unsure if she could hear my plea. “Please.”

There was shuffling beyond the door before the woman cleared her throat. “ Sure. Just

me.

Taking a deep breath, | focused on grounding myself. Wanting to be clear minded for



whatever came next.

Stepping back from the door, | answered her request. “I’'m away.”

The door creaked open. A man with a gun on the other side of the crack met my stare.
| ran forward, slamming my body into the door once more, chest heaving. Shame fell
upon me at my cowardice. My family would be ashamed of my lack of courage.
They’ d stood proudly and without fear in their own deaths. Yet here |l was ...

“No. No, it's okay. He's not going to hurt you. It's just me coming in.” She pushed
on when | offered no response. “I’m not going to hurt you either.”

The room remained silent aside from the sound of my quick, panicked breaths.

“He only wants to make sure I'm safe. We don't ... we don’'t know you. Anything
about you, but we saved you. There are worse things we could have done. We chose
to save you instead. And now we need to make sure you're safe to let out. At least
while our kids are here.”

| pondered her words for amoment. “Where' s my katana?”’

“You can have it back. After we talk.”

Slowly, | opened the door. A woman walked in, her face harsh and worn with
exhaustion, but her voice was kind. A teacher’s voice.

“I'm Laurel,” she said. “I'd say nice to meet you, but the circumstances we meet
under aren’t exactly pleasant. Are they?”’

Her hand extended toward mine and | stepped back. My backside now pressed
against the barred window.And why exactly do you think they are barred, Tomoe?l
asked myself, letting my mind wander to the worst-case scenario.



“House came that way. Wasn't exactly the nicest neighborhood before all this mess,
but when you're on the road al the time, shelter is shelter. What's your name?’
Observant and direct.Duly noted.

“Tomoe.”

“Well, Tomoe, let mefill you in on what you' ve missed.”

The door had been locked for their own safety. They didn’t know me and had small
kids in the house, but her motherly instinct had prevented her from walking past my
body that day. Not wanting me to be left out there on my own, an easy victim to the
next passerby. She knew what it was like to be awoman in thisworld of ours.

Her eyes had gone sad when she' d noted that yes, all three kids were hers, though the
youngest would resemble little to the other two. They did not share afather, but she'd
hoped to raise him to be a better man than her attacker. She'd offered me a place to
stay. A place to recover from the brutal infection that had taken over my body,
allowing time for the antibiotics to do what they did.

I’d accepted her offer. There was a warmth to Laurel that made me want to stick
around. | was still skittish, never able to be around them all at once. Most notably her
husband. But they were graceful, treating me asif | were one of their own. Laurel and
| grew closer as the weeks went on.

I’d recovered after the first week, but conveniently, either she or | would come up
with another excuse to why | couldn’t leave just yet.A storm is coming, she’'d say.Not
enough food to last on my own, I’d offer the next week, saying | needed more time to
gather materials.Our clothing was stolen,their oldest daughter, Emma, had stated
another week. Too much fighting in the streets this week, we'd said on my last week
there.

Memories ended my stay abruptly. A nightmare, back to the nightmyworld had



ended. Theday I'd lost it all. Pain seared through my shoulder, snapping me back to
reality. Metal chimed against the tiled floors as my katanafell.

A guttural scream rang from my throat. “What? What happened?’

Laurel cradled me, putting pressure on my bleeding wound. They’d shot me. “ Tomoe,
it's me, honey. It's okay. Y ou were dreaming. Come here, honey, you're going to be

okay.”

In the distance, a safety clicked, her husband placing his gun between his waistband
and scooping up their now crying kids.



