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Fucking aliens.

Have you ever had one of those days where just about everything seems to go wrong?

I always suspected the world would end in my lifetime, and I even thought aliens were one possible cause of that cataclysm.

I just didn’t expect to be stuck in prison when it happened, with thirty-eight new holes in my body.

At some point—while I was unconscious due to loss of blood—three alien ships had appeared in the sky above New York City, hovering there like disconnected skyscrapers, stretching into the clouds.

No one could see what or who was inside them, nor how they managed to keep themselves aloft.

They made no attempts to communicate with us—or none that we were aware of.

Just floated there, regal and imposing, a display of monumental power we couldn’t even begin to comprehend.

Before the human race collectively had a chance to ponder this unexpected occurrence, to debate how it was possible or why the ships were here, our attention was drawn back earthward, as the first alien attacks began.

Out of surgery, and indifferently informed I would live, I’d been in a prison infirmary for two days now, after being shanked by four men who had attacked my cellmate, Gabriel.

“Be the sword and shield,” he’d gasped, blood on his lips, as I’d held him in my arms.

My side, back, and thigh had been on fire from where I’d been stabbed, but Gabriel’s wounds had been much worse.

“Hold on buddy,” I told him, not knowing what he meant, thinking he was losing it. “It’s gonna be okay.”

But I didn’t think it was. He’d lost so much blood.

It pooled all around us, and though some of it was mine, most was his.

By the time the guards got here, it would already be too late. And there was no one else to help him, as we were all alone in the woodworking shop we’d been cleaning.

Except for the corpses on the floor.

Corpses of the ones who’d ambushed Gabriel. The ones who I’d killed trying to save him.

But not before they’d gotten me.

There were four of them, and they’d each grabbed a shank that had been hidden in the woodworking shop—ironically, they were made of plastic. I was a good fighter, but there was only so much one man could defend against.

I should have noticed something was up, should have noticed the tension, the fact that the guard who had been watching us had left at some point.

But I had been focused on scrubbing away a pair of tits someone had lovingly drawn in wood-stain on the concrete floor, and so I hadn’t noticed.

I could make excuses—about how no one knew who I was here, so why should I be a target, or how the four men had been talking and laughing with us not long before their attack—but what it came down to, was that I had been careless.

And now Gabriel had paid for my carelessness.

“Here,” Gabriel told me, pulling a stone—prismatic and slightly larger than a marble, the stone I’d seen him pray with every night since I’d been assigned as his cellmate when I first arrived almost two years ago—from his pocket, and placing it in my hand. “Take this.” His breathing was shallow and sharp. “Be the sword and shield,” he repeated. “The defender and de…” His words trailed off, then he closed his eyes.

“Stay with me Gabriel. Come on.” I shook him, but his eyes did not reopen.

Wrapping two fingers around the stone so I didn’t drop it, I reached up and felt for his pulse.

There was none.

For some reason, a snippet of the prayer he said every night came to me: ‘For I am Salvation and Wrath.’

That’s when I heard the guards coming.

Finally. After it was too late.

I only had a second to look at the stone Gabriel had given me, and then, knowing what was coming next, that there was only one camera to cover the whole room, and who knew what our ‘fight’ had looked like to the guards who were rushing toward me, knowing what they’d assume, what they’d do to me, I made sure the cameras couldn’t see me, and swallowed the stone.

I didn’t know why, but it seemed important that I didn’t lose it.

Gabriel may have been crazy, may have thought every day was another chance for the apocalypse, but he was my friend.

The only actual friend I had in here.

And I knew how much he cared for that stone. He’d wanted me to have it for some reason, so I wasn’t going to lose it.
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I was already on my knees, hands on my head, when the guards arrived, but it hadn’t mattered.

One of them had kicked me in the chest, knocking me to the floor, then stomped on my neck to pin me down.

I think the only thing that stopped them from beating me with their nightsticks was seeing how much I had been bleeding.

Beating an inmate was one thing, having him die on your watch was another. Especially when there was a camera watching.

I had been taken to the infirmary, stitched up, given minimal painkillers, then left alone.

On day one, I had been too out of it to notice anything odd about this, but by day two, I realized the doctor had stopped coming to check on me, and that I hadn’t seen any guards in hours.

And so now here I was, on the evening of the second day, watching aliens invade our world from a prison infirmary.

There was a TV in here, a luxury that I normally didn’t have, and so I saw those initial reports, saw that shaky footage.

Heard those screams.

Saw in pixelated—for those squeamish viewers—HD those huge, grotesque monsters, tearing people apart.

By the third day, it was clear things out there, in the free world, were not going well.

But nor were they going too well inside. I had been paranoid about passing the stone I’d swallowed, lest one of the three remaining male nurses who were watching over me and the four other inmates in the infirmary think it was drugs and report it, getting my sentence extended.

But that hadn’t happened. And I could swear I felt the stone in my chest now.

I knew that was impossible, you couldn’t swallow something into your chest. But that’s what it felt like.

By the fourth day, the four other inmates had been released back into gen pop, and there was no one in the infirmary but me, and a new nurse.

She was young and pretty, and the first female I’d seen in my entire time here.

I’d never seen any female guards or administrators, or any other females whatsoever, except for brief glimpses when I would pass by the visitