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Hunter was alive.

I watched, helpless, as the alien stabbed its hand into Hunter.

But Hunter was fighting back.

The black fluid on her body pulled away from her breasts and crotch, leaving her naked, and concentrating itself on her left hand, where it formed a claw. She pushed this into the alien’s body, and the alien screamed, withdrawing its hand from Hunter, stopping whatever it was trying to do.

It hurled itself over me off the bed, and a moment later I heard the door open.

No. I couldn’t let it get away.

Hunter collapsed beside me, injured.

Don’t let your will be defeated.

I won’t, old man. I bloody well won’t.

I rolled over and fell off the bed, slamming into the floor, the thin carpet doing little to cushion the fall.

I found myself staring at the platform the bed rested on, and for some reason this bothered me.

For some reason, this was wrong.

I pushed myself up, pulling my knees under me and resting on them and my hands, my head hung, feeling so heavy.

Blood fell from the wound in my chest onto the carpet, staining it red.

The room was brighter now, and I turned my head and saw the door lay open.

Right, she ran away. It ran away. It was getting away.

And I had to catch it.

My face hit the carpet with a thud, shaking my brain, waking me up, knocking me back into consciousness.

I was in the same spot, though this time I was turned slightly, and my eyes faced the dresser by the bed.

There was a little black marble there, behind the dresser.

That’s where you went, I thought. You’re supposed to be under the bed.

This bothered me. For some reason I kept thinking, No noise. No noise.

I found myself reaching out for the marble. It seemed so comforting. It called to me.

Then before I could realize what I was doing, I had swallowed it.

A compulsion.

Dust and hair stuck to my tongue and the roof of my mouth, and I spat, trying to clear it.

But the hair stubbornly clung, all that came out being blood.

I got up again, and this time when my face hit the thin carpet, I was facing the door. Closer to it, but still so far away.

Then the sun started setting outside, the room growing dimmer.

And then it was night.

And it was time to sleep.
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“Gage.”

The voice was far away.

“Gage! Wake up. Please. I need you.”

My head throbbed and I felt like if I opened my eyes I was going to vomit.

But I opened them anyway.

Hunter’s face was above me. My eyes locked onto the scar on her left shoulder, the one angled down toward her heart.

My heart, had been broken. Had been destroyed.

I had been deceived. Betrayed. I’d—

“Gage. Do you hear me?”

I tried to sit up, but my body was in agony and I barely got even an inch off the bed—how’d I get back on the bed?—before falling back down.

“I’m alive,” I got out.

Then I just laid there, eyes open, trying to breathe. I stared past Hunter’s face at the ceiling.

It was a pink ceiling. Not a bright pink. A pale one, but still pink.

The room was bright now, though whether lit by sun or artificial light I couldn’t tell and didn’t care to turn my head to look.

“Abigail…” Hunter said, “something’s wrong with her.”

I blinked, focused on Hunter, my mind starting to grind into gear, the fog lifting.

I pushed myself up again, this time scooting up on the bed and bracing myself against the headboard.

Hadn’t I fallen off the bed? Had Hunter lifted me up here all by herself?

I looked around the room.

It was empty, the door shut and locked, but the curtains over the closed windows pulled open, letting in bright sunlight.

Then I looked in the other direction, at Hunter.

She was naked now, those black tendrils having moved from her body to her left hand, forming a claw.

She saw me looking at this, and held it up between us. “It is a gift from you, I think.” She met my eyes. “From killing all those hellspawns.”

I noticed her wings were gone. She must’ve sucked them back into herself, used them to heal.

An image of scissors stabbing into an eye socket flashed in my mind.

But the eyes I was looking at were unblemished. Crystal clear, if slightly inhuman. “Your eyes…”

She lifted a hand and touched one of these. “Another gift from you. I felt it in my brain, I know you’re not supposed to be able to, but I did. And thanks to your power, I was able to heal even from that.”

There’s always something you can’t heal from, I heard in my mind. The voice of my enemy. But not my adversary, for I defeated him, trapped him.

No, this was the voice of the woman I thought I loved. The woman who I thought loved me.

The woman who wasn’t a woman at all. She wasn’t even human.

“Abigail,” I said, scanning the room for her.

“She’s in the bathroom. She’s…” Hunter shook her head. “I don’t know what Emma or whatever that thing was did to her, but it was… It’s changed her.”

“She’s alive?” I asked.

Hunter nodded slightly. “I don’t know how she resisted her. She doesn’t have powers like you or I.” Her eyes flicked down to my chest, and I looked down myself, and in so doing realized I wasn’t wearing anything.

There was a scar where the alien stab me. Already?

I touched it, touched that spot that had held the stone and was now empty—no, not empty—then frowned and looked up at her. “What happened? Did you—”

She shook her head. “I found you like this. I sense there’s something changed about you now. It scares me. I was worried it wasn’t going to be you anymore when you woke up.” She looked at her left hand, her fingers ending in sharp black glistening points. “That’s why I kept this at the ready. Just in case I had to…”

I reached out and touched her, cupped her cheek. “It’s me.”

She placed her right hand over mine on her cheek and nodded. “We need to do something about Abigail. She’s…”

“She’s what?”

“I don’t know if it was seeing her friend change or something more sinister. I can feel something about her, but I don’t know what it is. Whatever it is, it’s changed her.”

“Changed her in what way?”

“I think she’s gone crazy.”

“But her neck. All that blood. How?”

“I don’t know. That thing tried to cut into her skull, as though there was something she wanted. It didn’t seem like she was just trying to kill her.

“I stopped her, and that’s when she—it, when it tried to… I don’t know. Convert me? Control me? Replace me. Yes, that’s what it felt like.”

I was still in a lot of pain, but my mind was clearing.

Something else was happening too. I felt… strange. Felt a darkness, a rage, not descending upon me, but trying to rise out from me. “Trying to get into her brain?” I asked.

Hunter nodded.

I remembered an unexpected spot on an x-ray in a makeshift hospital, and wondered just what exactly it had been.

Wondered if that doctor had had any response from any of her colleagues.

But right now I had to make sure that girl who had gotten the x-ray was still alive.

And so I got up off the bed.

Hunter didn’t try to stop me, just climbed off with me, putting her hands out in case I needed her support.

I did, but not in that way.

“Abigail?” I asked, knocking on the bathroom door.

“Abigail Abigail Abigail,” came the reply.

“is everything all right in there?”

“Die die die.”

I glanced at Hunter.

“See? I don’t know what happened to her.”

I tried the door handle. It wasn’t locked.

I carefully pushed the door open, preparing myself to duck out of the way in case she came charging out with a pair of scissors.

Scissors. I should’ve checked where they were.

I glanced to the hotel-room door. It was locked, the U-shaped loop swung over the bolt.

That thing, that alien, was out there. But it was probably long gone by now. I wanted to chase after it. To find it. To make it pay.

But first I had to take care of Abigail.

I pushed open the door.

Abigail was sitting in front of the tub, knees to her chest, naked and bloody.

She was rocking back and forth, her mouth around one of her knees, teeth digging into flesh.

I couldn’t tell if the blood there was fresh from her bitting, or old from the wound in her neck.

I also couldn’t tell the state of the wound in her neck. It wasn’t gushing blood, but I could see the ragged skin there where the scissors had pierced.

I approached her slowly. “Abigail?”

She kept rocking, kept biting into her knee.

I crouched down as I got close, bringing myself to her level, holding out my hand palm up. “Abigail, can you give me your hand? Can you do that for me?”

Her eyes flicked up to mine, then back down to the floor.

She didn’t stop rocking, didn’t unlatch her teeth from her knee, and I saw now that the blood was fresh, saw she was biting through the thin skin there.

I got closer, turned my hand and placed it gently on her shoulder.

She didn’t jerk back, didn’t react at all.

I brushed her red hair—which was now dark with blood—from her pale face, then tried to pull her knee away from her mouth.

But she wouldn’t let go.

I had to put my fingers in her mouth, risking her biting them off, and pry her jaw open, unlatch her teeth from her own flesh.

I finally got her mouth open and her head pushed away from her knees.

But when I tried to unwrap her arms from her knees and push them down, she chomped at me.

Then she laughed, and then started crying. “Emma. She’s gone. Emma’s dead Emma’s dead. Emma’s killing dead. Dead killing all dead. We all die dead. We all—”

“Shh. It’s okay.”

I wrapped my arms around her, her knees between us, and she started crying harder, babbling incoherently.

I let her cry for a while, though not too long, and then reached over her and turned on the tub.

When the water was warm I slipped my hands under her knees and back and lifted her over the rim and gently lowered her into the tub.

“Is she gone?” I asked Hunter, hoping she would have a sense for it. Because I didn’t.

Or not exactly.

When I tried to reach out as I had before, I got—

It was hard to describe. Static? A force? Something fighting back against me.

“I can’t tell. I don’t think so. But then, I also feel something. But that thing is gone. It’s like it somehow left a trace, a residue.”

“Hand me that,” I said, gesturing at a wash cloth.

Hunter looked down at Abigail as she handed it to me. “She’s different.”

“Obviously.”

“It’s… bothering me.”

I looked up at her. “Do you feel she’s dangerous?”

“To who? Us? No. Someone else? Almost certainly.” She shrugged.

Using the cloth I washed the blood—there was so much of it—off of Abigail’s skin so I could get a better idea of her state.

If only you had a nurse.

I pushed the unwelcome thought away.

I wasn’t sure if I should have Hunter go get Abigail’s mother. It probably wasn’t a good idea to let her see her daughter like this.

Then I realized I didn’t even know if Abigail’s parents were still alive.

Had that thing gone and killed them after it had tried to kill us?

Don’t think you can know the enemy. Never assume motivation. Never ascribe your own motives to something foreign.

Great, old man. Thanks for that helpful information.

He was right though. I didn’t know what the alien wanted. Didn’t know if she had meant to kill us and failed, or if this was part of her plan.

I was paranoid now about playing into someone else’s hand. I’d done it two times too many already.

The wound in Abigail’s neck was bad.

Very, very bad. I could see things I shouldn’t be able to see inside her neck.

I wasn’t sure why she wasn’t bleeding from it. By all appearances, she should have been.

But she wasn’t.

And she was still alive, too.

I was grateful for this, but also confused. 

I looked down at the wound in my chest. The scar.

Then I looked at Hunter, her perfectly clear eyes.

But this was different.

Yes, Hunter could heal from apparently anything—There’s always something you can’t heal from—and I could heal as well, though not as well as Hunter.

But Abigail hadn’t healed. The wound was still there, just not bleeding.

I didn’t know what that meant.

I finished cleaning Abigail, scrubbing the blood off her skin and out of her hair, then got her out of the tub and wrapped her in a towel.

She had been silent this whole time, staring blankly, never looking at me, but now as I wrapped the towel around her she started crying again and fell into me, pressing her head into my chest, her cheek against my scar.

I wrapped my arms around her and held her until the tears stopped.

“Dead. Killed dead all dead killed all all killed dead. We all die dead die dead dies day. No death likes dead but days dark do death depart.”

Hunter and I exchanged a look.

We didn’t need a psychic bond to know what the other was thinking.

I got dressed in my dirty clothes, and got Abigail dressed in clean ones from her suitcase.

Hunter refused, and instead caused the black from her hand to spread out over her body, covering her crotch and nipples.

“Looks like I don’t need to make a superhero suit after all. You gave me one that’s part of me.”

I looked down at my hands expecting to see black. But they were just my hands again. Normal.

My stomach lurched. I held up my hand, made a fist.

Nothing happened.

No blade came out.

The same for my left: no shield appeared.

“She took it,” Hunter said.

I looked at her. “Right. Of course. Is that what she’d wanted all along? Is that why she pretended?”

“She wanted something. She’s the reason we stopped here. For some reason she didn’t want us to go back to the factory first.”

With Abigail and I dressed, and Hunter at least partially covered, we went outside looking around for… anything.

There was nothing.

We walked Abigail to her parents’ room and knocked on the door.

It was shut and locked, which was a good sign.

I hoped.

I had my fist ready as the door opened, and it was only when I saw Abigail’s father’s tired face that I remembered that I was no longer the sword or the shield.

He rubbed his eyes and squinted at us. “What’s—” Then he saw his daughter. “Abby,” he said, worried, sleep fleeing from him. Words poured out of him in one long stream. “Oh my God what happened are you okay?”

“Die death die,” she sang. “We all die days times death dark depths don’t dry deficits.”

He looked at me and then Hunter and then back to me. “Is this some kind of joke? Is she—”

I shook my head. “It’s no joke. Something happened to her.”

“What? Oh my God what happened to her? You’re supposed to protect her.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“Where’s Emma?” he asked, looking around.

I shook my head. I didn’t know what to say, but luckily I was saved from having to answer as Abigail’s mother came to the door.

She gasped when she saw her daughter and reached out for her.

Abigail hissed at her then laughed when her mom withdrew.

“Abby…”

Abigail started crying again, collapsing to the ground, tearing at her clothes, biting into her arm now instead of her knee.

“Oh Abigail stop,” her mother said, going to her, wrapping her arms around her tightly and holding her there.

“Stay here with them,” I said quietly to Hunter. “If anything—”

Hunter nodded, silencing me. “I know. Hurry back.”

We didn’t have a connection like we did before, but we did still have one.

It was just different now.

Darker.

Deathly days die, I thought nonsensically in Abigail’s voice.
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I left Hunter and Abigail with her parents and went outside, scanning the area for signs of life.

Or death.

My heart stopped when I looked over the railing and saw something by Abigail’s parents’ SUV.

I ran down taking steps three at time and jumping the last few.

Don’t be fooled, Gage. Never allow yourself to be controlled. Act, don’t react.

I halted, fifteen feet away from the body.

Emma’s body.

She lay naked, face down on the asphalt, her hair over her face, obscuring it from me.

She was no longer that strange alien thing, but once more Emma.

Or something that looked like Emma. Something that looked like that nurse that it turned out I had probably last seen when she went to take a shower all the way back in the prison infirmary.

And now here it was, lying on the ground.

Trying to trick me again?

But why? It already had the stone.

Be the sword and shield.

It had already taken my power.

Not all of it, a voice said. And it wasn’t quite unfamiliar. It wasn’t the old man, it wasn’t any of the other voices that lately had taken up residence in my brain.

It was something deeper. Something darker. Something deadly and dangerous, something deceptive, something—

I shook my head, snapping myself out of it.

Deadly danger deepens.

I put my hands to my head. “Shut up!”

Don’t let yourself be controlled, Gage. Action, not reaction.

I pushed this voice away too, then took a breath.

Yes. I was in control. Not anyone else. Not anything else. Just me.

I stared at the Emma-thing, fists clenched.

But of course I had no weapon now.

I didn’t even have my ninja suit anymore.

I was just an ordinary man.

That’s not entirely true, Gage.

I shook my head, trying to rid it of that voice. That unfamiliar yet dark voice.

I took a step forward. Was I being drawn into a trap?

I had swallowed the stone, the marble that I had created by trapping my adversary, the eyeless guard, within my shield.

I hadn’t meant to—or maybe I had meant to, but not consciously.

Had that been what had saved me? Was that why I was still alive with a huge scar on my chest from where the alien cut me open?

Or I was deceiving myself that this was something of my doing. That the stone I’d swallowed was like the one Gabriel, my cellmate, had given me.

That one had given me the ability to heal, and create a shadow shield and blade.

Perhaps this one did nothing. Perhaps I was deluding myself into believing it did.

Did I have any other weapons? Any guns, knives?

No, I didn’t think I did. And I couldn’t stand here all day debating.

So I decided, and walked forward, toward the body of the once-nurse.

I stood there next to it for one second, two seconds. I expected it to jump at me, to lash out.

But nothing happened.

Though this close now, I could see its back rising and falling with breath.

Still alive.

Using my foot I pushed it over onto its back, and was disturbed by the stirring I felt at seeing that bare flesh.

Flesh that I’d had against mine, flesh that I’d once held. Flesh that I’d pressed my lips and tongue to.

Flesh that wasn’t flesh at all.

No flesh and blood here, just the deceiver.

It looked like Emma, looked like that nurse. But it wasn’t.

What it was, was naked, and so I saw it didn’t have the stone.

But then again maybe it swallowed it like I had.

There was no glowing in its chest, but perhaps there wouldn’t be.

Perhaps I was being deceived and this was not even what this alien looked like, merely a delusion, a hologram.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and jumped, fist clenched ready to stab my blade into whatever it was.

But then I realized two things simultaneously: I had no blade, and whoever it was, was Hunter.

She wasn’t disturbed by the reaction, wasn’t even looking at me, but down at the body. “Is that…”

“I don’t know. She fooled us before. I don’t know why she would do all that and then lay here. But she said she killed Emma.”

Although that was like the two statues guarding two paths, one leading to doom, one to salvation.

And of the statues, one always lies, one always tells the truth, but you don’t know which is which.

But that was a simple logic puzzle. This wasn’t so simple.

“Abigail,” I said, realizing Hunter had left her and her parents. “I told you to stay with them.”

“You needed me more.” She bent down, reaching out her hand for the body.

I grabbed her arm. “Don’t.”

“Let me touch her.”

“Are you sure?” All my certainty had deserted me, left me doubtful.

She nodded and I relaxed my grip, her arm slipping out of it.

Then she placed her hand between Emma’s breasts, on her sternum, her reddish skin a contrast to Emma’s.

Ironic, I thought. Hunter was the one who looked inhuman, but it was really Emma who was.

“I don’t feel you.”

“What?” I asked, not sure if she was talking to me.

“I mean I don’t feel your power in her. The stone she took from you. The one she cut out of your chest. I don’t feel it.”

“That doesn’t mean she doesn’t have it.”

Hunter stood up. “Maybe not. But if she does have it she’s hiding it well.” She looked at me. “What are we going to do with her?”
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What we did, what I did, was some belts from Abigail’s bag, which she had three of. They were overpackers indeed.

I used one to secure Emma’s wrists, puncturing a new hole in the belt so she would be tied tightly, and then put her in the back of the SUV, sliding the cargo cover over her before shutting the hatch. She was still unconscious, or pretending to be.

It was maybe a risk to bring her with us, but it seemed like more of a risk to leave her.

Maybe I could have Doctor Emily cut into her to see if she had the stone. See what she really was made of.

The deception runs deep, a voice declared.

I snarled and ignored it, then got in the driver’s seat, waiting for Hunter to get back with Abigail and her parents.

We were leaving this place. We weren’t resting here. We were getting back to the base with Mark, the doctor, the other people.

You’re bringing a ticking bomb into their midst. You’re going to get them killed just like you got the nurse killed.

“Shut up old ma—” I began, but then stopped, because that wasn’t the voice that I’d heard for years upon years growing up, the voice that had drilled into my brain all the skills I needed to survive this hard world.

No, this was something different, this was something deeper than a memory.

I turned on the radio to silence this new squatter, scanned through the channels.

But they were all dead.
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Abigail’s parents were so distraught over their daughter they didn’t even ask where Emma was, didn’t see her naked, unconscious, form in the back.

What they did do was continually pester me about what had happened to their daughter.

I tried to tune out their annoying, whiny voices. I had my own problems to concentrate on.

Like the insistent voice in my head telling me to drive us off the road.

I didn’t feel compelled to listen, but it was still wearing on me, especially after everything that had happened.

The roads were as deserted as they’d been since the day the alien charading as Emma and I broke out of the prison after the invasion began, and I wondered how many of us were left, how many humans.

You’re not human anymore.

I gritted my teeth, my fists tightening on the steering wheel. I quickly released them so my blade didn’t—

But I didn’t have my blade.

I looked down at my hands, no longer shrouded in that black that was unaffected by sunlight.

I looked over at Hunter in the passenger seat. 

Abigail’s parents were in the back with her. Abigail had been quiet for the most part, though she still occasionally would have an outburst.

Each time she did it made my head throb, like someone was in there, trying to break out.

Without turning to look at me, Hunter said, “You should watch the road, not me.”

I did. I’d been trying to feel that connection I’d felt with her before.

It was still there, but different. Distorted.

We drove in silence for what seemed like forever.

Then, when we were maybe twenty minutes away from the factory, our luck ran out.
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The creature, the machine, came from nowhere I could see, falling out of the sky and landing several hundred yards in front of us and then charging toward our vehicle.

Its landing had been loud enough to draw the attention of Abigail’s parents in the back, and I heard one of them scream.

My mind was too focused on the terminator up ahead to decide which one it was.

“We can’t fight,” Hunter said from the passenger seat.

No we couldn’t. Maybe Hunter could, but I sensed she was a warrior without a weapon: me.

And what was I now? What powers did I have?

I had been thinking about this on the drive, trying any number of things: flexing my hands, my arms—even my mind.

Nothing had come of it.

I didn’t seem to have any powers.

The mechanical monster charging toward us ran on six appendages.

It was coming straight for us, and I jerked the wheel to one side, testing its reaction time.

It was quick. It matched us seemingly the moment I committed to the motion.

Shit. What were we gonna do? How were we going to get out of this? I couldn’t just fight them anymore.

Action Gage, not reaction.

“Shut up,” I grunted. The thoughts kept circling, the memories would not go away. And the more I didn’t want to think about them, the more I thought about them.

Too bad I’d never learned a technique to push that kind of intrusive thought away. I’d learned how to deal with so many other kinds of torture and interrogation, but never torture at my own memories.

Fuck it. It was time to think for myself.

I looked to either side of me: empty fields with sparse trees farther from the road, like much of rural Ohio.

I jerked the wheel to the other side, and the mechanical monster followed instantly.

Thinking of what had happened the one time I’d run our truck into one of the creatures, how it had dissolved part of the bumper, I didn’t want to risk colliding with this one.

Where was a hellspawn or beast when you needed one?

“Everyone hold on and buckle up.” I probably should have said that before I swerved the truck.

I didn’t wait for them to respond, didn’t make sure they got buckled up, instead swerving the SUV off the road and into the field just as the terminator leapt for us.

“Hunter, see if this thing has—” I began, but she was already searching for the four-wheel-drive activation.

The creature changed direction after us into the field.

We were slower now that we were offroad, and I didn’t think we could outrun it, especially not in this field.

“Where are we going?” Hunter asked.

“Away from that thing.”

We were going in the opposite direction from the factory now, but I wasn’t going to bring this thing back there.

I’d already done enough damage to the people I cared about.

“We can try to fight it,” Hunter said, holding on—rather lightly I thought—to one of the oh-shit handles as the SUV bounced and rolled over the uneven ground, plowing down bits of hay, probably pissing off any underground creatures below us.

“Fight with what?”

“You have something. You have… not exactly a weapon, but something you can use. I can feel it.”

“Can you feel how to use it? That would be real helpful right now.”

I saw her shake her head from the corner of my eye, and I turned us through a pair of trees, glancing in the rearview mirror to see how close our pursuer was.

Close, but not as close as I would’ve expected.

It seemed hindered by the soft soil.

I wondered how heavy it was.

Heavier than our truck maybe. We were on wheels, thick things that could float over the soil, but its six legs were thin and would sink in rather than float.

Whatever the reason, it wasn’t coming after us as fast, and I thought that we might be able to get away from it if we drove long enough.

I glanced down at the gas gauge. A quarter of a tank. That should last us plenty of time.

I hoped.

“I can feel its different, though,” Hunter said.

“What’s different?” I asked.

“Your power. The power from the stone before and the power you have now… there’s a similarity, but also a diametric difference. One’s alien and one’s… not.” She held up her left hand. The black fluidic armor spiderwebbing over her body flowed away, leaving her red skin bare, and up onto her hand, where it coalesced and formed a claw.

She turned it over slowly, examining it.

It was black and glistened wetly.

Then she let the fluid flow down her hand, onto her arm and back over her body again, covering what little it did once more.

“Can you use that thing on them?” I asked her.

“I don’t know. I could try, but…”

Right. But if she failed, we were all dead.

I glanced in the backseat.

Abigail’s parents were huddled together, hugging their daughter to them while at the same time bracing themselves as we bounced, heads down and eyes closed, clutching for dear life.

That was fine. At least they weren’t asking me questions anymore.

What wasn’t fine was that the terminator was still behind us.

Of course it was, like the Energizer Bunny, like the Terminator itself from the movies. It didn’t stop coming.

“Oh no,” Hunter said.

“Now what?”

“I feel something nearby. It’s coming for us. It’s… it’s being drawn to us.”
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And then there were two.

Two aliens coming after us. The demon, and the machine.

I turned the SUV away from the hellspawn running toward us, so now we had one approaching on either side, closing in.

Maybe they’d go for each other instead of us. It had happened before. Was it too much to ask for it to happen again?

But they both seemed fixated on our vehicle.

We went over a particularly bad bump in the soil and the vehicle bounced wildly making all kinds of bad noise in the chassis. This was immediately followed by scream from behind me.

I glanced in back, Abigail and her parents were still huddled together.

The scream came again, and I remembered. That thing was in the back.

It had woken up, or dropped its pretenses of being asleep.

“What’s going on!” it shouted.

It sounded convincing. But of course it had been convincing the whole time. There were chinks in the armor, little clues that maybe someone paying close attention would’ve noticed. But I hadn’t been. And even if I had, I hadn’t known her before that, so would have had nothing to go by, nothing to judge her behavior against.

Maybe Abigail had thought her friend and roommate was acting weird, but since we had just been invaded by aliens, acting a little weird was perfectly normal under the circumstances.

Now I knew what she was, though.

What I didn’t know was why she was doing what she was doing. Why was she pretending to be human again?

Never let your enemy control you, Gage.

I don’t have much choice old man.

“What?” Hunter asked.

I glanced over at her. Had I said that out loud? Instead of answering, I said, “Got any ideas?”

She looked out her window at the approaching hellspawn, then out mine at the terminator.

“It’d be great if they fought each other.”

I nodded. “That’s what I was thinking.”

The problem was, I didn’t know how to make them fight each other.

We were rapidly approaching another road. Soon we’d have to take the chase to asphalt again, or circle back into the field.

I had a feeling doing that would get us caught, because while the terminator seemed to be losing ground, the hellspawn was gaining it.

It looked big, but not giant. Not too much larger than a normal human: six-and-a-half, seven-feet at most. It had no wings, but its limbs were thick with what looked like muscle. Like the rest of its kind, it had random bony growths and tumor-looking things covering its body as well.

I saw that the area around its eyes had a higher percentage of these, clustered around the sockets, forming almost a kind of bony cage, and I was reminded of an old comic I had read as a kid, one where Superman had fought Doomsday.

This creature didn’t look exactly like that. For one its skin was reddish with streaks of blue rather than a solid gray, and its bony growths weren’t so cool-looking, but more random, more diseased.

But there was a mild resemblance.

Hopefully it wasn’t as strong as Doomsday was.

We jolted hard onto the road, causing the rear hatch to spring open.

The thing pretending to be Emma cried out as it was bounced into the air and thrown out of the SUV.
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“Shit!” I cried out.

Now Abigail’s parents were screaming and Abigail was shouting, “Die die die! We all die die dead. Death die die!” with an almost manic glee.

Let them have her, I thought.

Never give your enemy a weapon, never give them anything to use against death. You never die what will be useful to them in the depths of battle, in the fog of war, so it’s best not to give death anything, unless you know for certain it will damage them.

Yeah old man, but this wasn’t a normal war, these weren’t normal enemies.

And maybe what I’d given them was a nuclear bomb launched onto their shores.

But what if that bomb didn’t go off?

What if they recovered it, and sent it back. What if they used it against me?

I skidded the SUV to a stop on the road before I could think about what I was doing, slammed it into park and got out, Abigail’s parents crying and shouting at me to go, asking what the hell I was doing, saying we needed to get out of here.

They didn’t seem to have noticed the fact that what appeared to be their daughter’s friend had just flown out the back of the SUV

I ignored them and ran toward where I saw the pale body of the impostor.

The terminator was still far enough away that I wasn’t pissing my pants, but the hellspawn was gaining ground rapidly. I didn’t know if I’d be able to outrun it, didn’t know if I could get to the body and back before it reached us.

But I had to try.

I reached her with the hellspawn maybe twenty seconds away, the terminator at least double that. She was struggling against the belt binding her, and when she saw me she stopped and stared. “It’s… you. Where— where am I? What’s happening? Why am I tied up?”

“Drop the act. I’m not falling for it again.”

“Act? What—”

I’d grabbed her by her bound wrists, hoisting her up and dragging her toward the SUV.

“Ow!” she cried out as the gravel abraded her bare skin. “You’re hurting me!”

I picked her up and slung her over my shoulder, not because I cared about her mock pain, simply because it was faster that way, and I was running out of time.

Having her against my body—even if it was through the clothes I was wearing—made me want to throw up.

Instead when we reached the SUV I threw her in the open back and she cried out in pain as her face slammed into the seat.

Could I still hurt her without the stone?

“What’s going on?” she asked in confusion, blood starting to trickle out of her nose. “Where are my clo—”

I slammed the back hatch on her question.

I yanked on it to make sure it would stay shut, then checked where the hellspawn was.

And nearly had a heart attack. It was standing a few feet away, staring at me.

It didn’t move.

I ran to the open driver’s door and got in. Hunter was staring at the hellspawn.

“What’s going on?” I asked, and realized that it was the same question Emma had asked. The alien had asked.

“I don’t know,” Hunter replied.

I wasn’t going to sit around and find out. I slammed the truck into gear and took off, the hellspawn breaking out of its trance and taking off after us.

Great. Why couldn’t it just fight the terminator?

A few seconds later the terminator reached the road we were on, and suddenly sped up greatly.

We were fucked.

But then a funny thing happened. The hellspawn leapt at the terminator just as it passed it, knocking it to the ground where they went skidding across the asphalt.

“Hallelujah.”

And with that, I floored it, leaving the two warring aliens behind.

The rest of the ride was calm, though it wasn’t exactly quiet, with Emma screaming from the backseat occasionally, wanting to know what was going on, what we were going to do with her.

Strangely, Abigail’s parents didn’t comment on this, didn’t even seem to notice.

I think they were in shock, and all they could focus on was their daughter. That gruesome hole in her neck.

By the time we reached the beginning of the maze leading to the factory, Emma’s voice had gone hoarse, and she was just crying.

She was good. She even made me feel guilty a few times.

But she had screwed herself. She had messed up. Because she had admitted she had killed the nurse, Emma, the one I never really got to know.

I shuddered again at the fact that I’d fallen in love with an alien.

I comforted myself by telling myself she had deceived me, or played with my hormones, or hell, maybe my brain.

Though the idea of her getting inside my head wasn’t any more comforting, any less unnerving.

It was more, actually.

“Wait here,” I ordered everyone as I pulled to a stop in front of the factory.

I got out, running to the doors of the factory and pulling them open, hoping like hell this place hadn’t been attacked while we were gone.

I didn’t know why it would be, there wasn’t a radio tower, but I didn’t exactly have the best of luck.

Luckily I saw people just starting their day, gathering breakfast from several of the ubiquitous plastic folding tables.

Everything looked normal, or as normal as it could look in the apocalypse.

I ran back outside and opened the back door, Emma’s weak sobbing floating out to greet me. “Get your daughter inside,” I told Abigail’s parents. “There’s a doctor. Her name is Emily.”

I didn’t have to tell them twice.

They hurried out, carrying their daughter between them and took her inside.

“What are we gonna do about her?” Hunter asked, turned around in the passenger seat to face me.

I looked at the black covering under which lay the bound and naked alien. “I have no idea.”
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Hunter and I stood at the back of the SUV, the hatch pulled open, staring down at the girl with the bloody nose.

Just like the first time I’d met her.

“It’s cold out. We should put some clothes on her,” Hunter suggested.

“It,” I corrected. “And you’re one to talk.”

“I’ve never walked around naked. First I wore bra and underwear, which is like walking around in a swimsuit. And now I have this.” She gestured at the black liquid tendrils covering her body. “Besides, I don’t get cold. Not anymore.”

“Please,” it begged. “I don’t understand why you’re doing this to me. I was just trying to help you. I was only doing my job. Please let me go!” Tears streamed out of her swollen eyes, mixing with blood as they rolled down her cheeks, over her lips.

I shook my head at her, unnerved by how convincing she was.

She must’ve took this as a rejection, which it was in a way. “Please. I’ll let you do whatever you want to me. Anything at all, just let me go.”

“The only thing I want to do is to kill you.”

The tears turned to sobs at this.

She looked pathetic and defenseless, bloodied, dirty, and naked, wrists and ankles bound.

I shook my head in disgust. “Whatever. Put some clothes on her. It’ll help me not feel so sorry for her.”

Hunter nodded and wordlessly went around to the backseat and opened the door to get some clothes.

“Damn,” she said neutrally.

“What?”

“They didn’t bring their suitcases.”

I walked around and looked in the vehicle. It was empty.

Well damn. Maybe I really was bad luck. Didn’t seem to be able to hold on to anything around me.

“I’ll wait here with her. You go inside and grab her something.”

Hunter looked up at me. “You’re not going to do anything to her, are you?”

“Jesus! No. What—”

“You know that’s not what I mean.”

I did, but I also didn’t. Because there was some dark droning in my mind, a whisper telling me to do awful things to her.

“No. I won’t do anything. I want to. I want to stab a pair of scissors into her throat.” I shrugged. The whisper told me to do more than that. Much more. “But luckily I don’t have a pair to do that with. So you have nothing to worry about.”

Deceiver deceiver deceiver.

She didn’t smile, just continued staring at me.

It started to get uncomfortable, and I began to tell her to go in again, but then she said, “It might not be safe to stay here.”

“What do you mean?”

“If we’re drawing things to us, we don’t want to draw them to everyone else.” She gestured at the factory.

With that wonderful nugget to chew on, she left me and went inside to get some clothes for the alien girl.

No, not alien girl. Just alien.

I walked around to the back of the SUV and looked at her. It.

It wasn’t looking at me, but trying to curl up into a ball, its back pressed into the backs of the seats, as far away from me as it could get. Its eyes were puffy and red, blood running down its chin to its chest. Its knees and legs were scraped from where I’d dragged it, and there were also other scrapes on it from when it had fallen out of the SUV.

I had to turn away.

I couldn’t help the empathy I started to feel for it.

Why couldn’t I have been a psychopath? That would’ve been so much easier.

And not just dealing with this.

If I had been a psychopath I never would’ve been in prison. Never would’ve—

It didn’t matter now. I couldn’t change who I was. I could only try to stay alive or die.

And I didn’t want to die.
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Hunter came out with clothes, and I unfortunately had to help her put them on the alien, as to do so we had to untie her.

“Why couldn’t you get a dress?”

“I didn’t think to.”

I grunted and undid the belt from Emma’s—the alien’s—ankles.

“If you move I’ll kill you,” I told her.

She swallowed and nodded her head slowly.

Her ankles free, Hunter slid on a pair of sweatpants as the alien lay there limply, then followed it up with a pair of socks.

Once these were on her I bound her ankles together again, resisting the urge to pull the legs of her sweatpants up and the socks down so the belt dug into the flesh of her ankles.

I wanted to make her suffer, like she had made me suffer.

But I didn’t think I was capable of hurting her in that way. Not in the way she’d hurt me. Not in the way she’d broken my—

I roughly rolled her over and undid her wrists, then yanked them above her head.

She cried out in pain and I slapped her in the face. “Shut up. Stop your tricks.”

“Tricks?” she asked pathetically, her voice high and weak. “I don’t under—”

I slapped her again, hard this time, drawing blood from her lip. “Don’t talk at all. Do you understand me?”

She nodded again, tears falling from her eyes.

Goddammit. I hated her for making me feel bad.

Hunter was watching indifferently.

When I let go of the alien, Hunter slid a sweatshirt over her head, pulling her arms through the sleeves—arms which hung limply, all fight having gone out of her as she laid there, lip and nose bloodied, tears flowing from her eyes.

An unwanted memory vividly filled my mind.

I had been a little boy, tears from another girl’s eyes, my first and only bloody nose. The girl that had given it to me.

And I had hit her back.

“You don’t hit girls, Gage.”

“But she hit me!”

“Was she trying to kill you?”

“No!”

“Then you don’t hit her back.”

“But that’s not fair,” I’d protested, my chubby little face twisted up in indignation as I glared at the old man.

“Life isn’t fair Gage. That’s a lesson you need to learn. One among so many others.”

So many others which he would go on to teach me.

I couldn’t look at Emma as I bound her wrists again, had to do it by feel. Because if I did look at her, I’d give in. I’d believe her.

Maybe get us all killed. Or worse.

Because she still didn’t have everything she wanted, did she? She only had my stone, but that hadn’t been all she was after.

I thought back again to a little mark on an x-ray.

And I thought back again to a strange coincidence. Or what I thought had been a coincidence.

My cellmate, Gabriel, had given me the stone, said I needed to become the sword and shield. The defender and the destroyer.

And then Abigail’s grandfather: Gabriel.

The same name.

Just a coincidence. Right?

But why hadn’t he seemed all that surprised when we showed up with a demon girl, when the two of us were able to defeat the aliens?

So maybe there was one more thing this alien charading around as the nurse named Emma wanted. One more thing she needed.

And maybe it was inside Abigail’s head.
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“What are we going to do?” Hunter asked.

“I want to go check on Abigail and make sure she’s okay. See what Doctor Emily has to say about her.”

“And her?” She gestured at the alien.

“It can stay out here.”

I pulled the hatch down to shut it and the alien started panicking, begging me not to.

“Shut up or I’ll gag you.” With that I slammed the door on her.

“What if it’s not?” Hunter asked.

“What if what’s not what?” I said, walking toward the glass doors of the factory.

“What if she’s not whatever she was anymore?”

I stopped and looked at her. “First she tries—succeeds in taking the stone from my chest. Then she goes after Abigail for some reason. You said it looked like she was purposely going for her brain. Well, when we did x-rays on her, on Abigail, the doctor saw something that she couldn’t identify.”

“You didn’t… mention this to me.”

I shook my head. “But before the alien can do what it came to do, you wake up and stop her. She tries to fight you off, to ‘convert’ you, but you fight back, injure her, so she runs away. And then she what? Falls down and somehow disappears? Abandons the host?”

Hunter shrugged vaguely. “Maybe.”

I shook my head again, started walking toward the doors. “I don’t buy it. She said she killed Emma. She would have had no reason to lie at that point. She’s playing us still. To get what she wants.”

It, I reminded myself. Not she. It.

“Then why would she let herself be tied—”

Then there was a sound. It was faint, but something about it set me on high alert.

I saw that Hunter had heard it too.

“Do you think—” I began.

“I think it is,” she agreed, reading my mind.

“Fuck.” I looked at the SUV, then back to the factory doors.

I couldn’t just leave them here unaware of what was happening.

They had lookouts, but what if they didn’t see? Or what if they did, but it was already too late.

Even if they spotted them with enough time, I couldn’t leave them on their own. They had no way to fight against them.

But if the aliens were after me, maybe I could lead them away.

First I needed to warn the others.

“Come on,” I urged Hunter unnecessarily, and we sprinted for the doors.
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I first checked the room with the x-ray machine, but it was empty. People stared at Hunter and me as we ran past them, though I think mostly Hunter and her almost total lack of clothing.

You should see her with wings, I thought. And a claw. That would draw their attention even more.

We ran upstairs to the infirmary they had and found Doctor Emily Rathon, Abigail, and her parents there.

The grandparents were nowhere in sight.

They all looked up at us, everyone except for Abigail, as we came storming in.

“I wasn’t expecting you—” Emily began, but I cut her off. “They’re coming.”

“What?” Abigail’s father asked, but Emily was already moving.

She went to a button that had been screwed onto the wall and pressed it.

The regular lights dimmed and red flashing ones turned on.

There was no siren however.

A silent alarm.

I wondered again what this place had been, and how they’d gotten it ready so quickly.

“I need to get Mark. You stay here,” Emily said as she left the room.

“Like hell,” I said, grabbing Abigail by the arm and pulling her off the bed she was on. The doctor had cleaned the wound on her neck, but it looked like it really needed stitches.

“Let’s go,” I said to Abigail’s parents. “Where’s Gabriel? Did you see him?”

Abigail’s father—for some reason I couldn’t remember his name right now, Jason, Jack?—shook his head uncomprehendingly.

“Goddammit, did you see Abigail’s grandfather?”

“No,” Abigail’s mother said. “We haven’t seen them.”

I pulled Abigail out of the room, hoping I wouldn’t have to carry her.

She came along easily enough, though started babbling nonsense again. “Die death dead doesn’t die devil.” 

Don’t deceive dervish dwindling, doesn’t deserve dragon.

Shut up! I thought. What the hell was wrong with me?

I almost went stumbling down the stairs in my distracted state, but caught myself on the handrail and made it down to the bottom without falling.

Emily was gone, and so I headed toward our room, the one we’d spent the night in.

But in the room I only found Abigail’s grandparents’ bags, not the people themselves.

Mark, I thought. He of the pirate radio show.

I led us to the room we had found him in when we’d asked to borrow a ride before setting out to find Abigail’s parents—and to find my adversary, the eyeless guard.

He was there, and so was Emily. She had already told him what was going on.

All around us people were getting ready, the lights having signaled that something was coming, even if they didn’t know what yet.

Mark gave Hunter an odd glance, then turned to me. “You saw them?”

I shook my head. “Heard them.”

“You’re sure they’re coming here?”

I thought back to the terminator and hellspawn in the field, coming out of nowhere. Thought back to my adversary and his puppets, and before that to the beasts finding us even as we hid in Abigail’s grandparents’ basement.

I didn’t know how they were doing it, but somehow they were able to find us. To find me.

“I’m sure.”
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“Shit,” Mark said, looking through a pair of binoculars.

We were on the roof now to get a better look at the surrounding area.

It was him, me, Hunter, Emily, and several people who I was pretty sure two things of: one, they’d been the ones in the room with him when we’d gone looking to borrow a ride yesterday, and two, they were military of some sort.

Mark lowered the binoculars from his eyes. “Definitely coming for us.”

“Not us,” I said. “Me.” I headed for the stairs.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“Drawing them away from here.”

“Are you crazy? They’ll catch you.”

I didn’t respond. I ran down the stairs from the roof and into the building.

Hunter was behind me. I thought of telling her she should stay here, but I knew she wouldn’t listen.

The factory was in chaos as we ran through it, and I hoped they would be okay, hoped I would be able to lead the aliens away.

Hoped they wouldn’t kill us.

I wasn’t sure what I was going to do after leading them away, but that was a problem for later.

We burst through the front doors and hopped into Abigail’s parents’ SUV, then took off through the mazelike entrance.

Now I just had to hope the aliens realized we were gone. Hoped they followed us.

If not…

I couldn’t think of that right now.

I concentrated on getting us through the maze and out onto one of the main roads.

I took the turn onto the highway faster than I should have and we nearly spun out.

“They’re coming,” Hunter said, looking out her window.

I bent down to check. Yes they were. Terminators off in the distance, coming right for us.

Good. That was good.

The only problem was, I didn’t know what to do now.

Don’t die.

Yeah I got that much. Didn’t seem to have much chance of outrunning them. If they could track me wherever I was, eventually they would always catch up.

But we couldn’t fight them either.

At least I couldn’t.

I glanced over at Hunter, at her hands which had black tendrils over them, and at least one of which could become a weapon.

“Do you think you can fight them? On your own?”

“I don’t know. I can try, if it comes to that.” Her eyes met mine. “I’ll do whatever I can to protect you.”

I smiled. “I’m the one supposed to be doing the protecting.”

Then I remembered Emma. “Hey, see if that thing’s in the back.”

Hunter unbuckled her seatbelt and climbed over the seats into the back. It was a big SUV with two rows, so it took a few seconds.

I had wanted to get Emma x-rayed, see what was inside of her. Of it.

Too late for that now.

“Is she back there—” I began, then had to swerve as a hellspawn darted into the road in front of me.

I managed to swerve around it, but another one came out from the woods and right into our path.

We slammed into it and it was like hitting a steel post. Our momentum flipped us into the air over it and we crashed onto the roof.
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I got major déjà vu as I came to. First her parents’ monster truck, now their SUV.

“Hunter?” I called out. I could barely hear my own voice over the roar of… something.

We were upside down on the roof, the windows shattered.

The engine somehow was miraculously still running, I realized, as I also realized that my foot was pressed down into the gas pedal.

I released it and the roar that I’d heard ceased, the engine dying, leaving me in a deafening silence.

I unbuckled my seatbelt and fell to the roof, then pushed myself upright, my back grinding on shattered glass as I looked into the back of the SUV.

The rear hatch had popped open again, but I didn’t see Hunter or Emma.

I started to crawl out the broken driver-side window then nearly screamed when I saw the hellspawn standing in front of me.

I pushed myself back inside, but the hellspawn didn’t make a move toward me.

Had it not seen me? But no, they could sense me.

“Hunter?” I whispered. No reply. “Emma?” I tried. 

Nothing.

I looked out the passenger window, didn’t see any hellish feet there, and so made my way over and crawled out.

The terminators were still coming, perhaps a mile away now. I felt a hand on my shoulder and spun, blade at the ready.

Except I had no blade, just my fist.

It was Hunter. She had some minor abrasions, but otherwise looked fine. This despite the fact that she was naked, the black substance having once again deserted her body to form a claw on her left hand. A claw which she put to her lips in a hushing gesture, then leaned down and whispered in my ear. “They’re around us.”

I nodded. “I saw,” I whispered back. “Emma?”

She shook her head. “I was just about to remove the cover to check when we crashed.”

There were more hellspawns now, and they stood in the road in front of us, between us and the approaching terminators.

“They’re acting strange,” Hunter said. “I feel they’re waiting for the terminators. But I don’t know why they don’t attack us.”

“They ignored us before. Maybe we can hide and let them fight each other.”

Don’t dally, Gage. Derision, not revision. Destruction, not construction. Deception, not reception.

“Stop!” I growled, the word so harsh it hurt the back of my throat.

In my mind I kept seeing the old man, except it wasn’t the old man. It was—

“You okay?”

Hunter’s voice.

I realized my eyes had been closed. I opened them.

The terminators were less than a quarter mile away now. They’d stopped moving so quickly. They were still moving fast, but more carefully.

I stared at Hunter. “What?”

“I felt something from you. Just now. Like you were reaching out.”

I shook my head. “I’m fine.” I looked down at her naked body and suddenly all I wanted was to take her. I didn’t care about the aliens that were coming for us, all I cared about was having her, grabbing her by the neck and forcing her to the ground as I forced myself inside— 

I shook my head, pressing the palms of my hands to my eyes until it hurt, until my vision went starry from the pressure.

What was wrong with me?

“Gage?”

I opened my eyes again—when had I closed them?—and saw Hunter looking at me inquisitively.

“What?” I asked.

“What are you doing?”

“What do you mean? I’m waiting for the aliens to get here.”

She gestured down slightly with her head.

I looked and saw that my hand was between her legs.

I yanked it away. “Sorry I—”

“What’s going on?” she asked. She didn’t sound disturbed, just curious.

“For some—” I began, then my eyes widened in horror as I looked up and saw the thing leaping for her.
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A terminator the size of a man, but which looked more like a dinosaur, landed on top of Hunter and slammed one of its pointed metal claws right through her chest.

She screamed out, and I screamed out, and charged the thing.

I slammed into it, and it was like hitting a brick wall.

I felt something crack and hoped it wasn’t me, but feared it was.

It swung its tail into me and I was hurled backward, landing hard on the asphalt.

The creature hissed and my vision started to distort.

It looked like the hellspawns were watching us, but they made no move to attack the terminator.

A little help right now would be great, I thought.

To my surprise, the nearest hellspawn leapt into action, going for the terminator and pulling it off of Hunter, a gout of her blood spraying up into the air as it did.

It hurled the thing down the road into the other approaching terminators.

There were about eleven of the machines and they all stopped until the one that was thrown got up.

Its leg was damaged from where the hellspawn had grabbed it, and it had trouble standing correctly.

Once the quickest, it now fell to the back of the pack as they came for us.

I looked up at the hellspawn and it stared back at me.

It didn’t attack, just stared.

Like they had done after I’d severed the connection with their leader, with my adversary, the eyeless guard.

“You’ve connected?” a voice said, and I saw Hunter sitting up, blood pouring from her mouth.

I rushed over to her. “Jesus. Can you heal from this?”

She shook her head. “Maybe. I still have some of your power. But it’s running out now that the stone’s gone. It hurts a lot more than it normally does. I certainly don’t want to get hit again. I think that would end me. At least without your power.”

“Shit. We—”

She shook her head, reading my mind. “You’re connected. I felt it. Try to connect again. Use them to fight the terminators with. They’re almost here.”

I turned and saw she was right. There was no time to think. I looked at the nearest hellspawn—there were only three of them—and I wished there were more. A wish I never thought I’d have.

“Attack?” I ordered.

It did nothing.

“Get inside its head,” Hunter said.

I focused on it, tried to—

My consciousness shifts, zooms away, and suddenly I’m much taller.

I don’t have time to ponder this, instead charging at the machines, intercepting them, and this time it isn’t like hitting a brick wall, but like something very much movable.

I grab one and slam its face into the asphalt, creating a crater though not doing any damage to the machine.

I hold onto it and swing it at its compatriots, using it as a weapon. I connect and am rewarded with sprays of whitish gaseous fluid as I inflict real damage on them.

Then I look at the other hellspawns. They stand there, unmoving.

What are you waiting for? I think.

Suddenly I’m the one standing on the sidelines, watching the hellspawn fight the terminators.

What the hell is going on?

I look down at my myself. I’m in one of the previously inactive hellspawns.

I look up, see the other hellspawn is severely injured now, nine-and-a-half on one.

I charge in, colliding with four of them and—

And suddenly I shift again, once more on the sidelines, watching the two other hellspawns fighting.

Wishing for more, I run this last one into battle.

As we fight, they keep trying to go for the humans, but I won’t let them.

We won’t let them.

Nothing else matters but keeping them safe.

The three of us keep the ten at bay, the eleventh now mostly destroyed in the first of our number’s hand, though he still uses its lifeless body to ward the others back.

The others are damaged as well, but so are we.

We fight as the two almost-humans lie motionless behind us.

A morph—that’s what they call themselves, I realize—that looks not at all anthropomorphic, but instead like some contraption formed of hellish razor wire, raises itself up, unfolding and then collapsing down on the first of our number, severing him at the waist.

His legs fall to the ground spurting green fluid, and my other remaining brethren leaps on the legs, the blood going into it, powering it up.

But the machine has gotten some too, namely the top half.

I charge this hellish thing, this ball of death, and slam into it, sending it tumbling.

It collapses in on itself, forming a tight ball as it skids down the road, trying to stop itself.

Another morph lunges for me, this one shaped much like a human, with two arms, two legs, and a head.

This last is what I grab for and wrench as hard as I can.

The head comes off, but that doesn’t stop the morph from slamming its fist into my sternum and sending me flying backward.

I suddenly realize I’ve forgotten I have wings. I flap them to get up into the air to escape.

The other will stay behind, a sacrificial lamb, to allow me to get away.

But not just me.

I spot the two almost-humans and dive for them, picking them up in my arms, one of them leaking blood that is very much like my own in everything but color.

Then I fly back up into the air, the morphs protesting loudly at my escape.

But the rules don’t matter. I have to save these humans, these strange brethren.

So I ignore the protests and fly away.

I feel a tug, something from somewhere else, from another mind that I am somehow connected to.

A feeling that I shouldn’t leave this place, not yet.

A feeling that there is something here that I still need. Something I’m forgetting.

But it’s hard to focus, and I’m already moving away, soaring through the air, so I continue on, back toward the nearest cluster of my brethren, back toward the territory we’ve secured.

Back toward our base.
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I land among the others and—

I came back to myself with a gasp, feeling lightheaded and dizzy. I was in the arms of a hellspawn.

I was in the arms of myself.

My mind was still confused at what happened.

I had been one of them, although not entirely.

And something else confusing, there was no humanity left in it.

Weren’t these things supposed to be converted humans?

That’s not what I felt at all. What I felt was alien, and even now fading.

What I felt was the connection.

Not exactly something alive, but something active. A signal.

Die die die.

I closed my eyes and rubbed my face, took a moment to try to clear my mind.

When I opened them again I saw Hunter was still in the creature’s other arm.

I took her from it and lowered her to the ground. She had passed out at some point.

So had I. Or my body had.

Around us were many hellspawns, all standing still, appearing to watch us.

For some reason I felt safe here, but also in grave danger.

But the danger didn’t seem to be from without, but from within.

As though instead of these creatures descending upon us, something would explode from me.

The wound the terminator—that wasn’t what they were called, but their true name was gone from my mind, though it had been there—had made in Hunter’s chest had stopped bleeding, but hadn’t healed, not completely. Hardly even partially.

But she was still alive, still breathing.

“Hunter?”

Her eyes fluttered open, then closed again, before opening and focusing on me. “You controlled them. Good job.”

“How about as a reward you don’t die on me?”

She gave me a thumbs-up with her clawed hand, nodding her head slightly, then let her hand fall to the ground.

The black there oozed up her arm over her shoulder and to the wound on her chest, where it pulled it closed.

The flesh melded together smoothly, and when the black spread back out again, over her breasts and crotch, she was healed.

But the tendrils seemed diminished now, as though some of it had been used up to heal her.

“That was pretty amazing,” I said.

“Don’t be so full of yourself,” she quipped, her voice hoarse, but a slight smile playing at her lips, “it’s not becoming.”

“I mean the healing you just did.”

“Help me up.”

I wanted her to rest, but knew there was no point in telling this girl she couldn’t do something, so I did.

She leaned against me and I wrapped my arm around her. Her body felt good against mine.

After a second to steady herself, she said, “But it was pretty amazing. Both of them—what I did, but more what you did. I felt you enter me, enter all of us. You penetrated our barrier.”

“That’s…”

“It’s good. I think if you tried, you could even control me.” She looked up and met my eyes.

I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

She put her hand on my chest, which was covered now with the black sweatshirt that I ‘borrowed’ from the factory. “This,” she said. “It’s coming from here.”

“I swallowed the… marble. The eyeless guard I trapped in my shield and shrunk down.”

Had that been Emma’s idea? The alien’s idea?

“I know.”

“You do?”

She nodded, then looked around at the hellspawn surrounding us. “We have a weapon again, against them. I don’t think it’s quite as good. Certainly not as good for me. Before I passed out, one of those hellspawns absorbed the power of the other, but I didn’t feel anything from it.”

“Neither did I,” I agreed.

“We have to go back there. See if Emma is still there. We can’t leave her.”

“She’s an alien. Let them have her.”

“We don’t know that. She certainly doesn’t seem like one.”

“She i—”

“But,” she interrupted, “if she is, she has the stone. We can’t let them have it.”

Dammit. She was right. And I did want to get Emma back. Wanted to wrap my hand around her throat, rip her clothes off, stab my sword into her chest and cut her open from sternum to—

I let out a roar, not just a growl this time, tasting blood from the back of my throat.

“Gage, stop.”

I opened my eyes and found myself on top of Hunter.

We were on the ground, my pants were around my ankles as I pressed my erection into Hunter, trying to penetrate her. But the black was covering her, keeping me out.

I pulled away, horrified. “I’m sorry. I—”

“Don’t apologize.” She sat up. “It’s not your fault. I can feel it. It’s trying to take over you. Don’t let it. Hold on to your humanity. You’re stronger than it.”

“You sure about that?” I asked, feeling the insistence grow. What had started out as something I’d hardly noticed, was now something I apparently needed to actively repress.

If I let my guard down for a second, it would… Well it would do what it had just done. Make me do what I’d just done.

“I have to believe that,” Hunter said.

I pulled my pants up, stuffing myself into them disgustedly. “It’s a good thing you’ve got that protection.”

She trailed a finger over a tendril running down her ribcage. “This protection is you. You protected me.”

“Great. I protected you from myself.”

She shook her head sternly. “No. You protected me from the thing inside of you. The thing that tried to control you. The thing that you defeated, and which you will defeat again.” She held out her hand. “Help me up, and let’s go find our aliens.”
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We took forty-three with us, all the ones that could fly.

I had to hop into each of their heads to get them moving, but then they seemed to move autonomously.

I told them to go into the sky and they obeyed, carrying Hunter and me.

Then I had to hop through all of them and get them moving forward.

It was strange, and slow, but I didn’t want to be outnumbered again. We did need to find Emma, or the alien pretending to be Emma.

We flew through the skies, high in the air, and from up here I could see just how empty the world really was now.

I saw no traces of humans anywhere. No traces of hardly anything. The roads were for the most part devoid of cars or debris or anything else.

Including the one that we had crashed on.

“What the—” I began, then quickly hopped through all of my hellspawns to get us to land.

The SUV was gone.

Disintegrated.

Yes, disintegrated right into them, into the terminators.

I thought back to hitting that terminator so long ago with Abigail’s truck, that first night leaving the gas station after leaving Emma’s apartment.

The bumper that looked like it had been eaten away by rust, or acid.

Or alien.

“There’s nothing,” Hunter said.

There were no trace of Emma or the other aliens we fought.

Could we have landed in the wrong place?

But no, here was the damaged asphalt where a hellspawn—where I—had slammed a terminator’s head into.

“Wait here a minute. I’m going to see if I can see anything from up there.”

“I can fly too.”

I shook my head. “You’re too weak. Too injured. Shake me if something happens.”

“Not sure shaking you would do any good, but okay. I’ll do what you want me to.”

I placed my hand on her shoulder reassuringly. I wanted to do so much more, but didn’t trust myself.

Didn’t trust whatever was inside me.

Then I jumped from my own mind and into a hellspawn’s.

I beat my powerful wings, lifting my immense body up into the air.

I see the two almost-humans—that’s me, that’s Hunter—standing together, and I am swaying like the other brethren had. I wonder what would happen if I died, if this hellspawn died. Probably nothing, I would go back to my body.

But what would happen if my body died?

Don’t be daft deadly, doesn’t it destroy—

Heartbeat, I think nonsensically. Keepalive.

Tracked.

Then he recedes, my own almost-humanness melting away as I fly higher, looking for any signs of Emma, or the mechanical aliens.

This is bad. There are only three things I can think of that happened.

One: She escaped back at the factory which branches off into two more possibilities: Either she is Emma, and everything will be fine, or she is the alien, and everything will be awful.

Two: if she was in the back when we left, then again it diverges into two, deuce, dos—

If she is Emma, the morphs converted her, and she’s gone with them, gone for good.

But no, we can change them. We can free them.

If she isn’t…

What would they do with one of their own?

Return her.

Or not exactly one of their own, but another alien?

But not a morph.

Would they fight?

I don’t see any signs of that, no gouged asphalt except for where the initial fight happened.

But that doesn’t mean anything. And there wouldn’t be any debris, they absorb each other, just like we had once done, when we had the stone. When we were the sword and shield.

Now we are… What?

We aren’t as powerless as we thought. We can control things that have power, but we myself have none. As demonstrated when we—when master—tried to knock that terminator over and ended up injuring myself.

We land back down among our brethren, among the almost-humans, and we hop back to myself.

I fell to the ground, dizzy and on the verge of vomiting.

Hunter put her hand on my shoulder, just as I had done to her, but she wasn’t afraid to do more.

Despite her injuries, she wrapped her arms around me, helped me up, then hugged me, keeping me up until my strength returned.

“Thanks,” I said finally.

“I’d do anything for you.”

Does she die for you? Disdain her until she does, disfigure and disgrace—

I pulled away and changed the subject. “I didn’t see anything.”

Hunter looked at me for long enough to make me uncomfortable. “You don’t have to hide from me.” Before I could respond, she went on. “I don’t sense anything either. But that doesn’t mean anything. I don’t know that I could ever sense her before. I certainly didn’t before she revealed herself.”

“Don’t feel bad. I missed it too.”

“What should we do now?”

I wished I knew. We needed to get back to the factory, make sure they were okay.

That’s what we needed to do.

But we probably shouldn’t arrive with what amounted to more than a platoon of hellspawns.

They might start shooting at us. While that likely wouldn’t harm any of us—any of the hellspawns—it still was a waste of ammo, and not to mention very unsafe.

Once bullets started flying, humans had the unfortunate tendency to get injured by those supersonic hunks of metal, even if these aliens didn’t.

So I brought four with us and had the others fly back to their base, hoping they would make it and they wouldn’t just keep flying on into eternity.

I still wasn’t sure exactly how to control these things.

Oh, it was easy enough when I was the one in the driver’s seat.

It was another matter when they were only following my orders.

But all I could do was hope they knew what they were doing.

So we, the six of us, flew, Hunter and me being held by one of them.

Which felt strange. Like when your hand goes numb and you touch your face with it and you can’t with your hand feel yourself touching your face, but you know you are.

Like that, but creepier.

Not having to drive through the maze made getting back to the factory much quicker.

I saw that the roof was empty so decided to land there, as that would be the place where we would draw the least attention.

Then the gunfire started.
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“Shit!” I shout, and it comes out deep and distorted, not human at all.

I surround us with my body, then hop to the nearest hellspawn and locate where the gunfire is coming from.

Someone is in one of the trees surrounding the factory.

I fly over to him and to his credit he doesn’t stop firing.

But bullets can’t harm me.

I grab the gun from him. “It’s okay,” I say, but doubt it’s intelligible to him.

He just stares at me, an awestruck horror on his face.

Oh well. I fly and land on the roof, putting myself in his line of sight in case he has yet another weapon. I spread my wings for good measure to get some additional protection, then hop back to the hellspawn shielding us.

I have him stand up, then went back into my own mind.

I felt woozy, but not sick. I was getting better.

“Get inside,” I urged Hunter. “Tell them we’re here. Tell them not to shoot at us.”

“I think that’s something you better do. I’m not exactly confidence-inspiring.”

I stared at the girl with red skin and horns, black tendrils barely covering her body. “Goddammit.” I grabbed her by the arm and ran to the stairway door.

But when I yanked it wouldn’t open.

“Son of a—” I pushed Hunter to the ground then hopped through the four hellspawns, having three of them gather around us.

The final one I stayed in and kicked down the door.

I put a bit too much effort into it and it flew off its hinges and went flying into the stairwell.

My mind flashed back to a petite nurse kicking in a door to a warden’s office, a screw hitting my cheek.

I didn’t like the rosy cast that memory had, the nice feelings it dredged up in me.

I hopped back to myself, and we descended the stairs into the factory.
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Mark, Emily, and the military people who’d been with Mark on the roof before we led the attacking aliens away were once again back on the roof, staring at the four hellspawns that had carried Hunter and me here. Also in attendance was the man, really a boy, who had been in the tree.

It was strange I hadn’t noticed how young he was—maybe fifteen—when I was controlling the alien. But he looked just like a human to me. A human man.

Fifteen was no child, but still I should’ve recognized that he wasn’t exactly an adult either.

“I’ll be a son of a bitch,” Mark said, staring up at the creatures. “You can control them?” he asked, not looking at me.

“Yes.”

He did glance at Emily, who glanced at a few of the other people.

“What about your hands?” she asked.

“What about them?”

“Well… they aren’t black anymore. We assume that was—”

“We?” I asked.

“Might as well come clean,” Mark said. “He has.”

“Come clean about what?” I asked. I looked around at the other people, but all their attention was focused on the hellspawns. They too wore looks of awestruck horror.

Emily glanced at Hunter, then back to me. “We’re not exactly civilians.”

“You’re not a doctor?”

“Oh no, I’m a doctor. Just not private doctor. I work for the military.”

My stomach lurched. I knew the others were, but it was a shock to hear she was as well.

My relationship with the armed forces wasn’t the best. Part of that was my fault.

Most wasn’t.

“We’ve been trying to plan how to get out of here,” Mark said. “Without getting converted by those things.” He gestured at the hellspawns standing docile around us.

“I thought you were a pirate radio DJ. You’re in the military?” My world was crumbling around me. How could I have not noticed?

“No, not me. I’m just an ordinary guy. I do have some fans there. I wasn’t lying when I said they rescued me. I just might’ve left out the part about them being what you might call black ops.”

My stomach did another little lurch. This was getting worse and worse.

This was getting too close to home.

“So you’re trying to get somewhere? Mind if I ask where?”

“Oh, you can ask.”

“But you won’t tell.”

Mark looked over at Emily. “What do you think? Should we tell him?”

She gestured at the hellspawns. “Like you said, he came clean.” She looked at me. “It‘s in Colorado.”

For some reason I didn’t feel anxiety at this, just a sense of inevitability. As though I’d expected as much. “You want to me to help you get there.”

“Help us all get there,” Emily said. “I can’t say it will be safe, but it’s better than here. I’ve been communicating with them, I told them about…” She hesitated, not seeming to want to go on, but then pushed through, “about my suspicions.”

“Suspicions?”

She nodded. “That you were something special. There’s been lots of theories about what’s going on, but one seems to stand out above the others. If for no other reason than the fact that it’s unlike the others. This one was kept a secret. Tried to have been kept a secret. We found out, but it’s no conspiracy theory spread on internet message boards.”

“What kind of secret? What are you talking about?”

“This is from the intel we’ve gathered, and that I’ve been brought in on. There may be weapons against the aliens. Right here on Earth. This might not be the first time they’ve come here. At least that’s the legend. If you’d asked me a week-and-a-half ago what I thought about any of this, well I wouldn’t even pay attention to you. But now it’s… Well, it’s the best we have to go on. And there was something different about you. Your hands.” She gestured at the hellspawns again. “And while your hands look normal now, I suspect there’s still something different about you”

I grunted noncommittally.

“What do you say, partner?” Mark asked. “Want to help us get the hell out of Dodge?”
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The parking lot was full of activity as people loaded up vehicles. Hunter and I stood apart, watching.

Outsiders.

I saw Abigail, strapped to a gurney, being loaded into an RV.

What the hell had that alien done to her?

Her neck had been stitched up, and Emily had said she would be fine, physically. But mentally, she couldn’t say what was wrong with her.

I wanted to go to her, but her parents and grandparents were with her, and I didn’t want to get between them.

Abigail’s grandfather, Gabriel, looked at me. Right at me, despite the two hundred or so feet between us, before climbing onto the RV.

Around us, surrounding the perimeter, were all the hellspawns.

I’d gone back alone, bringing the four with me, just in case there was some maximum distance past which my power over them would fail and they’d revert back to their people-consuming ways.

Unfortunately when I got to the hellspawn base, the ones I’d told to go back hadn’t been there.

Fortunately there had been plenty left, at least another seventy.

The only problem was they couldn’t fly.

But they could run fast, so I had flown back and told Mark and the rest what was happening, and they’d started getting everyone ready, getting vehicles out, getting people and supplies loaded up and ready to leave.

Then I’d flown back, and started the long march.

And now, two hours later, the hellspawns with us, we were almost ready to leave, the factory having been nearly stripped.

“How are you feeling?” Hunter asked.

“I should be asking you that. You’re the one who got stabbed. All that happened to me was, like an idiot, I tried to tackle one of the terminators.”

“You know that’s not what I mean.”

“Yeah. Okay. Hopping between them seems to help. Seems to do something anyway.”

“You can win this.” She put her hand on my shoulder.

The contact sent warmth through me. But it also caused the darkness to creep out, try to spread through my body.

“I know you’re strong. I know you can fight this. I know you can win.”

“Thanks,” I said, wanting to pull away, but resisting. Trying to force the darkness back down into whatever depths it had crept out of.

I didn’t let myself look at her, didn’t let my eyes wander over her barely covered body. Didn’t—

My hand was on her neck, not quite closed around it, not quite choking, but nearly.

She looked up at me, implacably unperturbed. “See? You are strong.”

I shook my head and let my hand fall. “Don’t tempt me like that.”
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I surveyed the caravan and wondered what we were getting ourselves into.

We moved out, a line of at least thirty vehicles trailed by twice that many hellspawns.

I hadn’t realized how many people there’d been here. Hadn’t realized there’d been so many kids.

Maybe enough to start over.

Not all vehicles were full, but some were buses and RVs that had been loaded with quite a few people.

I rode in the passenger seat of a Jeep with Emily at the wheel and Hunter in the backseat.

Behind her in the cargo area was a supply of guns and ammunition.

We were right behind the small RV that had Abigail and her parents and grandparents in it.

Not a few minutes after we left, the caravan came to a stop and I heard people yelling.

What now?

I got out, against Emily’s protests, and went to see what was going on.

I didn’t have a weapon anymore, but I did have my mind. I did have my demons.

I took two hellspawns with me, and then stopped.

Why was I bothering going myself? I could just send one of them up there.

So I returned to the Jeep and sent the hellspawn to look, hoping no one freaked out.

What I saw enraged me.

There was Emma—the alien charading as Emma—naked and bruised, looking pathetic—a bit too pathetic—with her hands still bound as people tried to help her, tried to give her things to cover up with.

I tried to talk, then realized I was still a hellspawn, and it didn’t come out clearly.

Emma heard me though and looked my way. She screamed when she saw me.

She was a good actor. She almost had me convinced.

I withdrew from the hellspawn, leaving it where it was, and got out of the Jeep again.

“Where are you going?” Emily asked.

“Stay here.”

Hunter said nothing, only watched me go.

When I got there, people had already brought her into one of the RVs and had given her water.

Her hands were untied, the belt they’d been bound with lying at her feet.

Someone had covered her with a blanket and I saw that in addition to the scrapes and bruises her eyes were red and swollen, tears still flowing down them.

I picked up the belt then grabbed her by the arm, causing her to drop the bottle of water and yanked her to her feet, dragging her out of the RV.

“You’re hurting me!” she protested as the blanket fell from her.

I didn’t care. She may have been using Emma’s body, but she wasn’t a human.

I felt a strong urge to wrap the belt around her neck.

Surprisingly no one tried to stop me, just stared as I dragged the alien back to the Jeep.

I opened the rear door and threw Emma in the back where she landed partly in Hunter’s lap.

I climbed in after her and grabbed her wrists, pushing her body forward harshly and pulling her hands behind her back, then wrapping the belt around them as tight as it would go. I grabbed her by the hair and pulled her to a sitting position, pushing her into the seat and seatbelting her in.

She wasn’t going to fly out this time.

“Why are you doing this to me?” she asked, crying again. She looked to Emily in the driver’s seat. “Why are you letting him? I don’t understand what’s going on.”

I couldn’t look at her. I would give in if I did.

She looked utterly pathetic.

A small crowd had gathered around the Jeep to watch us, but no one said anything, no one interfered.

I got in the passenger seat, buckled up, then stared at them. “Let’s go.”

They looked at each other, but still none said a word.

That’s when I saw Mark coming over.

He pushed through the crowd and came up to my door, glancing in the back at Emma before looking at me. “Was going on Gage?”

“She’s not what you think,” I told him.

He glanced back at her again.

I could still hear her crying.

“Still, it looks pretty bad to the others,” he said. “You should at least cover her up.”

I gritted my teeth. That would be treating her like she was a human. Which she wasn’t. But if it got us out of here…

“Fine. Get her something to cover up with.”

He nodded, and went.

A minute later he came back with a stack of clothes as well as a blanket. Not the one that had fallen to the ground, but a fresh one.

I took them and handed them back to Hunter.

“Now let’s get out of here,” I told Mark.

He glanced back at Emma one more time. “You’d know better,” he motioned vaguely at the hellspawns, “which is why I’m trusting your judgment. But, are you sure?”

Was I sure? I didn’t know anymore. But I wasn’t going to risk it.

If I was wrong about this, the worst that would happen is some girl would be slightly traumatized from being treated like a prisoner.

But if I was right, and let her go, well there was no telling what the worst case scenario would be. All of us dead maybe.

I nodded. “I’m sure.”
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We kept to a slower pace so the hellspawn could keep up with us.

With the caravan this large we couldn’t go that fast anyway, at least not if we wanted to stick close together.

While the roads were mostly empty, they weren’t completely empty, and occasionally we’d come across a car in the road or some other bit of detritus that the aliens had missed and that we had to swerve around, which would be harder if we were going fast.

So we plodded along, heading toward Colorado.

We’d barely made it out of Ohio when we met our first complication.

We had stopped once more, but this time there was just silence.

I got out and went to the head of the caravan.

Where a shocking sight awaited me.

In the road were fifty or sixty naked bodies.

Corpses.

I stared at them in bewilderment. The only thing that made sense was that they had been aliens and something had killed them.

And then left them here in the middle of the road.

But how? Other than me, no human could hurt them.

I would’ve thought it were an ambush, were it not for the fact that there was nothing around us, nowhere for aliens to be hiding.

And besides, the aliens had never been subtle before.

Except for Emma.

Mark, as well as a few of the other military men and women from the roof were here, though none looked quite as bewildered as I felt.

Mark stood beside me, while several of the others whispered to each other.

“This doesn’t make sense,” I said.

“It somewhat does. If you believe the stories.”

“What stories?”

Mark glanced at me, then shook his head. “Another time.”

What wasn’t he telling me?

Kill him and find out. Act Gage, don’t react. Kill them all. Then you’ll be—

I squeezed my eyes shut, pressed my palms to them, trying to push out the intrusive thoughts.

They were getting worse.

It was all because of Emma. I should go back there, grab her by the neck, pull her out of the truck and throw her on the ground, push her legs open—

“Stop!” I growled.

“You okay?” Mark asked.

I shook my head, not in answer, just to try to get control. “I’ll be fine. Let’s get these bodies moved.”

“You don’t think it’s a trap?” He asked this like he already knew the answer.

“Trap or no trap, we need to get the bodies moved to get past them. Can’t risk damaging the vehicles. And besides, we don’t want to run over all these people.”

Run them over. Destroy them. Watch their blood and guts spill. Drink in their essence. D—

I helped clear the bodies, as it helped keep my mind clear to focus on some menial task.

They were all ages and shapes and sizes. From kids to old people.

Luckily there were no incredibly young kids. The youngest was maybe seven or eight.

Though that was bad enough.

About halfway through, my mind started to wander, to wonder what had done this.

Had it been other aliens?

That didn’t make sense though.

When they fought, they absorbed each other.

I’d never come across anything like this. The closest was after I fought my adversary and had killed all his minions.

We’d had to clear them from the road, put them on the side of it.

But this was a place I’d never been. This wasn’t from me.

So who was it from?

A memory came to me, when I was a boy, the old man teaching me how to shoot.

Except the old man was large and strange looking, and the sky was not right. The moon duplicated, stretched out in a line of five.

And my hands were not my hands. And yet they were, somehow. They still had five fingers, or four and a thumb if you wanted to be specific.

And that thumb morphed from a thumb to a claw, thumb to claw.

The gun in my hand went from a rifle, to something else.

The old man spoke, but not in a language I could understand.

Not in any human language.

Except I could understand it, even if the sounds were alien to me.

He was telling me to be careful, to not get myself rated, whatever that meant.

I raised the ‘rifle’ to my ‘shoulder’ and took aim.

What I was aiming at was a single long cage, in which an animal, or something like one, was dashing back and forth.

It looked like a rabbit, but it also looked like a human.

I couldn’t work out how that was possible, but I didn’t seem to care.

I took aim, following its motion, then leading it, then firing.

The creature ran right into my blast, which wasn’t a bullet, but a ball of something that moved quickly, but not as quickly as a bullet would.

The two collided, and obliterated each other.

A ‘hand’ fell on my ‘shoulder’. “Good job Gage. But don’t be so cocky.”

My memory must’ve skipped. Telling me not to be cocky came later, not now, not when I was first learning to shoot.

And then I was in a ditch, and she was on top of me, her face crazed, her bare breasts drawing my adolescent attention, despite the danger.

She ground into me, and I felt myself harden.

Then she punched me in the face, and everything went black.

Never let yourself be distracted Gage.

But I’d been a teenage boy, and had had a naked teenage girl on top of me. It was impossible not to be distracted.

Then I was in a bed, but not a bed, and it was black, and there were six moons now, and there was another girl on top of me, except she wasn’t a girl, she wasn’t human.

But she was a girl to me, we fit together, and I looked at her body, those parts that drew my attention, those parts whose names I didn’t know.

And this time she didn’t punch me, she didn’t trick me. Instead we did what we’d been programmed to do, fulfilled that drive stronger than any other.

And then—

“Hey.”

I was looking down the road.

It was cleared of bodies now.

I looked toward the voice.

It was Mark. “Come on. Might not be a trap, that doesn’t mean we should stand about navel-gazing.”

I looked around and saw that I was the only one out here, standing in the middle of the road, staring down it at nothing.

“We’re waiting on you,” Mark informed me.

I nodded. “Right. Sorry.”

I walked back to the Jeep, head down, looking at the asphalt, wondering what the hell had just happened.

I had been clearing the road, letting my mind wander. It had gone back to the memory of when I’d first learned to shoot. But then something else happened. Another memory, merging with it, displacing it.

Overwriting it.

What was happening to me?

I put a hand to my chest. I could feel the scar through the fabric.

I felt something else, too. Though not with my hand.

Emily stared at me as I got in the Jeep.

“What’s wrong?” she asked

I looked at her, then looked in the back at Hunter and Emma, who was now wearing a pair of pants and had a blanket draped over her shoulders.

She still wasn’t wearing a top, which meant Hunter hadn’t wanted to untie her.

That was good. Hunter was smart.

The caravan started moving, and instead of answering I gestured at the vehicles. “Don’t want to get left behind.”

And then I had to focus on getting all the hellspawn to follow us, and so I didn’t see as we passed the bodies we’d cleared from the road.
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We drove on empty highways, through Indiana and Illinois and into Missouri.

We didn’t see a soul.

It was starting to feel like these hellspawns were an unnecessary precaution.

Or maybe just their presence had warded off any of the other aliens.

That didn’t seem likely.

We stopped at a Costco in Missouri, the parking lot completely empty.

There were also no shopping carts outside.

The sliding doors leading inside were locked, which was a good sign.

We used a crowbar to break the lock and pry them open.

Unautomatic doors, I thought, and was reminded of Walmart and a girl that I had stabbed, that I’d knocked off our truck, off Abigail’s parents’ monster truck.

How I’d almost left that girl there.

I wondered what would’ve happened had I done that. How different my life would’ve been.

Wondered if I’d even still be alive without her help. Without her wings.

Without her to anchor me.

I told her to stay with Emma, make sure she didn’t get away while Emily and I went inside.

Hunter nodded without protest.

While there were no shopping carts outside, there were several inside. A group of eleven of us each were given a list, then grabbed a shopping cart and went to stock up.

The power was still on, and I wondered how much longer that would last.

I imagined a lot of the systems had to be automated by now, but surely humans were needed at some point in the system. It couldn’t just run itself forever, could it?

I absentmindedly went to gather supplies from the list I’d been given.

Who ever had made these lists was very organized, as everything I needed to get was in one section.

The drink section.

I loaded the cart with water and soda and juice and energy and protein drinks, trying to keep my mind clear of any thoughts or memories.

Then there was a skip, and I found myself starting at the shopping cart.

The last case I’d loaded, sitting atop the others, was Monster Energy drinks.

Monster.

That’s what you’re turning into Gage. Monster. A devil but demon, denier—don’t die.

I shook my head

I pushed the cart toward the front of the store and the checkout lane, then laughed when I realized there was no one to check out with.

My mood fell when I saw what awaited me outside.
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“Holy shit,” I muttered.

Standing at the opposite end of the parking lot, as tall as a building, was a giant robot.

React Gage, don’t die. Die Gage, don’t live don’t live don’t—

The Jeep with Hunter and Emma was right up front, but they hadn’t seen it.

Both of them were watching me.

Then Hunter turned, saw it as well.

I heard someone coming up behind me with a shopping cart.

It was Emily.

Her eyes slid past me into the distance. “Oh my God. Is that…”

“I think it is,” I said.

My hellspawns were still with us. I wasn’t sure how much good they would do us against this thing though. It was at least thirty or forty feet tall.

Maybe it wouldn’t attack us.

Maybe it was just watching us. Observing. Gathering intel.

Another person came out, cursed, then left their shopping cart to run back inside.

I’m heard them yelling something.

Soon Mark and his military friends were here.

“Damn,” one of them said.

“Yup,” Mark agreed. “Think you can take it, Gage? With your hellspawn?”

“I hope I don’t have to try. Let’s get the supplies loaded, see if we can get out of here without a fight.”

We could have left the supplies, but we needed them. Keeping this many people fed and watered wasn’t trivial. Besides, it would either attack or it wouldn’t. It wasn’t far enough away that a headstart would matter.

“Highly optimistic, but we might as well try it.”

We got the caravan loaded up with our supplies, as the behemoth stood there, silently watching over us.

What was it waiting for?

Then we got the caravan moving.

We made it a quarter-mile away, when we heard it take that first step.

“Crap,” Emily said, hands tight on the steering wheel as she drove the Jeep, bringing up the rear of the caravan, my monsters behind us.

I turned around and saw the giant terminator following us.

Pursuing us.

Whatever it had been waiting for, it wasn’t waiting anymore.
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“Stop the Jeep,” I told Emily, then, not waiting for a response, immediately jumped through my hellspawns, giving the command to stop and turn, to face the oncoming alien.

The rest of the caravan continued on ahead.

That was good.

But then they slowly started coming to a stop.

“Fuck. Go tell them to keep going, we’ll catch up.” I told Emily. If we didn’t die. “You go with them.”

“I’ll tell them to go, but I’m staying with you.”

“Not a smart idea. It’s going to be dangerous. Deadly.”

“And I’m a doctor. I’m staying.” With that she got out and ran up to the nearest vehicle, telling them to get the hell out of here.

The message was relayed manually, no one wanting to use radios and draw the aliens’ attention—lot of good that did.

“Oh God,” Emma screamed, “please let me—”

I reached into the back seat and slapped her hard across the face without thinking about it.

My mind filled with images of me grabbing Emma by the throat and pinning her down. Images of me pushing her legs open.

With an effort of will I pushed the thoughts away, then left myself and jumped into the nearest hellspawn.

A terminator was coming for us, and I saw that the caravan was moving away.

Even if we failed, we’d at least buy them time.

Don’t die.

Thanks old man.

But that wasn’t the old man, not anymore. My memories were being displace. Replaced.

I marched toward the giant terminator, not wanting to let it get close to Hunter and Emily. Or Emma for that matter. Though she had survived somehow before. And left no trace of how she’d done it.

I went toward it, wondering how the hell this thing had gotten so big.

The other hellspawn followed as I charged at the creature.

I leapt into the air when I got close, though I had no wings.

It reacted swiftly, its fist connecting with me and slamming me into the ground.

My consciousness jumped back to myself.

Well, that answered what would happen if I died while I was one of them.

The other hellspawns continued to charge the terminator, but it just punched its fist through them like they were nothing.

A bunch of kids fighting a giant.

Don’t die.

Helpful.

They’d have to stand on each other’s shoulders just to reach its head…

Maybe that wasn’t a bad idea. I thought of how the aliens absorbed each other when they died.

Could they do that without dying? Could the hellspawns combine?

Was that how this one had gotten so large?

Were there hundreds of humans in there?

I jumped to the hellspawn farthest from the terminator.

I only had about ten of them left now, and I quickly got them moving back and out of its range.

It was still coming though, and swung its massive fist, connecting with one of them, but not taking it out, instead sending it flying away and toward me.

I pulled them together, trying to make my mind one, hopping between all of them faster and faster, bring them closer and closer together like a vortex.

And then I was one, and suddenly the terminator had shrunk.

No, I had grown.

I was now face-to-face with it.

And when it tried to punch me, I got my hand up and stopped it.

I smiled, and my voice was a gut-rumbling bass as I said, “Let’s see how you do against someone your own size.”
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The terminator swung its other fist but I ducked it and slammed my own into its midsection, knocking it off its feet and onto its back.

I let myself fall knee-first into its neck and followed this with a fist to its face.

I caught a glimpse of the Jeep and saw the three women standing beside it.

Why had they let Emma out?

A foot slammed into my chest, sending me hurtling toward the Jeep.

I landed a not-so-safe distance away from it and quickly got to my feet.

The terminator was slower and still righting itself.

I didn’t give it the chance.

I charged and punched its face.

It tried to grab for me but I rolled away, grabbing it by the shoulders then heaving, throwing it farther away from the Jeep.

It flew farther than I expected and got to its feet before I could reach it. It ran a hand across its arm, gathering metal and forming a sword.

Oh shit, I thought, and tried to skid to a stop as it brought its new weapon down.

I dodged, but despite being quicker than it, I wasn’t quick enough, and the sword sliced through my shoulder, severing my arm.

I screamed, though what came out was nothing that sounded like a human scream, but much, much deeper, the roar of some monstrous engine.

My arm fell to the ground and split into two hellspawns, which the terminator then stomped on, green gas flowing into it.

Then it turned its attention to me as I tried to get up with just one arm.

It marched toward me slowly. Confidently.

Implacably.

Don’t be deceived, it’s not me.

Grow your arm back. Fight, don’t die.

Grow my arm back? I focused and felt my mass shifting, rebalancing as a thin, spindly arm formed—not much more than a bone with a claw on the end.

But it was better than nothing. I got my new arm up just in time as the sword came down.

It caught the terminator’s arm and severed it at the wrist, the sword falling and gouging into my shoulder, but not having enough mass to slice through me.

When the terminator stumbled back, white smoky fluid oozed from the wound.

I spun for the sword and saw that the hand had turned into half of a human body, more white smoke rising off it and absorbing into me.

I grabbed the sword and then spun, swinging at the terminator, which was coming for me.

It was slow indeed, and though it tried to stop when it realized what I was doing, it reacted far too slowly, and the sword connected with it.

Cleaved in half with its own weapon.
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The halves didn’t disintegrate into human bodies, but instead reformed into two smaller terminators.

Great, a hydra.

But this one wasn’t growing new bits, just reforming old ones.

And now they were both smaller than me.

I slashed the sword again and managed to get one of them, splitting it down the middle, then using a move from its own playbook I stomped on one of these new even smaller ones, though the other got away.

I felt something organic under my foot as the gaseous white gas flowed into me.

I lifted up my foot without looking at what was under it, focusing my attention on the two remaining terminators. One large, one small. Daishō.

I went after the larger of the two and stabbed it, but it grabbed the blade and pulled, nearly yanking it out of my grip and showing just how much stronger than me it had been, as even with it at half my size I was still no match for it in strength.

It pulled me easily toward it as it ran the blade deeper through itself.

Something jumped on my back and started stabbing at me, puncturing my thick hide.

I reached up with my new claw and snipped at one of the terminator’s wrists, cutting the hand off.

This time it turned into an arm, shoulder, and part of a human torso.

Then I let go of the blade and reached behind me to get the little bastard off my back.

I felt my own skin tear as I pulled it off of me. It had its claws into me good.

But I kept pulling and it came free.

As soon as it did I slammed it into the other terminator, once more using one of their own as a weapon against them.

The big one stumbled and fell, the sword sliding out somewhat, but not completely.

I grabbed the handle and then pushed like a lever, cutting it up toward the terminator’s head.

It got its arms in front of the sword, trying to push it back, prevent me from dividing it.

It didn’t work.

I split it into two, and at once it began reforming itself into two smaller terminators.

But I had bigger problem: the little one was getting away.

And it was going for my friends.
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I had to stop it before it got to the Jeep. But I still had the other terminator—terminators, now—to deal with behind me.

Despite its incapacitated state, it was still going.

Saving my friends was more important, so I ran after the one going for them.

I was too slow.

It leapt into the air, and I saw it all in slow motion—Emily, Hunter, and even Emma craning their necks at the monster as it flew over their heads then landed behind them on the Jeep.

But it didn’t try to kill them.

It was more interested in the Jeep.

Then I realized what was happening, thought back to the truck that we had bumped into one of them, way back when all of this had started.

I tried to run faster, but I was already running as fast as I could.

“Duck!” I shouted, but of course it came out inhuman and unintelligible.

What did communicate my intention however was raising the sword and preparing to throw it like a javelin.

Hunter pushed everyone to the ground—including my motionless body, which looked like it must’ve hurt, as I just fell to the ground without any cushioning—and then I threw the sword at the terminator.

It flew true and lanced through the thing’s center, but this didn’t matter, as it kept its grip on the Jeep and then started absorbing it.

Before I could reach it, two terminators attacked my legs and sent me crashing to the ground just like my real body had a moment before.

With the sword gone, I was now weaponless against these things.

But they were much smaller, the size of a human.

Very big humans, but I was still thirty feet tall.

I stabbed my clawed hand into one of them, clutched it to me and rolled over onto it, again feeling something organic explode.

The other leapt onto my back and started puncturing it rapidly, like one of those massagers, except instead of little plastic nubs, there were nails repeatedly being stabbed into me like a demonic sewing machine.

I tried grabbing for it, but couldn’t reach. That was fine. I rolled over again, this time onto my back.

Agony lanced through me as its claws dug further into me, but then I felt it explode under me, felt more power come into me, though it wasn’t my power.

Then I got up just in time to have a sword stabbed through my gut.
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The other terminator had absorbed the Jeep and grown, and while it wasn’t as big as I was, it was large enough.

I tried to pull myself up, but the sword kept me pinned down.

My mind flashed back to Emma, how she had pinned me down to the hotel bed with her strange metal arm.

Don’t die. Deceive, don’t receive. Dread dark death.

I was losing it. Literally. I was losing everything.

I grabbed the sword, but it just cut through my hands as I tried to pull myself up it.

The terminator started to use a move from my own playbook: cutting through me.

No. I couldn’t let this hellspawn die.

It was the only one, and our only chance against this thing.

I had a memory then, the old man teaching me to play chess.

But it wasn’t really about chess. It was about battle.

About sacrifice.

I saw the memory vividly, him hitting my rook off the table with a pawn, looking hard at me, making sure I understood. “Sometimes you have to sacrifice something valuable to win. Don’t let yourself get so attached that you win the battle only to lose the war. And don’t let yourself lose the battle because you’re too afraid to lose something you’re going to lose anyway.”

Yes. This thing was going to beat me.

So I helped it.

Instead of trying to push it away, trying to pull myself up, I grabbed it, pulling it toward me—and had a brief memory of my first battle with one of these aliens, pulling it toward me and shoving my arm down its throat.

Then the blade sliced through my head I went back to myself, my body in pain from being knocked to the ground by Hunter.

I pushed myself up and looked at the scene, saw the hellspawn splitting, then reforming. I hopped to one of them and rolled away just in time as the terminator fell on my other half, killing it.

Absorbing its power.

But it had made a mistake, and I seized upon this.

I grabbed the sword which was now lying on the ground and raised it with great effort—this smaller body was much weaker—then swung it down as hard as I could, slicing the head off of the terminator.

It fell to the ground and bounced, settling a few feet away.

The terminator fell to the side, but then started reforming.

I ran toward it and sliced again and again, stopping on the bits and crushing them, wisps of white smoke escaping and absorbing into me, making me stronger.

But I’d ignored the head, and that had been a mistake.

It had now formed into a ball of what looked like razor wire—where had I seen that before?—and slammed into me, slicing through me then reforming around me and starting to constrict.

Now you know what it feels like, a voice said, and then the hellspawn exploded and I was thrown back into my own body.
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I watched from the asphalt as the last remaining terminator rose out from the puddle of gore like a ball of razor hell, green smoke absorbing into it.

It turned, and even without eyes or a head, I got the feeling it was looking at us.

Then it began shifting, the razor wire expanding into a wireframe of a humanoid shape, then filling out.

Emma was slightly in front of me, staring at the alien, silent for now. Either because she was an alien herself, or because she was in shock.

“Can you call any more?” Hunter asked.

“There’s none nearby that I feel.”

“That’s what I thought.” She sounded resigned. The black started moving on her body, revealing her nakedness as it all went to her left hand and formed a claw.

“Hunter what are you—”

“I’m doing what I have to do.” She ran toward the terminator, which was not quite fully formed yet.

She jumped into the air, wings sprouting out of her back, though smaller than the last time I’d seen them, and she soared over its head before quickly tucking her wings and letting herself fall to the ground behind it.

It spun to face her so quickly that it was eerie.

And it spun right into her claw.

But she didn’t escape unscathed, and it sliced at her with an arm that was still made of razor wire, drawing slashes of red across her unprotected flesh.

But she didn’t let go, didn’t withdraw her claw from its metal guts, instead wrapping her other arm around its body and flapping her wings, lifting them up into the sky, her blood splattering to the asphalt as they rose.

But what was she doing? This couldn’t hurt it.

In our fight with the beasts at Abigail’s grandparents over in Canada, one of them had collided with the ground and been stunned, but uninjured.

But then, I had just crushed and stomped on them, hadn’t I? So maybe all it took was an alien exerting pressure on at least one side for them to be damaged.

Hunter, high in the air now, tucked and spun so she was now flapping her wings not to gain altitude, but to shed it.

I watched as the pair of them plummeted toward the earth.

“No.”

But I couldn’t stop it. It was already too late.

It was inevitable.

It was death.

The two alien beings—though both still human in their own way—collided with the asphalt, creating a huge crater and sending a cloud of dust into the air and chunks of road raining down around us as they both exploded.
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Emma screamed. She screamed bloody murder.

Because she had blood and guts all over her.

Hunter’s blood and guts.

I got to my feet—when had I fallen?—feeling a hollowness form in my heart.

There’s always something you can’t heal from.

I went over to the crater, saw white gaseous fluid, fighting with something red twirling around around it.

The red was streaked with black.

And then the white went away. Or not went away, but was transformed. Changed from white into red and black.

There was nothing left in the crater but a puddle of chum.

There were bits of what looked like bone and metal, but for the most part it was just that red and black liquid. That blood, and that fluid armor.

I went to my knees by the crater, looking down into it, my pants soaking up blood. Soaking up Hunter.

A hand rested on my shoulder but I was too drained to react.

“I’m sorry.” It was Emily.

Emma had stopped screaming, now having dissolved into sobs.

She was good. Keeping it up even now.

But I didn’t care about her. I cared about Hunter.

Could she heal from this?

There was nothing of her left to heal. Just that puddle of blood which moved, but didn’t seem able to reform.

I noticed my knees were hurting from when I fell to them, and I fell to my butt, legs splayed, staring at what used to be Hunter.

But the pain in my knees didn’t go away, and I saw that they were smoking, a hole having been burned through them down to my skin.

Then where I sat started to burn.

Emily saw my knees and stumbled back. “Oh my God! What’s happening?”

I looked down at my smoking skin, the clothes that were burning away

Duplicate, don’t die.

I thought back to battle with the terminator, combining my hellspawns into one.

Then I looked at the puddle of blood.

I pulled off my shirt, then my boots, then got up and took of the partially disintegrated pants.

“What the hell are you doing?” Emily asked, staring at me as I stood naked, looking down into the crater.

I didn’t look at her, didn’t answer. Instead I stepped into the puddle of blood.

And then pain turned everything black.
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When I came to I was lying naked in the crater like a fallen angel.

It was empty of blood now, completely dry, just broken asphalt and soil around me.

I got up and crawled out, and saw Emily still standing a ways away.

Emma was by where the Jeep had been, and where now there was nothing, sitting on the ground, hands still bound behind her back, blanket having fallen off, breasts moving as she sobbed. She had wiped herself down somehow, as there was no blood on her anymore.

It moved. It comes for you.

And I felt a desire to go to her, but it was weak now.

Why had I been so enthralled with her?

Had it been just her beauty? Was it truly that shallow?

Was I?

I could tell time had passed, but not much. Maybe a minute.

I looked down at myself and saw small streaks of black on my left forearm, wrist, and hand.

When I made a fist the black coalesced, seemed to try to make a blade, but none could form. My right hand was completely uncovered.

I examined the rest of my body.

Other than being naked, I looked normal.

My skin was still my skin, not stained red like it should’ve been if I’d been soaking in blood.

As I stood there, blood started moving toward me, blood that had been thrown in the explosion when the two alien beings had crashed to Earth.

Two alien beings that were both once human, and I wondered if I’d absorbed the human or humans that the terminator had been.

But I didn’t feel them, all I felt was something dark, and then something not. A light, fighting against it.

I felt my heart.
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Emily watched in amazement as the blood oozed its way toward me and combined with me, seeming to seep into my skin.

“I’ve never heard of this.” She shook her head. “This wasn’t part of the legend.” She wasn’t horrified anymore, but clinical.

I glanced at her. “What legend?”

She looked at me shocked, as though she hadn’t expected me to be able to speak.

Her tongue poked out between her lips, wetting them She opened her mouth, started to say something. Stopped. “Nothing. What do we do now?” She looked around. “We don’t have any way to get out of here or contact the rest of the caravan.”

I looked at Emma, looked at where the Jeep had been, then looked down at my ragged clothes which were lying on the ground a few feet away where I’d taken them off and left them.

“Looks like we’ll be walking.”
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Which we did, after I got dressed.

Emma complained about only not having anything to cover herself with but I ignored her.

Emily had tried to offer her her jacket, but I’d nixed that.

It wasn’t that I cared if she was covered—or not for that matter—it was that I wasn’t going to let her get into my head, and treating her like a human would do that. Already had started to do that.

Even now I had trouble looking at her. She looked so pathetic and helpless, but I couldn’t let her deceive me again.

As we walked, my mind was strangely quiet. Not fully, but like those noise-canceling headphones. How there’s a static that seems to override everything, but which fades into imperceptibility.

Two competing signals, canceling each other out.

Whatever it was. I was glad for it.

My mind was a blank. Empty and clean, and I could think clearly for what seemed like the first time in a very long time.

Maybe since that fight—that ambush—in the woodworking shop back in prison. Before I’d swallowed the stone.

No old memories were brought to the fore, no bits from my childhood.

I was present in the here and now.

Which was great, except for the here and now was otherwise empty.

We walked down the road in the direction the caravan would’ve been heading.

“You think they would’ve stopped to wait for us?” I asked.

Emily shook her head. “Not till the rendezvous point.”

“Where’s that?”

“Colorado. Our destination.”

“Oh. What happened to leave no man behind?”

“Sometimes you have to make hard decisions. Sacrifices for the greater good.”
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We walked for several hours, but didn’t come across our caravan.

Eventually Emily had to stop. “I’m not usually the one needing a break,” she said, rubbing her feet. She’d taken her shoes off, and was now sitting on the side of the road as I stood looking down at her.

Emma had pretty much collapsed when we’d stopped.

She was barefoot, and I saw that her feet were cut up, though she wasn’t complaining now. In fact she’d been silent since the fight. Since Hunter had…

I felt fine. Great. Not tired in the least.

Emily pulled a canteen and took a drink then offered it to me.

I shook my head. “I’m fine.”

She pushed it toward me again. “Stop trying to be such a man and drink it.”

I smiled at her and took it.

It tasted good, though I really wasn’t thirsty.

I tried to hand it back to her, but she shook her head and pointed at Emma. “Give her some.”

“I’m not—”

“I don’t know what you think she is, but to me she looks human, and humans need water. So give it to her. Even if you’re right about whatever, giving her some water’s not going to hurt.”

Except it might, because it might humanize her in my mind.

It might make me let my guard down. It might get us all killed.

But I gave it to her anyway, felt the urge to give her something to cover herself with, but rejected it, then felt the opposite urge to pull what little clothing she was wearing off, to rip it off, to cut it off her like she had done to Abigail before she had driven her insane with whatever alien technology when she drove those scissors into her neck.

I rejected both of these and put the canteen to her lips. She drank eagerly and then met my eyes.

“Thank you,” she said meekly.

I got up disgustedly and gave the canteen back to Emily. She stowed it and then pulled an energy bar from her backpack and tossed it to Emma.

It landed in her lap and she looked down at it.

She raised her hands behind her back and then let them fall, showing that she couldn’t do anything.

“Feed her,” Emily said.

“No,” I said vehemently. “I am not—”

“Just feed her. She needs to eat. Look at her.”

But I didn’t want to look at her.

Instead I grabbed the energy bar from her lap, my fingers brushing her leg.

“Open up,” I ordered. She obeyed and I shoved the bar in her mouth.

She started to gag.

“Gage!” Emily scolded.

I pulled the bar from Emma’s mouth and broke it in half and then broke the half in half again and put this in her mouth.

She chewed, looking at me.

I looked away.

I fed her the whole thing this way, and she thanked me again.

But I wasn’t going to let her get into my head. I wasn’t going to let her make me feel sorry for her. She was an alien. She’d tried to kill us, and she was only playing nice now because she wanted something from Abigail.

What I couldn’t figure out was why she wouldn’t go get it on her own. She couldn’t need us to find the place.

“You ready to go?” I asked Emily, looking around the area for trouble.

“Just give me a minute.”

I grunted.

“Oh come on, a few more minutes isn’t going to matter. It isn’t as though we can outrun those things on foot, and the caravan is long gone.”

She was right about both of those things. Still, I was uncomfortable staying here, I wanted to keep moving forward, keep heading toward the direction the caravan had gone in.

We might not be able to outrun the aliens, but we might catch the caravan if they stopped somewhere to rest and refuel.

So we sat for a few more minutes until Emily finally grudgingly got up. She shook her head. “My feet always hurt more after a rest.”

“Then use em.”

So we did, setting off in search of the caravan.
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But we didn’t find it.

We walked until nightfall, until it started getting very cold.

So cold that Emma at first began shivering, then her teeth started to chatter.

Her lips would turn blue next.

Would an alien’s lips turn blue?

She had been so unaffected by everything else.

Maybe this wasn’t an alien anymore. Maybe this was just the nurse.

No, I couldn’t let myself start thinking like that.

“We need to find some place to stop,” Emily said. “Soon it’s going to be too cold to continue.” She looked at my arm, the black tendrils twining around my wrist up the back of my hand. “Or at least too cold for us mere mortals.”

I was content to let the alien suffer—continue her charade of suffering—but Emily was human, and it was getting cold, and she couldn’t walk through the night.

We passed a hotel just off the highway, but I didn’t want to stop at a hotel again.

It seemed too much like tempting fate.

So we walked off the freeway, and into a town.

We passed a Walmart, drudging up more memories, memories of Hunter, and then an apartment complex, and I thought back to where I’d met Abigail, lying naked on the bed, thinking that I was Edward Scissorhands, or something like that. I couldn’t quite remember. Edward Swordhands?

Edward Bladehands?

We kept going until finally we came to a neighborhood. We broke into the first house, though broke in was a misnomer as the door was unlocked.

The power was off here, but the water still worked, as did the gas, and Emily took a hot shower after lighting some candles and setting them around the house.

“We have candles,” Emma said quietly. “In our apartment.”

We were in the living room. There was a couch and a chair, and I had put her in the chair because it seemed harder to get up out of.

I sat on the couch, watching her.

I didn’t want to look at her, but I had to. I couldn’t let her escape. So I focused on the space just above her head, avoiding her eyes.

“Do you think my friend will be okay?”

“Stop the charade. You’re not going to fool me again.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, her voice choked with tears. “I’m just a nurse. I don’t know who or what you think I am. I don’t know why you’re doing this to me. Why you’re being so cruel to me. I thought you were going to rape me or murder me, but this is almost worse.”

Then I did look at her eyes, so full of sadness and anger.

She was barefoot, her feet filthy, naked from the waist up, hands bound behind her back, bruises and cuts all over her body. I saw her lip was split, maybe from where I’d hit her.

Jesus. What if she was human? What if the alien had somehow left her?

It didn’t matter. If I was wrong, sure, she’d have a traumatic experience, but it didn’t matter. Because the alternative was so much worse.

It was a worthwhile sacrifice.

Easy for you to say.

At least the voices in my head were my own now.

I got up, grabbed a candle, and headed toward one of the bedrooms.

“Where are you going?” she asked, nearly crying.

I went to the closest. Based on the room decoration, it was a young teenage boy’s, but it would do.

I grabbed a zip-up hoodie and went back to the living room.

Emma watched me with frightened eyes as I approached.

“Stand up,” I said coldly. As coldly as I could make myself.

She tried to, but the seat was so big and low that with her hands behind her back she wasn’t able to.

It made her seem even more pathetic.

Made want to go to her, hold her and—

I clamped down on the urge.

I callously grabbed the waistband of her pants and pulled her up.

They stretched and I got a glimpse of her, the fact that she wasn’t wearing underwear, and had to clamp down on an entirely different kind of urge.

It wasn’t hard though.

“I’m going to untie you so you can put this on. If you try anything, you’ll regret it.”

“I won’t. I promise. You can trust me.”

I laughed bitterly this. I spun her around and undid the belt from her wrists. They were rubbed raw.

“Put this on.”

She turned to me, taking the sweatshirt and clutching it to her chest.

“Go on.”

She put it on and zipped it all the way up to her neck, then put the hood over her head and crossed her arms over her chest.

She started shivering again. “Thank you so much. I’m—”

“Shut up.” I grabbed her arms and yanked them behind her back wrapping the belt around them again.

Over her sleeves, rather than against her raw skin.

“You don’t need to tie me up. You can trust me. I won’t go anywhere. Where would I go? There’s aliens everywhere. You seem to be the only one who can protect me.”

I finished wrapping the belt around her wrists and then pushed her into the chair.

Then I went back to the couch and sat there, staring at the space a few feet above her head once more so that I could keep an eye on her without actually looking at her.

A few minutes later Emily came out in a towel.

She glanced at Emma, then back to me. “Maybe we should let her take a shower. It’ll warm her up, too. There’s still plenty of hot water.”

But if I let her do that, I wouldn’t be able to watch her, or maybe I would, but I wasn’t gonna risk it.

I shook my head. “No, she stays here. She isn’t moving from that chair until we leave tomorrow.

“I have to pee,” she said meekly.

“Hold it.”

“I’ve been holding it. I didn’t want to ask because I didn’t think you’d let me. And because there was nowhere to go, and I’m shy.” Her cheeks started turning red. “But I can’t hold it anymore.”

“Then just go where you’re sitting.”

“Gage!” Emily scolded.

She went over to Emma and helped her up. “You want to watch her, fine. But it’s inhuman to not let her use the bathroom.”

Inhuman was just what she was.

Emily walked her to the bathroom, then started undoing the belt from her wrists.

“What are you doing?” I said, getting up. “She could escape.”

“You want to wipe after she’s done?”

I grunted.

“Go on.” Emily pushed Emma inside the bathroom and then started to shut the door behind her.

“No,” I said. “I’m not letting her out of my sight.” I pushed open the door.

Emma had her fingers in her waistband ready to sit down on the toilet, but now she froze. “I won’t be able to go if you’re watching me.”

I shrugged and crossed my arms, leaning against the doorframe. “Too bad. Then you won’t go. You have sixty seconds. Starting now.”

Looking humiliated, she pulled down her pants and sat on the toilet.

Emily shook her head at me and went to the living room.

It took Emma several seconds, thirty in fact, I was counting, but then she started going.

It took her longer than sixty seconds to finish, but I wasn’t going to interrupt her.

After she was done I put her back in the chair.

Emily didn’t seem too happy with me, but I didn’t care. I was keeping her safe.

“You should get some sleep,” I told her.

“You cannot leave her here in this chair. It’s not a comfortable place to sleep, sitting up like that.”

“Why do you care about her comfort so much?”

“Because she’s a helpless little girl and you’re treating her like the most dangerous prisoner in the world.”

“Helpless? She is the most dangerous prisoner. She’s no little girl.”

“You can at least cover her with blankets. It’s cold in here.”

“You seem fine,” I said.

She was still wearing just the towel. “That’s because I was just in a hot shower. And I’m starting to get cold.”

“Then put some clothes on.”

She stared harshly at me. “Gage, put her in a bed and cover her up.”

I started to say no, but then she said, “Please. For me. I can’t take seeing her like this. I’m a doctor. I’m supposed to care for people. No matter what they’ve done or what anyone says they’ve done. No matter what they’re accused of doing.”

“Fine,” I said finally.

So while Emily slept in one of the bedrooms, I sat in the chair in the living room, Emma on the couch—not tied up like I’d wanted, but instead cozied up under a bunch of blankets—and watched as she fell asleep.

I sat watching her all through the night like that, the static keeping my mind clear, allowing me to think.

I wasn’t tired, and I didn’t feel I needed to sleep. Not yet.

Nothing like I had back at the factory when I’d passed out in the chair without realizing it.

I hoped nothing like that happened now.

I got up periodically and walked around as a precautionary measure to prevent it from happening, but didn’t feel like I was in any danger of passing out.

Emma kept sleeping, or pretending to sleep, and on one of these little walks I took a moment to go check on Emily.

There was one candle lighting the room she was sleeping in and she was under the covers, the towel on the floor next to the bed, indicating she never bothered to get dressed.

I felt the dull compulsion to go to her, to pull the covers off her. But then it faded just as quickly as it’d come, and the static resumed.

The blissful static silence.

In the living room, I sat back in the chair, Emma still asleep on the couch, and felt nothing, and watched and waited for the sun to rise, or for the next disaster.

Whichever came first.
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The sun won out, casting its first rays of light through the living-room windows, and it seemed like both an eternity and no time at all had passed.

I had no memories, no flashbacks. Just blankness as I’d sat there in the gloom which slowly gave way to dawn.

And now it was light enough inside to see without the little decorative candles, which were burned down to their bases.

Not much later, Emily came out dressed in someone else’s clothes, wearing someone else’s shoes.

She looked… pretty. Beautiful, even.

The way the morning sun streamed through the blinds and fell upon her face, lighting her hair like a halo, the way it stuck up haphazardly in parts, her slightly sleep-swollen eyes.

Yes, she was beautiful.

She smiled at me, and became even more beautiful. “Morning.”

“Morning.”

“Hungry?”

I shrugged. “I could eat.”

“I’ll make us something. If they have anything, that is.”

Even though there was no power, it was cold enough inside that the food hadn’t spoiled. So she made us breakfast, the smell of which eventually woke Emma up, ruining the mood.

But Emily made food for her too, which she ate like a starving dog.

I’d bound her hands again, but in front of her so she could feed herself.

When Emily took the plate away—which Emma had literally licked clean—she recoiled, then looked at me. “You need to let her shower. If for nothing else than for my sake. I’m not walking with someone that smells like that.”

Emma looked down at the counter, her face turning red.

“I haven’t taken a shower,” I said.

“Yeah, well you’re strange.”

I wasn’t going to give in, but somehow Emily convinced me to.

So I found myself sitting on the closed toilet, watching Emma strip off her clothes, hands still tied with the belt.

I felt myself rising, growing as she stripped in front of me. 

Once she was naked—and her cheeks and neck and chest were bright red with embarrassment—she got in the shower and started to pull the curtain shut.

I reached up and stopped her. “No.”

“You’re going to watch me shower?”

“I like it worse than you do.”

She snorted dismissively. “I doubt that.”

Then she let go of the curtain and turned the water on.

And screamed as it hit her.

She cursed and stepped out of the icy stream as the water warmed, and I saw her nipples harden, goose bumps rising on her skin, and I found my eyes drifting downward between her legs.

“Yeah, I can tell you really hate it.”

I looked away. “Hurry up and wash.”

So she did, soaping up her entire naked body, and I couldn’t help the erection that formed.

The static kept the compulsions away, but it apparently couldn’t suppress basic biology.

Emily checked on us a few minutes later, and when she saw that I was watching she looked… I wasn’t sure. Not exactly disappointed, but not happy either. “I’m ready when you guys are. I’ve got some supplies packed up. We should get a move on soon.”

I nodded, then stood up and reached over and turned the water off, my arm getting soaked in the process.

“What are you doing?” Emma asked.

“You’re done.”

“But—” she began, but then Emily said, “Let her wash the soap off of her body. Jesus. We’re not in that much of a rush. I’ll do one more check to make sure we have everything we might need. Give her a few minutes to wash off.” Then she left us.

I sat back down and stared at Emma, who stared back at me, shivering again.

Was she trying to seduce me?

“What are you waiting for?”

“Can I turn the water back on?”

Oh. I gestured with my hand and she turned it back on, letting out a sigh as warm water doused her.

She turned around, showing her butt to me, and I couldn’t tear my gaze away from it.

The memories were starting to come back, memories of her and me on the boat, in the bath together. Memories of us in the shower in the hotel room.

That memory should’ve been enough to dash all arousal I felt.

But it wasn’t.

I watched her glistening body as she cleaned off and then stepped out of the shower, taking a towel from the rack and drying off in front of me.

The skin on her wrists was still red from the belt.

When she was done I grabbed her by the arm and dragged her into one of the bedrooms.

“So you going to rape me now?”

My mind flashed back to her saying something similar in the monster truck as we were leaving Walmart. When she had tried—and succeeded—to guilt me into going back for the people there.

For Hunter.

I pushed her toward the closet. “Get some clothes.”

“How nice. Let me pick out my own clothes.”

“Fine, you don’t want clothes? I’m more than happy to have you walk around naked and freezing. No skin off my back.”

I grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the room.

“No! I’m sorry,” she pleaded, all fight going out of her. “Don’t make me do that, please.”

She started crying.

I let her go and pushed her back into the bedroom.

She quickly ran to the closet and grabbed some clothes, hurriedly putting them on as though I would drag her away before she could get enough clothing.

I let her dress fully, including socks and shoes.

The shoes looked a little too big for her, but they fit well enough.

Afterward, I bound her hands again, and she didn’t even bother questioning or protesting.

“Ready?” Emily asked as we walked into the living room.

She had been looking out a window, backpack on and ready to go.

I nodded. “We’re ready.”

We left the house and headed back toward the highway through the empty town.

I again was unnerved by the quietness, the cleanness. The emptiness of everything.

I wondered if the world would be like this from now on. Wondered if we would ever defeat the aliens, or if they would simply wipe us all out and leave, leaving a pristine Earth to the animals.

Not quite pristine, not with the buildings and other manmade structures dotting the landscape, but I imagined those would soon be overgrown by vegetation and would eventually crumble to the ground.

But not yet. For now everything was normal-looking except for the lack of people, cars, or detritus of any kind.

I frowned as I realized something.

Where were the animals?

I hadn’t seen any. No dogs, no cats. No rats, or even squirrels or rabbits. No birds even.

Then again, I hadn’t been looking for them. Maybe they were hiding. Maybe they were smart enough to stay away, like running from a volcano or an earthquake or a forest fire.

A natural disaster they were helpless to prevent. One they weren’t deluded enough to believe they could fight.

So they ran to safety, and lived to run another day.

But I couldn’t run. I was maybe the only one who could fight them.

Or was I deluding myself, thinking too much of myself?

Because there had been those bodies on the road.

As though someone had killed a bunch of aliens, then left the human bodies they’d turned back into.

Which would mean there was something else out there that could hurt them.

That could kill them.

Something that wasn’t alien.
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Emma trudged along silently between us as we headed out to look for a vehicle.

There’d been none in the garage of the house we’d stayed in, nor the ones on either side of it. We’d made it a block away now, and still found nothing.

We turned onto another block and my stomach dropped.

“Shit!” I hissed.

I pushed us back around the corner and out of sight.

Standing in the road were terminators.

Had they tracked us? Were they looking for me?

I poked my head around the edge of the house.

There were only two of them, but they appeared to be looking for something.

It didn’t look like we’d been spotted yet.

Emma started shaking.

“Drop the act. You’re gonna draw their attention.”

“It’s not an act,” she whispered tremulously.

We backtracked and then crossed the street, going through a backyard to put some distance between us.

Tears dappled Emma’s cheek and I saw blood spotting the cuffs of the sweatshirt she was wearing.

The belt was chafing even through the fabric.

It made me want to untie her, or at least loosen the belt, but I dismissed the idea. I couldn’t feel sorry for her.

She was an alien that couldn’t feel pain.

Why was I even keeping her?

I should just kill her and see if she had the stone inside of her.

I needed that stone. It was mine, not hers. And she’d taken it. She’d stolen it.

But I could also be wrong. She might be human, the alien having somehow left her.

So I supposed that was one reason why I didn’t kill her, even though half the time when I looked at her I wanted to.

The other, was I was afraid I’d try and fail, that I’d find out I couldn’t kill.

And then what? She’d know the game was up.

We finally found a house with a car.

I stood, hand still on the garage door handle, staring in awe at what it contained: a black Ferrari.

I desperately wanted to take it.

Alas, it only had two seats, and as much as I would’ve liked to get rid of the alien, I couldn’t.

So I reluctantly continued my search.

It took a few minutes, but the next garage with a vehicle yielded a Jeep. A red one. It had bigger tires than the one the terminator had absorbed, but it was a suitable replacement.

The only problem was we couldn’t find keys for it anywhere.

I stood in the garage with Emma, looking around there, while Emily looked in the house.

“I’m freezing,” Emma complained.

I let the lid on the tool box I was looking through slam shut and glared at her.

She jumped at the noise.

Her act was getting really annoying. I wished she would just drop it. “You can stop acting. You’re not going to get me to believe you.”

“I’m not acting! I don’t know why you think I am. I don’t know what you’re doing with me. Why am I even here? What did I ever do to you?”

I clenched my fists and took a calming breath. “What did you ever do to me?” I asked calmly. “You tried to take away the only people left that I love. You deceived me, pretended to be one of us, when you’re really one of them.” I pointed up to the sky through the garage roof.

She shook her head. “What, an alien? I’m not an alien.”

I pulled open my shirt revealing the scar. “This says otherwise.”

She shook her head again. “Your chest says otherwise?”

“The scar. The scar you gave me.”

“What scar?”

Now she was pissing me off. “This one,” I said, pointing at my chest and looking down.

There was no scar. The skin over my chest was smooth and completely healed. “The fuck…” I muttered.

Hunter. Had I absorbed her powers, her ability to heal?

I could still feel her, still asleep. Or something more than asleep. But she was alive. I was keeping her alive.

I just didn’t know how to restore her.

I had a feeling I needed the stone to do so.

The stone which this alien staring at me had.

Except with the scar on my chest gone, I was starting to doubt myself again.

“It’s healed now, but you stabbed me here, took the stone from my chest.”

“What stone?”

“You know what stone.” I strode over to her and unzipped her jacket, then lifted her shirt up. She let out a little squeak of surprise.

I thudded her sternum with my other hand. “The one you have in here.”

“I don’t have a stone inside of me. The only thing in my chest is my heart and lungs.”

I let her go, shaking my head. Why was I even bothering.

I went to the door leading into the house and called in, “Find anything?”

No response.

“Emily?”

Still no response.

I looked back at Emma, standing there. It wasn’t like she could’ve done anything. She’d been with me here the whole time.

And I didn’t have any weapons.

I looked down at my hands, then saw the black tendrils on my left.

I focused, trying to make a claw.

My heart leapt when I saw it was working, the tendrils moving and coating my entire hand. But that’s where it stopped. No claw formed. My hand just appeared to be covered in what looked like used oil.

When I dropped my focus, it made its way back to where it had been, only tendrils covering the back of my hand and wrist, spreading partway up my forearm.

I returned my attention to the house, listening, but didn’t hear anything.

What the hell could’ve happened? We would’ve heard someone.

I went to Emma and grabbed her by the arm, dragging her toward the door.

“What are you—” she began in a loud voice, but I slapped my hand over her mouth to silence her.

She cried out in pain as my hand connected with her already-split lip.

“Not a word,” I whispered. “Understand?”

She nodded, cringing as my palm rubbed against her lips.

I pulled my hand away from her mouth.

She stayed silent.

“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “Don’t try to do anything stupid. You understand?”

She nodded again, remaining silent.

But after a few steps I realized that I didn’t like having her behind me, so I pulled her to my side where I could at least keep a slight watch on her.

I went in the house and looked around.

I stood and listened, but heard nothing.

The house was two stories, the stairs off to my right. To my left was the kitchen.

Both it and living room were empty. That only left upstairs.

I headed toward the stairs and put my foot on the first step, which creaked loudly. I grimaced.

Then I heard a car start up outside, an engine rev followed by tires squealing.

“Come on!” I shouted, grabbing Emma by the arm and dragging her outside as she stumbled behind me.

She fell to the ground shrieking in pain.

“Fuck it,” I said and left her. I made it outside just in time to see a goddamn Prius come to a screeching halt and Emily thrown in by four men in black outfits and monster masks.

I ran after her, but they took off before I could reach them.

“Fuck fuck fuck!” I cursed, looking around the area. There were no cars except the one rapidly retreating. I couldn’t afford to search houses for—

Then I remembered something and ran back inside.

Emma was on the ground holding her nose, which was bleeding.

I almost felt sorry for her, but reminded myself she was an alien.

I grabbed her and yanked her up, pulling her along with me. When she started to stumble again I lifted her and hoisted her over my shoulder, running toward the neighbor’s house.

I ran into the already-open garage, pulled open the passenger door of the ridiculously low car and put Emma inside it. Then I went around the driver’s side, grabbed the keys from the seat and started up the Ferrari.
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The roads were cold, and the car apparently had summer tires, as we barely had any traction as we skidded out of the driveway and onto the street.

Luckily it hadn’t snowed, and there was no ice on the streets.

I saw the end of the car turning out of this neighborhood onto a road. I sped toward the spot.

Just before reaching it I got on the brakes as hard as I dared, but we didn’t slow down fast enough and ended up overshooting the turnoff. I got us flipped around—the supercar skidding on its cold summer tires—and then onto the main road.

About a quarter mile from where we were the Prius nearly spun out as they took an onramp for the highway.

I gunned the engine again and went after them. I wasn’t letting them getting away.

Fucking Priuses.

Who the hell were these people? Why’d they taken Emily?

And what was with the costumes?

I slowed us enough this time to neither overshoot the onramp nor spin out.

I saw the Prius had crossed the median and was now going the other way.

Crap.

“Hold on,” I told Emma, who’d been surprisingly silent.

Then I floored it toward the median.

The car jolted hard, then actually got air.

I heard awful scraping sounds as we landed.

The Prius was a good mile away when I got us going in the right direction after them. But I could close that gap quickly.

Except when the car hit ninety the steering went vague. It was losing traction. The tires and road must be still too cold.

I slowed until we stabilized. Seventy. And the Prius was pulling away.

I wanted to punch the wheel but instead just squeezed it.

It was okay. The highway was straight, so all I had to do was keep them in sight. I wasn’t going to risk crashing. If that happened Emily would be gone for good.

Not a minute later the Prius got off the highway.

I risked speeding up again so we didn’t lose them.

The tires were warmer now, though the steering was still looser than I’d like.

“See if the car has GPS,” I told Emma as I slowed to take the exit.

“What? I don’t—”

“Just do it.” It was a risk, since the aliens might track us through it, but I needed to know what I was getting into. Know where we were headed.

She started messing with the screen in the dashboard, eventually pulling up a map, just as I took the exit almost too fast.

The rear end broke loose, Emma shrieking and bracing herself against the dash, as I turned onto a small two-lane road, the taillights of the Prius disappearing around a bend.

Large trees were on either side of us, creating the feeling of a passageway. It was straight until the first bend, then turned windy.

I glanced at the map Emma had pulled up.

No roads nearby that split off from this one. Not for a while yet.

So we just had to catch up to them.

“Let’s see what you got baby.” I stopped the car, then, keeping my foot on the brake, pressed the gas until the rear tires broke free.

“Are you crazy?” Emma asked.

I let the tires spin out for several seconds, smoke billowing behind us, until I thought they were warmed up enough, then eased off the gas and let go of the brake. The tires hooked and launched us forward.

And almost off the road.

But I got us under control, and though the front tires weren’t quite warmed up yet, they had enough traction to steer us.

I wound around the back road as fast as I dared, taking up both lanes, hoping like hell the Prius didn’t turn around and get us into a head-on collision.

Though at least then we’d have stopped them. And with Hunter, I apparently could heal as well as she could.

Maybe.
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I finally caught sight of them again and pushed the Ferrari just a little bit harder.

“You’re going too fast,” Emma complained, bracing herself with her bound hands against the dashboard.

I was gaining on the Prius, and apparently they noticed because they sped up.

But this was a Ferrari. Their puny toy car was no match for it.

I chased them down the twisty roads gaining all the time, until finally I was right on their tail.

I couldn’t see Emily, but I saw the others turning to look at me.

They were still wearing masks which I thought was rather dangerous to do while driving, though I couldn’t tell if the driver was still wearing his.

I also couldn’t tell what the masks were supposed to be. Some kind of monster.

They were creepy in any case.

“What if they shoot at us?” Emma asked.

I’d been so fixated on saving Emily, I hadn’t thought of that. The gun was in her bag.

I thought about doing a pit maneuver, but the Ferrari was so low I wasn’t sure how well it would work.

Plus I didn’t entirely trust these high performance tires on this cold road.

So I kept on their asses, hoping they’d push their car past its limits and crash. Not horribly, just run off the road.

I didn’t want Emily to get hurt.

One of them rolled their window down and threw something at us. It landed on the windshield and cracked it, then bounced away.

I whipped my head around to look out the tiny rear window to see what it was, but all I saw was something glint and then disappear.

I looked back ahead of us, a new crack blocking part of my vision. I had to scoot down a little to look below the crack and see clearly.

Without using their brakes the Prius suddenly turned left onto a small dirt road and we went flying past them.

I slammed the brakes too hard, and the car went skating on the asphalt, sliding off the road and stopping just before colliding with a tree.

I tried to get moving again, but the tires couldn’t get any grip on the dirt.

I punched the steering wheel then got out and tried to push the car.

It was no use. I went around to the passenger side, pulled open the door, and yanked Emma out. She hadn’t even been wearing her seatbelt. Of course neither had I.

I dragged her and this time she managed to keep up without complaining. I went to the road the Prius had disappeared down and listened.

But the Ferrari’s engine was still running. I cursed. “Stay here,” I told Emma and ran back to the car, turning the engine off and tossing the keys onto on to the seat.

Thinking of something else, I turned the GPS on and checked it.

The dirt road wasn’t on it, but there was no other road for a mile in either direction.

At least on the GPS.

After being sure to turn the GPS off again, I went back to where Emma stood and listened.

I thought I maybe heard something, but couldn’t be sure.

“Do you hear anything?” I whispered to Emma, disgusted with myself for having to ask her at all. But girls’ hearing was supposed to be better than boys’.

Something I’d learned the hard way when I’d tried to sneak up on her as a boy. The old man always found that funny for some reason.

Emma shook her head.

I placed my hand on her lower back and pushed her forward in front of me as we walked along the dirt path.

I just hoped this didn’t go clear through to another road.

We walked for nearly twenty minutes, my hope fading with each step I took, before we came to the house. It was off the side of the road, and looked abandoned.

It looked that way, but I had to be sure.

Several minutes later we were back on the road heading yet further down it.

The house had been abandoned, yielding nothing but a shriek from Emma when she almost fell through a rotting stair.

Now she had a gash on her leg.

A gash that made me very uncomfortable. Because I hadn’t been touching her when she got injured this time.

Could she injure herself? That’s what I’d assumed with the scrapes and bruises she had picked up. Or maybe she could turn it on and off.

Still, it bothered me, and I tried not to think about it.

Which was not as hard as I would’ve expected, as my mind felt remarkably clear. Ever since absorbing Hunter, everything seemed to calm down, clarify.

For the first time in a this this had begun my memories had stopped eating away at me, my past no longer haunting me.

Maybe it was only a temporary reprieve, but I was grateful for it.

Not long after, we came upon another house, and this one obviously wasn’t abandoned.

It was two stories, and the lights were on inside. A flickering firelight came from the backyard, though the fire itself was obscured by the house.

I could faintly hear voices. They sounded like children’s, perhaps women’s. But they were too quiet from this distance to be certain.

We moved into the cover of some trees so I could study the house without being seen.

There was no one on the roof that I spotted, and they didn’t appear to have any perimeter defenses. Unless they had mines.

That seemed improbable.

There were no fences, no obvious tripwires, no area that tripwires could even be strung. While there were trees out here, nearer to the house was cleared.

There was an above-ground jacuzzi out front, and a garage attached to the house with its door shut, but nothing other than that.

No Prius anywhere in sight.

Nor was there a gate surrounding the backyard, just woods.

Staying in the cover of the trees, we moved so I could see into the backyard.

But what I saw only filled me with confusion.


41

There were six women dancing around the fire, wearing colorful skirts and dresses, feathers and beads attached to various places on their clothing.

Had I stopped at the wrong house?

Because Emily wasn’t among them.

“Devil worshipers?” Emma asked.

I absentmindedly placed my hand over her mouth.

She pulled away and I hushed her, watching the women dance and laugh.

It didn’t look like devil worshipers to me. Just hippies dancing around a fire.

Shaking my head, I walked back through the woods towards the front of the house, pulling Emma with me.

Once I was sure it was clear, I headed toward the garage.

“I’m cold,” Emma said. She said this quietly, without much enthusiasm. “And thirsty. And I have to pee.”

“Sounds like a problem with a ready solution.”

“Ew,” she said when she finally got it.

I grabbed the handle of the garage door and tested it.

It lifted a couple inches but then stopped. Motorized.

I looked at Emma, down to her bound hands. “Grab the handle and pull the garage door up as much as you can, then hold it there.”

I started to get down on my knees, then Emma said, “No.”

I stopped and looked at her. “No?”

“Yes. No. Why would I do anything for you? You kidnapped me and tortured me.”

“I haven’t tortured you. I didn’t kidnap you either. You’re an alien.”

“I’m not an alien.” Her voice had started to raise, but she caught herself and lowered it. Now she stared at me expectantly, fright in her eyes, afraid at retaliation for her outburst.

“Just pull up the door.”

I got down on the ground, face pressed to it, ready to look under the door.

For several seconds she did nothing.

I waited.

Finally she grunted and grabbed the door, lifting it up.

I caught a brief glimpse of tires then Emma grunted and the door slammed back down with a bang.

I shot to my feet and grabbed her, pulling her away and around the side of the garage, pushing her up against it and placing my hand against her mouth, listening.

I could still hear faint voices, and I couldn’t tell if there was any change in them. I didn’t think so.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” I whispered harshly at her.

“My hands are tied. I’m sorry. It slipped.”

I shook my head. I hadn’t been sure if those were the Prius’s tires, so I had to check again.

“Lift up the garage door. If you drop it again I’ll break your fingers.”

Her mouth opened, her eyes widening in horror. “You’ll— Why?”

“Don’t drop the door and I won’t. Come on.”

We moved back around to the garage and it took her several seconds as she got a very firm grip on the door, then used her whole body to hoist it up a few inches.

I peered under and had to get closer than I’d like to the door, which she could easily drop on me.

It wouldn’t do much more than scrape my face, but it would still be annoying.

With this in mind, I quickly pushed my head against the crack, then craned my neck to get a look into the garage.

It was the Prius.

I got up and grabbed the door from her, then lowered it slowly.

I looked at her and saw she was sweating despite the cold.

“Hey look at that. You’re not cold anymore.”

She laughed bitterly, and we went back into the woods.
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The girls were still there, dancing around the fire. They were drinking now, though what they were drinking, I didn’t know, as whatever it was, they were drinking it from an unlabeled glass pitcher.

I thought it was awfully cold to be dancing around a fire outside, even if it was an awfully big fire.

Seeing that everything still appeared to be fine after the garage down slamming down, the six of them still there, I went back around to the front of the house, Emma groaning as I dragged her beside me, and peered inside the windows.

It seemed empty, but Emily had to be somewhere.

Unless they’d dumped her. But I would’ve noticed that.

I hoped.

I tried the front door, and surprisingly found it unlocked.

Was this the right house? Priuses were apparently very common.

God I hoped this was the right place.

If it wasn’t, I might never find Emily.

The house was large. Dark too, despite being daytime, due to how overcast it was.

It was also quiet, other than the faint sounds coming from the backyard.

We found the lower level empty and headed to the stairs.

Emma was trembling, though this time not from cold, but fear.

I wouldn’t let myself be taken by her act. She was good—very good—but she’d been good before. I still didn’t know what exactly she was doing, what she hoped to gain other than hoping I would lead her to Abigail.

It just didn’t make any sense.

These stairs didn’t collapse under our weight and we made it all the way up without a single creak.

The first door nearest the stairs was a bathroom. Empty.

There were five other doors that I could see.

The house had a lot of bedrooms.

Except one wasn’t a bedroom, but a closet. It wasn’t remotely empty, but didn’t have a bound and gagged Emily inside it either.

I pushed through the clothes, dug around through shoe boxes on the floor, but saw nothing I could use as a weapon.

All the clothes and shoes were women’s. Had the people I seen taking Emily not been men, but women?

Maybe the guys kept their stuff in their bedrooms.

But if men lived here, where were they?

Unnervingly, all the doors were shut. I went to the next one, all the while trying to keep Emma in my sight, though I doubted she’d try to ambush me. If she was going to, she would have by now.

I listened at the door, heard nothing, and pushed it open. The room was decorated plainly, though quite obviously was a woman’s room.

I went to the window, which was covered in sheer frilly curtains, and peered out.

It didn’t face the backyard directly, but I could just see the glow from the firelight, and risked lifting one side.

I didn’t see any of the women.

They had either stopped dancing, or were on the other side of the fire where I couldn’t see them.

I moved out of the bedroom and went to the next door.

This one led to another currently unoccupied bedroom, but faced the backyard fully. There were no curtains on these windows, and this window was actually cracked open despite the cold outside.

With how cloudy it was, I hoped the room was dark enough that they wouldn’t see me, and I crept up to the window, having Emma stay by the bed.

I crouched in front of the window and listened.

I heard voices, so there were still there, but even being closer now than I was in the woods, I couldn’t make out what they were saying.

They laughed about something, and I lifted my head so my eyes were above the sill.

Being closer now I was able to get a better look at them.

They all appeared to be in their late teens or early twenties, and I wondered what they were doing way the hell out here. They were still dancing around the fire, two pairs holding hands as they did.

I shook my head and backed away from the window.

Weird.

And no Emily anywhere that I could see.

Emma was sitting on the bed watching me. She met my eyes for a second, then looked down.

I frowned at her, my stomach doing a little flip for some reason.

I went over and took her arm, expecting to feel revolted at the touch, but I wasn’t. Her skin was warm and soft just like it should be.

We checked the next room and found this one empty as well. Except not entirely. On the bed was what I was pretty sure were the clothes Emily had been wearing.

I went to the bed to investigate and beside it spotted the backpack she had taken from the house we’d stayed at.

It was a relief to know we were in the right place at least.

“She’s here,” Emma said quietly.

I nodded.

Her stuff was here, but where was she?

I went through her clothes and backpack looking for the gun, but it wasn’t there.

With spirits a bit lifted knowing that I was at least in the right place, we checked the final room. But she wasn’t here either. We stood in the doorway, looking at the empty room. This was clearly the master bedroom, but from the door I could see into the en suite bathroom, and see that it was unoccupied.

I turned and looked at the hall, at the doors, all of which we’d now checked.

She wasn’t in any of them, she wasn’t downstairs, she wasn’t in the backyard… So where the hell was she?

Was she tied up in the Prius?

But then why were her clothes and bag up here?

I thought of the big fire, and pushed away the gruesome thought that she might be in the middle of it. That this was why they were dancing around it and laughing.

That they were devil worshipers after all, like Emma had thought.

Could they have a basement?

Possibly, but first I needed to make sure she wasn’t in the Prius.

I actually hoped she was, that would make this easier.

But I heard voices just as we reached the stairs.

They were coming from inside the house.

I peered over the railing and saw two girls coming toward the stairway.

I grabbed Emma and pulled her back, looking at all the open doors. Open doors I’d forgotten to shut.

Son of bitch.

I went to the bathroom, which was closest to the stairway, and pushed Emma all the way in the back toward the bathtub.

I grabbed two facecloths and handed them to Emma.

She shook her head, taking them. “What’s this?”

“You’ll see.”

I heard footsteps coming up the stairs.

I took a position by the open doorway, crouched. Below eyeline.

“Don’t worry she’ll come around. She’s just brainwashed.”

“I don’t know. She seems pretty adamant.”

“No,” the other girl said. “Just confused. Trust me. I’ve dealt with women like her before. Cycle of abuse.”

They appeared in front of the bathroom door, looking around at the open bedroom doors. But not at the one behind them.

“Sheena doing searches again?” one of them asked, the one closest to me. She was wearing a long purple dress, that I saw now was nearly transparent, revealing the undergarment she wore underneath.

The dress was split at the leg and trailed down all the way to the floor, purple and sheer. It was made of a similar material to the curtains in the first bedroom I’d checked. The underwear or bikini bottoms she wore underneath had a metal ring at the hip which glinted visibly through the fabric.

The other girl was dressed similarly, though hers was shorter, coming only to just above her knees and was red.

Both of them had their backs to me somewhat, and I took the opportunity to spring up behind them and wrap an arm around each of their necks, pulling them into the bathroom.

I cranked down on their necks so when they screamed only a croak came out, then kicked shut the bathroom door as quietly as I could, though it still created noise.

“Stuff those in their mouths,” I told Emma, and she did as I said as the girls fought against her.

Then I pushed them down to the ground at Emma’s feet.

“Move and die,” I told them. They didn’t try to fight back, stopped trying to spit out the washcloths.

I went through the cabinets for a weapon—something I hadn’t had time to do before—and came up with a pair of scissors.

I blinked at them from for several seconds before finally returning my attention to the girls.

I crouched in front of them, placed the point of the scissors in the one in purple’s neck. “Where is she?”

She shook her head.

The one in red simply stared at the scissors.

“If you scream,” I said to the one in purple, “I’ll shove these right through your throat. You understand me?”

She nodded slowly, carefully as the scissors were pressed against her neck.

I pulled the facecloth from her mouth. “Where is she?”

“Who—” she spoke loudly and I pressed the scissors into her throat hard, instantly silencing her.

“Quietly,” I instructed.

“Who?” she asked in a much quieter voice.

“Lady, I’m not in the mood for games. Where is she?”

“Omm emm om,” the other girl mumbled.

I stuffed the facecloth back into Purple’s mouth and turned my attention to Red. I placed the scissors against her neck. “Same goes for you, got it?”

She nodded. When I removed the cloth she said, “She’s downstairs in the backyard with the rest of us. We’ve been trying to convince her she’s safe. She doesn’t believe us. She says she’s not your prisoner.” She looked at Emma, down at her bound wrists. “Not sure I believe that.”

“Why would you care if she’s my prisoner?”

“Because it’s wrong—” she began loudly.

I pressed my scissors into her throat.

“It’s wrong,” she said more quietly. “Just because you’re a man doesn’t mean you can take whatever you want. Even if the world is ending.”

I snorted. “She’s not my prisoner. She’s my friend.”

She jerked her head at Emma without looking that way, keeping her eyes locked on mine. “And her? She your friend too? Just into BDSM?”

“She is my prisoner. She tried to kill my friends.”

I expected Emma to protest this, but she didn’t.

“Why didn’t you take her, if you wanted to save my ‘prisoners’? She’s the one that was tied up.”

“We do what we can. You were there with her, we didn’t want to risk it.”

“So you expect me to believe that you took Emily to save her?”

“You can believe whatever you want. That’s why we took her.”

I stuffed the facecloth back in her mouth, and turned my attention to Purple, but kept the scissors pressed into Red’s neck.

I pulled the facecloth out of her mouth and laced my hand lightly around her throat in case she tried to scream. “Your friend here doesn’t want to cooperate. But if you tell me the truth, I’ll let you live.”

“She’s telling you the truth. We took her to save her. She’s downstairs and she’s fine. You can go look.”

I stared at both of them, then looked at Emma, who was now sitting on the edge of the tub, watching us.

Now she looked away.

It did seem to be only women here. I turned back to Purple. “I know you’re lying, because I already looked in the backyard. I saw you dancing around, but I didn’t see my friend.”

The two girls exchanged a glance.

I pressed the scissors harder into Red’s neck, closed my hand tighter around Purple’s. “The first one to tell me the truth I’ll let live.” I wasn’t actually going to kill either of them, not unless they had killed Emily, but they didn’t need to know that.

I’d learned my lesson.

Never hurt a girl, not unless she’s trying to kill you.

My mind flashed to Emma’s most recent bloody nose.

But she wasn’t a girl, she was an alien.

“It is the truth,” Purple said, and I realized that Red couldn’t talk because she had the facecloth in her mouth still.

“I don’t know where you looked from, maybe from the woods?” She shivered. “That’s kind of creepy. I’ve always hated those woods. I’ve asked Sheena to build a fence but—”

I tightened my fingers around her neck. “My friend.”

“Right. She is there. Maybe you couldn’t see her from the woods, I don’t know. But we’re not lying. I promise.”

I sighed. The story seemed plausible. I hadn’t been able to see the entire area.

So now I just had to figure out how to get down there without alerting the others.

“How many guns do you have?”

“Guns? We don’t have any guns. We don’t believe in guns.”

I laughed. “Well guns believe in you. So do the bullets they shoot.”

She frowned. “That’s not what I meant. Of course I know guns exist. We just don’t have any. Guns are bad. They kill people.”

I squeezed her neck as hard as I could and she let out a choked cry. “You’re lying. My friend had a gun.”

“We threw—” she croaked, and I eased up.

She gagged, took a ragged breath, then said, “We threw it out.”

“What other weapons do you have.”

She looked up at me through hair that had fallen across her face, her eyes watery. “We don’t have any weapons. We’re peaceful.”

I chuckled. “Peaceful kidnappers?”

“We’re not kidnappers, we’re rescuers. Saving women from this crazy world. Especially—” She coughed. “Especially now that aliens have invaded it. So many men think they can do whatever they want now. They kind of can. Case in point—” She nodded down, her chin pressing into my hand around her neck, then tilted her head at where I still had the scissors pressed into Red’s neck.

It seemed honest enough, though it was still weird. How had they found us? We’d been on foot and hadn’t been making a lot of noise. The terminators we had nearly ran into made sure of that.

Was it just coincidence that they found us? I was suspicious.

“You said my friend’s downstairs? In the backyard?”

Purple nodded.

“What’s your name?”

“Europa.”

“Europa? That your real name?”

“It’s my truest name.”

I shook my head. “Whatever. All right Europa, you’re gonna go out there and get my friend. I’m going to stay here with your friend—”

“Sophia,” Europa supplied.

“Right. I’m going to stay here with Sophia. If you do anything to my friend, well… I’ll do it to yours. I don’t want to hurt her, but I will if I have to.”

She looked like she wanted to say something, but she just nodded.

I let go of her neck. “Then go get her.”

She stared at me. “You’re going to let me go down there by myself?”

“What, are you scared of monsters?”

She rolled her eyes and got up, looked at me hesitantly, then went to the door and opened it. She looked back again, scrunched her face up, but then left.

When I heard her reach the bottom of the stairs, I turned to Emma. “Stay here.”

I got up and lifted Sophia with me, then shut the bathroom door and went to the room across the hall, shut the door till it was open just a crack, and pressed Sophia against the wall next to it, keeping the scissors at her throat, trying to keep the memory of Abigail at bay.

I waited.

I heard commotion, then several people coming into the house and up the stairs.

I shook my head.

So predictable.

I peered through the crack.

“We have your friend,” I heard. What I saw was four women, none of which was Emily.

The one who’d spoken was tall, with long black hair.

“Send out ours and will give you yours,” she said.

I saw that they each had a knife, but no guns.

Good, that would make this easy.

I wrapped my arm around Sophia’s neck, keeping her in front of me and placed the scissors against her throat, then opened the door with my foot.

“You shouldn’t have lied to me.”

They spun to face me, surprise on their faces, but knives at the ready.

Then they saw Sophia and hesitated.

“This is what is going to happen. You have exactly one minute. At the end of one minute I’m pushing these scissors here through your friend’s neck. She’ll bleed out quickly. It won’t be too painful. If you haven’t given me my friend by then, well, the blood will be on your hands.”

“You can’t just—”

“Fifty-eight, fifty-seven, fifty-six.”

They looked at each other.

No, they all looked to the dark-haired one.

“Fifty seconds. Stop wasting time and go get her now.”

One of them ran down the stairs, tripping and almost falling. She let go of her knife to catch herself and grabbed the railing, continuing down in a rush.

The remaining three girls glared at me.

The one in the center, the one they’d looked too, had raven black hair and looked vaguely Middle Eastern, though with the brightest blue eyes that I’d ever seen.

She was gorgeous. Beyond gorgeous. She could be a supermodel. Her long black hair was slightly wavy and worn loosely past her shoulders.

The top she was wearing was sheer, and revealed she was wearing no bra underneath.

She was probably used to getting what she wanted from men. But she wasn’t going to get what she wanted from me, not unless she gave me what I wanted.

She stared at me, her blue eyes burning bright, knife clutched in her hand.

I could tell she wanted to use it on me.

The second girl was Europa, and the third was a new one. She had short, dyed-black hair that came just below her chin, one side tucked behind an ear, revealing several piercings there. She had a lip ring as well, and though her top wasn’t sheer, I saw the outline of what might be nipple piercings.

She scowled, her dark green eyes locked onto where I had the scissors pressed into her friend’s neck.

“Thirty seconds. You should go check and see what’s taking your friend so long.”

The leader glared, but made no move.

After ten more seconds the one with the pierced lip actually started toward the stairs to check, but then footsteps burst inside.

I heard Emily protesting, then saw her as she was led up the stairway. She was dressed in a similar manner to the other women in a long flowy dress that seemed entirely inappropriate given the current weather.

“Gage!” she shouted when she saw me and ran away from the girl that had been leading her.

When she saw the three other women with knives, she descended the last few steps more slowly. She moved cautiously passed them and to me.

The one with had gone to get her stopped at the top of the stairs, hand on the banister.

“Glad to see you’re okay,” I said to Emily.

“Likewise.”

I looked at the other women. “We’re leaving now. Back away from the stairway.”

The one I was starting to think was their leader, the supermodel, shook her head at me. “No. You give us Sophia back first.”

“We’re the ones outnumbered here. You go into that room and lock yourselves in. Once we’re safely away, we’ll let your friend your go.”

“Why should we trust you?”

“Because I wasn’t the one who kidnapped one of you.” I raised my voice, “Emma, come out of the bathroom.”

I thought I was going to have to tell her again, but then the door opened hesitantly and she peeked out.

She froze when she saw the three women with knives.

“Back away from the door so she can come out.”

“We’re not going to hurt her. She doesn’t have anything to worry about.”

“All the same, back away.”

They did, letting Emma come out, seeming to give her a wide berth when they saw how scared she was. How ostensibly scared she was.

“It’ll be okay honey,” the dark-haired woman assured Emma.

“I doubt that,” Emma muttered.

The woman locked her fiery gaze onto mine again. “How about a trade. You leave her here with us, then leave with your friend and let ours go once you’re clear.”

“This isn’t a negotiation. Now drop the knives and get in the room.”

When they didn’t obey, I pressed the scissors into Sophia’s neck harder, and she let out a squeak through her gag.

This got them moving.

The three with knifes set them down, and the four of them went into one of the rooms.

“Grab a knife and keep an eye on the stairs,” I told Emily. Unless I counted wrong there should be one more of them somewhere.

Still holding Sophia, I went to the open door the women had gone into. “You have any other weapons?”

The leader lifted her arms to the side. “What, do you want to strip search us and find out?”

“Spin around, all of you.”

They did, and I saw no other weapons through their sheer dresses.

“Lift up your dress,” I told to the one with the lip piercing, since I couldn’t see through it.

Suprisingly she didn’t protest, lifting her dress all the way up past her bare breasts, showing she wasn’t wearing anything at all underneath it.

Then she spun around for me.

When she completed the turn, she stood there, dress up, staring at me.

Her nipples were indeed pierced.

I nodded, tearing my eyes away. “Stay here and your friend will be fine. No talking.”

I backed away and had Emily shut the door.

Emma looked back and forth nervously between me and Emily. She looked like she wanted to ask something, but when I met her gaze she looked down at her feet and remained silent.

“Are there any more outside?” I asked Emily. “There should be at least one.”

She nodded. “Yeah. There’s one more staying outside in case anything happens. Hope.”

“What?”

“Hope. That’s her name.”

“Oh. But she’s in the backyard?”

Emily nodded. “Last I saw.”

“Okay, go wait outside for me by the front do—” I stopped myself, remembering the stuck Ferrari, the fact that in addition to being stuck, it only had room for two. “No, wait. We need to find the keys to the Prius.”

“I know where they are. I saw them when they were bringing me to the backyard.”

“Right. Go get them and then bring the car up front. It’s in the garage.”

“I remember. But I want my stuff first.” She looked at the door I’d had the women go in. “I think it was in there where they had me change.”

I sighed. Crap. “Stand back from the door,” I ordered the women through the closed door.

They didn’t respond.

“Did you hear me?”

“We’re back.”

I nodded at Emily, and she held out the knife she’d picked up to me. “Trade you. This is better than scissors.”

I took the knife, and Emily tossed the scissors into the bathroom, then carefully opened the bedroom door.

The women stayed well away from her as she went in.

Surprising me, she pulled the dress she was wearing off over her head and began putting her other clothes back on.

She was wearing bra and underwear, and she was military, so it wasn’t that shocking that she wouldn’t be squeamish about undressing in front of other people, but I was momentarily entranced by the sight.

It was brief though, and I focused again, watching the women to make sure they didn’t try anything.

I expected the women to start talking to me, try to negotiate, especially their leader.

But they didn’t, just stared at me as Emily dressed.

I stared back, the knife held an inch away from Sophia’s neck.

I vaguely noticed how nice she smelled. At least there was one upside to fighting women, they smelled better. And they were generally much weaker.

But I didn’t want to underestimate them.

There was another girl I had once underestimated, and I’d lost. She’d beat me repeatedly because of how I had underestimated her.

Then I grew up—literally—stopped being a dumb little boy and finally learned to not underestimate her. But by then it was too late.

Emily finished dressing and swung her pack over a shoulder, then exited the room, shutting the door behind her.

The dark-haired leader kept her eyes on mine until the door shut, and I worried she was going to be a problem.

“Take Emma, get the keys, then bring the car around.”

It was too bad the door the women were in didn’t have a lock on the outside. “Can you deal with the other one? Hope?”

“Yeah, no problem.”

“What about your gun? They said they threw it out.”

“I don’t know about that. When they took it from me I think they might have put it in the glovebox.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe I let myself be ambushed.”

“I am interested to hear how it happened. But first, get the car.”

Emily picked up the remaining two knives the women had set down and put them in her pack, also grabbing the knife the one who had gone to get her had dropped on her way down the stairs, keeping this one in her hand. 

I heard her tell Emma to wait by the door, then a few seconds later heard both of them exiting.

As soon as I heard the garage door open I checked the stairs were still clear, that Hope wasn’t waiting down there, and started backing down them, hoping the women didn’t burst out and rush me. This would be when I was most vulnerable.

The door opened.

Fuck.

The leader looked at me.

“Don’t lady,” I said, glancing behind me quickly to make sure I wasn’t about to be ambushed.

“My name’s Sheena. Not lady.”

“Stay there if you want your friend here to live. Don’t come out, don’t move from where you are, until she comes back inside.”

“How do we know you just won’t kill her? Or kidnap her like you did the others.”

“I’m not kidnapping anyone.”

“The one in bondage might disagree with that.”

“She’s a murderer.”

“Says you.”

“Yes says me. My word is all you have right now. You don’t have any other choice.”

I backed down the stairs. They didn’t follow.

As I went for the open front door I saw the other one, Hope, standing at the sliding glass door, looking at me.

She had one hand behind her back, the other was clutching a pendant she wore around her neck.

I quickly exited and kicked the door shut behind me, then ran as fast as I could with Sophia to the waiting Prius.

Emily was driving, and Emma was in the front passenger seat.

I opened the rear door and pushed Sophia in.

“You lied!” she protested. “You said you were going to let me go.”

“Don’t worry, I will,” I said, getting in after her. “First we need to get a little ways away from here. Drive,” I told Emily, and we took off.

A mile down the road I had her stop, and let out Sophia.

She seemed shocked when I pushed her out of the car.

“You’re really letting me go?”

I shook my head at her and shut the door.

Then Emily got us the hell out of there.
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Not a minute later a truck came roaring up behind us.

“What the—” I turned around and locked eyes with the driver.

Sheena.

Where’d they get a truck? The Prius was the only thing they had in their garage.

Emily sped up and the tires squealed as we turned onto the road with the stuck Ferrari.

“Keep it steady,” I cautioned, wishing we were in that rather than this.

The women stayed on our tail, but didn’t try to ram us or run us off the road, perhaps because they really did care about the girls, or at least Emma.

But that didn’t matter. Whatever their reasoning, they were the ones in the wrong.

And I wasn’t going to let them take Emma. Not because I cared about her, but because she had something that belonged to me and I was damn well going to get it back.

“Shit!” Emily stood on the brakes and I went flying into the seatback.

Forgot to put my seatbelt on. “What—” I began, but then saw what.

Standing in the road, walking toward us, was a terminator.

Not as big as the one at Costco, but taller than a normal man.

Tires squealed as the truck behind us slammed into reverse, drawing the terminator’s attention.

It passed us by as it went after the truck, which was now most of the way turned around.

“Get us out of here,” I urged Emily, who was staring at the terminator.

She turned her attention to the car and gave it gas, but we’d skidded into the dirt and the tires were having trouble getting traction.

There was a grinding of metal and I looked and saw the terminator grab the truck bed just as it was about to speed away.

Its tires spun as the terminator held onto it, and I thought they were done for, but then the liftgate ripped off and the truck fishtailed away from the alien.

It reached for them again but missed and they took off back down the road, the terminator following.

Emily was still spinning the tires and I put a hand on her shoulder. “Stop.”

She didn’t, kept trying to go and I had to grab her and shake her. “Stop. There’s another one.”

She looked up from the steering wheel and froze as she saw it. The car’s tires stopped spinning and all went silent.

Around the bend came… something.

It took a second for me to realize it was a terminator.

It was in the shape of a ball, like the one that Hunter had saved us from, but looked… heartier. Thicker. The razor wire it was made of was more like linked giant claws. It rolled down the road toward us, leaving a trail of divots in the asphalt as it came.

The car was dead silent, all of us still as statues as it rolled to a stop next to us.

It was big enough that it looked like it could simply roll through the car, dicing it up.

And us with it.

Then it moved, suddenly and jerkily, its method of propulsion not obvious, and slammed into us, creating a horrible shrieking noise as it did and knocking the car up onto its side.

Emma screamed and I fell into rear passenger side window.

Wished I’d put my seatbelt on. But at least I was behind her now, and I wrapped my hand around her mouth to silence her.

I just hoped the crashing of the vehicle covered up the sound.

We waited there in silence, unable to see to our side now.

I turned my head to look out the rear window, but it was pointed toward the side of the road, the woods surrounding us.

Out the windshield was empty pavement.

Was the alien still beside the car? Waiting for us?

Listening?

We sat there for what was surely the longest minute of my life.

Emma pulled my hand away from her mouth, and I let go, risked moving to peer out the side window facing the sky.

But sky was all I could see.

I tried the window switch, and it made a squeal that made me cringe as it cranked down.

I took a breath, hoping I wasn’t about to be decapitated by an alien, and poked my head out.
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The area was clear, though there was a large gash in the side of the car, one that looked very much like it was made by a tractor.

So that’s what had been knocking the cars over in Emma and Abigail’s apartment complex.

Maybe they didn’t like Priuses.

But then I remembered it knocked over a truck as well.

Strange how we had seen so few of these type back in Ohio. It was mostly beasts, and then hellspawns.

Though given the fact that they fought each other, maybe that made sense. Maybe they had territory.

Maybe the fact that my adversary was after me distorted that, made it so there were more hellspawns in that area than there would’ve been otherwise. Maybe he wasn’t playing by whatever rules of the game the aliens had.

“Is it a clear?” Emily asked.

“Yeah, looks it. Can you get out?”

“I don’t know. I can try.”

She wasn’t able to get the door open, but she was able to roll the window down and climb out after I did.

That left Emma still inside, and she didn’t seem to want to move. “Just leave me here. I’ll be better off.”

“Not a chance.” I looked over at Emily. She was fairly tall, and looked fit enough. “You lift weights?”

She raised an eyebrow at me. “That some kind of line? Because this is really not the place.”

I gestured at the car. “Grab on, see if we can pull it back on its wheels.”

She looked at me even more skeptically now. “Are you joking?”

“I never joke.”

We grabbed on and rocked the car. There was a frightening moment where I thought it was going to go the other way onto its roof, but then it came back and landed on its wheels.

Emma let out a little yell, but quickly fell silent.

She sat in the passenger seat, seatbelt still on, arms crossed and looked at us with murder in her eyes.

“Hey,” I said, “look at that. The windows didn’t even shatter.”
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“I feel bad,” Emily said as we drove down the highway toward Colorado. We still had about five or six hundred miles to go, according to the Prius’s GPS. It was off now, as I wasn’t sure if it would draw the aliens’ attention, but I’d briefly turned it on to check.

“Feel bad about what?” I asked.

“About leaving them there. The alien. What if it caught them. What if it…”

“That’s their problem. They should’ve kept in hiding, not gone out to try to kidnap people.”

“They may have gone about it wrong,” Emma said, “but I think their hearts were in the right place.” 

“Yeah, like you would know what a heart is.” Or maybe she did. Because she had broken mine.

“They seem to want to help me and her, anyway,” Emily said.

“Well there’s nothing we can do about it now. We’re not going back there. We can’t help them. Not unless we could find some hellspawns. But this area seems to be empty of them.” I thought back to being guilted into going back for Hunter at Walmart. That had turned out well.

Well, that was yet to be seen.

I looked down at the black on my wrist, trailing onto the back of my hand and a bit up my forearm: all that was left of Hunter except for what was inside me.

How was I going to bring her back? Would she come back on her own? I thought so, once I got the stone back.

I couldn’t tell if that was just wishful thinking.

My eyes flicked to Emma, the alien.

I could play the long game too. Maybe I should start letting her think her little act had me convinced. Let her think I’d let my guard down.

Yes, I could do that.

But if so, I needed to be prepared. I needed some way to injure her.

Injure her when she didn’t want to be injured, that was.

If she really were an alien, I would need something more. I would need a hellspawn

If only there were any around.
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When we stopped for gas Emma said she had to use the bathroom.

She’d been squirming in her seat for a while now, and I remembered her saying she had to go back when we were rescuing Emily.

“You were in a bathroom. You should have gone then.”

Emma stared at me, wide-eyed. “I was a little preoccupied.”

“Take her to the bathroom,” Emily said, and I remembered that I was trying to make Emma think I believed her.

I sighed. “Fine.”

While Emily filled up the tank I walked Emma into the mini-mart, which was deserted of the living, but filled with products.

We had to walk through the snack aisle to get to the bathrooms, and I saw the bags of SunChips lined up in a row, and felt my heart break all over again.

The bathroom had no window or any means of escape so I let her go in by herself.

Let her think I was starting to believe her.

“You’re not going to watch?”

“Don’t take too long. I’m going to get some snacks.”

She looked surprised as I shut the door on her.

I grabbed a couple energy drinks for Emily in case she needed them. And a bag of SunChips.

I wanted to see how Emma reacted.

At least that’s what I told myself, but as I held the bag, memories—recent ones, but ones that had the cast of something older, something deeper—came back to me. Those feelings I felt for Emma and for Abigail.

The love I felt for Hunter.

The feelings were still there, but the people were all gone now. Just like everyone else I’d ever cared about.

Abigail was out there, in capable hands to be sure, but in hands that were no match for the aliens that had invaded us. Hunter… well, her fate was uncertain. She was alive inside me, but that wasn’t really living.

And Emma…

She had been a phantom, a specter. Something that had never really existed at all. An alien’s pale imitation.

Said alien came walking out of the bathroom and when she saw me holding SunChips her eyes brightened. “Those are my favorite.”

“I know.” I held them out to her. “Hungry?”

“I’m starving.” She said this uncertainly, as though she wasn’t sure if she was.

“Oh. If you don’t want them—”

“No—” She grabbed them from me and clutched the bag to her chest. “Thank you,” she said. She said it so sincerely that I almost did start to believe she was human.

I nodded. “Take more if you want.”

“Really?”

“Sure.”

She grabbed two more bags of different flavor SunChips.

“Those are gonna make you thirsty. If you want something to drink go ahead and get it.”

She stared at me for several seconds, then nodded and went to the coolers where she grabbed a bottle of water and a bottle of lemonade.

It was awkward for her to hold all her spoils with her bound wrists, but she managed.

I didn’t try to help her. I did however open the door for her as we left, and I had to remind myself she was an alien.

Remind myself she was the enemy.

Because I was starting to fall in love all over again.
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Emily polished off the first of the two energy drinks I’d gotten for her and tossed the can out the window.

“You shouldn’t litter.”

“We need some litter. It’s creepy how clean everything is.”

That it was.

Emma was asleep in the backseat now after demolishing a bag-and-a-half of SunChips. She’d gone easy on the water and lemonade.

“So how do you know Mark?” I asked Emily.

Emily glanced over at me, then quickly back to the road. “Mark. He’s interesting.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

She smiled. “No it doesn’t. What about you? How do you know him?”

“I don’t know him. We heard his radio show, then we ran into your trap. Or someone’s trap.”

“Yeah.”

“Is pretty impressive how you guys managed to get that place set up so quickly.”

She looked at me again and bit her lip. “I guess I can share a bit of information with you. At least what I know. Which isn’t much, mind you.” She was silent for several moments, but I waited, saying nothing. Finally she went on. “The factory was a cover. It’s a… well, not a base, but an emergency shelter. In case of disasters.”

“Like being invaded by aliens?”

“Exactly. At least if they’re not friendly aliens. Which, while we haven’t seen these ones, they don’t appear to be.”

“So you haven’t seen them either? Ever had any contact with them?”

“Not that I’ve seen. But we haven’t exactly had much contact with anyone with all radio communication unusable. Same with satellite. That means we’re limited to hardline phones and the internet. But even there we don’t know the aliens’ capabilities, how much they can glean from those things. Plus, the internet is going down slowly, and phonelines are severely damaged.”

I frowned. “I haven’t seen any damaged phone lines.”

She shrugged. “All I know is that our phones don’t work very well.”

“How’d you wind up in the military?”

“I could ask you the same thing.”

“But you didn’t.”

She smiled again, her eyes flicking over to me. “I just did.”

“I asked you first.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re such a little boy.”

“I assure you I’m not.”

She bit her lip. “Well, I went to college and decided I wanted to help. And so I became a doctor.” She laughed. It was a pretty laugh. “Not just like that. First I become premed. It was a lot of work. But then I met a guy, and he was military, and his family was military… you know the story. Anyway, his parents took a liking to me, convinced me to sign up for the HPSP. It’s a scholarship that pays all medical school expenses. They said the military could always use doctors, and there were plenty of places I could go: Navy, Army, Air Force. It sounded…” She shrugged a little. “It sounded fun. I was only nineteen. So I applied. And to my surprise I got accepted. It was easier back then, though.

“Five years later I was a doctor.”

“Five years?”

“Hey, that’s pretty good. I still had undergrad to finish.”

“No, that’s what I mean. Twenty-four seems awfully young to get a medical degree.”

She half shrugged. “Well me and Evan—the guy I met—didn’t last, and I didn’t have much of a social life after that. I devoted myself to school. To medicine. I really enjoyed it. So, like I said, I got through quickly.”

“So you served? Active duty?”

She nodded. “Germany and Turkey.”

“Posh.”

“What about you? Where’d you serve?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t serve.”

I was staring straight out ahead and I saw her look at me, saw the expression on her face change to what I thought was a frown.

“Uh-huh. Sure you didn’t. If you don’t want to tell me you can just say. You don’t have to lie to me.”

“Do you know anything else? About the aliens?” I asked, changing the subject.

She stared at me for so long that I looked over at her, getting uncomfortable that she hadn’t been looking at the road for such a long stretch. Sure it was as straight and empty as a runway, but still.

Finally she glanced back at the road. “Fine. If you don’t want to tell me that’s okay. But you can trust me, I promise.”

I thought I just might be able to.

“We don’t really know anything else,” she continued. “I imagine you might know more than we do. Biggest lead we have to go on is some conspiracy theory.”

“Conspiracy theory?”

She nodded. “Didn’t Mark tell you? I thought he did. I don’t know, things are kind of jumbled up. It’s some theory that goes back hundreds, maybe thousands of years. It’s said that there is a group of people that are protecting the Earth from intruders. From invaders. Says they have weapons against enemies that can’t be defeated. Seems an awful lot like the ones that have invaded us. So our wonderful government thought, Hey wouldn’t it be nice to get our hands on some of those weapons? Of course this was after everything else had failed, including tactical nukes. At least they didn’t retaliate. That was pretty surprising.”

“I bet.”

“So we started looking, and that’s when communications went to shit. Well, that was right around when we found out the creatures were attracted to radio communications.”

“Did you run any tests? Do you know how strong the signal is required for them to detect?”

She shook her head. “But they ended up getting killed. So we stopped trying.”

“How’d you end up at the factory then?”

“I got a call on the day the ship showed up to grab whatever I needed and get to a certain address.” She looked over at me. “Like I said, they need doctors.”

“So everyone at the factory was military?” I found that hard to believe. I would’ve noticed that.

I thought I would’ve.

Although my mind hadn’t exactly been clear. It’d been the opposite, had been clouded, fraught with memories and some kind of interference that I no longer felt.

“No. They’re civilians. Family, people we found on our way. People we brought in on the first few days. Before we stopped going out. Before we realized we couldn’t even fight against the creatures, let alone the ships. That’s when we got the maze set up. Finished setting it up. Lots of it was already prepared.”

“And now we’re going to Colorado. To NORAD.”

She glanced at me. “Ah, so you figured it out.”

“It’s not exactly hard to figure out. I’m just wondering if we’re going to Cheyenne, or some other place that they don’t talk about.”

“I don’t know that. We’ll find out we get there. Cheyenne would be good, it’s under the mountains after all, people know about it, but we’re not worried about people. We’re worried about aliens. And they might well know about all of our bases, even the ones I don’t know about. Which I imagine are quite a few. But Cheyenne would be our safest option I think. Not that it’s up to me.”

“So then where are we going? Where’s the rendezvous?”

“At Cheyenne. The parking lot. There should be a skeleton crew there, and they should have room for us. From there we can get orders on what to do next.”

“You don’t seem too excited about that.”

She shook her head, but didn’t answer, her face working.

I reached over and placed my hand on her shoulder, and her face seemed to relax a little.

She lifted her left hand and placed it over mine, kept it there for several seconds, then she patted my hand and said, “Thanks.”

I let my hand fall.

I glanced in the backseat. Emma was still there, wrists still bound, still pretending to be asleep. Or hell maybe she was asleep. I didn’t know what these aliens needed.

“Now it’s your turn.”

My heart jolted. “My turn?” There was no way I was sharing my past with her. Or maybe I should. Maybe it would feel good to tell someone.

But it didn’t matter what felt good. I could never tell anyone. Could never let anyone know what I’d done. Especially not someone in the military.

“About the girl you have tied up.” She said this quietly, looking in the mirror and adjusting it downward so she could see Emma in the back to see that she was asleep. “What’s the deal with her?” She was speaking so quietly that I could barely hear her over the road noise.

This wasn’t exactly my past, or a much more recent version of it, but I found I didn’t want to tell her this either.

On the other hand another part of me very much did want to tell her. I didn’t think I should. “She killed my friends. Or tried to.” Okay, I guess I was going to tell her.

Maybe it was better this way. More convincing. “She’s one of them.”

Despite the quietness of my words, Emily tensed at this. “I guess I figured that much. Still kind of surprising to hear it said. But I don’t understand, she’s been hurt. We can’t hurt those things.”

“I can. Or I could. And they can hurt each other. And I get the feeling that they can be hurt if they want to be.”

“But she doesn’t look like any of them.”

I shook my head. “I know. I kind of don’t think she is. She’s something different.”

“How’d you end up with her?”

“She wanted the stone I had.”

“The one that gave you your powers? The one that made your hands black?”

“Yeah, that one.”

“That was in the conspiracy theory. Or myth, I guess you might call it at this point. A fairytale. That the pieces would be brought together and a human would become a weapon. A sword and a shield.”

My heart skipped. If they knew that much, maybe the conspiracy theory was correct. Maybe, like I thought a lifetime ago, it wasn’t a conspiracy theory, just a conspiracy.

“So she tried to kill your friends? Is that what happened to Abigail? Her parents couldn’t tell me. They were too distraught to make sense of what they were saying.”

“Yes. I didn’t tell them what happened. Emma was Abigail’s friend. I don’t know what took her so long, but eventually the alien stuck, stealing the stone from me.”

She gestured with her head at the backseat. “And now? You’re not afraid of her attacking again?”

I didn’t like lying to her, but it was necessary. “That’s what I thought at first, thought she was still an alien, still pretending to be. But it doesn’t make any sense. She already took the stone that she wanted, then ran away with it. I don’t see why she would collapse outside, or pretend to. I don’t see why she would pretend to be human.

“Whatever was in Emma, I think it’s gone now. But I’m not sure. Not one-hundred percent. So I’m careful.”

Emily nodded. “Makes sense.” Her nose wrinkled. “That poor girl if she’s not.”

“I know,” I said, with real regret. If she wasn’t an alien, I could try to justify it to myself all I wanted, but I’d treated her horribly. Maybe not scarred her for life, but certainly damaged her.

I told myself the ends justified the means.

I wasn’t very convincing.

It didn’t matter now though, because now I was letting her think I believed her. And trying not to actually believe her, which was growing harder and harder to do.

“Back at the factory, before you left, I know you told me to ask Hunter, but…”

“She’s not one of them. She’s a human. I stabbed her with my sword. My blade. It’s not a sword.” For some reason I felt strongly about that. “And I thought I’d killed her. But she’d survived, with two broken legs. Two badly broken legs. Anyway Emma tried to help her—Emma’s a nurse, I don’t know if I told you that. And while we were trying to help her, inside a Walmart, those things attacked. There were so many of them and we had to get out of there.”

“Couldn’t you fight them?”

I shook my head. “Not then, or at least I didn’t know if I could. I had barely discovered that I could make a weapon with my hand.” I intentionally left out the part about my adversary. It sounded crazy, but that wasn’t why I left it out. “And then we got away.

“But Emma made me feel guilty for leaving the girl behind, leaving all those people behind. I wonder now if she, or the alien controlling her at the time, knew something that I didn’t. Knew what effect my attack would have on her.” I shook my head.

“So I was guilted into going back. I have to say it felt good to go back for her, despite how dangerous it was. It wasn’t just for her, it was for all of them. Maybe. When we got back though, everyone was gone or dead. Everyone except for Hunter. She had started to change, but not completely.”

Emily nodded. “That scar on her shoulder. The skin around it is pale. That’s what her skin looked like before the transformation?”

“Yeah.”

“You two seem close.”

“We are. Closer than I can express.”

“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to, but I didn’t ask before because… well…” She was silent, then finally, “You… absorbed her? She…”

I shook my head. “She’s not dead. She’s… asleep? Maybe in a coma is a better way to describe it. I can still feel her. Barely. She’s like a calming presence in my mind, but one that’s calming just by being there, not because she’s conscious.”

“A sleeping beauty?” she said.

I chuckled despite myself. “Yeah, I suppose.”

She shook her head. “It’s so strange.”

I couldn’t disagree with that.
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Emily looked around and slowed the car down.

“What’s wrong?”

She pulled to the side of the road and put the car in park. “Those energy drinks go right through you. I won’t be a minute.”

I checked our surroundings. There was nothing but trees and grass. I said as much.

“Our ancestors used those happily for thousands of years.”

“We can stop at a real bathroom if you want.”

“I’m fine.” She dug through the center console, came up with a wet wipe. “Look at that. Fate.”

I laughed. “All right. Don’t go too far.”

She gave me a devious grin. “I won’t.”

She went around to the side of the road, and I expected her to go behind one of the trees, but she didn’t, instead pulling her pants down as I watched.

Thirty seconds later she was back in the car, wiping her hands with another wet wipe.

She happily tossed this on the road when she was done with it.

She looked at me and smiled. “What about you?”

“I’m good.”

She shrugged, almost seeming disappointed, then her eyes flicked downward, though I couldn’t tell exactly at what. She glanced in the backseat at Emma, who was still sleeping. “How about we stretch our legs for a minute then? I could use the break from driving.”

“Sure,” I said uncertainly.

I got out and she came around to the passenger side.

She smiled at me again, then leaned against the car and looked up into the sky. She took a slow, deep breath. “It’s so quiet.”

It was, though there was a faint sound from far off. Maybe a waterfall or river. I was pretty sure we were near the Missouri.

She looked at me. Then kept looking at me. “Hi.”

I found myself leaning into her.

Then our bodies touched and my heart sped up. Her eyes were open and locked on mine, and they stayed that way as I leaned in farther and our lips touched.

She moaned, and so did I as I roamed my hands over her body.

Then she pushed me away, shaking her head. “No. I’m sorry. We can’t.”

I pushed back and kissed her again, and this time instead of pushing me away she wrapped her arms around me and pulled me tighter to her. Her hands went to my butt, pulling me against her as she ground into me.

I slipped my hand under her shirt, feeling her breast, her soft nipple.

She had her hand in my pants, was pulling me out when the sound of the Missouri River started to get to me.

That wasn’t a river. I pulled away.

“I’m sorry is it too fas—”

I put my hand over her mouth gently. “Listen.”

She did, my manhood standing between us, her hands still on it, one of her breasts just peeking out from her lifted-up shirt.

“You hear that?” I let my hand drop from her mouth.

She shook her head, whispered, “I don’t hear anything.” But she continued listening and after a second she said, “Oh.”

It was definitely not a river. It was a vehicle of some sort.

And it was getting closer.
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I opened my door and started to push her in, then remembered my bad luck with cars.

Technically I was a great driver, but I had gotten us into one too many crashes.

I had the feeling it was because of that haze that I’d been feeling, but even though it was gone now, I wasn’t gonna take a risk.

Emily had gotten us away so far, so I’d let her continue driving.

“Go on. Get us out of here.”

She ran around to the other side and got in the driver’s seat as I got in the passenger’s. She put the car in drive and looked at me, her eyes flicking down to my crotch. “Might want to put that weapon away.”

I smiled, despite it all, and put myself away. Then reached over and pulled her shirt down over her breast.

“Thanks,” she said, pulling us out onto the road. We rolled the windows down and she kept the car going slow enough that the engine didn’t turn on.

Hey look at that, a Prius was useful after all. That didn’t mean they were growing on me.

I listened, and also checked on Emma, who I saw was still asleep.

I noticed she had napkins stuffed in her ears.

It didn’t seem like a very alien thing to do.

I returned my attention outside, listening for the sound.

“It’s definitely getting closer,” Emily said.

I nodded. I couldn’t tell what direction it was coming from though. “Keep going this way. See if it gets louder. Also keep an eye out for anywhere to turn off the road. Even a dirt path.”

Ten seconds later Emily pointed. “There.”

Up ahead was a path into the woods, and Emily quickly pulled us onto it until we were shrouded by the trees and turned the car off, plunging us into blackness.

There were no street lights in these woods, just the light of the moon and stars.

The noise grew steadily louder, and about a minute later, headlights appeared.

They were going slow.

Slow enough to see it was the same truck that the women had been in.

“Shit,” Emily muttered. “They’re persistent.”

“At least you don’t have to feel guilty about them getting killed. They didn’t.”

“I think I’d prefer my guilt to this.”

“Yeah. Maybe.”

The truck went past, then stopped.

Then started backing up.

“Shit. They saw us. Get us out of here.”

Emily did. We went in the opposite direction and took the first exit.

It led to a neighborhood and Emily sped through it until spotting a house with an open garage, which she pulled into.

“Get—”

But she didn’t have to tell me. I was already hopping out and going for the garage door, pulling it down hard.

Something snapped, perhaps the mechanism connecting it to the motor, and it crashed down.

Twenty seconds later I heard the truck go by, then continue on.

“Jesus Christ how they’d find us?” I wondered aloud.

I looked to the car and saw Emma sitting up and looking around. She opened the door stretched, swinging her legs out, then pulling napkin out of her ears. “What’s going on?” she asked groggily.

For a second, she was Emma again, the old Emma, the one I’d thought was human, and I almost went to her. But then I remembered. “Those women found us again.”

“Oh,” she said. She didn’t seem particularly upset about this. Maybe she wanted to be captured by them. Though I couldn’t imagine why.

Not if she was an alien.

Then truck engine grew loud again, but this time it wasn’t coming from outside the garage door.
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“The hell?” I muttered.

Where were they?

I opened the side door to the garage, and the engine noise grew louder.

The door opened onto a small fenced-in backyard, and I stuck my head out to look.

Then pulled it back in quickly. The truck was idling in the alley behind the house.

That was strange. If they’d seen us, they’d be by the garage door, wouldn’t then?

Whatever was going on, now was our chance to get away.

I ran to the garage door and pushed it open, saw the street was empty.

When I turned to get into the Prius, the garage started growing darker, and before I could realize what was happening a bang shook me as the broken garage door slammed shut.

I cursed and hurriedly went back to the door and pushed it open again. But even though I pushed it all the way up, when I let go, it started to close.

Dammit.

“Back out,” I told Emily, and she hopped in the car with Emma and did so.

Once she was out I quickly lowered the garage and went to the Prius, pulling open the driver’s door. “Over.”

“I can—”

“Come on, we don’t have time for this.”

She scooted over. “If we didn’t have time you should have let me drive.”

I quickly backed out of the driveway and got us going away from the house.

But not quickly enough.

Then was a crack of gunfire and one of the rear tires blew.

Emma screamed and curled into a ball in the backseat.

I looked back and saw the side gate standing open, Sheena holding a gun in her hands.

No guns my ass. It was probably the one they took from Emily and said they’d gotten rid of.

I floored it, thankful the car was front-wheel-drive.

“That wasn’t very safe of her,” Emily observed.

It wasn’t safe in many ways. One, that she could’ve hit one of us, though I doubted she cared if she hit me. And two, more importantly, they might’ve drawn the aliens’ attention.

The truck suddenly came barreling out from one of the lawns, gunning right for us and I just barely managed to swerve away and avoid a collision.

But it didn’t chase us as we sped away. It took me a second to realize why.

They were waiting for Sheena to catch up and get in.

It would give us a head start, but not a very big one.

“Can’t they just mind their own business?” I complained.

We had aliens invading, I wasn’t in the mood for car chases.

I tried to think of what to do. They had a handgun, and if it was Emily’s, only limited ammo. Maybe ten or twelve shots.

Even when they’d just had knives they’d been a problem. There were six of them, and only two of us. And while they were all women, weapons did tend to even things out.

And guns made whether you were male or female or damn near irrelevant.

The truck started after us just as I turned off on the street out of the neighborhood.

“Keep an eye out for any aliens,” I told Emily.

“Got it.”

I thought I could outrun them, though they had somehow caught up to us twice now.

Had they been tailing us and then decided to make themselves known? Or were they tracking us somehow?

I realized this wasn’t our car, wasn’t Emma’s or Mark’s Prius. This was their car.

Did they have some kind of vehicle theft tracking system on it?

More worryingly, could the aliens track it?

They hadn’t so far, but what was it the old man had sometimes said? Past enemy performance was a piss poor predictor.

“I think you lost them,” Emily said, looking behind us.

I was surprised to see she was right.

I got an idea, and looked for an ideal spot. I found one and pulled to the curb, turning the car off.

“What are you doing?”

“Testing a theory.”

I’d picked a spot that would allow me to see them approaching from a good distance in either direction.

Sure enough, a minute later the truck appeared, heading right toward us.

I threw us into reverse, backed up onto the curb and spun around, taking off, the truck on our tail once more.

I cursed. “They’re tracking us.”

“How?” Emily asked.

“It’s their car.”

“Why would a bunch of hippies have a tracker on their car?”

I shook my head. “Dealer upsell?” Whatever it was, they had something that allowed them to track us. Which meant getting away was going to be difficult.

I wondered if they were using a cell phone to do it.

If so, they were going to get us all killed or converted.

The rear flat tire was close to destroyed now. Soon it would be on its rim.

We had to get a new car. That would solve both our problems: flat tire, and being tracked.

The only problem was I hadn’t seen a single one yet since the chase had begun.

It seemed like our best bet for finding one was to check garages again.

“Get your stuff ready,” I said. “Be ready to bail out.”

Then I made a sharp turn onto another street, the truck close on our tail.

Another head start would sure be nice right now.

Either that or an alley that the truck couldn’t fit down but our car could.

We needed somehow to get away from them long enough to ditch the compromised Prius.

Once we were on foot they wouldn’t be able to track us, and we could head to a neighborhood and search garages for vehicles.

I cursed myself for not thinking of something like this happening.

Maybe my mind wasn’t as clear as I thought.

The car jolted as the tire finally wore through and we began riding on the rim.

The back became squirrelly, wanting to break free, but luckily we still had one good tire back there keeping us planted.

And at least they weren’t shooting at us while driving.

Maybe Sheena knew that unlike movies, shooting from moving vehicle was a terrible idea, and you weren’t likely to hit what you were aiming at anyway.

Not unless you had a mounted weapon with tracers you could walk onto it. Or you were really good.

I took another corner and the rear end skipped out on us before the one good tire caught. We had a brief moment where the driver-side of the car was facing the front of the truck, and I glanced over and saw the driver, Sheena, staring intently at me.

Then the Prius righted itself again and she was in my rearview.

We needed to get off the road.

A forest would be nice. Grass or dirt would be much kinder and easier to drive on with one blown tire.

But we were in the suburbs and there was nothing like that immediately nearby.

“Where are we going?” Emma asked from the backseat.

I almost ignored her, but then remembered I was trying to make her think I didn’t believe she was an alien anymore. “Just be ready to get out when I tell you.”

“It’d be a lot easier if my hands weren’t tied.”

This time I didn’t answer. Getting her to trust me was one thing, being an idiot was another.

Although she could probably break free from the belt anytime she wanted.

It at least would give me some kind of notice that she had finally decided to drop the act.

What I’d be able to do if that happened, I didn’t know.

I took another turn, and this time we nearly spun out.

I needed to stay calm. Not being about to out-accelerate the truck was getting to me.

Not surprising, we were in a glorified RC car.

I punched the steering wheel and the horn let out a little blat. I cringed at the noise.

Great job staying calm, I told myself. Why don’t you just draw them right to you.

Then I got an idea.

It was kind of a terrible idea, it was kind of an evil idea—at least if it worked out as I thought it might—but it was the only one I could think of.

The question was, did I want to risk it?
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I laid on the horn.

“What are you doing?” Emily shouted. “You’re going to draw them—” She stopped when she realized. “Oh.”

I looked in the rearview mirror and saw the women talking in the truck.

They looked confused, but it didn’t take them long to figure out what I was doing.

They started looking around more, looking around for aliens attracted to the sound of the horn.

But they kept on us.

“Goddammit.” I didn’t let up on the horn as we drove through town.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Emily asked.

“No.”

She laughed at this for some reason. “We could surrender.”

“Easy for you to say. They don’t want to take your balls.”

“I don’t think they want take your balls either. Besides, I don’t have balls to take.”

“I disagree. About the taking my balls part. Obviously I don’t think you have balls.”

“You haven’t seen. How would you know?”

I glanced over at her. She was grinning.

Very strange time for her to be flirting with me.

I remembered reading something about transference, or something like that. Basically if you did something exciting with someone, like crossing a rope bridge over a large canyon on a first date, the excitement and fear would be transferred from the act and onto you, and in her mind you would be the cause of the excitement.

A car chase was pretty exciting, even if it wasn’t very fun.

I took another corner, having to let up off the horn as I did and now the rear tire—rim—was sparking. Even when I laid on the horn again, I could still hear the racket it was making.

I almost didn’t need to use the horn with how much noise it was causing.

I didn’t know how much longer we could run on a rim for. We weren’t going fast, not on these suburb streets, but still I feared a catastrophic failure was in our future.

And the truck was still on us.

“Doesn’t look like any of those things are going to come to our rescue,” Emily said.

“Aliens,” I muttered. “Never around when you need them.”

The horn suddenly stopped. I pressed harder thinking I’d let up, but nothing happened.

I punched the horn, and again nothing happened.

“Dammit. This fucking car. The horn doesn’t work right.” This was frustrating. We couldn’t get away from them, couldn’t draw aliens to us to attack them or to distract them at least. What the hell was I gonna do?

There was no way I was letting them capture us.

Maybe I should. Maybe they wouldn’t shoot me.

I didn’t think they would shoot Emily or Emma, not that I cared if they shot Emma very much, I only wanted my stone back.

And besides, I didn’t think it would hurt her. She wasn’t that committed.

Was she?

I’d find out soon enough, as the car was starting to shake now, the rim irreparably damaged.

If I didn’t decide what to do soon, the car was going to decide for me. But none of my options were good. If I stopped, we would be at the mercy of those women. And if I didn’t stop, well, I’d be made to by the car’s tire, or lack of one.

If only I could get away from them long enough, put enough distance between us so we could ditch the car without them seeing us, we could get away.

But the women weren’t getting off our tail.

I spotted a park one street over on our left and I changed course toward it, the back end trying to kick out.

Emily braced herself against the dash as we sped toward the sidewalk in front of the little park.

“Curb,” Emma said from the backseat. “Curb!”

“Oh I know.”

We slammed into and over it with a bone-shaking jolt, the kind where you know you’ve just done some serious damage, the thunk hard enough that it feels like the tires compressed all the way to the rim.

But now we were on grass.

The truck followed us with no problem, but at least now I had somewhat more control. I sped up and wove through the park, hoping to get at least some distance from them.

The rear end again tried skip out, but now because of the other tire, the one with an actual tire instead of just a rim.

How annoying.

The park wasn’t very big and we were already almost to the other side of it.

I punched the steering wheel again.

“Maybe we should just give up,” Emily suggested.

I shook my head. There was no way I was giving up. Ever.

But what if giving up didn’t have to be giving up?

Maybe if we stopped they would think we were defeated. Maybe if we stopped before we were forced to, they would be less suspicious later on. Less watchful.

“Are you stopping?” Emily asked, sounding surprised.

The car was slowing down, but it was still moving forward, the truck right behind us.

I didn’t think they would hurt Emily, I didn’t know if they could hurt me. The scar had healed, but I didn’t know how much of Hunter’s healing power I had. Plus it seemed to be limited. That black liquid armor around her body having diminished when she healed.

And I had no stone to recharge it, no ability to absorb power from the aliens anymore.

My eyes unconsciously flicked to the mirror where I saw Abigail staring at me, a worried, half-crazed look on her face.

No, not Abigail. Emma.

I also saw another girl, one the old man had told me not to hit. The one who I ended up hitting quite often as we sparred together. As we grew up.

One he ended up training, despite his protests that a girl shouldn’t be a fighter. That a girl couldn’t be a fighter.

But then he’d come to realize girls had more than physical strength going for them. They were disarming, especially to men. They could go places no man could go. They could infiltrate much quicker than any man could. ‘Befriend’ someone in a day, in an hour. In a minute. Even with just a simple glance.

Especially one like her.

And so he trained her. And trained me.

The general hadn’t liked that very much.

Or what he hadn’t liked was the relationship that had begun forming between me and the girl.

So he made a sacrifice to trick me. One that was unfathomable to me, even now.

And because of that, he’d succeeded. Because I’d underestimated him.

I could still see his smiling face as soldiers rushed in to take me.

Could still feel them cuffing my bloody hands together.

He had planned it all, been willing to sacrifice so much, just to get me.

And I’d fallen for it. Not once, but twice.

I was very young, hardly a man, but still, I shouldn’t have fallen for it. I should have been smarter.

But I’d let my rage get the best of me.

I wouldn’t do that now, as I pulled the car to a stop.

As much as I hated these women, wanted to be rid of them, I would play along, play the defeated man.

Let them think they had beat me.

It was my turn to trick them.
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I started to get out of the car and a voice yelled to stop and put my hands out the window.

I did as she said.

She approached cautiously, almost like a police officer would.

Though not quite, as she left herself far too exposed.

Lucky for her, I didn’t have a gun. She’d taken the only one we’d had left.

If only our Jeep hadn’t been destroyed, absorbed, we would’ve had an arsenal.

“Just stay right where you are,” Sheena said, coming toward me, gun pointed at my head.

She drew even with the door, and a gust of wind blew her dark wavy hair, blowing it into her face, and maybe I could have taken her, but that wasn’t that plan.

She tucked her hair behind her ears, then told me to open the door from the outside and step out.

It took me a moment to find the handle. Fucking Priuses, screwing with me even now. I got out and put my hands up.

“On your knees.”

I went along with her order and got down.

She took her eyes off me to peer into the car, but she was too far away for me to grab the gun.

And I didn’t quite feel like testing whether I would heal from a gunshot wound. Not if I didn’t have to.

“You two get out. Keep your hands up.”

Emma and Emily both got out, hands up.

“You okay sweetie?” she asked Emma.

Emma shrugged, bound hands in the air.

“Come on,” she called, and the other women got out of the truck.

They had knives, but no other guns.

“Thought you didn’t like guns,” I said, thinking back to what her friend had said in the bathroom.

She turned her attention back to me. “I like men like you even less.”

“Men like me?”

“Men who think they can do and take whatever they want. Including women. Men who think they’re better than us.”

“So you sacrifice your morals if it’s for someone you don’t like.”

“Shut up,” she said calmly, almost absently.

One of the other women—one whose name I didn’t know—had brought Emily and Emma to the front of the truck and was now unbinding Emma’s wrists.

“Bring that belt over here,” Sheena instructed. “Put it on him.”

I lowered my hands in front of me, and the girl started wrapping the belt around my wrists. It was the one with the piercings, the one who had flashed me.

Sheena shook her head. “No. Behind his back.”

Damn.

It was fine though, it wasn’t like I was planning on breaking out just yet.

I needed to let them relax, think I wasn’t a threat.

As long as I could keep my cool that long, everything would be okay.

I looked over at Emma, standing near the truck, as the girl bound my wrists behind my back.

And as long as the alien didn’t go crazy and kill everyone.
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They put me in the bed of the truck and the girls in the cab.

It looked rather cramped in there, and I didn’t think it was very wise to put me back here.

It would be easy to escape.

But I wouldn’t, not without Emily and Emma.

And maybe they knew that.

As we drove I tried to keep a mental note of where we were.

Then we passed that familiar abandoned house.

So we were going back to their place.

I looked at the missing liftgate and wondered how they’d gotten away from the terminator.

We got back to the house and Sheena had one of the other girls—the one with the lip piercing—pull me out as she kept her gun on me.

I got out and the girl pushed me ahead of them towards the house.

I saw they had Emily’s hands tied in front of her, but not Emma’s.

Guess they were equal-opportunity captors.

Inside, the two of them took me down to a finished basement while the others took Emily and Emma deeper into the house.

There was a couch and TV down here as well as a popcorn machine. It was currently empty of popcorn.

Sheena gestured at me with the gun. “Strip,” she ordered.

“What?”

“Don’t act like you didn’t hear me. Strip off. Everything. Underwear too.”

“Why?”

“I’m not gonna tell you again. Men are tricky, deceptive. Who knows what you have hidden under those clothes. You made her show you she didn’t have weapons. I’m just returning the favor. Now get them off.”

“My hands are kinda tied here.”

A flash of anger sparked across her face, but then her expression became neutral again.

“Malice, take his clothes off.”

“Malice?” I asked, as the girl approached me.

“It’s my truest name,” she said, mimicking something one of the other girls had said to me, though I couldn’t remember which just now.

She held a knife which she switched from her right to her left, then knelt before me and started unbuckling my pants.

“Gee, thanks. I didn’t even have to buy you dinner.”

She laughed, but then it turned into a mocking laugh, and she pressed the knife against my crotch.

She looked up and met my eyes. “You’re hilarious. Maybe you should make me laugh again. I might slip with this knife.”

I kept my mouth shut as she pulled my pants down, then took off my shoes and socks. Then, apparently not wanting to untie my hands, decided to cut off my shirt and jacket.

I was uncomfortably reminded of Emma, and what she’d done to Abigail.

Poor Abigail. What the hell happened to her? What had the alien done to her?

And how had she survived?

My mind flashed back to the x-ray Emily had performed on her.

It flashed back to the fact that Abigail’s grandfather was named Gabriel. Gabriel, like my cellmate, who was the one that gave me the stone.

But that was just coincidence.

Yes, because Gabriel was such a common name.

But it was, wasn’t it? Gabe?

But they weren’t Gabe. They were Gabriel. My cellmate hadn’t like being called Gabe, though he never corrected anyone. Only mentioned it in passing to me once that he preferred Gabriel.

I hoped they were all okay. Abigail, her parents and grandparents, Mark, the rest of them.

Hoped they were in Colorado by now.

Hoped they were safe.

“Let’s go,” Sheena said, and I realized I was naked.

Sheena’s eyes were locked on mine as she pointed the gun at me.

“Aren’t you going to give me my clothes back? I’m a little cold.” This was a lie.

“You’ll survive.” Sheena nodded at Malice, who poked me with her knife, prodding me toward the couch. There was a coffee table in front of it and four coils of soft-looking rope.

Odd.

“Lay down on the couch face down.”

I did.

My feet pressed against the end of the couch and it was a bit uncomfortable on my lower back, but I didn’t say anything.

I needed to let them think they’d won.

Malice grabbed a coil of rope from the coffee table.

“You’re prepared.”

They didn’t respond. Instead, Malice grabbed my legs and bent them forward and began wrapping the rope around my ankles.

I hoped she wasn’t going to do what I thought she was going to do.

She finished wrapping it around, then brought the rope through, between my ankles and wrapped it several times before pulling it forward toward my wrists, wrapping it through the belt there.

Shit. They were hogtying me.

I could get out of it, it would just take a hell of a lot longer.

Which might be time I didn’t have.

Hopefully they were smart enough to not have anything that broadcast radio signals here that would draw the aliens.

I imagined they were, since they’d managed to stay safe this long.

Though then again, they had almost gotten caught by that terminator that had ripped the liftgate off their truck.

Malice finished tying me, then stepped back.

She nodded once, then went out of my sight.

I heard them whispering, but couldn’t hear what they were saying.

A few moments later Malice came back and sat on the coffee table, knife in her hands.

I heard Sheena leaving up the stairs.

Crap. She was going to stay here and watch me.

That would make it harder to get free.

“Miss me already?” I asked.

She smiled, and the way she did it unnerved me.

I was coming to think Malice was quite an apt name for her.

She placed the knife against my cheek, and I was reminded of Dexter.

But she didn’t press it to cut my skin.

Which slightly disappointed me, that would at least tell me how good my healing ability was or at least give me an idea.

That was actually a good idea. Cut myself, give myself a minor injury to see how well I healed.

Can’t believe it took me this long to think of it.

“You’re funny. You should keep joking. I might laugh.” She pressed the knife slightly harder into my cheek. “Wouldn’t that be fun? You could show me what your blood looks like.”

I decided not to make any more jokes.
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Malice stared at me and I stared at her knee, which was the most convenient thing to look at in my current position.

She didn’t move, didn’t jitter, just sat there quietly, knife held loosely between her legs.

I ran through scenarios in my mind about how I could get free from her, surprise her.

I could handle a stab wound, even if my healing ability was gone. I’d handled thirty-eight of them back in prison.

Of course I’d swallowed the stone right after that.

Thinking back now, that was when everything had changed. I hadn’t really noticed it then, but it made me feel powerful. Maybe even recklessly so.

Also it made me relive my past in a way that I hadn’t before.

Sure the old man was always there in the background. But not like that.

That was something different.

Then with the black stone, the one in me now, the one with my adversary, I’d started to go crazy.

Hunter, her sacrifice, had saved me from insanity.

Now my mind was a calm silent static. The hiss drowning out all the other noise beneath it. Raising the noise floor, and making it seem silent, even though I knew it wasn’t. Even though I knew beneath those calm clouds was a roiling hurricane.

But up here in the atmosphere, I was away from it, I was safe, in calm quiet clean bright air.

And yet I still couldn’t figure out how to get out of this.

This was the part I was worst at, dealing with people. At least having to talk to them.

We’d worked on it a lot, the old man and me, but I’d never been the best at it.

People just had so many emotions. Especially women. Emotions that I didn’t feel.

Which wasn’t to say I didn’t feel emotions at all. I did, just not as strongly as most people seemed to.

Which made it hard to play on others’ emotions to get them to do what I wanted with only my words.

No, my words were never my best weapon.

Unlike her.

She was good it, she was always good at it.

She’d even played me several times. Not that I minded. That was the point. We were training. Learning.

She’d tried to teach me, tried to help me.

I’d been more focused on how much the general would hate it if he had known what she was doing, if he had known what we were doing. If he’d known how much she cared about me.

He already knew how much I cared about her.

Of course then he did find out how much she cared about me. Then he played his trick.

The knife poked into my neck and I opened my eyes.

“You don’t get to sleep,” Malice said.

Hadn’t even realized that I’d been drifting off.

Just like back at the factory.

When was the last time I’d slept?

“You afraid of being all alone in the dark?” I said.

“So what? It’s natural to not like the dark.”

I was surprised by her guileless answer.

So much so that I didn’t know what to say. “Oh.”

She looked at me. “What’s your name?”

“Gage.”

She frowned. “Gage? What kind of name’s Gage?”

“You’re one to talk. What kind of name is Malice?”

“A name I gave myself, obviously. But Gage is like… almost a normal name. But still really weird. Your parents into piercings?”

Now it was my turn to frown. “What. What do you mean?”

She gestured at her ears which had small black cylinders going through her lobes. “You know, gauge, like you stretch something. Sixteen gauge, ten gauge.”

Other than my name, I tended to think of shotguns, not piercings when I heard the word gauge. “No. I don’t think so.”

“What about you? Got any piercings?”

“Where would I hide them?”

She tapped the flat of her blade against my thigh. “Down here?”

“I would not get them down there. Besides, you’ve already seen I don’t.”

“Can I look again?”

I couldn’t tell if this new shift in her personality was a game, and I was hesitant to let her bring that knife anywhere near my crotch.

But maybe I could use it to my advantage.

I knew I was attractive, but women weren’t like men, they didn’t usually do anything a guy wanted just because he was attractive like a man would do.

Then again, she had lifted her dress all the way up when I’d asked her to show me she didn’t have any weapons. And she’d done it without hesitation, almost eagerly.

“Sure, I guess,” I said. “Not like I can stop you,” I added, remembering to keep up the act of someone who’d given up.

She pressed the knife into my neck. “Don’t try anything. I don’t want to have to kill you, but I will.”

I shook my head carefully. “I won’t try anything.” Well, wasn’t this a turn of the tables.

She nodded, and to my surprise started undoing the rope connecting my ankles to my wrists.

Hallelujah. Now all I would have to do was let an attractive woman examine my cock.

This was like a win-win.

Assuming she didn’t want to use that knife down there.

Then that would be a lose-lose-lose.

She got my wrists and ankles separated, pulled my legs down, then had me roll over onto my back.

She got to her knees beside me and examined my manhood.

She grabbed it and looked at the bottom, then the top. “Huh. No piercings.”

She grabbed my balls and squeezed them. “None down here either.”

Her attention was starting to get me hard.

And the knife, while she was still holding it, was nowhere near my crotch.

She looked at me. “You’re kind of hot,” she said bluntly.

“Thanks. So are you.”

“Only kind of?”

I shrugged as best I could.

She shook her head. “Whatever.” She was still fondling me, and now started stroking me.

This was strange. It was more than strange.

And maybe she could tell I felt that way, because she said, “We don’t get to see many men. Sheena doesn’t like them. Doesn’t like you. Especially doesn’t like you. I mean don’t get me wrong, men are bastards. I don’t like them either. But there is biology to think of.”

She talked to my crotch as she stroked me.

“There’s a need,” she said breathily. “A hollowness that forms that you want to fail. Yearn to fill.” She was stroking me harder now, and I was starting to get really turned on.

Stay focused, I thought. This could be the perfect opportunity to get away.

She suddenly stopped stroking me, stood up and pulled her dress over her head.

She was still naked under it.

Then she straddled me, still wearing her shoes, and started rubbing herself against me.

She let out a moan, and air escaped my lungs at the contact, at her heat.

She pressed the knife into my neck. “Don’t try anything,” her words were shallow, barely more than whispers.

“I won’t.”

She nodded silently, eyes half-closed, then she reached down and my manhood against her, our bare flesh rubbing together.

She slid me inside her and moaned again, nearly collapsing onto me.

“Careful with the knife.”

She ignored me, her hair draped in my face, our faces inches away from each other.

She kept her eyes closed and started moving atop me.

I could maybe bite her if she leaned down a bit farther, but the knife was still against my neck, pressed mightily hard.

Then she leaned back, releasing a bit of pressure on the blade, but still keeping it at my neck.

She started moving faster atop me, grinding back and forth rather than up and down, pressing hard into me.

The problem was my hands and feet were still bound. And my hands were behind my back.

If they were in front of me I might already be free.

Maybe I should let her finish, maybe then she’d let her guard down even more.

Maybe then she’d fall asleep. It was possible, it seemed like she hadn’t had sex in a long time.

It must’ve been a long time for her to do it with me, here, now, in a situation like this.

Of course this ‘situation’ was taking place in a world that by all appearances had ended. There might not be very many men left. There certainly weren’t any around here.

She continued to ride me, and I kept myself from finishing, wanting her to finish. If she was going to let her guard down, that would be when she’d do it.

Then she did finish, much sooner than I would’ve expected, convulsing atop me, dropping the knife to the floor beside the couch and collapsing onto me.

She started kissing me, my lips, my neck.

I kissed her back.

Then she wrapped her arms around me and squeezed, holding me tight, pressing her entire body into mine needily.

“Thank you,” she whispered in my ear.

I nodded but said nothing.

Maybe her name didn’t fit her after all. Maybe it was just a front.

Maybe deep down, she was just a lonely little girl.
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After not very long at all, she fell asleep atop me, which was both good and bad.

Good because she was asleep and she didn’t have the knife.

Bad because she was atop me, and my hands were behind my back.

I wasn’t a contortionist, so I couldn’t lift them above my head like some people could, especially women.

Especially young girls, like the girl I’d grown up with had been able to. Even she’d started having trouble with that after the age of eleven or so.

Before then she’d been a regular Houdini, able to bend and contort herself out of anything.

Even after that she was still better than anyone I’d ever seen at it.

But neither then nor now was I like her, and so the only way I was getting my hands out from behind my back was sliding them down behind my legs.

Even that might be tricky.

It certainly wasn’t going to be fun.

Especially with Malice on top of me. I was still inside of her and her legs were around mine.

There was no way I could get my hands free without waking her up.

I could feel my arms going to sleep and tried to flex, shift myself to relieve pressure on the nerves, but it was a futile endeavor.

I could feel her warm breath on the side of my neck and I tried not to let the connectedness I felt with her right now cloud my thinking.

It was just hormones, just oxytocin.

Nothing had changed. These women had kidnapped us, held a gun and knife to me.

No matter what I felt now, they were our enemies.

An enemy who was straddling me, asleep, while I was inside of her.

What the hell was I going to do?

I could buck her off me, or I could maybe slid out from under her and get on top of her.

She’d wake up, but maybe I could take her by surprise.

Bucking her off seemed like a bad idea, she might land on the table and break it, which could create a lot of noise and then she would be out of my reach, and the knife was on the floor, and this would just put her closer to it.

The best option seemed sliding out from under her and pinning her beneath me.

I was much bigger and heavier than her. Even without use of my arms I should be able to pin her down with just my legs. Would be able to.

She wasn’t fragile looking, but she wasn’t big either.

So the question was whether to do it quickly, and certainly wake her up, but also certainly get on top of her, or slowly and maybe wake her up, give her time to react.

I decided to go slow first, not wanting to risk her screaming for help, and started shifting my weight, gently letting her slide off me.

She stirred when I got her on her side and we were face-to-face. She moved her tongue around in her mouth like a puppy, a contented look on her face.

I kept going, moving one of my legs—which were still bound at the ankles—out from between hers and pressing against her bare hip to slide her down beneath me.

Then I was on top of her. Miraculously I’d unintentionally stayed inside of her.

Why was I still hard?

Now to get my hands free.

They were numb, but at least with me on my stomach on top of Malice, they were in the air now and I could move them more freely.

I tried not to put too much of my weight on her, keeping most of it on my knees as I shifted my hands, twisting them, trying to loosen the belt.

I thought back to another time I was tied up, back at Walmart, talking with that guy—I couldn’t remember his name. Cal? No, that wasn’t it. I thought how odd it was that I hadn’t even known Hunter then. She was simply the girl I had stabbed, the girl I had thought was a guy at first. Just an anonymous person dying on the floor at the end of the world. She had been nothing to me back then.

Now she was so much more. Now she was everything.

She was my heart.

And now, she wasn’t even truly alive. Though she wasn’t dead either.

She was somewhere in between.

In between dreams, I thought, and remembered a song, another song I didn’t like to hear, that I didn’t like to think about.

Another song that added to the reasons that I didn’t listen to music anymore.

It reminded me too much of my past.

It reminded me too much of her. Our time together. Of our time before the general came between us.

Jack Johnson. That was who sang it.

She liked him, liked that kind of music. Jack Johnson, Sufjan Stevens, Snow Patrol, Cloud Cult.

That music was intertwined with my youth, and just hearing one of those bands, one of their songs, could bring it all rushing back.

But I wanted to keep it locked away forever. I never wanted to think about it again.

Malice stirred below me. Her eyes opened and she turned to look at me.

Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. I didn’t want to have to hur—

She smiled. “You want to go again?”

I actually laughed. “Yes.”

She lifted her hips against me. “Well come on then.”

I started moving and her eyes fluttered as she bit her pierced lip and whimpered.

“This would be a lot easier with my hands in front of me.”

It took her a second to get her eyes focused on me. She gnawed at her lip. “You have to promise me you won’t try to escape. Not while we’re doing this.”

I almost said yes, but something in her earnestness stopped me.

I didn’t want to lie to her.

“I promise,” I lied.

It hurt, but they had kidnapped us. My friends were more important than some random girl I’d just met.

No matter how beautiful she was, no matter how sincere she seemed.

I didn’t know her, but I did know Emily, and I was gonna save her.

Malice let me lean back away from her and awkwardly slide my hands behind my legs and out in front of me.

Then she looked at me with parted lips, anticipation on her face.

I could grab her, strangle her.

I leaned down, ran my bound hands over her stomach, grabbing one of her breasts on my way up to her neck, where I wrapped my fingers around her.

Her chest raised and lowered, her breath growing shallow, her hips lifting slightly off the couch, pressing into me eagerly.

I squeezed tighter and she moaned.

“Please, take me.”

I did.

Several minutes later, as she was about to orgasm, I moved my hands to her throat once more, gripping tightly this time.

Her mouth opened in a silent moan, her face red as I squeezed tightly while her body spasmed.

She orgasmed several times before finally passing out.

I held on even after her eyes rolled back into her head, her body still spasming.

But then I let go. I didn’t want to kill her.

I didn’t need to feel for a pulse, as her chest was still heaving, her body still twitching with the after-effects of multiple orgasms.

I took a moment to gather my own breath and slid out of her. I got off the couch and picked up the knife, sawing it through the ropes binding my ankles.

Then I used it on the belt between my wrists. It took a lot longer than I wanted it to.

Then I stood and looked around.

Malice was on the couch passed out, and I looked at her body.

Somehow the dim light made her even more enticing.

I reached down and touched her cheek, brushed some hair away from her face and shook my head.

I could be sentimental about her.

I looked down at the cut ropes, started to scold myself, then remembered there were more on the coffee table.

As I bound her wrists with this unusually supple rope, I wondered what it was down here for.

Some kind of home theater thing?

Then I looked around for something to stuff into her mouth.

She was still wearing shoes, and I saw she had low-cut socks on, but that seemed somehow cruel in this context.

I went to the bar and found a stack of clean bar towels.

I grabbed a handful and went back to her, stuffing one in her mouth, then taking another length of rope and tying it around her mouth and head, forming a gag.

I stood back and looked at my work.

But I didn’t look for too long. A tied up girl was…

I looked around for my clothes, but Sheena must have taken them.

I sighed, clutched the knife tightly in my right hand, wishing it was my blade, and crept toward the stairs.
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At the cellar door, I could faintly hear voices, but couldn’t make out what they were saying.

I opened the door a crack and looked out.

I saw nothing, so I quickly excited and quietly shut the door behind me.

I noticed that there was no lock on either side of the door.

I moved toward the voices, gripping the knife.

I made it to a doorway and from here could hear the voices clearly.

“I told you,” Emily was saying, “there’s nothing to share. I don’t know why you think he’s some monster. He’s not. He saved us.”

“He’s fooled you into thinking that. Just look what he did to poor Emma.”

“He had his reasons.”

“That’s what he wants you to believe, but there’s never a reason to tie up a woman.”

“Not unless she wants to be tied up,” another woman said.

“Right. Non-consensually tie up a woman. You didn’t consent did you?”

“Of course not,” Emma said.

“See?” the woman asked. “He did it against her will.”

“This is stupid,” Emily said.

“It’s natural to feel that way. You need to talk about your feelings, talk about how this has affected you. It’s the only way you’ll heal.”

“I was scared,” Emma said. “I thought he was going to rape and kill me at first. But then afterward… I don’t know. In the back of my mind there was always the fact that he was a felon making me afraid of what he might do.”

“He was a felon?” one of them asked.

Great. Fucking aliens. Ruining everything, even when they were pretending to be human. I crouched down low and risked peeking out to see what I was dealing with.

The women were sitting around a table. All of them were there, all but Malice, obviously. Plus Emily and Emma. I didn’t see the gun on the table, and Sheena didn’t seem to be holding it.

I needed some kind of distraction that wouldn’t make them too suspicious. The gun could be in her lap, or somewhere nearby, and I didn’t want anyone getting shot.

But I couldn’t think of anything. All I had was this knife, Malice was down in the basement, and would eventually wake up and get the gag from her mouth.

So I didn’t have long. A few minutes at most before she started screaming or broke free.

I needed to act fast. What could I do? How could I distract them? They were in the kitchen, so I couldn’t go turn on the stove and start a fire. I could make them think I’d escaped, which I had, but then they would be on alert.

I was too tall to pretend to be Malice, not that I had the ability to do that anyway.

I couldn’t just wait here either. So what was I going to do?

I could use Malice as a hostage, but that would escalate things.

I wouldn’t do it unless I had to, unless I couldn’t think of anything else.

It’d sure be useful to have Hunter right now.

I tried to have her reform outside of me, concentrated on it like the way I had, as a little boy, concentrated on trying to make things move with my mind.

And like when I was a little boy, nothing happened.

So I crouched there, thinking, feeling the clock ticking down. Feeling any second now Malice would scream from the basement and draw the other women to her and the decision would be made for me.

But maybe that wasn’t a bad thing…

It would certainly reduce the number of women up here.

And if Sheena went down there with a few of the others, that would mean I would have no gun to deal with up here, no worry of someone getting shot.

But there was no lock on the basement door, no quick way I could barricade them down there.

I just needed to think. How was I going to get out of this? How was I going to rescue Emily and Emma?

I could play dead, draw them to me, then when Sheena got close I could use my knife. But that was risky too.

Everything was risky.

Which one had the best chance of succeeding?

The old man always told me to think outside the box. He gave me lots of puzzles. For a particularity frustrating one, I had been given three things: a book of matches, a box of thumbtacks, and a candle.

He stood me in front of a corkboard and told me to attached the candle to the corkboard, and light it in a way so it wouldn’t drip to the floor.

Then he’d left me.

I couldn’t eat or sleep until I figured it out.

It took me all night, but at some point in my delirious, hungry, thirst state, I’d figured it out.

Thought outside the box.

Because I had been focused on the tacks, the matches, the candle.

But that wasn’t everything.

The tacks came in a box. And I could use that, too.

It was only when I really looked at what was in front of me for what it was, stopped seeing it as three items, that I was able to solve the puzzle.

I needed to do that now, zoom out, see clearly everything at my disposal, not just what I thought I had, but things I hadn’t realized I did.

But I kept coming back to drawing the women’s attention away, getting them away from Emily and Emma, or to using Malice as a shield.

What else did I have? Was there anything I was missing?

Like that box the thumbtacks came in.

I was starting to sweat, so I took a breath and calmed myself, realized Emma was crying. It didn’t even sound like she was taking about me anymore.

I pushed the sound of her away and focused.

What else did I have?

Nothing, was the answer I kept coming up with.

But I did. I had Malice. I’d been thinking of her as a human shield, but she was more than that.

Just like the box of thumbtacks was capable of more than simply containing the tacks, so was Malice capable of more than simply being a human shield.
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I got up and crept away, Emma saying something about her parents, Emily keeping her silence.

In the basement, Malice was still passed out on the couch.

I went to her and slid the knife under the couch where she wouldn’t immediately find it, then undid the bindings and took the gag from her mouth, hiding these under the couch as well.

Then I crawled on top of her and kissed her. “Malice?”

She didn’t wake up.

I shook her.

She stirred, but didn’t wake.

I shook her harder. “Malice.” It was strange calling her that.

She groaned and looked up at me, blinking rapidly. She squinted, a confused look on her face.

“Hi.”

“What happened?”

Instead of answering her, I kissed her. She started to kiss me back, then pulled away.

She scooted up, pulling out from under me.

I leaned back and sat on my knees—I didn’t want to freak her out.

“You’re untied.”

I nodded. “It’s okay, you can trust me. I’m not here to hurt you or anyone.”

“Sheena says—”

“Screw Sheena,” I said.

I held out my hand as she started to get up. “Wait. You can think for yourself, can’t you?”

“Of course I can.” She looked ready to bolt at any second.

I really didn’t want to hurt her.

“Then think. Look at me. I’m free. And I’m still here. And you’re still alive.”

She seemed to realize she was missing her knife and looked around for it.

“I could’ve used that knife on you if I’d wanted to kill you. But I didn’t. I don’t want to kill you. I don’t want to hurt you at all. I don’t want to hurt any of you. I’m just trying to get back to my friends.”

“Then why’d you have the other girl tied up?”

I stared at her, deciding how much to tell her. “Can you keep a secret?” I asked finally.

“That depends.”

“You have to promise me you’ll keep the secret.”

She stared at me for several seconds, then slowly nodded. “Okay.”

I held out my hand to her, pinky out.

She looked at it and snorted. “Are you joking?”

“I don’t joke.”

She laughed again and put out her much smaller pinky finger, hooking it to mine. “I pinky promise.” She was smiling.

“That girl’s an alien.”

She laughed again, then stopped when she saw that I was serious. Her pretty smile fell. “She doesn’t look like an alien.”

“And how many aliens have you seen?”

“A lot. Well, on TV anyway. I mean, the news, not in movies and stuff. And she doesn’t look like any of them.”

“Maybe she’s not like any of them. But she is an alien. She looks like a human, like a nurse from the—” 

I almost said from the prison I came from, but stopped myself.  Emma had told the others, but not her. No need to bring it up now.

“That I used to know,” I finished. “She tried to kill me and my friends, then ran away. Now for some reason she’s pretending to be human.”

“Why?”

“I wish I knew. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe she is human, but I don’t want to risk it. It’s not like I’m hurting her. I’m just keeping her hands tied up and keeping my eye on her.”

Malice studied me for a long time. I kept my eyes on her eyes, resisting the temptation to flick them down over her exposed body.

Sometimes being a man was hard.

“Sheena wouldn’t like me talking to you like this.”

“You look like a big girl to me.”

“Are you calling me fat?”

I smiled. “You can make your own decisions, can’t you?”

“Yeah, of course. It’s not like she’s our master. Just our… I don’t know, guru.”

“Oh, so you’re a cult?”

“No,” she said, a grin playing at her lips. “We share ideals, but not religious ones. We are just a group of like-minded friends.”

“Who Sheena keeps so starved of male attention that you throw yourself at the first man you encounter.”

Her cheeks flushed and she crossed her arms, then sighed and let them fall, and let her eyes fall over my body. She ran her teeth over her lower lip as she looked at me.

I let her look, let her see my state of arousal which had been only slight, but now grew under her attention. I didn’t have to fake that.

“I guess it was kind of crazy. But I don’t know if there even are any men left. What if you are the last man alive? I would regret it all my life if I didn’t… well… fuck you.” Her blush deepened. “And you’re hot. Maybe there are other men, but what if they’re all fat Billy Bobs?”

I laughed at this, unable to help myself.

“You think it’s funny, but you’re traveling with two beautiful women.”

“I guess I am.”

She sighed. “Sheena’s not gonna let you go.”

“What about the others?”

“Hope definitely won’t. She’s idealistic.”

“Hope?” Right, that was the one who had been waiting downstairs. Jesus, they had some weird names.

Malice nodded. “It’s her real name. Not her truest name.” She said this with a knowing grin, looking off to the side. She shook her head and focused back on me. “She’s not exactly a lesbian, but let’s just say she’s very upset that she’s not a lesbian. She hates that she likes men. Europa is easy. She just goes along. I don’t know about Sophia, or Amy. They could maybe be convinced, although if I’m honest I’m not even fully convinced. Maybe you’re just playing me.”

I touched her thigh. She didn’t cringe away. “Why would I do that?”

“I don’t know.”

Taking a risk I said, “Reach under the couch.”

Her eyebrows drew together.

“Just trust me and do it.”

It took her a second, but slowly she reached under the couch, keeping her eyes on mine.

“Ow!” she said, withdrawing her hand. Then she reached under again and came up with the knife, holding it by the blade.

She put it into other hand and sucked on her finger. She squinted daggers at me. Taking her finger out she said, “Was that your plan? Have me cut myself? Did you poison this?”

I smiled at her. “See? I could’ve used that on you if I’d wanted to hurt you. I could’ve taken you up there and used you as a human shield, got the gun from Sheena, taken my friends and left.

“But I didn’t want to risk your life like that. I don’t want to risk anyone’s life.

“It’s bad enough we have aliens to contend with. We don’t need to fight with each other too. We can help each other instead. You can come with us.” I hadn’t planned on inviting her, but it had just come out.

“Come with you where?” she asked, looking down at the knife.

“I can’t tell you unless you come with us, but I can say it’s somewhere safe. At least as safe as anywhere can be.”

She looked up and stared at me for a long while. “And what do you want me to do?”

“I just want to leave here without anyone getting hurt.”

“I told you Sheena’s not going to go for it.”

“Convince her. You have to convince her.”

“She’s not going to listen to me.”

“Malice—”

“That’s not my real name.”

“Really? Wow that’s shocking.”

She smiled.

“You have to convince her. We can’t be fighting each other, not if we want to survive. Haven’t you seen how few people there are left?”

“We haven’t been outside much. But when we do go out… Yeah, I noticed it’s empty. When we still had TV they said it was because they were eating them, or changing them. Or absorbing them. Also disintegrating them. They were kind of in conflict with one another.”

“They’re changing us. They’re changing us into them. We change back when they die, but by then obviously it’s already too late. So help me help us. Let’s get out of this without any violence. Your friends can come too.”

“I want to believe you. I want to help you. I want to go with you.” Her eyes briefly flicked down, then back up to mine. “But I just don’t think I can do it.”

“Of course you can’t.”

She stared at me, her mouth open.

“Not if you think you can’t. But believe you can, and you’ve got a chance. Come on, what’s the worst that can happen?”

“She shoots me.”

It was my turn to stare open-mouthed at her.

“I’m just joking,” she said quietly with a little shake of her head, looking down at the knife again. “She wouldn’t actually shoot me. Not on purpose. Or accidentally for that matter. She’s good with guns. Even though she doesn’t like them. I don’t like them either really. They’re so… dangerous.”

“Exactly. So let’s end this without a shot being fired. Without any violence. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

“Yes,” she sighed. “I just have no idea how I’m going to get her to listen.”

I gently grabbed her chin, made her look at me. “You’ll think of something,” I assured her.

“Easy for you to say.”
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Malice pulled on her dress, and I sat on the couch watching her.

She was a sweet girl, one who’d somehow got caught up with the wrong people.

Probably because she was easily influenced, as evidenced by the fact that I’d convinced her to do this despite her having known me for less than a day.

Sex had a way of bringing people closer together though. It wasn’t exactly rational, but there it was.

Now she was going up there, not exactly risking her life, but maybe her identity. Everything she thought she was.

She trudged up the stairs and shut the door behind her.

I sat there on the couch, listening.

I wasn’t tied up anymore, but I didn’t want to go to the door in case Sheena stormed in with her gun drawn.

Hopefully the fact that I was still naked and obviously unarmed would forestall that.

About ten seconds later I heard Sheena yell, “Are you fucking kidding!”

Well, this wasn’t going well so far.

They were arguing though, so that was something.

You didn’t argue if you had decided what to do already.

A bit later the arguing settled down to quieter voices that I could only occasionally hear.

It was another good while before I finally heard the door open.

Jesus Christ. I didn’t know if taking so long was a good sign or a terrible sign.

I heard footsteps on the stairs and turned around to look.

Malice was coming down, followed by Sheena and Hope.

Great. She was the one that Malice had said definitely wouldn’t go along with it.

Sheena gawked. “And you untied him? Are you insane?”

“He hasn’t done anything, has he?”

Malice held the gun, but it was at her side, not pointed at me.

“So A— Malice here vouches for you. Says you’re not evil like most every other man past puberty. Says you have a reason for tying Emma up. But she won’t tell me.”

“I think we should dump him where the aliens can find him,” Hope said.

“So go on,” Sheena said, ignoring Hope’s suggestion. “What do you have to say for yourself? Explain to me why you have a young girl in bondage.”

When she put it like that it sounded dramatic. I didn’t say this however. “She’s a friend of my friends. But she tried to kill us. She went crazy; maybe because the alien invasion. So she doesn’t hurt anyone else or herself, I tied her up until I know she’s okay.”

“Oh, you think women can’t handle stress?”

“That’s not it at all. Emily’s not tied up, is she?”

Sheena glared at me.

“And what is it you expect from us?” she finally asked.

“I just want to go find my friends. You’re welcome to come with us. We have a safe place.”

She snorted. “Maybe for you. I doubt it’d be very safe for us.”

“There’s plenty of other women there too. Women and children.”

The sneer fell from her face at this. “You have kids?”

“They’re not my kids. But yes there are kids. And old people. No dogs unfortunately.”

Sheena looked at Malice.

“You’re not seriously considering this are you?” Hope asked.

Sheena turned, gesturing with her head at Hope and they walked to the stairs. Sheena kept her eyes on me as she whispered into Hope’s ear.

By the expressions on Hope’s face I could tell she didn’t like what Sheena was saying.

“Are you fucking—” Hope began, but then stopped herself and lowered her voice so I couldn’t hear what she said.

Unfortunately I couldn’t read lips either.

“I think it’ll be okay,” Malice whispered, kneeling before me.

“I hope so,” I whispered back. “You did a good job.”

She smiled weakly. “We’ll see.” She looked over at Sheena and Hope having their little argument.

They came back, and Sheena raised the gun at me.

Damn. Looked like I was going to find out how bulletproof I was.

“Stand up.”

I did. It gave me a better vantage to ambush her from anyway.

“I want some kind of proof. That this isn’t all some kind of lie.”

“Go ask Emily.”

Sheena frowned at me. “Maybe she’s in on it too. Maybe you’ve brainwashed her.”

“I’d tell you to ask Emma, but she probably won’t remember.”

“Which brings us back to proof.”

“What kind of proof would you like?”

“I don’t know. Something convincing.”

“We can’t exactly call them up. Not without drawing aliens to us.” But I saw that she needed something. The question was what? What could I give her that would let her save face and go along with this?

“How about this. I’ll tell you where we’re going. And you can drive. You can even tie my hands again if you don’t trust me. As long as you keep an eye on Emma, don’t let her out of your sight. I don’t want her to hurt anyone. Or herself.”

“You seem to care an awful lot about a girl that you had tied up.”

I nodded. “I’m very concerned about her,” I agreed. Which wasn’t exactly what she had meant.

“Tell me where you’re going, then I’ll decide.”

“Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado.”

She snorted. “Yeah. Bad choice for a place. They don’t use that anymore.”

“It’s an auxiliary base for NORAD. But it’s also in a mountain. An ideal place to hide from aliens who are apparently invulnerable to every type of weapon.”

“Well?” Hope asked. “We’re either going to do it or we’re not. I don’t want to, I’m against it. I just want that known. And I will say I told you so if he tries to kill or rape one of us. But let’s either do it or not, and stop wasting time.”

Sheena looked at Hope. “Fine. We’ll do it,” she said to me, still looking at Hope.

Hope held up her hands. “Your decision.”

“Of course it’s my decision. We’re doing it.”

Something was going on here that I didn’t understand.

But it seemed whatever it was, was in my favor.

Sheena looked at me. “You need to put some clothes on. Clean ones. I’m not going to drive all the way to Colorado smelling man. You need a bath too.”

“I prefer showers.”

She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Show him up to the bathroom,” she told Malice. “Keep an eye on him. Make sure he doesn’t escape.”

“I can do that.”

“Yeah I bet you can,” Hope muttered.

Malice glared at the other woman but said nothing, just took my arm and led me up the stairs.

As we shut the basement door, I heard one of them erupt. I was pretty sure it was Sheena.

“I want to check on Emily and Emma.

“They’re fine.”

“I want to check on them still.”

“You know you’re naked right?”

“I don’t care. It’s nothing they haven’t seen before.”

Although actually, it was something Emily had only partially seen before.

But she was a doctor.

And Emma was a nurse. An alien too.

If she were an alien.

But she was. She had to be. It was the only thing that made sense.

Malice took me out to the kitchen where Emily gawked at me, along with the other girls.

Emma looked surprised when she saw me, then her expression morphed to apprehension.

“What’d you do to him?” Emily asked.

Malice blushed. “I, we— It was—”

“Don’t worry about me. I’m fine. How are you?”

“Other than being bored out of my mind at trying to be psychoanalyzed and told I’ve been brainwashed—ironic, they’re trying to brainwash me that I’ve been brainwashed—I’m fine.”

“You might be brainwashed,” Europa said.

“What are you going to do with him?” Emma asked.

“We’re cleaning him up.”

“And then what?”

“And then we’re all getting out here.”

“You’re not letting him go are you?” she sounded defeated, like she expected to be tied up again. Like she thought I’d won them over, and now she would be a prisoner once more.

If so, she was right.

“Everything will be fine,” Malice told her. To me she said, “Come on,” and pulled at my arm.

But I stayed. “Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked Emily.

“Yes I’m fine. Just hurry up. Before they try to ask me about my childhood.”

“What happened in your childhood?” Europa asked eagerly.

Emily groaned.
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I got in the shower—the hot shower, which was nice. I even invited Malice to join me.

She almost went for it, but eventually resisted, saying she shouldn’t.

That was fine. I had her on my side.

I thought so anyway.

But I had been wrong before.

For some reason they had men’s clothes that fit me which was rather surprising, but I didn’t bother asking whose they were. They smelled clean and that was all I cared about.

Once I was dressed we went downstairs and found the others packing.

They seemed excited. Everyone except Sheena and Hope.

I was glad I hadn’t used Malice as a shield.

The old man had told me to be careful of first impressions. How they were often wrong in many fundamental ways.

Now instead of enemies, I’d made, if not friends at least not… Well, at least not enemies.

It was something she would’ve done, the girl I grew up with, the one whose name I couldn’t even bear to think. Not anymore.

She could get people to trust her. She probably would’ve come up with talking to Malice as the solution right away, no deliberation needed.

For me, it was practically the last thing I thought of, if I thought of it at all.

Diplomacy. It had never been something I was very good at.

Then again, there was a reason for that: now I had six more people to worry about.

Though if I was honest, really only four.

And if I was really, really honest with myself, the only one I actually cared about from this new group was Malice.

Maybe that was because we had had sex, but she was also kind and sweet, if a bit gullible.

I offered to help pack, but Sheena, still holding the gun, waved it in my direction vaguely, warding me off.

I put up my hands and sat down on the couch in the living room as I watched them hurry about gathering what they were going to bring with them and pack it into suitcases.

Malice was ordered to guard me, not that I needed guarding.

I wasn’t going to try to break free at this point. I already was free, already having them do what I wanted them to do.

We sat and watched them pack.

Personally, I thought  they were going a bit overboard with how much stuff they were packing.

Colorado was not even a day’s drive from here. Especially with the empty roads.

Malice squeezed my hand and I looked at her.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m… I’m kind of nervous.”

I looked around, saw that everyone was out of the living room, and leaned over and kissed her cheek, then her lips.

It was getting hard to tell if I was doing this all for show, or because I actually wanted to. “It’ll be okay. You can trust me. I promise. I’ll do my best to keep you safe.”

She smiled slightly and nodded. Then she lifted her hand to me, pinky out. “Promise?”

I grinned.


60

The problem became evident as we started loading the truck.

There were nine of us, and only six seats in the truck.

“This is great,” Hope said.

“It was fine for the short ride back here,” the girl whose name I’d learned was Amy said, “but all the way to Colorado?”

“I don’t suppose you have a camper shell, do you?” I asked.

“Actually we might,” Hope said, glaring at me.

I was glad she didn’t have the gun, because I figured I’d either already be dead or have found out whether I could survive a bullet if she did.

Not trusting me, Sheena and Hope rode with me in the back to their neighbor’s house, which was where they’d taken the truck from.

Despite the low speed and short distance, both she and Sheena were shivering by the time we got there.

Malice, who was driving, backed the truck into the garage, and after unloading all the girls’ luggage, Hope and I worked on fitting the camper shell onto it.

Their neighbor also had a carpet that was perfectly cut for the truckbed, and we tossed this in as well, unrolling it to cover the bare metal.

Now it actually looked quite cozy.

Not so cozy if we flipped over and slammed into the roof. But that was why I wasn’t driving.

“Maybe we should get some supplies from his house?” Hope asked Sheena.

“Where would we put them?” Sheena asked. “We still have all that to put back in.” She pointed at the luggage we’d unloaded, which now sat piled in the garage.

Hope looked at the truck, then the luggage, and despite not having any other similarities to Abigail, I thought they’d get along in one regard: their love for overpacking.

We left their neighbor’s house without trying to stuff any more unnecessary goods in the truck.

Even with just their stuff, it was pretty packed.

I didn’t mind. All the luggage was soft, so it was just more cushion in a crash.

Hope didn’t want to sit in the back with us, and so she sat in the truck while Sheena, Malice, and I rode in the now-covered bed.

It was actually more awkward with the two of them than it would have been with Hope and Sheena. At least both Hope and Sheena hated me. Malice didn’t though, and that made it awkward.

 


61

We sat in silence as we drove and I thought about how much nicer even the silence was than animosity or fighting with someone.

I wondered if it was Hunter’s influence. I’d always had a problem with defaulting to viewing others with distrust.

It was a miracle I’d made friends with Gabriel.

I was perfectly comfortable with awkward silences, but apparently Malice wasn’t.

“Comfortable back here,” she said.

Sheena snorted.

“What?” Malice asked. “It is.”

“Yeah. If you’re a dog.” Sheena stared at me for several seconds.

I started back. “What?”

She shook her head and looked away.

“Might as well talk, we’re going to be back here for a while.”

“I just as soon we didn’t.”

“So what’d you do before the aliens?” Malice asked me.

Sheena sighed, resigned to the fact that she was going to have to listen to us talk.

What to tell her that I’d been? I didn’t want to tell her the truth. I couldn’t tell her the truth. That would lead to why I was in prison.

“I was in the military,” I said.

Her eyes brightened. “Really? What’d you do?”

I went with the simplest answer. “I was a Marine. Just enlisted.”

“That’s so cool,” Malice said. “I always wanted to join the military. Maybe not the Marines. Maybe the Army. Or Navy. Or Air Force.”

“Why didn’t you?”

She shrugged. “You know. Life.”

“That’s too bad.”

She shrugged. “It’s okay. I met all of the girls, I wouldn’t have if—”

“Women, Malice. We’re women. Not girls.”

Malice frowned. “My mom calls us girls.”

“Well your mom is older than us. And she’s a woman, she can call us whatever she wants.”

“But I thought you said I’m a woman? So couldn’t I call us whatever I want?”

Sheena stared at her for several long seconds, then just shook her head. “I can’t right now.”

“What about you Sheena?” I asked. “What’d you do before all this?”

“The same thing I do every day, try to take over the world.”

I frowned at her. “You try to take over the world?”

She sighed heavily. “Haven’t you ever seen Pinky and the Brain?”

“Pinky and the brain? What is that?”

“Oh my God. I’m stuck with an imbecile.”

“Better then a bastard,” Malice put in.

“Sometimes I wonder.”

“What’d you really do?” I asked.

“Why?”

“Because we’re stuck together now. It’s the end of the world, I don’t think we’ll be going our separate ways when we get to our destination. Probably be seeing a lot of each other. Sleeping in close quarters, living in close quarters. Probably having breakfast lunch and dinner together every day.”

“Jesus, when you put it like that I should’ve just killed myself.”

“Nah. You’ll like it.”

“Oh, really, you think so?”

I nodded. “I saw the way your eyes lit up when I said there were kids. I’m sure they need people to help take care of them. Maybe teach them.”

“Really?” she asked, a spark of interest seeping into her previously monotone voice.

I nodded. “Sure. Is that what you did? You were a teacher?”

“Not exactly.”

“We’re still in college,” Malice said. “University of Missouri.”

“Ah,” I said. “That makes sense. That explains why you’re all living together in one house.

“How much longer you have to go?”

Sheena sighed again, but answered. “I’ve got a year, or I had a year. Don’t think I’ll get a chance to finish. The others had two years, except for Malice here, who’s got four years.”

I glanced over at Malice, studying her face. “You’re a freshman?”

Her cheeks reddened. “I’m… Yeah.”

“Wow. You don’t look it.”

“I know. That’s the point.”

I suddenly wondered what she looked like without all that eye makeup and lipstick, without those piercings in her lips and ears. In her nipples.

Though there was something about those nipple piercings that I really liked.

I directed my mind away from this direction, as I was starting to get turned on.

“What’d you study?” I asked Sheena.

The truck went over a bump and we all nearly fell over, Sheena dropping the gun.

It bounced and landed right in my lap.

She righted herself and started to answer. “I was studying psychology and—”

Then she saw the gun sitting in my lap.

Malice saw it too, and froze.

I picked it up, saw that the safety was off, and clicked it on.

Then I turned it around, gripping it by the barrel, and held it out to her.

She looked at it, then up to me, then back to the gun.

“Go on,” I said. “Take it.”

She slowly reached for it, maybe thinking it was some kind of trap. Although why would I bother trapping her? I already had the gun.

I didn’t myself know why I was giving it back to her. That’d been my whole plan, to get the gun. Take them hostage. And then break free.

But I hadn’t expected Malice. And she obviously liked Sheena. There had to a be a reason for that.

I wondered again if this was Hunter’s influence on me: choosing peace, not war.

A lot like the influence another girl tried to exert over me as we grew up together. The girl I thought I would be with forever, the one I thought I would love forever.

But the general got his way, not me.

So now she was gone, leaving a gaping hole in my heart, that I thought would never be filled.

But which Hunter was trying to. And all the other people I’d met since the world ended. I didn’t make friends easily, and of course I’d screwed up by making friends—or more than friends— with an alien, but there was still Abigail, Hunter, and then Emily. And now Malice.

There was also Mark. We hadn’t got to hang out much, but I thought we would get along quite well if we did.

Malice grabbed the gun and slowly leaned back. “Thanks,” she said uncertainly, looking at the gun.

“So what were you studying? Psychology and…”

She grimaced, then mumbled something.

“What?” I asked. “I can’t hear you over the road noise.”

This was true, though the road noise was relatively quiet with the carpet and all the luggage back here, and the camper over us.

“Women’s studies,” Malice said. “Psychology and women’s studies. That’s where most of us met. Psychology, not women’s studies.”

“Women’s studies?” I asked. “What is that? Is that like a medical degree or something? Like an OB/GYN?”

Sheena laughed. It was the first time I’d seen her laugh. Was the first time I’d seen her anything but dour or angry or surprised.”

“Yeah,” she said, for some reason trying to stifle a laugh. “That’s exactly what it is. I’m studying to be an OB/GYN.”

“Oh. That’s useful. Emily’s a doctor. Maybe you two can talk about medical stuff. Maybe she could teach you some things.”

Sheena snorted. “Yeah. Sounds good.”

“What about you?” I asked Malice. “What are you studying?”

She was laughing too for some reason. I didn’t get was so funny. “Undeclared,” she managed to get out, then started laughing again.

I frowned at both of them.

God, girls were so fucking weird sometimes.
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We drove long enough that Sheena and Malice lay down to take a nap.

Sheena put the gun between her and the side of the truckbed, but actually closed her eyes.

Apparently she trusted me. Somewhat.

I guess giving her the gun back would do that.

There had been no point in trying to gain her trust by giving her the gun back once I’d had it. But I’d done it anyway.

I myself even drifted off, doing that thing again where I didn’t notice it, just a clean break from awakeness to awakeness, only after several seconds realizing that I had been asleep, that significant time had passed.

The thing that woke me was the fact that we were slowing down.

I looked out the window and saw we were near a gas station and a diner.

Both empty.

I crawled to the edge of the bed and opened the tailgate and started to get out.

“Hey,” a voice said.

I turned to see Sheena pointing the gun at me.

I noted the safety was still on. “What?”

“Where are you going?”

“Stretching my legs. Why don’t you come out with me.”

She didn’t answer at first, then slowly lowered the gun. “No, it’s fine. You want to run off, go ahead.”

I smiled at her, because I saw she didn’t want me to run off. “Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere.”

She rolled her eyes and waved me away.

I got out and Hope came around to pump gas.

I wondered again when the electricity would shut off. I was surprised it’d lasted this long.

Hope gave me a disgusted look, then shoved the nozzle into the gas receptacle. “What are you doing out here by yourself?”

“Guess Sheena trusts me now.”

She glared at me for several seconds, then said, “Stay here.”

Then she went around to the truck bed. “We need to talk.”

I heard a sigh, then Sheena crawled out of the truck, a blanket wrapped around her and the two of them walked into the minimart, for some reason reminding me of Emma and Abigail, despite looking nothing like them, and acting nothing at all like either of them.

They had an argument inside the store, though I couldn’t hear what they were saying.

It ended, shockingly, with Sheena slapping Hope across the face.

For a second I thought Hope was going to slap her back, but instead she turned and walked toward the back of the store and appeared to go into the bathroom.

Sheena looked around, then went to the drink case and got something from it, then swiped something from near the counter on her way out.

When she came back I saw it was a Miller High Life forty, and a candy bar.

“Champagne of beers,” I said.

She twisted off the cap and held the bottle up, tipping it toward me before taking a drink.

Alcohol and firearms did not mix… but I wasn’t gonna stop her having fun.

Not unless she flipped that safety off.

Plus, I was just getting on her good side. I was pretty sure she had just chosen me over Hope.

“What’d you get me?” I asked, wanting to ask about Hope, but not wanting to push it.

“A stay of execution,” she said, and climbed in the back of the truck.

Well then.
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I checked on Emily and Emma—who was not tied up, making me very uncomfortable. She was in the truck with the other girls, and when she saw me she looked away. She was unnervingly good at pretending to be human.

It was getting increasingly difficult for me to think of her as alien.

If only she were like Hope was, or like Sheena had been. That would be easier to dislike.

In fact if only Hope and Emma could trade places, that would be swell. I’d have no problem leaving Hope behind.

Emily was fine as was everyone else.

Seeing me out and about seemed to make them realize they could be to, and they all unloaded, heading into the mini-mart. All except Emma, who sat sullenly in the backseat, arms crossed over her breasts.

I almost said something to comfort her, but then caught myself, shook my head, and walked to the back of the truck. I crawled in and looked over at Sheena, the only one still back here right now, sipping her forty.

I held up my hand. “Give me some of that.”

“Go get your own. There’s plenty, and they’re free.”

I kept my hand held out, raised my eyebrow at her.

“God! Men are such leeches.” She shoved it toward me.

I took it with a smile and took a long, slow sip.

“Now I have to deal with your cooties. You better not have any diseases.”

“Disease-free,” I said, wiping my mouth and handing the bottle back to her.

She stared at me as she used her shirt to scrub off the top of the bottle.

I chuckled.

She took a drink, watching me. “How’s your friend. Or your captive. She hasn’t gone crazy again, has she?” she said knowingly.

I shook my head. “No. But that doesn’t mean she won’t.”

“She really tried to kill you?”

I nodded, not elaborating on how thoroughly she’d tried to kill us. I understood how Hunter had survived. She’d survived much worse than getting stabbed in the eye with a pair of scissors.

And I understood why I hadn’t died, because I’d had the stone, and then I’d taken my adversary and swallowed him—which sounded rather awful when I thought about it.

What I didn’t understand, was why, how, Abigail had survived.

I was glad she had, it just didn’t make much sense.

Gabriel and Gabriel, I thought again. But what the hell did that mean?

Did it mean anything, or was it just a coincidence? I had met Gabriel in prison, and then he’d given me the stone before he died. But Gabriel, Abigail’s grandfather, was still alive, and she didn’t have any powers, at least that I could see. And she also didn’t have a stone in her chest.

But maybe she had one in her head.

I thought back again to Emily’s x-ray of her, that spot she couldn’t identify.

Emma—the alien—had been going for her head.

Was there something in there that she’d wanted? Another stone?

It didn’t make any sense.

“Earth to Gage.”

I blinked, looking up. “What?”

“Geeze, you’re terrible.”

“Sorry.”

I tried to remember what we were talking about, couldn’t. Something about cooties? “What were you saying?”

“Never mind.”

Then I remembered. Emma. “Oh, you were asking about my friend.”

She leaned back and took a sip of beer, shook her head. “It’s okay, you don’t have to tell me.”

“No, I don’t mind. She tried to kill us. She went crazy. I think it’s the aliens.”

Which was quite true, though I don’t think Sheena interpreted it as I meant it.

“Yeah. I’m no psychologist, not yet, but I could see how that would do that to someone. Someone vulnerable.”

“You’re going to be a psychologist and an OB/GYN?”

She had been taking a sip of beer and now she laughed, spraying it everywhere.

“Thanks,” I said. “Do you have cooties?”

Shook her head, wiping her mouth. “Sorry.” She put her hand to her mouth.

Were they on drugs? What the hell did they find so funny?

I sighed and got out.

“No, don’t leave.”

“I’m getting some paper towels.”

“Oh, good idea.”

I grabbed some paper towels from the windshield-wiping station, looked to the mini-mart, wondered what the hell was taking the girls so long. They looked to all still be in the bathroom.

Maybe they had eaten bad food?

I went back to the truck with some paper towels and handed half to Sheena.

Then I wiped myself down and the carpet I could reach while standing at the tailgate.

Sheena did the same from where she was sitting. “Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. I just wish our friends would hurry up.”

“Yeah, they are taking a while. You distracted me.” She gave me a half-smile.

I returned it.

Then I heard tires screeching.

Sheena and I looked at each other.

“I’ll go tell them to hurry up,” she said, setting down the beer.

“Give me the gun.”

Sheena halted, looking at me.

“Come on Sheena. There might be other people, we don’t know what they’re here for.”

“I know how to use a gun.”

We stared at each other, then I dropped my hand, not wanting to waste time. “Alright. If you say so.”

She looked shocked, but then nodded and got out, gun held in two hands and pointed at the ground as she moved toward the mini-mart—almost looking like a cop, and I wondered again if she’d been trained, or if it was just from TV shows.

I peered through the back window at Emma, who was still sitting with her arms crossed, leaning against the door, eyes closed.

“Gage!” Sheena shouted.

I hurried inside the mini-mart.

Sheena was standing at the bathroom door, which stood open, gun pointed inside.

When I reached her I saw it was empty.

“What—”

“They’re gone!”

“I can see that. Why are you just standing there?”

She lowered the gun and looked at me, shook her head.

I went to the men’s bathroom, pulled open the door without knocking.

Empty as well.

I cursed. Where the hell’d they go?

As I looked around I saw a stockroom to my left.

I went back there and saw that there was a garage door that had been slid up leading to a long fire road, which a car was disappearing down.

I ran back and collided into Sheena who was coming in to look. We almost went to the ground but I grabbed her and braced myself against the wall. “Come on,” I said, running outside.

“What is it?” she asked, running behind me.

“I don’t know. I saw a car leaving. They might’ve taken them.”

They sure as hell weren’t here.

I went to the driver’s door of the truck, then cursed, went around to the back, slamming the tailgate shut, then pulling the gas nozzle from the receptacle.

I tried shoving it back in but it wouldn’t go so I let it fall to the ground, screwing the gas cap in and shutting the gas door, feeling time slip away.

I hopped in the driver’s seat, and saw Sheena was already in the passenger seat, and I checked Emma was still in the back.

She was.

“What’s going on?” she asked Sheena.

“I don’t know. Someone might’ve taken the others.”

“Oh no.”

I got us moving and went around to the back of mini-mart.

Or tried to, but there were poles blocking my passage.

I cursed again, threw us into reverse, and went around to the other side.

Here there was a curb and a grass median.

I ran up over it and to the back of the mini-mart.

“Fucking weird place to put a goddamn road.”

We jolted off the curb and onto the fire road and I took off down it after a car that was no longer in sight.

I floored the truck down the straight gravel road.

The first turn was sharper than I expected and the truck skidded as I tried to slow us down while taking it.

We barely made it through without crashing, and I floored it again

“Slow down,” Sheena said.

But I wasn’t going to slow down.

The road ahead wound through the trees, and I thought I briefly spotted taillights.

I punched the steering wheel. “Fuck!” How could I have let this happen?

“We’ll find them,” Sheena said confidently.

I glanced over at her to make sure she still had the gun.

She did.

“Turn the safety off that thing.”
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I’d lost them.

I’d gone too fast and we’d skidded off the gravel road and into the trees.

“Ready?” I called, standing at the back of the truck, ready to push again. It was stuck in a rut.

Just like me.

“When you are,” Sheena called from the driver’s seat.

I didn’t know how long we’d been stuck here, trying to get the truck free, didn’t want to think about it. Didn’t want to—couldn’t—think about what might be happening to my friends.

“Three, two, go!” I heaved everything I had into the back of the truck as Sheena gave it gas.

I’d wedged some rocks under the tires, and the truck kicked them up, flying past me as it shot out onto the road.

Sheena slammed on the brakes and came damn close to hitting a tree.

But she stopped in time.

Hallelujah. I ran to the driver’s seat and started to get in.

“Jesus, give me a chance to scoot over.”

She practically had to slide out from under me as she moved to the passenger seat.

As soon she did we started to roll as we weren’t in park.

I steered us straight then took off, the door slamming shut from momentum.

“Don’t run us off the road again.”

I said nothing, but kept our speed low.

We drove down the fire road, the headlights the only light we had to go by as it was dark out now.

They had to be somewhere down this road, as I’d seen them go this way and there had been no turnoffs yet. At least not any obvious ones.

“Maybe they didn’t go this way,” Sheena said. “They could have—” But she stopped as the next curve led to a dead end.

“No,” I said. How was this possible.

“Look.” She pointed at the trees.

“Yeah, a dead end. I—”

“No. There’s a house.”

Then I saw it. There through the trees. Not a house. A compound.

Oh, maybe it had started as a house, but now it had expanded into the surrounding area like cancer.

I quickly turned the headlights off, hoping we hadn’t been seen.

“You think this is where they took them?” Sheena asked.

“It’s got to be.” I looked at the gun she held gripped tightly in her lap. “Are you sure you’re good with that thing?”

She nodded confidently.

I shook my head slightly. “All right.”

I looked in the backseat at Emma.

She tried to push herself even further away when I turned my attention to her.

“You’re coming with us. Don’t draw any attention.”

She shook her head. “Just let me stay in the truck.”

“Probably better she does,” Sheena said.

I clenched my jaw.

We were still a long ways from Colorado, but I didn’t feel comfortable leaving her in the car alone. Even if I took the keys.

I got out, then opened the back door.

Emma scrambled away to the other side.

“Come on.”

“Please! Just let me stay here.”

“And what happens if they find you?” I asked, playing along. “All alone? With no one to defend you?”

Emma glanced at the front seat, toward Sheena, though she couldn’t see her because the seat was in the way. She looked back at me. “She can stay with me.”

I heard Sheena sigh. Then she got out and opened the other door.

Emma scrambled away from her too, pressing herself against the back of the center console, stuck between us.

Sheena held out the hand that wasn’t holding the gun. “Come on. It’s probably better, he’s right. As much I hate to admit it.”

I wanted to urge her to hurry the hell up, we were wasting time. Who knew what they were doing to those girls.

Then Emma reluctantly took Sheena’s hand and got out.

I shut the door quietly and then crawled in the back to go through their bags. I’d seen them pack kitchen knives in one of them.

I patted them down, not caring if I got stabbed. It would save time.

“What are you doing?” Sheena asked.

“Knives.”

“The blue one.”

“They’re all blue!”

“Are you colorblind. That one.”

I looked to see her pointing at a bag wedged in the corner.

Far away from where I had been sitting.

I grabbed it and got out, opened in on the tailgate.

Inside was a bundle of knives.

I grabbed one and shook my head.

Sheena looked down at my weapon. “Knife to a gunfight?”

“If only I had my own blade.”

She quirked an eyebrow at me.

“Nothing. Come on. Stay behind me.”

We moved through the woods until I could see the compound more clearly. It was a large two-story house that had obviously had many additions put onto it. There didn’t seem to be any plan to the additions. They appeared to be of different ages, having been added over the years.

The house itself looked quite old.

There were plots of what looked like fruits and vegetables directly in front of us and leading almost right up to the house. A bit to the right was what might’ve been a hen house, though I didn’t see any chickens in it right now.

Fifteen or twenty feet from where the trees ended, about thirty feet in front of where we stood, there was a waist-high fence that went around the entire area.

It look designed more to let people know where the property ended, or keep animals inside, rather than to keep people out.

Though I didn’t see any kind of livestock.

I did see the car that I’d seen take off from the gas station.

It was parked with its doors open, lights and engine off.

A little ways behind it I spotted a gate in the short fence.

There was a road leading through the trees.

I hadn’t seen it till now.

Pay attention to your surroundings, Gage, I reminded myself.

I looked for suitable approach to the house.

The fruit and vegetable patch directly in front of us looked to be the best bet.

I looked for any sign of cameras, but didn’t see any.

They had electricity, because there were a few lights on, but I didn’t see much else in the way of technology.

I jerked my head for the girls to follow me, and headed toward the vegetable patch that would provide some measure of cover.

I swung a leg over the fence and Sheena and Emma followed after me.

Then I got down low, made sure the girls did too, and crept toward the house.

“Follow my footsteps exactly,” I told them.

Sheena rolled her eyes at me, but nodded.

Emma just looked frightened.

She was actually biting her nails.

I’d heard of people doing that, but never actually seen anyone do it.

Of course there were a lot of things I hadn’t seen that most other people had. In some ways I was still a child. I’d experienced so little of the normal things people experienced growing up.

So little in fact, that it wasn’t until I spent time in prison watching TV and reading books that I realized just how much I had missed. Instead of playing Call of Duty, I’d lived a real life version of it.

Why the hell did they take them? I wondered as we walked past fruit trees and plots of carrots.

There was only one reason I could think of. The obvious one.

I just hoped I was wrong.

At the end of the garden I stopped and scanned the area, looking for any signs of movement or any indications that we’d been spotted. I saw none. I saw nothing at all in fact.

No patrols, no movement inside the house—though there were only a few lights on that I could see, and all the additions made it hard to say if there was anyone inside.

With all the additions and counting both the top and bottom level, the house had to be at least five or six thousand square feet.

It was no mansion by any means, but it was definitely big.

There was about a ten-yard gap between where the vegetables ended and where house began.

It was a protrusion, something that had been added on, like an extended doorway, but a bit wider. It stuck out from the house nine feet or so, and was four or five feet wide. Like some kind of extended entryway.

But the door to it was shut, and I saw there was wire over the single window in the door.

It reminded me of the doors in the prison. Reminded me of the one in the stairwell, when I’d first seen—not on a TV screen, but with with my own eyes—those aliens, those monsters, fighting each other, eating each other.

I looked around for other doors.

I didn’t like going in blind like this.

I turned to Sheena and held out my hand. “Give me the gun.”

“I told you I can—”

“It’s not a matter of you being able to shoot. Have you ever been in a combat situation? Have you ever tried to shoot at someone who’s shooting back at you?”

She flicked her eyes down, shook her head. “I mean I’ve been in simulated training. My dad was a cop.”

“But you’ve never had people really shooting at you, have you?”

She shook her head again, still not meeting my eyes.

I flipped the knife around and held it to her, handle first. “Trade you.”

Reluctantly she handed me the gun and took the knife.

I checked the safety was off, then that there was a bullet in the slide, then I checked the magazine.

Nine rounds, one in the chamber.

Not optimal, but it would have to do.

“Wait here. If you hear shooting and if I’m not back after a minute, go to the truck and get the hell out of here.”

“I’m not leaving them.”

“Then you’ll die too.”

“Then I’ll die. I’m not leaving them.”

I glared at Sheena, and this time she glared right back at me.

But I didn’t have time to waste. If she wanted to get herself killed, let her.

I turned away, checked the area was still clear, then moved smoothly toward the door in a crouch.

I pressed my ear up against it and listened.

I heard nothing.

I tried the handle.

Unlocked.

I opened the door a crack, listened again.

Faint light spilled out from inside, but it was so faint it didn’t make it much past the door.

Still hearing nothing, I pushed the door open more and peeked in.

It was a hallway.

And it wasn’t empty.

It was filled with something that filled me with joy.
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The entire hall, all nine or so feet of it and on both sides, was lined with weapons.

Mostly guns, but a couple of swords—even a rocket launcher, though I saw no rocket for it.

Holy crap.

I felt like a kid in a candy store.

I spotted an M16 and went for it.

I checked for any alarm or some type of system that would alert anyone. But the gun was just hung between two nails.

I pulled it down and checked it.

Empty.

My elation fell, and I searched around, but found no ammo anywhere.

Damn. Well, what did I expect? Anything that seemed to good to be true always was.

I swung the rifle over my shoulder anyway, then looked around some more. I spotted an HK45 in its holster, but this was empty as well.

I put it on just in case I happened to run across ammo.

I thought about grabbing a sword, but they looked like junk toys.

Then I proceeded to the inner door that led inside to the house proper.

When I pressed my ear to this one I did hear something. It was a brief sound. I couldn’t tell what it was.

I tried the handle, but found it locked.

They left the outer door open with all these guns, but locked the inner one?

Well, I supposed there wasn’t any ammo in here. Still, it seemed pretty dumb to me.

Oh how I hoped they were.

Wouldn’t that be nice.

I went back out to let Sheena know I was still alive, and almost got caught.

I pulled back inside as I saw someone appear from around the corner of the house.

But he wasn’t paying attention to me, he was paying attention to the girl he had with them.

A girl who was naked. And gagged.

Her hands were bound as well.

I could hear her muffled cries as he pushed her ahead of him.

When they reached a dark spot near the fence, he pushed her down to the ground.

She fell onto her hands and knees in front of him, facing away, crying into the dirt.

“Perfect darlin. You just stay like that.” He started to unbuckle his pants.

Movement from the corner of my eye caught my attention, and I saw Sheena get up.

I rushed over to her and grabbed her by the arm, pulling her back into the garden.

“Let me go,” she said in a voice dangerously close to not being a whisper. “That’s Hope.”

If that were true, I suddenly felt less bad about what was about to happen.

“We can’t let them know we’re here.”

She glared hard at me. “I’m not going to let him rape her. I know you’re man so you probably don’t care, but I do.”

It wasn’t because I was a man that I didn’t care. It was because Hope was an asshole.

Still.

I sighed. “Give me the knife.”

She pulled away from me.

“Give me the knife. I’ll take care of it.”

“I can do it,” she insisted.

Emma was still chewing her nails.

I rubbed my eyes, getting frustrated. “Have you kill—” I began to ask Sheena, but then Hope screamed and we both turned to see the man kneeling down behind her, trying to press into her as she squirmed and tried to fend him off.

Sheena tried to get up again and I yanked her down hard enough that she fell over and landed on her ass.

I grabbed her wrist and twisted, causing her to drop the knife. I bent over grabbed it.

“Stay here,” I said harshly, straining to keep my voice quiet. “I’ll take care of this. Don’t fucking move. Do you understand me?”

She nodded in shock.

I got up and moved in a fast crouch toward the man.

He had Hope flipped on her back now, and he was between her legs which he was struggling to keep spread.

His fat erection stood between them, and he was trying to push it into her, but she was resisting so much that he was unable to.

I glanced to my left around the building as I got near.

There was no one there, just a closed door.

Then I returned my attention to the man, and saw Hope’s eyes lock onto me. They widened, and the man instinctively turned to look to see what she was looking at.

He saw me, and brief confusion flashed over his face. “Roy?”

Then he looked down at the knife, back up to my face, and started to yell.

He didn’t get a chance, as I closed the remaining distance in an instant and slid the knife across his throat, and all that came out of his open mouth was a gurgle.

Blood poured onto Hope and she screamed, but she was already gagged, and besides, I was pretty sure whoever was inside was expecting her to scream.

So I let her.

I heard footsteps behind me and spun, raising the gun in my left hand.

Sheena froze. “It’s just me.”

“I fucking told you to stay there.”

She ignored me and went to Hope.

“It‘s okay honey. We’re here. You’re okay.” She started to take the gag out of Hope’s mouth, and I said, “Don’t do that if she’s just going to scream.”

Sheena stopped and looked at Hope. “You’re not going to scream, are you?”

Hope slowed her ragged breathing, took a deep shaky breath through her nose, then shook her head, calmer, though still distraught.

Sheena removed the gag from her mouth.

“Thank God you’re here,” she sobbed quietly. “I thought he was going to—”

Sheena pulled Hope to her, holding her head against her chest, petting her hair, hushing her. “It’s okay. He didn’t.”

Well, that answered the question about what they wanted the girls for.

I looked at the house, imagined what they were doing to Emily, to Malice, and felt my rage boil over.
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I told the girls to wait at the truck, and this time Sheena obliged, taking Emma and a bloody—her own and the man’s—Hope back to the truck where she could clean her up and get some clothes on her.

I focused my attention on the house, alone once more.

Just how I liked it.

No one to worry about but myself.

And the people I was trying to rescue.

The people I would rescue.

I may not be good with people, with talking, with emotions.

But this… This I was good at.

I picked up the dead body of the would-be rapist and hoisted it over the fence, then climbed over myself and dragged it behind a tree.

I searched it, but surprisingly didn’t find any weapons. Well, I found a pocket knife, but other than that nothing.

I guess he didn’t think he needed one with a naked, defenseless girl.

I did find a keyring, but I wasn’t sure what they were for.

I took them anyway, then checked the man’s pulse, just to make sure.

He was definitely dead.

It was something the old man had taught me. He had almost been taken out once by someone he thought had been dead.

‘Doesn’t hurt to be certain,’ he would say.

I moved toward the house again, toward the door that I thought the dead man had come from.

I wondered how many entrances this house had.

It was good and bad.

Multiple ways out if I got stuck inside, but also multiple ways out for anyone else.

I glanced back in the direction that we’d come from, but I couldn’t see the truck.

That was fine too.

I listened, and heard voices. Laughing voices.

Voices that I was pretty sure I would be silencing in the next few minutes.

Silencing permanently.
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This door was unlocked, so I opened it and peered inside.

It led into a kitchen with an island in the middle, and a metal bowl on top of the island.

The kitchen was dark, but there was something on the stove, the flame on low.

It smelled like chili.

My mind instantly went to cannibals, and I prayed to God that wasn’t the case.

Though that would make it a hell of a lot easier to justify killing them all.

I sighed and shut the door quietly behind me.

There was a door separating the kitchen from the rest of the house. I went to this, the voices growing louder.

I was about to push it open when I heard footsteps.

I quickly retreated and waited behind the kitchen island.

A second later the door swung open and I heard someone humming.

It wasn’t a man. Or if it was it was it was a very high-pitched one.

Staying low I took a risk and peered around, and was presented with an ass.

It was a woman. She was wearing a thong bikini, and her long darkish hair hung to her mid back.

Bit cold for an outfit like that.

She opened the pot of what I assumed was chili, took a sniff, then picked up a spoon from the counter and stirred it before spooning some up and tasting it.

“Just a bit,” she said, and put the cover back on.

Then she went to the fridge and grabbed something.

I heard glass clinking together, and pulled back as she came away from the fridge and back toward the door.

I saw her exit and as she walked into the lighted area past the door I saw that she was now carrying two beers.

What the hell?

She looked to be somewhere between twenty-eight and thirty-two. Pretty, and with one hell of a body that the bikini she was wearing showed off quite well.

This didn’t make any sense. Had that guy snuck out with Hope, not telling anyone else?

But she was naked and tied up. Surely he couldn’t have done that without anyone noticing.

Unless they all were really drunk.

Maybe he had snuck out. Taken one of the girls without the others knowing.

Was he just one bad apple?

Or was the whole barrel rotten?

But why take them at all?

Was this another situation like with Sheena and Malice and the others?

Past the kitchen door was a long hallway. It was very brightly lit and there was nowhere to hide, no doors off of it but this one.

This place was looking less and less like a house, and more more like a maze. I thought back to the chili.

Or a haunted house.

To my right was a room that had a piano and a bookcase. I could also see part of a desk. That room was dark however, and no sound came from that way.

To my left the hall continued until turning out of sight. This was the direction from which the voices came.

I readied the gun and the knife, keeping the knife in my right hand, the gun in my left.

The gun was a last resort.

It had no suppressor, and so using it would lose me my advantage of surprise.

No need to alert them to my presence if I didn’t have to.

I’d use the knife as long as I could.

But first I needed to find out if they were really as bad as I thought they were.

I moved swiftly and quietly to where the hall turned, then peered around.

I saw a pool table with several cues, the balls in disarray on it, as though they’d stopped mid-game.

I could also see a couch facing a large TV which had a football game playing on it.

There was a girl passed out on the couch. A young girl, I thought, though I couldn’t be sure, as I couldn’t see her face.

Her head was resting on the edge, and she appeared to be watching the game. Either that or she was asleep. I couldn’t see her eyes to tell.

She was either very young, or just very small.

They had kids here? Maybe that really was just one bad apple.

I couldn’t see the rest of the room, though I could see that it looked like it led to a screened-off sort of patio area.

I crept in a bit more and saw seven men sitting around a table drinking beer and laughing.

There were also four girls, including the one that had gotten the beers.

She was sitting on one of the men’s lap, stroking his scruffy beard and smiling along with the rest of them.

For his part he had his hand planted firmly on her bare butt cheek that the thong didn’t cover.

The other girls were more fully dressed, though they didn’t seem to be prisoners.

None of them were Emily or one of Sheena’s friends.

I pulled back and glanced at the small girl on the couch again.

What the fuck was going on?

This had been a dead end, at least as far as I could tell, as the table they were sat at looked to be on enclosed patio which led outside.

This house had a second floor, maybe that’s where they were being kept.

I crept back to the hall and toward the room with the piano. This was dark, but there was a staircase at the end of it.

When I got closer I saw it was only a short staircase, five steps up to another level.

There was also a staircase with another three steps leading down.

Up? Or down?

I decided to go down, because it looked as though that might be only one room.

I descended the steps and looked around. There were two couches with a table set between them.

Strange. It looked like a waiting room.

There was another door at the end of this room, and I went to it and listened.

I heard moaning from the other side, and my hand tightened on the knife.

I tried the door handle. It was unlocked.

I almost wished it weren’t.

I pushed the door open, and it creaked noisily.

I cringed, but the moaning continued on unabated.

The room was dim, but not completely dark.

It was a bedroom.

There were three men, and on the bed were two girls.

One of them was Emily, the other was Europa.

Two of the men were with Europa, one filling her mouth, the other behind her, thrusting.

The one getting the blowjob was facing me, but had his head back and his eyes closed.

The other was facing away.

She was moaning as they worked on her.

Emily was lying face up, as the third man, also facing away from me, plunged into her. “Harder,” she moaned, and I froze.

What in the hell…

I stood there, staring, unable to believe what I was seeing.

I blinked several times, expecting the girls’ faces to change, to realize that I had just thought they were Emily and Europa, but were actually other people entirely.

But they didn’t change. They stubbornly stayed Emily and Europa.

Emily.

And she was having sex with another man. She seemed to be doing it willingly.

And enjoying it.

As did Europa.

I stood frozen in place, my mind screaming at me to move, to act, to do something.

But I couldn’t. I couldn’t do anything.

My mind couldn’t process what was going on, couldn’t understand what it was seeing.

This was not at all what it had predicted.

If they had been tied up and begging for them to stop, I could’ve done something, could’ve understood that. But not this. It just didn’t make any sense.

I wanted to kill the men, but didn’t know if I could. If I should.

Because they didn’t seem to be raping them.

They seemed to be doing the opposite. They seemed to be giving them exactly what they wanted.

I needed to move before they saw me. The room was dark, but not that dark, and if either of them turned their attention away from the girls they were busy with, they would see me standing here, knife in one hand, gun in the other.

All of them were naked, the guys and girls alike. No weapons. I could take them. Three unarmed men were no problem.

And as frozen as I was, as shocked as I had been, as I still was, I’d still scanned the room on instinct, had seen no weapons.

I didn’t even see any clothes anywhere.

What was I going to do? I couldn’t just kill them.

Except I found myself moving toward the one with Emily. Found myself pushing the back of his head down with the hand holding the gun, forcing his chin into his chest and shoving the knife into the base of his skull and twisting.

His body went limp and he fell over onto Emily, who didn’t seem to notice.

I was slightly behind and to the side of the one inside Europa, and the one getting a blowjob still had his head rolled back, eyes closed, groaning, his hands lightly on her head as she sucked him off.

I went to the man at the rear of Europa and jammed the knife into the back of his neck, grabbing hold of him and lowering him onto the bed.

Europa moaned in displeasure at the ceasing of motion.

I turned away as he slipped out of her.

“Careful honey,” the one getting the blowjob said, and started to look down.

Then he saw me and just like the other man had a brief moment of recognition, like I was a friend. Unexpected, but not a stranger.

Then a different expression crossed his face, one that seemed to indicate his realization that I wasn’t who he thought I was, and he opened his mouth.

Like his friend outside—I hoped it was his friend—I didn’t give him a chance to make a sound.

This time I pushed the blade straight through his ribcage into his heart and lung.

I pushed him away onto the ground as he died, gurgling, then went to Emily and pulled the dead man off of her.

“Emily?”

She opened her eyes and looked at me, smiled. “Gage. Are you gonna take a turn too? I’d like that. I’ve wanted you.”

I slapped her lightly on the face. “Emily? Are you okay? What’d they do to you?”

She smiled, moved her body, almost wriggling it against the sheets, but slowly, sensuously. She licked her lips and moaned. “They made me feel so good. I can’t believe how good I feel.”

She reached down and touched herself, started rubbing herself slowly. “Come on Gage. I want to feel you inside me.”

I felt a wave of relief pass over me. It was a bad situation, but clearly they’d been drugged. I looked at the dead men.

Men who deserved to die.

I hadn’t killed an innocent. I hadn’t made that mistake again.
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Europa had been drugged too, and it seemed more heavily than Emily had been. She was barely coherent and it was a struggle to get her to stand on her own.

There was a bathroom attached to the bedroom, and I dragged the men into it, shutting them in there, then came back out to find Emily and Europa making out with each other.

“Stay here,” I told them. “I’ll be back for you as soon as I can.” I wanted to check to make sure it was still clear before I took them out.

“Don’t leave us,” Europa whined.

“You’ll be fine here. You have each other.”

“Mmm,” Emily said, stroking Europa’s cheek. “He’s right.”

Europa clumsily climbed on top of Emily and started kissing her, rubbing her bare crotch against Emily’s thigh.

I sighed and left them.

At least it would keep them inside while I made sure the way was safe. I wouldn’t be gone long.

I saw the door had a lock on the outside, and I locked it.

It was a deadbolt too.

I didn’t want them wandering around.

My mind flashed back to the little girl on the couch, and I got a sinking feeling in my stomach.

I was liking this less and less, and I really hoped I was wrong about what I thought was going on here.

I checked that the room with the piano was still clear, then climbed up the steps and peered up the other five leading to the next level.

This one was clear too, and it seemed to be some kind of industrial space.

There were counters everywhere, and everything was white tile.

Each counter had several seats lined up along it, as well as several machines and vials.

Finally I realized what it was. A drug lab. Not just a meth lab though. It looked like they made all kinds of things here.

Passed this level was another stairway, this one a normal-sized one, enclosed.

I’d come back to see where it led.

First I had to get Emily and Europa out of here.

I went down, checked everyone was still in the patio room—they were—then checked the kitchen and just outside the door.

All clear.

When got back I found Emily and Europa grinding on each other, and for some reason the sight, instead of being arousing, was simply disturbing.

They had no idea what they were doing to each other.

Someone had drugged them against their will, and now they were doing something they’d likely never do otherwise.

They didn’t even notice me until I tried to get them up off the bed.

Europa just kept grinding, but Emily stopped and looked at me. “Come join us. Take off those clothes. Show me what you’ve got under there, big boy.”

I tuned her out and dragged the two of them off the bed.

I couldn’t carry both of them, not without slowing me down.

“Can you stand?” I asked Emily.

“Of course,” she said, sounding not exactly drunk, and stood ramrod straight. “See? Where’s my reward?”

I took Europa by the shoulders. “I’m going to carry you. You can’t make any noise, okay?”

“As long as you touch me, I can’t make any promises.”

Son of a—

I picked her up, swinging her over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry, expecting something, but she only made a quiet squeak, then went silent.

I grabbed a small blanket from the foot of the bed and draped it over her bare flesh, then made Emily take the other bigger blanket and wrap it around herself.

“You need to be very quiet. Do you understand me?”

She giggled. She had the blanket over her shoulders, but it wasn’t covering anything. “Very quiet. Will you reward me if I’m a good girl?” She grabbed my crotch and squeezed. “This is what I mean.” She giggled again.

“Yes. Sure. But only if you don’t make a sound.”

“I’ll be as quiet as a mouse.”

And she was, as was Europa.

We were in the kitchen and just about to leave when I heard someone approaching.

I quickly pushed Emily out the door but I couldn’t quite make it out myself before I was spotted.

“Roy? What the hell you doin?”

“Wanted some privacy,” I said without thinking. I had unconsciously mimicked his voice, his accent.

“You know I hate it when you fuckin mock me. I ain’t some hillbilly just cause I sound this way.

“Right,” I said mocking him still, not turning around, walking out the door.

“Asshole,” he muttered, then I heard the fridge open as I shut the door behind me.

Holy fucking shit that was goddamn close.

My heart was pounding.

And who the fuck was Roy?

And why did everyone think I was him?

I was unnerved that I’d now been mistaken for another man by several different people.

I headed towards the Garden, Emily in front of me and Europa on my shoulder.

We made our way through this and back to the truck, where I found Sheena still holding onto Hope in the front seat.

She had pants halfway up her thighs and a shirt covering her, but for some reason she wasn’t dressed.

Sheena saw me and gasped “Aur—” She stopped herself, lowered her voice. “What— Did you find the others?”

“Not yet. I will. I need you to watch them. They’ve been drugged.”

I set Europa down next to Emily, then went around to the other side to talk to Hope. She still seemed distraught, but maybe I could get useful information from her now.

When I opened the door, she brought up her legs, trying to get away from me.

I held out my hand. “It’s okay. Did they drug you?”

She shook her head. “He didn’t want to. He said he wanted me to fight back.”

“Bastard.”

She stared at me, her eyes burning, but somehow also hollow, vacant.

She apparently realized she was half dressed and pulled the pants that she had on all the way up, then wrapped the shirt around herself more tightly.

“Can you tell me anything? Your friends are still in there and I need to get them.”

She shook her head. “They took us by surprise. I heard them saying something about a trap working.”

I thought back to the detour and felt like an idiot.

Had we gone exactly where they wanted us to go?

Apparently we had.

“What else can you tell me? How many are there?”

“I don’t know. I saw a bunch of them. The house is weird and confusing.

“There are at least ten of them. Some are women,” she said this in disgusted shock. “There’s kids too. Girls. I didn’t see them do anything to the kids, so I don’t know, maybe they’re their kids. But it’s still… Weird. The kids I saw looked drugged.”

“Do you know where they’re keeping the rest of you?”

She looked at Emily and Europa. “I only saw where the two of them were taken, but you already found them.

“The rest of us were separated. I don’t know where Sophia, Amy and Alice are.” Her eyes filled with tears. “God I’m so fucking useless. I couldn’t do anything against them.”

I wanted to comfort her, but I didn’t dare touch her. “It’s okay. It was very helpful.”

She laughed derisively. “Yeah I’m sure.”

“You stay here. Help Sheena with them. They’re drugged, you’re not. Don’t just wallow in self-pity.”

She scowled at me. “Fuck you.”

“Help them,” I said. “I’ll be back.”

I didn’t wait for a response, instead walking back toward the house, but I heard her tell either Emily or Europa that it would be okay.

I hoped she was right.
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I went back inside, back to the room with the piano, up the stairs, to the drug lab, then stopped in front of the second flight of stairs, the full-sized one, and listened.

I heard nothing, so climbed up them as quietly as I could.

Each and every step squeaked, no matter where I stepped on it, and I finally just rushed up.

But there was no one at the top.

Instead there were two doors.

One was a bathroom. A large bathroom with several open toilets and shower stalls.

It looked a lot like a prison bathroom.

The other room was full of beds.

And the beds… They were full of women.

I stood in horror, frozen once more as I looked at the sight.

The room was also dimly lit, like much of the house, but was bright enough for me to see.

The beds were filled with women of all ages. Or with females of all ages.

Because in the bed closest to me was a girl of maybe eleven, if that.

Thankfully she was sleeping, fully dressed, hands under her head. She looked peaceful enough.

On the bed right next to her was a woman who looked to be about thirty or thirty-five.

She was completely naked, spreadeagled with her hands and feet bound with straps running over the edge of the mattress.

She had a gag in her mouth and an IV in her arm.

I took in the room, counting the beds.

Thirty-one.

But not all of them were full. Only thirteen were.

I walked to each of these, looking for Malice, for Sheena’s friends.

But they weren’t here.

The girl at the bed nearest the door was apparently the youngest they had, but they also had three other young girls. They looked to be in their early-to-mid teens.

These were all fully dressed or in pajamas and none of them were tied up.

While there were a few other women who were naked, none were tied up like the one by the door.

Again I wondered what the hell was going on here.

Were the little girls these men’s daughters?

If so, why would they put them with the others?

And why were they asleep so early? It was dark out, sure, but it couldn’t be more than eight or nine.

And other than the four young ones, they were all adults, or close enough that it was odd they were asleep so early.

Hell, it was odd the kids were asleep this early.

They might all be drugged, even if not with an IV like the tied-up woman by the door, but who would drug their own daughters?

Men who deserved to die.

My mind flashed back to the woman in the thong bikini, sitting on the man’s lap, smiling.

And maybe women too.

My attention returned to the woman who was tied up and gagged.

She was older than the others. Had she resisted?

I went over to her and examined her. The light was dim, but she had stretch marks on her stomach that might have been from having a baby.

She certainly didn’t look like she’d even been overweight.

The opposite. She was toned and muscular, her skin taut.

I walked through the room one more time just in case I had missed the girls in my surprise and horror.

But I hadn’t.

Because the truth was, I’d seen much worse.
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I stood outside the door, thinking about my next move.

I'd found Emily and Europa. Hope was outside in the truck with Sheena and Emma.

But that still left Malice.

That still left Amy and Sophia, too.

But there was nowhere else in the house to go from here.

So go outside. The armory.

This must only be a part of it. It was odd there were no interior doors connecting this side to the other parts, but perhaps they rented it out.

I actually laughed at this.

It seemed more likely that there was a living area and a holding area.

It made a sick kind of sense.

This was the holding area where they kept the girls, plus a ‘fun’ room and then a kitchen and living room for when the bastards felt like taking a break.

Pretty soon they’d be taking a long break, a forever break. I’d make sure of that.

I carefully made my way back down the way I’d come, past the piano, down the hall leading to the room with the big TV and the indoor-outdoor patio, which drunken voices were still coming from, and into the kitchen, where the chili cooked, and out into the night.

There was no one out here, and I quickly made my way to where I’d left the dead man who’d tried to rape Hope.

His corpse was still there, and at seeing him I remembered his keys. I pulled them out and looked at them.

There were a lot of them. There was a handcuff key as well as some smaller keys that might be to padlocks, and others that looked like normal deadbolt keys.

There was also single car key, though it was one of the ones that had been made by a locksmith or at a grocery store. No brand on the black plastic.

Maybe one of them opened the door in the armory.

But first I needed to get a better mental layout of the house, which was why I’d come out here.

I circled it twice, using his body as a marker the first time, that was how confusing the house’s layout was.

Now that I had an idea of where the room with the thirteen girls in it was, I went to the garden and headed toward the ammo-less armory.

Once inside I shut the door behind me, saw it had a lock, debated locking it, but ultimately decided to leave it unlocked.

Then I went to the locked door and pressed my ear to it, listening. This time I heard nothing at all.

I tried the keys I’d taken from the dead man.

The sixth one opened it, and my heart rate increased as I pushed it open.

It was the first locked door I’d come across, and what I’d found behind the unlocked ones was horrifying enough.

What was so bad that they thought it required a lock?
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The smell assaulted me before the door was barely even cracked open.

I pushed on anyway, opening the door all the way.

I was momentarily disoriented as I was presented with a staircase.

One leading down.

Did they go under the house? To a basement?

This place really was some kind of maze.

I was pretty sure it didn’t meet any building code anywhere.

The basement, if that’s what it was, was quiet.

It was also pitch black.

The smell though, that was not a quiet smell.

It was thunderous, a gunshot, an assault on the senses that left your ears ringing and your vision blurred.

After the initial shock of it passed, I let myself process it. Analyze it.

It didn’t sell like decomposition. Instead it smelled like sweat, feces, and urine.

But not death.

That was good. Or, wasn’t as bad as it could be.

But there was no way in hell I was going down there blind, and I didn’t have a flashlight. I didn’t even have a phone.

Not that I’d really ever had one. Except a burner. Even before the aliens, they were easy to use to track someone by.

I looked around for a flashlight, maybe a tac light.

I was about to give up when I spotted a black cylinder on the floor.

I picked it up, saw a bulb up front and rubber button on the back.

I pointed it at the floor and clicked it.

A surprisingly bright beam of light appeared on the floor.

Armed with a flashlight I went back the open door and the dark stairs beyond.

I didn’t think anyone dangerous would be down there. Or rather, I didn’t think any of the ones who had done this would be down there.

It smelled too bad for that.

I aimed the light down the stairs.

All it illuminated was a brick wall and an old refrigerator.

The kind big enough to stuff bodies in, my mind supplied helpfully.

I ignored this intrusive thought and walked down the steps.

There was wall on either side of the stairway, so I couldn’t see into the basement until I got to the bottom.

The smell was even more intense down here, and I was thankful I didn’t have a weak stomach.

Even still, it was getting to me on a primitive level, convincing my body that there was a poison it needed to expel.

I overrode this impulse, but I wouldn’t be able to do it forever.

I shone my light into the basement, and it fell upon filthy monsters on the floor.

Eyes flashed, whites in dirty sockets, and this allowed me to orient myself and realize it was someone lying on their side, resting on someone else.

A child. A little boy.

“Daddy,” he said, shaking the one he was leaning against.

His apparent father turned and sat up, looking at me. “Please, we’re sorry. We won’t do it again. Just give us some water.”

Jesus. He thought I was one of them too.

I looked to the fridge, then pulled it open. No bodies fell out. It was filled with bottles of water and a couple of beers too. I grabbed one of the waters, then looked back toward the others.

That’s when I saw the chains connecting them all together.

I couldn’t tell how many people there were. There were at least twenty. Maybe as many as forty.

They were all chained tightly together.

The floor was a mess of urine and feces and vomit.

“How long have you been down here?”

“You bastard’s are—”

“Honey,” a woman’s voice interrupted, and the man stopped.

“Sorry,” he said to me. “We’ve been down here… I don’t know how long.”

“I’m not one of them,” I said.

I shown the flashlight on my own face, closing my eyes so I didn’t blind myself.

I left it there for several seconds, then shone it back toward him.

“Oh. You look like one of them. Who are you?”

“I’m the guy who’s here to save you. I guess.”
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I didn’t chance walking through the mass of bodies and awful, instead tossing the water to him.

This got some other people asking for water, and I went to the fridge and emptied it of water bottles, handing it to those nearest and telling them to pass it to the others.

“Look,” I said as they drank greedily, “it’s okay. I’m going to get you all out of here. But first I need to make sure we don’t get killed escaping. Is there anything you can tell me about these people?”

A woman at the front, maybe forty-five or fifty, spoke. “They kidnapped us.”

“After the aliens?” I asked.

“No. Before. Well after and before. Aliens just made it easier for them.”

Jesus.

“How many are there?”

“Not sure exactly. I think there are about fifteen men, but it’s hard to say for women. They take ours. Or at least the ones they want to diddle.”

I heard a very uncharacteristic, unexpected sound, and turned to it, shining my light on it.

It was a boy of maybe twelve giggling.

He covered his mouth, then started crying.

I returned my attention to the woman. “How long you been down here?”

“Couple months. That’s the longest. They take some of us away sometimes. They never bring them back. They take all the girls away. Like I said.”

I was getting an image of what was going on here. They were kidnapping not just girls, but their entire immediate families for some reason.

They took the girls, then threw the rest down here.

But why?

I thought again of the chili, and felt my stomach turn.

I nearly lost it, the only thing keeping the contents of my stomach in my stomach the fact that it seemed very far-fetched that they would be eating them.

More likely was that they were taking them out and killing them.

But then why the hell would they bother keeping them down here in the first place?

Maybe to make the girls behave? That at least seemed plausible.

“Do they ever let the other girls see their family—”

“Who’s down there?” a voice called out from the top of the stairs. It sounded like the man from the kitchen.

Maybe I should have locked the outer door.

“It’s me,” I said in the same voice I’d used before.

“Goddammit Roy. I’m serious, you keep it up, Imma come down there and beat the crap outta you.”

“Like to see you try,” I said in that same mocking tone. The words seemed to come automatically.

“Where are the other girls? I want my turn.”

“You’ll get it. Go back inside.”

“You son of a cunt.”

I heard footsteps walk away, the man muttering under his breath, then the outside door slam shut.

I turned back to find the woman staring at me.

“Who the hell did you say you were?” she asked.


73

I left the prisoners downstairs. I definitely couldn’t take them out now.

I had to find the others who had done this. I had to kill them all.

I still didn’t know what to do about the women.

The prisoners had protested, wanted me to free them now, but the older woman—Carol was her name—had gotten them calmed, assured them that I would be back, then given me a look that said ‘You damn well better be back’.

And now I was back with the corpse of the first one I’d killed, standing by the tree and looked at the house, going through my options.

I hadn’t been discovered yet, not exactly, but if any of them talked to Roy, whoever the hell that was, they might notice something was wrong. Might find the bodies of the men—the ones who’d been raping Emily and Europa—that I’d left in the bathroom.

I could ambush them in the patio room, but there were only seven men there, and there was also that girl on the couch.

I didn’t know if she was a kid or an adult, I hadn’t seen her face, she might’ve just been a petite woman, but I wasn’t going to take a chance.

If only the armory had had suppressors for my gun, that would’ve made things a lot easier.

Having more ammo would make things a lot easier too.

But I would have to stick to the knife. Take them out one by one.

I just needed to get them alone. And figure out where they all were.

Carol had said she thought there were fifteen. I’d killed, what, four of them now? So if she was right, that left eleven. Seven were in the patio room with the little girl or very small woman, so that left four elsewhere in this nightmare of a house.

So where the hell were they? I scanned the house again, looking for another entrance that would lead me to an area I hadn’t been to.

The problem wasn’t that I couldn’t find one, the problem was that I found too many. I counted at least six separate doors that I hadn’t yet been through. Not having any better intel, I went with the one farthest away from the others I’d been in, one I’d spotted on the opposite side of the house.

It looked like I’d been wrong about one side of the house being for captives, as that looked to be what the basement was for. And that basement wasn’t a full basement, it didn’t go across the entire width of the house. Of course, there might not be a full basement.

I went to the door I’d chosen and found it locked.

No sounds came from the other side, so I tried the dead man’s keys on it.

None of them worked however.

So I went to the next closest one, and found this one unlocked.

I listened, heard nothing, and pushed it open.
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The room was dark so I stowed the gun and took out the little flashlight, knife still in my right hand, and shone it around the room.

Then I smiled.

The room was a reloading station.

There were cases of reloaded ammo everywhere.

9mm, 5.56—hell, it’d be easier to list what kind of ammo they didn’t have here.

“Hallelujah,” I said, and got to work loading up.

A few minutes later and I felt like I had found a cheat code in a videogame, as I had practically unlimited ammo strapped across my body and loaded into my weapons.

Still no suppressor, and so I kept my knife in my right hand.

I looked around the room for anything else useful and was about to leave when I spotted a small door in the back.

It was about half the height of a normal door. I wondered where it led.

A storage room? Another arsenal?

I went to it and listened, something that had become routine now, and opened it when I heard nothing behind it.

It was a crawlspace, leading into a bigger room about ten feet away.

This was one strange house.

I glanced at the door to the reloading room, saw that I had shut it, then, not wanting any surprises, got up and locked it.

This done, I crawled into the crawlspace, pulling the door shut behind me.

The room it led to was empty, though it looked like it might have once been a bedroom.

There were curtains on the window, ones with butterflies that may’ve been a girl’s or maybe a particularly whimsical woman’s. The walls had areas with whiter rectangles where it looked like pictures or mirrors had been hung.

Either they used oil to heat this room or they’d smoked in here.

But it didn’t smell like either of those things. It just smelled old.

There were two other doors here, one was open and led onto a little bathroom.

A very, very little bathroom.

The toilet was practically jammed up against the wall.

If I were to sit on it… well, I didn’t think I could.

I went to the other, closed, door, shaking my head at the strange house.

I listened, then opened it a crack and checked.

This room was pitch black. I listened for several seconds, and when I didn’t hear anything, I turned on the flashlight and shone it through the door.

What I saw nearly sent me over the edge.
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This was where Malice was.

She was lying on a bed, half-conscious.

No, that wasn’t right, it wasn’t exactly a bed.

It was made of wood, and there were no covers, though there was something that almost looked like a headboard except it was made out of metal poles. Like a very large sewer grate.

The rest of the room was empty, save for a door positioned a few feet from the foot of the bed, so when someone walked in they’d see Malice spread out, see everything that had been done to her.

My vision went purple at the edges and I tried to control myself.

I went to her, put my hand on top of her head, brushed hair from her bruised and swollen face. “Can hear me Malice? It’s Gage.”

Her head rolled and she groaned slightly, but didn’t open her swollen eyes.

I was going to kill them. I was going to kill every single one of them.

She was naked, spreadeagled like the other woman, except this time they didn’t use ropes or straps to tie her, but knives.

Her hands were above her head and through each of her palms a knife pinned them down to the board.

She had cuts all along her body, her face was bruised and swollen as though she’d been punched.

There were swollen raised bumps all over her body, like from being whipped, and there was a small pool of blood between her legs.

Her breasts had been tied tightly, turning them purple, and metal clamps clamped all over her skin, including her nipples and between her legs.

What looked like fishing line was wrapped around her nipple piercings and ran up to the ‘headboard’, stretched so hard they looked like they were about to rip out.

Her ankles were bound so tightly that her feet were blue.

My hands were shaking so bad that I had to grip one in the other so I didn’t cut her as I slid the knife through the ropes around her ankles to free her. My entire body was shaking with rage.

Next I cut the fishing line, then I got to work taking the clamps off of her breasts. That done I cut the ropes around them, normal color slowly returning.

Then I removed the other clamps, cutting her worse on one of them is my hand she shook so bad it slipped.

They weren’t just normal clamps like you’d use to hang paper or clothes, but metal ones with sharp ends that actually dug into her skin, pierced it in some cases.

Her hair had been tied as well, and I cut this and gently lowered her head.

Then I looked at the knives in her hands.

I hopped they had drugged her, otherwise this next part was going to be…

I looked around for something to stem the flow of blood that would come when I removed the blades, but found nothing.

I pulled open the door at the foot of the bed, not even listening for anyone before I did, that’s how angry I was, how irrational.

It was a hallway that led to another part of the house, but it was also a laundry room, a washer and dryer on one side, a big plastic sink on the other.

On top of the washing machine sat a stack of clean white towels.

There was also a half-drunk beer on the other side near the laundry room sink, as well as a box of unopened condoms. Also bloody towels.

I grabbed two clean towels and went back to the room. I pressed one against her palm as I pulled the blade out gently, slowly.

My hand ached from the effort, but I didn’t care.

Once the knife was out, I wrapped the towel around her hand and tied it off. She was bleeding, but not too badly.

Then I did the same on the other side.

I wrapped the towel around this hand, and put it on her stomach with her other hand, then reached under her to pick her up.

“Roy? How many of them you gonna fuckin do tonight? You can’t have em all. We share the new ones, remember?”

A man stood in the doorway to the now open laundry-room door.

It was the man I’d mocked earlier, but I was in no mood for him.

He stared at me, there was that moment of recognition, that I wasn’t who he thought I was.

I saw he had a gun on his belt.

Saw his hand go to it as his lips said, “You’re not Roy.”

“No, I’m not,” I said, grabbed the knife from my belt, and threw it at him just as he got his gun drawn.

It flew true, and landed right between his eyes.

It was a better death than he deserved.

But as he fell to the ground, the gun he’d been holding went off.
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The bullet went into the wall behind me, going wide, not going anywhere near Malice.

I went to the man and kicked the gun away from him, then picked it up.

He wasn’t dead, but he wasn’t alive either.

He twitched minutely, his eyelids as well, one much lower than the other.

I hoped he was suffering.

I turned and looked down at the poor girl on the ‘bed’, and rage filled me even more.

I wanted to go over to him and inflict all the things that had been done to Malice onto him. But I couldn’t. I didn’t have the time.

I had to take care of Malice, had to get out of here.

A gunshot was going to draw attention.

I thought of the small passageway I had come through.

I didn’t want to shove Malice through there, but I couldn’t risk going the way he’d come from. I had no idea the layout, or even which way to head once I got past the laundry room.

Picking Malice up I ran to the other room and crouched down on the floor. The passageway was rough and Malice was naked and injured.

I took off my jacket and put it on her, but that still left her legs.

I ran back to the laundry room and grabbed one of the towels, heard footsteps coming up the stairs.

I quickly dragged the fat man inside, and was sure my back would hurt tomorrow from the effort and awkward angle—if I lived that long.

Then I slammed the door and put his body against it, then left the room shut that door as well.

But there was nothing to block this one with.

I quickly got the towel under Malice, then realized it was big enough to pull her through instead of pushing her.

I hoped to God they didn’t come in before I got her inside it.

I crawled in backwards and kicked at the door.

Fuck. I shouldn’t have shut it.

The passageway was just big enough for me to turn around in. I reached back and opened the door, then kicked it open, then nearly got stuck as I tried to turn back around, my M16 catching on the wall.

It snapped free, the barrel slamming into the back of my head.

I grabbed the towel that Malice was on and pulled.

I heard a door—I couldn’t tell which one—bang open and someone shout, “Rodney!”

Then I was pulling Malice through into the reloading room and slamming the little door shut.

I lifted her up and carried her outside.

I was carrying Malice in both arms, not wanting to throw over my shoulder, the dead man’s gun in my right hand.

If I had to use I’d have to drop her to the ground.

I hoped I didn’t have to.

I ran towards the vegetable patch and then through it back towards the truck.

Just as the truck came in sight, an alarm started going off from the house.

Those fucking idiots, I thought.

It was loud. Very loud.

Everyone in the truck who was awake which—Emily, Emma, Sheena, Hope—turned their attention to me.

Sheena’s eyes widened when she saw Malice. “Oh my God.”

I handed Malice to her, and she stumbled back with her weight.

I looked at Emma. “You’re a nurse. Help her.”

Emma shook her head in shock. “What?”

“Dammit. You want to be one of us? Fucking help her!”

I wasn’t going pretend right now. Couldn’t.

She blinked, then looked at Malice and nodded.

Sheena saw the guns I had. “Amy? Sophia?”

I shook my head. “I haven’t seen them.”

“I’m not leaving them.”

“Neither am I.”
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And there were also all the other people to think about.

The people in the basement.

I wasn’t gonna leave them there.

I needed to get back inside, kill everyone except one person who could turn the fucking alarm off. Before it drew unwanted attention.

Sheena wanted to go with me, but I shoved her back. “Fucking stay here. Don’t disobey me this time.”

“I don’t have to listen to you. You’re not my master.”

I pointed the gun at her. “If you want to stay alive, you will listen to me. You’ve had no training, you have no idea what you’re doing, you never been against real enemies. Oh wow you can shoot a gun. Big fucking deal. There’s a hell of a lot more to it than that. Stay here with them. If I die get the hell out of here.”

She blinked in shock. “Die?”

“Yeah, that’s what generally happens when you get shot. There’s at least eleven of them, more if you count the women who are on their side. I’ve got four guns, and basically unlimited ammo, but shit happens.

“If I die, if anyone comes out here after you, you take off. You be ready. Do you understand me?”

She nodded silently. 

“Say it.”

“I understand. I’ll leave if anyone comes out or if you die. I don’t know how the hell I would know if you died.”

Good enough. I nodded and ran back toward the house I kept to cover still, but moved quickly, not caring if I drew attention.

I had the M16 out now, and I ran in a crouch, the rifle butt into my shoulder.

But no one came outside.

That was not a good sign.

They weren’t panicking.

Or they weren’t doing it outside.

I ran around to the screened-in patio I’d seen before.

There was no door, though I could cut through the screen—if I still had a knife I could—but there was no one in here. No one but the girl on the couch.

I walked around to get a better view, and saw that she was indeed young. Though not as young as I had thought. Perhaps fourteen or fifteen.

Her eyes were closed.

Great, I also had to be careful not to shoot any of them.

I didn’t know if they were part of it, the young girls, but I still wasn’t going to shoot them. They were just kids.

They might have been brainwashed to think this was okay, to think it was normal. Maybe even drugged to think it was okay, like Emily and Aurora had been.

That was even worse if so, keeping a kid drugged like that.

I stood, staring at her, feeling the weight of what I had to do.

I had to neutralize the targets without injuring the hostages.

Then I had to get the hostages out somehow before this damn alarm drew the aliens.

I didn’t know how I was going to get all those people out of here, but I could only focus on one thing at a time.

First, kill the bastards. Then worry about the hostages.
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I crept around the house to the door leading to the reloading room, thinking that maybe that’s where everyone was.

I was reaching out for the handle when it suddenly swung open and I had to leap back, pressing myself against the house.

It still slammed into my hip.

“…be here somewhere,” a voice was shouting over the alarm.

“We don’t know how many there are,” another voice shouted back.

Both were male.

“They already got Chris and Vegas.”

The door swung shut and I saw them.

I thought I recognized them from the ones sitting around the table in enclosed patio room. I thought one of them was the one who had the girl in the bikini sitting on his lap, stroking his beard.

They had M16s like mine, and were heading away from me.

I quickly moved around to the closing door and slipped in before it shut.

I had my rifle up and ready to shoot, but there was no one in the immediate vicinity.

I got down to the half-size door and listened. But I couldn’t hear anything over the alarm, so I crawled through into the empty bedroom.

It was quieter in hear, still loud, but not so loud that I didn’t hear the voices coming from the door leading to the room I’d found Malice in.

They were women’s voice.

It sounded like someone consoling someone else.

I went to the door. It was closed, but not latched shut. I pulled it open a crack.

Three women were in the room.

The one in the thong bikini was comforting another one that was crouched by the dead body of the man whose accent I’d ‘mocked’.

Someone had removed the knife from between his eyes, but he was fully dead now.

The third woman was standing behind these two, looking down at them.

I saw no one else.

The woman in the bikini obviously had no weapons, but I couldn’t tell if the other two did.

The door facing the platform that Malice had been on—that she had been crucified to—was open.

I quickly slipped in the room and shut the door behind me.

This drew the woman watching the other two on the floor’s attention, though bikini lady and sobbing lady didn’t notice me.

“Roy? What are you— Wait… who are you?”

I put my finger on the trigger, but didn’t point the gun at her.

“Where is everyone else?” I asked.

She frowned, halfway to being alarmed, but not sure if she should be. “They’re downstairs.”

I realized she was either slightly drunk or slightly high.

“You stay here. It’s too dangerous to leave.”

“Yeah yeah. We know, we’re women, stay here. How many times are you going to tell us?”

“Just those two,” I said.

I didn’t know what role they’d played in any of this, but they weren’t the ones raping the girls, and so I could deal with them later.

I was about to leave but then stopped myself. “Go turn off the alarm,” I told her.

She frowned at me. “You just told me to stay here.”

“And now I’m telling you to turn the alarm off. Do as I say woman.”

“I told you not call me woman.” She squinted. “Or was that Roy? Who are you again?” she asked, now sounding suspicious.

“Hurry up and turn that off. Then get back here and don’t move.”

Time to get out of here before my mistaken identity luck ran out.

The only way I hadn’t been was through the laundry room, and so that was the way I went. It led to a second floor balcony in what looked like a normal house with a wraparound staircase winding down.

Strange.

There were several doors on the upper levels, but the woman had said the rest of them were downstairs.

I made my way down the stairs, the alarm still much quieter inside, but still loud enough to mask footsteps.

Though it certainly wouldn’t mask a gunshot.

But the time for stealth was almost over.

As soon as I needed to shoot, I would.

Then all hell would break loose.

Which actually might make things easier for me.

Most people didn’t do well in stressful situations.

At the bottom of the stairs I found two girls standing there with guns.

They were facing a door, which they had their guns pointed at.

I didn’t like how they were dressed, in short shorts and tube tops. Their backs were to me, so I couldn’t quite tell how old they were.

I couldn’t were out them being kids or teenagers, and if so, I didn’t want to startle them and have them shoot because they were scared.

The door they were facing was closed, and if my spatial reasoning was right, it led outside.

But that wasn’t the only door. There were two more, one on each side of the stairwell, and I slipped into the one on the right, choosing it randomly.

I found myself in another kitchen, this one small and old-looking, as though maybe this was the original house that had been expanded upon.

The kitchen had a door, and I cracked it open and peeked out.

There were several men, in what looked to be a very large garage with at least ten vehicles, the men loading things into them.

What they were loading became obvious when I spotted the arsenal lining the walls.

No separation of guns and ammo here.

I tried to count how many men there were, but was difficult looking through just the crack with them moving about.

At least eight, I thought. And all armed, of course.

Could I take them all out before they got me?

There were at least two more outside. God I hopped they didn’t stumble on the girls.

They were adults, I had to rely on the fact that they could take care of themselves, get out of here if they got spotted.

So eight here, plus two outside. That might be all of them. Or there might be one more man somewhere. Unless Carol’s guess at how many there were had been off.

If only I had a grenade launcher, or just a grenade, this would be easier.

I could start shooting through the crack in the door, but that was too much of a risk.

If I got killed, what would happen to the hostages? Emily, Malice, Sheena and the others might get away, but what about Amy and Sophia? Would Sheena actually leave them?

And even if she would, there were still so many other people here that needed my help.

Not to mention the girls at the door I had to deal with, and maybe more of them. Brainwashed kids with guns.

And that fucking siren was still going.

I crept away back to the main room, the girls still standing there, guns pointed at the door.

Were they drugged too? Probably.

With what, I had no idea. They were standing still like statues, so I doubt it was speed or any kind of upper.

I cut across the room to the door on the other side of the stairwell and slipped inside.

It was a small bedroom. There was something like a hidden door, wood paneling that matched the wall and no handle, but it was cracked open and so I spotted it right away.

I looked through the crack.

Another garage, this one much smaller.

There were several vans parked in here. Minivans, not the big cargo ones. Perhaps these were what they used to kidnap people.

Certainly less suspicious than a cargo van. You’d think it was a soccer mom or dad driving it, no matter what they’d look like. Wasn’t much difference between a dad and a scruffy biker type.

The garage was empty of people, so I entered, checking inside one of the vans as I passed it, but didn’t see keys in the ignition.

I went around to the driver’s side and pulled down the sun visor. Nothing.

Nor was there anything under the seats, in the glovebox, or in the center console.

I scanned the walls and saw plenty of tools and miscellaneous items, but no keys.

They’re were probably in the other garage, the main one.

This garage had another door leading who-knew-where, and I went to this, pulled it open not bothering to listen as the alarm was still blaring, despite my instructions.

What could I expect from someone drugged up or drunk.

This door led outside, and just as I opened it the two men who had slipped past earlier froze when they saw me.

“Roy?” one of them said loudly to be heard over the alarm.

I raised my gun and fired, hitting him in the head, then pivoted, taking aim at the other as he was raising his own gun.

I fired another single shot.

He fell to the ground, dead.

I looked down at the corpses. “No. I’m not Roy.”
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I dragged the dead bodies inside and put them each under a van.

There was a trail of blood, but it was the best I could do. It wasn’t very big one anyway.

Most of the blood was outside in the dirt. Shouldn’t be noticeable in the dark.

This done I went back outside and around the house to where I thought the other garage would be. 

I located the garage door and was tempted to open up and spray through the garage door.

Instead I went to a small normal door on the side of the large rollup one, the type you’d see on the outside of warehouses.

I got low and pulled it open and slipped inside, committing myself.

But I found it empty.

The cars were still here, but all the men who’d been here were gone.

I cursed under my breath ran toward the door leading into the house. Suddenly the alarm stopped and I froze. My ears ringing, the silence deafening.

I could hear voices coming from somewhere, though I couldn’t tell where.

At least eight hostiles remaining. And then there were the little kids with guns deal with.

One problem at a time, I told myself, and headed toward the door leading back into the labyrinthine house.

I listened this time, now that the alarm was off, but the voices were gone, and I heard nothing coming from the other side of the door.

I entered into the room where the girls had been standing, guns pointed at the door.

They were gone.

Then I heard a voice from above me.

“What do you mean Roy told you to?” a man’s voice asked.

There came a reply, a woman’s voice, but it was quieter and I couldn’t make it out.

“Woman, you’re insane. You need to stop with that drugin.”

Another response I couldn’t hear.

“Well whatever, everyone knows something’s up now. Sides, probably ain’t a good idea to have the alarm going with them aliens out there.”

No fucking shit, I thought. At least one of them wasn’t an idiot.

Actually, that wasn’t a good thing for me.

Now what? I wondered.

I didn’t know how many were up there, and I didn’t know where the rest of them were.

I just hoped Sheena listened and if she saw them coming took off.

I didn’t doubt that she would leave me no problem, but I wasn’t sure about her leaving Amy and Sophia.

Who I still hadn’t found. Although there was probably a lot more to this house that I hadn’t explored. A lot more places they could be being kept.

If they were still alive.

“You stay here,” a voice from upstairs said, the same man who had been scolding the woman. “Imma go see what’s taking em so long.”

Taking this as my queue, I went quickly up the stairs.

When I got to the door to the laundry room I raised my gun and walked into the small bedroom.

The two women were still on the floor with the dead body, though now the one I’d told to turn the alarm off was sitting on the wooden platform.

The room was otherwise empty.

She looked up at me. “Roy! Goddammit. I knew I saw you.”

“What’s taking em so long?” I asked, remembering what the other man had told her.

“I don’t know. Robbie’s goin to check it out.”

“Good. And the others?”

“I don’t know. That’s what I just told you. He’s going to check it out.”

“Right, right. What about the intruders?”

“Intruders?” She laughed. “Strange thing to call the thieves. Don’t worry, we’ll catch em. We always do. And then we’ll have a nice dinner.”

My stomach flipped.

I decided not to ask her to elucidate. She cackled as I left, and I hoped it had been some kind of inside joke.

I left through the door to the empty bedroom, then crawled through the half-size door to the reloading room, then outside.

Eight men were lined up in a row, staring off in the distance at something I couldn’t see.

I cleared the door, and raised my gun, prepared to take them all out, but then lowered it as I got a glimpse of what they were staring at.
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Aliens—terminators—ran across the treetops like demonic monkeys from nightmares. Springing lightly from treetop to treetop, making their inevitable way toward us.

I didn’t even know how many there were. Hundreds.

Movement from the corner of my eye caught my attention. I turned, and saw more terminators coming in from the other side, running across the treetops.

I turned slowly and saw we were being surrounded.

The men were still staring dumbstruck, and I left them like that and took off around the house.

Terminators were coming from all sides.

We needed to get the hell out of here.

Part of being rational was knowing when to leave, when to leave people behind.

It was always a tough choice, but you couldn’t save everyone.

If we tried to, we would die too.

I ran toward the vegetable patch and nearly slammed into Emma as she came out of it.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

She wasn’t breathing hard, so I didn’t think the others had found them. Plus, all the men were frozen in place watching their doom come for them.

So then why was she here?

“We’re surrounded on all sides. We can’t get away. They’re coming down the road toward the truck. We have to fight them, it’s the only way we can get out of here. You’re the only one who can defeat them.”

“Not anymore I can’t—”

I stopped, realizing something was wrong, but realizing it too late.

Emma’s arm transformed into that metal spear that I’d seen in the hotel room, and my mind filled with horror as it moved toward me.

I raised my gun but her other arm flashed out like a lightning bolt quicker than I could even track, and the gun was gone, flying off into the distance.

And then her spear arm was in my chest, and cutting me open.
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“It’s okay,” the alien said as she—as it—ran her blade up my chest, through my breastbone. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

I laughed, but then realized I didn’t feel any pain, just shock.

I had known she an alien the whole time, but I’d started to let myself believe my own ploy to get her to think I didn’t.

The spear went away and her hand became a hand again and she reached into my chest, pulled out the black stone.

It was cracked and black threads oozed from it as she pulled out of my body, ripping through my skin.

Despite this, the sensation was not one of pain, but of relief, it is the overly removing an infection, popping a pimple.

Ridding myself of something that I didn’t want. Something diseased.

The black threads, the disease, that had worked their way through my body were now gone. I was clean.

Then she grabbed her shirt with her other hand and pulled ripping it off herself in one smooth motion, like a machine with so much strength it could crush a steel rod by just squeezing.

She wasn’t wearing a bra and she held her hand between her breasts.

Something happened, something which my eyes had trouble following, and her chest was suddenly open.

Inside, in a crevice that looked more machine than human, was the stone.

My stone.

It floated out from her chest and into her open palm, which she then moved toward me. She turned her hand over, so her palm was facing my chest.

The stone stayed there, unperturbed by the imposition of gravity, and she slammed her palm into my chest.

I felt the stone embed itself, then she withdrew her hand.

My mind clouded as power flowed through me.

“Don’t lose control this time, Gage. You’re our only hope. Without you, we are lost. Without the stone, we are lost.”

I looked down at my chest, watching in amazement as it started to knit itself back together.

My hands damned and a giddiness flowed through me as the power I once welded, returned.

I held up my right hand in front of me, made a fist.

The shadow blade shot out once more.

I was back.
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But something was different. I could feel the stone, feel it trying to take over.

And I realized it had done it before, but this time something was stopping it.

I thought I knew what it was.

Hunter. Somehow keeping me, not exactly sane, but keeping me myself. Before, the only desire I’d had, had been to kill. To get more power.

I still had that now, I still wanted to dispatch the terminators, absorb their power more than anything else. But I was aware of it as I hadn’t been before.

I looked at the alien before me and raise my blade to her throat. “Why?” I asked.

“You can kill me if you want. It’s a better fate than what awaits me for what I’ve done.”

“What you’ve done?”

“We don’t have time, Gage. Kill me or let me live. Maybe you can defeat them either way, with or without my help. But it will be a lot easier with me.”

She raised her hand far away from me, and let it form into a spear. Then she let it form back into hand let the hand fall to her side.

“The choice is yours. I understand if you want to kill me, for what I did to your friends. But I had no choice. I still have no choice. If you don’t kill me now, I probably will try again.”

“Why this charade? Pretending to be Emma?”

“I wasn’t pretending. I was dormant. That really was Emma.”

There were screams and gunfire as the eight idiots finally came to their senses and started firing at the terminators.

“The others. In the truck.”

“They’ll be safe, as long as we draw the attention of the morphs. They can communicate, they’ll know if you start attacking… If we start attacking. They won’t care about a few other humans, not when there’s something like you here.”

“Not when there’s something like me?”

There were so many questions I wanted to ask her, not to mention the fact that I wanted to run my blade through her.

And maybe before I would’ve, maybe if Hunter hadn’t been inside me, I would have.

But she kept me rational, and it would be stupid to kill Emma now. To kill the alien now.

Especially if I would kill Emma as well by doing it.

And she had given me the stone. My stone.

I looked at the cracked black thing in her hand, black threads dangling to the ground. The stone that held my adversary, one that was made from my own shield.

She was still topless and her chest was still open revealing the strangeness inside. “What are you planning on doing with that?”

She looked down at it. “Store it for safekeeping if you decide not to kill me. Otherwise I’ll leave it out for you. And you can decide what to do with it.”

“Store it for now, then help me kill the terminators.”

She nodded firmly. “I can help. But not kill.” She put the stone in her chest. Then she put her hand in front of it and the threads floated up. She gestured seeming to control them with her mind and they all flew into the cavity in her chest, which then closed around it, leaving unblemished flesh behind.
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We moved steadily toward where the men had been, but when we got there all that was left were terminators.

The men had all been killed—or converted. Which was fine by me.

The terminators saw us, came for us.

I made fists, and felt an indescribable sense of relief as my blade and shield once more, as though everything was right with the world.

Everything was how it should be.

One shaped like a cross between an ape and a small dinosaur leapt at me. I waited till the last second then dropped to my knees and sliced the blade above my head, cutting the thing in half.

It fell to the ground in two pieces, but these didn’t reform, instead that white steam rose off of it and flew onto me.

I felt my power grow.

It was intoxicating.

I wanted more.

Luckily for me there were plenty of terminators around.

Emma stabbed one with her metallic spear of an arm and a green pulse went through it, before it collapsed motionless to the ground.

No smoke rose off of it however, and it didn’t turn back into a human.

There was no time to ponder this as more terminators were surrounding us now.

I felt something inside me stir. Was that Hunter?

Then more terminators than I could count were rushing me, piling atop me.

I got my shield up and expanded it over me, surrounding myself with the dome, but the terminators began immediately digging in the soil to get under it.

I expanded it more, under the ground so it surrounded me completely.

Then on instinct I slammed my blade forward where it went through the shield and speared the nearest terminator.

I slid my arm in an arc through the shield, cutting down the nearest of the terminators outside, the shield reforming around the gash.

Then their attention was drawn away from me as the alien posing as Emma started in on them.

White smoke hovered around the shield, trying to get in, and I opened it before the other terminators could get it, before they could make themselves stronger.

It was my power.

There were so many of them and more were coming still.

The new arrivals ignored Emma and came straight for me and I leapt back as they tried to mob me again.

I felt wings sprout from my back and shred my shirt.

And then I was flapping them, lifting myself up into the air.

Holy crap.

I dove down as one of those balls of death somehow bounced itself up toward me.

I got my shield up and it slammed into it, but instead of bouncing off began wrapping around, snaking around the shield and trying to wrap around me.

“No you don’t,” I said, and sliced my blade through it, going right through the shield.

The shield reformed with these, but the terminator fell to the ground in pieces.

Then I dove, slicing across a swath of them before going back up into the air, then diving again.

I checked on Emma.

Her entire body was now alien, her arms and legs spears, her body somehow strangely metallic, though vaguely human in shape, if not in texture and appearance.

She was kicking and slicing her way through them, and each one she hit flashed with a wave of green pulsing light over it, before falling to the ground. No smoke though, and they stayed alien.

From up here I could see more still came, impossibly running across the treetops.

I wondered again how much they weighed.

Then I dove and took out more.

I wanted to go back for the power, that white smoke hovering just inches above the ground.

It was nearly a compulsion, but I fought it.

I had enough power for now.

I finally had my blade and shield back.

I remembered something that I had thought about becoming the sword and shield, but this was good enough for now.

I dove and sliced and dove and sliced, but there were so many of them.

And despite what Emma had said, some were breaking off in the direction of the truck.

I didn’t know how they knew it was there, perhaps a faint electric signal or something, or perhaps they could sense humans from the shorter this of a distance.

If so, I didn’t know why they weren’t going toward the house.

But whatever the reason, I dove these who were going for my friends, slicing them down before they could even get close to the truck.

As I flew back up into the air again, I became lightheaded and the world started spinning.

Then suddenly I was on the ground and had something through my stomach.

It was the arm of a terminator.

This one was insectoid and had several limbs, though didn’t particularly look like any insect of Earth.

I made a fist, and saw that the blade was smaller now. Maybe nine or ten inches long.

Still I stabbed it into the terminator.

It recoiled away, made a strange screeching hiss, but didn’t withdraw its limb from my stomach, instead piercing another of its many through my shoulder.

I screamed out, got my shield up. But it was small too. Once again smaller than a dinner plate.

What the hell was going on?

Then the terminator removed its limb from me and flew up into the sky.

They can fly? I thought in horror.

That’s when I saw Emma appear in the spot that the terminator had been.

She grabbed me with now-human hands and hoisted me up, and then hurled me away.

I landed roughly and white smoke went up my nose and mouth.

My head cleared, though at the same time clouded, and I felt power return.

“You’re leaking power!” Emma shouted at me, fighting off terminators that were trying to get to me. “I don’t know why. Just keep absorbing the ones you kill.”

I got to my feet unsteadily as the remainder of the smoke poured into me.

“Behind you!” Emma shouted and I spun, shield up, blade up.

I was too slow and several terminators collided into me.

I slashed my blade through them and they turned to human corpses atop me, their essence pouring into me, powering me up, keeping me conscious, though slowly driving me insane.

Something was wrong. Something was different.

More terminators came, tried to swarm me, but I kept killing them, kept growing my blade, though it didn’t grow as fast as I felt it should.

Then Emma shouted to me. “Kill the ones I disabled!”

Suddenly they stopped attacking.

They stood there, blankly staring at me.

“Come on you bastards.” I said, and charged them.

That’s when they started slamming together into each other.

Oh shit, I thought. They were forming Voltron again.
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I didn’t let this stop me.

I felt invincible now. Despite the still-present evidence—two new holes, one in my chest and the other in my shoulder—that I wasn’t.

I rushed toward them, blade at the ready, but by the time I reached the now-giant terminator and stabbed into it I was only able to get its thigh.

I sliced across it, but my blade wasn’t long enough to cut through it entirely.

And, like my shield had done, as soon as my blade was through it, the metal reformed.

I cut at it again, then Emma screamed to dodge and I rolled to the side just as a giant fist slammed into the ground where I had been.

That was enough for me and I ran away toward where Emma was standing in a field of disabled terminators.

“Any ideas?” I asked, panting.

I could feel the cold of the night getting to me. My hands were fine, but my feet were freezing.

As was my back as my ragged shirt my wings had destroyed was barely hanging onto me.

I quickly reached behind me, feeling for my wings, but they were gone.

I must’ve absorbed them when I fell.

Maybe that was why I had fallen. I ran out of power and my body cannibalized them.

“Kill all these that I disabled. I’ve no idea if it will be enough power, but what other choice do we have.”

“Very reassuring,” I said, already starting to slice into them.

There were at least eighty, but I was going to be able to get to them before the giant terminator reached us.

Hell, I wasn’t going to get to ten of them.

The terminator was at least thirty feet tall, taller than the house, and covered the distance between us in three steps, then slammed its fist down toward us.

Emma got her arm up in that lightning quick way and slashed at the fist.

Green light flashed across its surface and it recoiled, but did not fall to the ground.

“What is that?” I asked her.

“Kill more. You need the power. I can’t kill them, only you can.”

I didn’t waste time asking any more questions, instead running in circles slicing through them, trying to ignore the growing guilt at the human corpses that were left behind.

And I had thought terminators didn’t leave bodies.

My blade grew in size, and I felt my power grow as well.

The terminator came for us again, and Emma lashed out at at its leg this time, getting both of them before she had to dodge its hand.

She was insanely fast, but so was the terminator, especially for something as large as it was.

I finally killed all eighty or so of the disabled ones, and the smoke was so thick as it poured into me that I had trouble seeing past it.

Then it cleared and I saw Emma actually fighting the thing, the green flashing across the surface seeming to not to distress it as it once had, as though it was somehow adapting.

I ran and leapt, my wings coming out of my back and lifting me into the air.

It was still distracted with Emma, but when it saw me it immediately turned away from her and raised its hands trying to grab me.

I dodged to the side, barely missing its hand as it swept at me, then dove back in toward its head, blade raised in front of me.

I remembered the fight with these terminators before, when I was inside the hellspawns, how they’d split.

But now I had my blade, and I got the feeling that wouldn’t happen again.

I got the feeling this weapon was one they were afraid of.

This weapon was one that killed.
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There were simultaneously two collisions: my blade with its head, and its fist with my body.

The collision of its fist with my body wrenched me to the side, and I felt something snap within me as the blade cut through its skull and out the other side.

Then I was tumbling to the ground. I landed with a crunch, my wings shattering and filling me with indescribable pain.

The terminator fell, falling right toward me.

I raised my shield, feeling something grind inside my body that shouldn’t be grinding, bone against bone, and put all my strength into the shield surrounding myself with it, and then there was nothing, but blackness.
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My power was dwindling away and I was stuck in this coffin.

My shoulder screamed in agony, and something wasn’t right with my back.

My legs lay at an unnatural angle and as—outside of my conscious control—my wings were absorbed back into me, I felt something crack in my back.

And not in a good way.

I realized I couldn’t feel my feet.

I realize I couldn’t feel my right arm.

The terminator was atop me, its mass weighing down on me, pushing me into the ground.

Was it not dead yet? If it wasn’t, there was nothing I could do about it. I couldn’t move my arm.

I heard a voice in my head, but it was too quiet to understand.

It was something someone had once said to me. But it was just out of reach.

I felt power oozing out of me, felt the shield shrinking.

Then the terminator rolled off of me.

Not dead after all.

I let the shield fall. Though that made it sound like I had a choice. I didn’t.

That’s when I saw Emma standing above me.

“You’re still alive. That’s… unexpected.”

“Are you gonna kill me again? Take the stone?”

She shook her head. She didn’t look fully human, though she looked mostly like Emma now. Maybe a bit thinner, and her skin was that strange metallic texture, but other than that she was Emma. “No. And I think you have some people you want to save.”

“I don’t understand. You nearly killed us, you drove Abigail insane, and now you’re just giving up? I don’t buy it.”

“I don’t care what you buy.” She glanced over at the giant downed terminator. “I don’t know what you did to that thing, but you obviously didn’t kill it. Maybe you’re too weak. We need to get out of here before it wakes up. Before more come.

“So if you want to save everyone, you need to get up.”

I laughed bitterly. “Yeah, that’s not gonna be happening.”

“You can still heal. You have her inside you. Use her. Use her power. I think she was taking it from you. Take it back.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know how to do that.”

She knelt down beside me. “Listen to me Gage. I don’t care about your stupid human race or this stupid planet. But I’m stuck here now. I failed my mission and if I go back, the fate will be worse than anything you could even imagine. So now my only hope is with you.” She placed her hand on my chest. “With this. With the weapons. With the artifacts.”

“The artifacts?”

“So draw on your power,” she said, ignoring my question, “and heal. Use the power inside you. Fight back and save your friends.” She removed her hand.

“Or just lie here and let your world be destroyed by the invaders.

“The choice is yours. Just like it’s always been. Just like it always will be.”

She stood up and looked down at me. “But you have to make it now.”
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So I did.

I listened to this alien that I didn’t trust in the slightest, and drew on the power within me, and I felt Hunter stir, felt Hunter cry out as I robbed her of the power she had absorbed from me.

I’m sorry, I thought, but all I got was void.

Hunter was there, alive, but still not conscious.

It was some kind of reflex that absorbed the power.

And it was some kind of reflex that was fighting against me taking it back.

I pulled harder and there was a snap inside me—or was that inside my head?—and with descending sorrow I felt Hunter fall away.

But then power was flowing through me, and it wasn’t like any I’d felt before.

I felt something wet on my hands and looked down, saw the black on my left wrist expanding, moving up to my shattered shoulder.

My shoulder inflated, as though the muscles had been filled with water, and bones cracked and set into place.

Then the blackness moved across my chest and I could suddenly feel my right arm again.

Then my legs. Oh God, my legs.

The pain was excruciating as they untwisted.

Then it moved to my back and I gasped, sitting up out of reflex.

I coughed and vomited between my legs, though what came up was blood and bone, not food.

I sat there staring at the mess that I’d just coughed up.

Then I felt a hand on my shoulder.

“Come on,” Emma said.

I looked over at the giant fallen terminator.

I flexed my hand, my blade forming. “I can kill it.”

“No you can’t. I don’t know what happened when you absorbed her, it’s not something I’ve ever seen. But something’s gone wrong. You should’ve never had the stone in the first place. It wasn’t meant for your kind.”

“Yeah the why was it on Earth?”

She shook her head. “That’s not the kind I mean. Come on, we don’t have time to waste on me explaining to you the way the world works. We have to save your friends and get out of here.”

“I don’t trust you,” I said.

“You don’t have to trust me. You just have to save the people you care about. You could kill me anytime you wanted.” She grabbed my right arm and I let go, the blade disappearing. 

She placed my hand against her left arm. “Go ahead, form your blade. You’ll injure me, and it won’t be something I can heal from.”

My hand rested limply against her arm.

She looked like Emma again now

“What? Are you too weak to do it? Here, does is make it easier?”

The façade of Emma morphed away and she became something entirely alien.

But instead of making a fist I pulled my arm away, recoiling from her.

“Make your choice Gage. Either kill me or don’t.”

Why couldn’t I think anymore? It was like I had a cloud, a fog. It was so hard to make a decision.

It didn’t help that she looked so alien now. It felt like the sight of her would drive me mad. “Turn back.”

She did, once again resembling Emma, though she was still topless.

“Fine,” I said. “Let’s go save my friends.”
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I noticed there was a small crowd watching us from the house’s various windows.

Most of them were young girls, though a few were women.

Seeing them gave me an idea, but first I had to check on my friends.

Telling the alien that looked like Emma to stay here, I ran to the truck.

I Emily and the rest huddled in the bed of the truck.

“It’s okay,” I said to them. “We beat them.”

Only Sheena and Hope were truly conscious, the others still out of it from the drugs they’d been given.

I noticed Malice’s wounds had been treated. So the alien had done as I’d said.

“How’d you beat them?” Hope asked, shocked; for the first time not sounding like she wanted to kill me.

I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter right now. All that matters is that you’re okay. You all are okay, right?”

“Are you kidding?” Hope asked. “We’re nowhere near okay. We were kidnapped, raped, and tortured.”

“I’m sorry. But the aliens didn’t get you?”

Hope laughed bitterly. “Yeah, at least the aliens didn’t get us.”

“Well… there’s a lot of young girls in the house that need saving, and a lot of young boys and families in the basement. I want you girls stay here for now. I’ll be back, and then once it’s safe you can come help me get everyone settled, if you like.”

That I left them and went back to the house, where Emma was standing in exactly the same spot I’d left her. Exactly the same position too. Like she hadn’t moved at all. “You been standing there this whole time?”

“You told me to stay here.”

That was creepy. “So what, you listen to me now?”

“You’re the one with the power to kill me.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand. And I don’t think I can ever trust you.”

She shrugged, in a very human way. “I guess you don’t have to trust me.”

I stared at her, thinking about what to do.

But I could figure that out later. Right now I had families to rescue.

I looked at the windows. Some of the girls had disappeared, but a few remained, watching us.

I saw one who had a rifle scrapped between her breasts. She was wearing a bathing suit for some reason.

I guess it wouldn’t surprise me to find out that this strange labyrnith of a house had a pool or jacuzzi.

I went to the basement, opened it up, and realized at some point I had lost my flashlight.

But it didn’t seem so dark now.

“It’s me, I’m here to help you get free.”

“About time,” a voice said. It sounded like Carol.

“Carol?”

“Of course it’s Carol.”

“Is there light switch somewhere?”

Carol directed me to it, and the basement was filled with light.

It had been better under the cast of a flashlight.

The conditions were worse than I thought.

While I had lost the flashlight, I hadn’t lost the keyring from the man who had been trying to rape Hope. And on that keyring or several small keys to padlocks. Padlocks that kept these people chained together in one place, bed and bathroom combined.

I got Carol unchained then handed her the keys.

“There’s I think probably some of your daughters inside. But they have guns. I don’t want to go in there because they might shoot at me and I don’t want anyone to get hurt. But maybe if you go—”

“We’ll take care of them,” Carol said, interrupting me and getting up to go unlock the person nearest to her.

I stood there watching in silence as slowly the prisoners were freed, the chains binding them dropping away.

They were filthy, and some looked malnourished, but all of them were alive, and that on its own was some kind of miracle.

The stairs proved to be a problem. Many of them hadn’t walked in quite a while and they had trouble climbing the stairs.

I ended up having to carry a few.

I pushed aside my disgust at their condition and the stink that rubbed off on me.

These poor people had been through so much, helping them upstairs was the least I could do.

But this presented another problem. Getting into the house to get their daughters to not shoot at me and possibly hit each other.

There were still a few girls standing in the windows watching, including the one with the bathing suit and the rifle strapped in front of her.

It was a rather odd place for a gun, and I wondered why she had it there.

Though when I looked at her eyes, I thought maybe she was high. Very high.

I asked Carol if she could identify the girl, and she said she couldn’t, but eventually one of the people did: A little boy, identifying her as his sister.

I asked the boy where his parents were, and he didn’t know. His sister and he had been taken together without their parents.

“Do you think you can get her attention?” I asked him. I wasn’t about to send him running in there after her, but maybe if she saw him in the window she’d open it and we could get all of them to come outside, put down their weapons.

He he jumped up and down and yelled, and eventually shes turned her slow gaze to him.

A smile slowly spread across her face, and she opened the window.

“Deacon? What are you doing here?”

“We’re getting out of here! Go tell everyone not to shoot us. We’re coming in okay?”

“Oh, no, Deac, I’ll come out there. This house is confusing. I missed you so much.”

“I missed you too. I love you.”

Tears fell from the girl’s eyes, but she was smiling. “I love you too,” she said, sounding shocked.

A few minutes later a line of girls started streaming out of the house and there were cries of joy and surprise as they were reunited with their families.

They didn’t seem to care their families were dirty and covered in awful, they went right to them and hugged them tightly.

I imagined they’d thought they would never see them again.

I saw the three women who had been in the room with the man I had killed with a knife by throwing it between his eyes.

They were standing at one of the doors, watching this.

They were unarmed still, and the one in the bikini was still in the bikini.

I approached them.

I still didn’t know how to feel about them.

They weren’t kids, they were at least in their twenties; they should’ve known better than to go along with something like this.

But then again I thought back to Emily and Aurora, enjoying being raped. They’d been drugged with something, though I didn’t know what. Sodium pentothal, roofies?

It didn’t seem like either of those things, but it was something that had made them just go along.

So maybe that’s what these girls had done.

I addressed the one in the bathing suit. “It’s cold outside. You should go put some clothes on.”

She stared at me, then looked down herself. “I think I need a beer.”

They went through a door I hadn’t noticed before and up some stairs, eventually leading us to a much more modern-looking part of the house and to a large bedroom.

The bedroom had several queen or king size beds it it and there were mirrors on the ceiling and on the walls.

There are also bottles of lube on nightstands next every bed, as well as ropes and handcuffs.

Though these latter were the pink fuzzy kind of handcuffs, and the ropes looked soft.

Guess this was the VIP rape room.

The girl in the bathing suit took it off as I was standing there and it took me several seconds to turn away from her naked body.

Normally I wouldn’t feel guilty about watching someone who didn’t seem to mind, but she was on drugs, and who knew what she had been through.

But I never should’ve let modesty drop my guard.

A gunshot went off and the bullet went through my right shoulder, dropping me to the ground.

I instinctively rolled for cover which was one of the beds, and reached for my gun, which I didn’t have.

I hadn’t even noticed. My guns were gone. I must’ve lost them in the battle.

I looked down at my hand, made a fist.

The blade there was incredibly weak.

I poked my head out, wondering which one of them it was that betrayed me, and was surprised to see myself looking back.

He fired and I ducked.

But I’d seen that he had the girl who had taken off her bathing suit in his arms, using her as a human shield.

“You get out here,” the man shouted.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“It’s Roy,” one of the women said, sounding surprised, then I heard a yelp and I looked up in time to see her fall the ground from him pistol-whipping her.

If I had my gun this would all be over as doing this gave a clear shot at him.

I ducked back down when he swung the gun back in my direction.

I hoped he didn’t start firing into the bed. It seemed like solid wood, but it wouldn’t be much protection.

What the hell now?

I formed my shield, but it wasn’t big enough to cover me. Maybe enough to cover my head if I kept it at just the right angle between us.

I looked at my shoulder.

The bullet had gone through clean, but the wound hadn’t started healing.

I tried to draw on Hunter’s power, but felt a sort of vacuum. Like trying to breathe in air when you have a plastic bag over your mouth. You know there’s air past it, but you can’t break through it.

“Stop Roy,” one of the women said. “This is crazy. We didn’t disobey you.”

“Shut up Tillie.” Louder, he said, “You come out from there and I might think about letting you live.”

“Not going to happen,” I said. “You put the gun down, and I’ll think about letting you live.”

He laughed. “I’m the one with the gun. You clearly don’t have one, else you woulda used it.”

“I do have a gun. But unlike you I don’t want to risk shooting any of the women. But I will if I have to.”

He was silent at this. Finally he said, “You’re bluffin.”

“Come over here and find out.”

“I might just do that.”

But he stayed where he was.

I looked over the bed again and he shot at me.

“Right,” I called out after ducking back down. “That’s it. I don’t care about the women anymore. You have ten seconds to give up or I’m lighting you all up.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“Eight. Seven. Six.”

I heard one of the women cry out followed by a thud and looked up to Roy disappearing through a door.

I went to the naked woman and checked that she was okay.

“What?” she asked me.

“Are you okay?”

I pulled her to a sitting position, looking for bullet wounds on her body, but saw none.

“I can’t hear you. Everything’s ringing.”

I checked the other two.

The one who I’d talked to earlier, Tillie apparently, had a bloodied lip, but was otherwise okay.

I left them and went after Roy.

I went through a series of rooms than down a stairway, and then out an open door leading outside where I saw several families huddled together, and Emma standing watching over them, a strange look on her face. Maybe hope, maybe sorrow. Maybe disgust.

“Where’d he go?” I asked Emma.

She looked at me and blinked. “What… happened. How’d you get back here?”

Goddammit. Don’t tell me an alien was fooled. “A man just came running out here.”

“You did.”

“That wasn’t me.”

She stared at me then was suddenly next to me, moving so fast she seemed to teleport.

She placed her hand on my chest.

I tensed, but it stayed a hand.

She looked up at me in wonder. “You both have an artifact.”
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“You’ve gotta be mistaken. His hands were normal.”

She shook her head. “Not all artifacts are the same. He might not know. Maybe he inherited it. But his kind isn’t supposed to have them. At least from what I know of your history.”

“What you do mean his kind? Is he not human?”

“Males. Artifacts require great control, and men don’t have that control.”

“I did just fine.”

“No you didn’t. You were blind. You let me…” She trailed off. “You missed many things in your search of power.”

I looked around for any signs of Roy, then remembered the garage.

I spotted the girl in the bathing suit hugging her brother as they both cried. Her gun was next to her.

Neither noticed me as I grabbed it. “Come on,” I said to Emma. “We’re going to go find him.”

We went to the garage door and I had her pull it open.

The door was locked, but she was very strong and hand no problem breaking through it and lifting the door.

But there was no one in this garage.

We went around to the smaller one, and found it empty of anyone as well.

We were headed to the truck when we saw the girls walking toward us.

“I told you to stay in the truck,” I said.

“The truck’s gone,” Sheena said. “You took it.”

“I told you it wasn’t him,” Emily said, her voice a slur.

“Are you okay?” I asked, quickly counting to make sure all the girls were there.

I let out a sigh of relief when I saw that they were.

Let him have the truck. As long as hadn’t hurt any of them.

“You keep asking that,” Hope said, “the answer isn’t going to change.”

“I mean did he hurt you.”

Sheena shook her head. “We thought it was you.”

“It’s okay, don’t worry. Come on.

I held out my arms, and Emily actually ran into them, hugging me and kissing my neck.

I wrapped my arms around, her holding her.

It felt good.

I looked at Malice, held up between Hope and Sheena.

She was conscious now, though barely.

“Have you found Sophia and Amy?” Sheena asked.

“Not yet, but we will. There’s a lot of rooms to explore in the house, so why don’t we get you a gun, and we can go through it together and find them.

Surprisingly Sheena brightened at this idea.

We gathered a few of the guns some of the girls that had been inside had dropped, then I left Emma with the people outside with the order to guard them and alert me if anything happened.

She nodded, but I still didn’t trust her.

And then Sheena and I went through room to room, clearing the house.

We found three more of those rooms with in girls and beds in them.

The last was the worst.

All the girls were naked, drugged, and strapped down.

None of them were as bad as Malice was, but they were still pretty bad.

This was where Amy and Sophia were, and I had to grab Sheena she tried to run to them.

“Clear the room first.”

We did, checking the two doors leading off the room. One was to a closet with all kinds of disturbing implements inside of it, and the other was to a bathroom. Just a normal bathroom.

There was a young girl in the tub, her skin pale as death.

She had no weapons, she had nothing as she laid in the water, one arm draped over the side.

“Go on,” I told Sheena. “I’ll check her. You take care of your friends.”

She did, leaving me alone with the girl. I approached her, putting my finger to her cold neck.

“Thank Christ,” I said in relief when I felt a pulse.

I dipped my hand in the water.

Luke warm, but not cold.

I grabbed a towel then got the girl out of the tub, wrapping it around her and hoisting her up into my arms.

She was unconscious, and didn’t wake.

I carried her to the room and looked for a blanket to wrap around her and warm her up with, but there was nothing on the beds but a single sheet which the girls had been lying atop.

I guess they didn’t want to cover them. Wanted to see their ‘prizes’ every time they came in to do whatever horrible things they would do to them.

“Is she—” Carol began, then gasped when she saw the girl’s face.

“You know her?”

“She’s my granddaughter,” she said, and that strong front cracked, just a little, as her eyes grew shiney.

She held out her arms and I handed the girl over, surprised that she had a granddaughter this old.

“Take her outside, then tell the others to come in.” I looked at the room full of unconscious and half-conscious girls. “We’re going to need a lot of help.”

Emma stood beside me as we watched. “You saved them all,” she said quietly.

I continued watching the people. “We saved each other.”

Emma snorted.

“Why do you do that?”

“Because you said something funny.”

“No, I mean act human.” I looked at her, and she looked back.

“I am human. I lied to you about killing Emma. That’s not how we work. Emma is still alive. You’re looking at her. She’s still in here, with me. She’s sort of… paused right now. She won’t remember any of this.”

“So that’s what you are? You aliens? You don’t look like the hellspawns or terminator or beasts?”

She shook her head. “I’m not one of them. I didn’t come here for that. We didn’t come here for that. You won’t find our ship above your New York City. Though, they know I’m here now. Another way I’ve failed.”

“So then why did you help me? You tried to kill us before, you tried to take the stone. Help me understand. Because it doesn’t make any sense.”

“It makes plenty of sense. It’s the same reason I act human. I have to. Because I am human, in a way.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

She sighed. “I had a mission: Get the artifacts. This invasion was the perfect distraction. And I would’ve succeeded, if it weren’t for you kids.”

“Did… you just quote Scooby Doo at me?”

She shrugged. “Emma likes Scooby Doo. There’s a lot of it floating around in here. It’s somewhat distracting. Also her love for SunChips is very distracting, especially when she gets hungry. It gets hard to focus.”

“She doesn’t know you’re there?”

She shook her head.

That explained how Emma was so convincing at being human: she was human.

Memories of how I’d treated her filled my mind, making me feel terrible.

She was just a scared girl who had no idea what was going on, waking up in a strange place, naked, flying out of the back of an SUV as aliens chased us.

And I was so cruel to her.

I’d have to apologize, if I ever got the chance.

“Can you leave her?”

Emma studied me. “I almost lied to you just now. But you need to trust me if I want any hope of surviving this. No, I can never leave her. Not unless she dies. Which she will, eventually. Human lives are much shorter than ours. But I can promise you this: I’ll do my best not to let her die. I know she means something to you, or I mean something to you. I’m not sure which.”

“So what, you’re just a parasite?”

“I suppose you could call us that. Though we don’t need hosts to live. We just use them to infiltrate places. That’s what we do.”

“And now, what? Your people will kill you? Because you failed?”

“No. We don’t ever kill.”

I thought back to her fight with the terminators, disabling them, but not killing them. I thought back to her stabbing me, and Abigail, and Hunter. “So when you tried to kill us in the hotel…”

“I wasn’t trying to kill you. I was taking your artifact, and trying to take Abigail’s.

“Then Hunter stopped me. I hadn’t expected her. She’s something… different.”

“She said it felt like you were trying to take her over.”

“I was. I can’t ever leave Emma, but I can take over someone else as well.”

“How many can you take over?”

She shrugged. “That depends on a lot of things. But I could’ve easily taken over her. I should’ve been able to. She fought back. I knew the artifacts were powerful, I just hadn’t expected them to be quite so powerful as to leave a residue in a morph.”

“Morph?” That rang some kind of bell. I was pretty sure I’d heard her say it before.

“It’s the closest thing to what we call them in your language.”

“So you don’t call them terminators, beasts, and hellspawns?”

She laughed quietly. “No.”

Several of the vehicles started up, and Sheena and Hope got their heaters turned on.

“It‘s going to be time to go soon,” Emma said.

“I have so many more questions for you.”

“Well, we’ve got a long road ahead of us. We’ll drive together, and you can ask me them.”

“I don’t know if I want to bring you where we’re going. Among all those humans.”

Her eyes locked on mine. “The choice is yours. The only thing I ask is if you don’t, don’t leave me here. Kill me.”

“That would be killing Emma.”

“Yes. But so much worse would happen to her, and to me, if my masters ever caught me.”

“Your masters?”

“Our leaders. The ones who sent me on this mission. Like I said, we live for a very long time. And her life would be pain and suffering for a hundred years or more. It would be a mercy to kill us. So if you want to leave us here, please do that, please don’t leave me to their mercy. Because they have none.”
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Epilogue

Fourteen hours later the caravan arrived at Cheyenne Mountain in Colorado.

In the parking lot, there was already another caravan, though this one empty.

I recognized the Jeeps, and the truck I had first seen Mark in when he had pulled Abigail’s grandparents car out of the trench.

So they had made it.

I was so glad.

The fence leading to the tunnel that was bored into the mountain was closed and there was no one at the guard towers.

I got out and went to the gate, looked around for cameras and spotted them. I waved at them. “Mark. It’s me. Gage. Emily’s here.” I gestured one of the vehicles and Emily got out.

The drugs had worn off now, though she said she still felt woozy.

She remembered what had happened to her, but didn’t seem too bothered by it, saying that the drugs had made her do it and she had nothing to feel guilty about. Someone had taken advantage of her.

Hope, on the other hand, was a mess.

As was Malice.

But Malice needed medical treatment.

Already, red lines were starting to form from her hands.

Emma had done her best, and then Emily after her, but she was getting an infection.

Emily waved up at the camera. “Hey Mark. Evan there with you? Sorry, Captain there with you? How bout you open this gate and let us in?”

“Emily?” a voice asked over the speaker.

“Yup.”

“That’s my line,” Mark said. “Can’t believe you made it.”

“Can’t believe you made it. You’re the one who needed us.”

There was distorted laughter through the speaker, then the gate opened. “Wait there, we’ll be right out.”

We stood at the open gate, and a couple minutes later two military Humvees came out of the tunnel.

They parked and before they’d even come to a full stop Mark hopped out and ran to us, lifting Emily up in his arms and spinning around.

“Radio DJ my ass,” I said.

He looked at me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. You didn’t build that kind of relationship in seven days.

“Is everyone here?” I asked.

His face fell. “We lost two vehicles. Seven people. Good men. But they would have been glad to know their sacrifice saved the rest of us. And saved the kids.”

Emily hugged him again and he fought back tears with laughter. “I’m so glad you guys made it.” He looked at the caravan we had brought. “Looks like you bought some friends.”

“I’m going to need to treat a lot of them. They’re malnourished and beaten. They’ll be okay with me using the facilities, won’t they?”

“Of course. They’ve even got doctors to help you out. You can be in charge of them.” He smiled. “Where’d you find all of them?”

“It’s a long story,” I said.

“Welp, come on in. We’ll get them sorted and you can tell it to me.”

One of the Humvees led the caravan in while the other waited behind the close up the rear.

Mark and I stayed in this one, along with several soldiers with rifles.

I nodded at them, and they nodded back.

Once the last vehicle had past the gates, it started to close.

I gestured at the parking lot. “Why’d do leave your cars out there?”

“Ah. We brought them back out. It’s pretty cramped in there. We’ll probably do it to your vehicles too. Space is at a premium. Pretty much everyone who knew about this place came here. Even some civilians who surprisingly we didn’t turn away.”

“That was nice of you.”

“Yup. Indeed it was.”

We went inside and parked the car and got out. “I got some people you should meet.” He looked down at my hands. “They’re very interested in your story. And maybe we can get this thing figured out with your help.”

“I don’t know much help I’ll be, but I’m willing to try.”

He nodded. “Good.”

He led me through the compound to a control room.

There were huge screens on the walls, several computers stations, people working at all of them.

The screens displayed maps and news footage that looked old.

Several more people were gathered around a workstation, apparently arguing about what they were seeing in the news footage.

The screen they were looking at had frames of it broken down side-by-side.

But my attention was drawn away from them as a voice caught my attention.

It was a voice I’d heard before.

I turned and saw two men talking to what looked like aides.

“Look who I have,” Mark called out, and the men looked up at him smiled, then both their gazes fell on me.

I stopped, frozen, unable to believe what I was seeing.

Because I was seeing a ghost.

A ghost and a demon.

And they were together And they were both smiling at me.

“Gage,” the old man said. The old man who was supposed to be dead. ”I’m glad you made it. I really am.”

“Yes,” the general agreed. “So good to see you, Gage.”
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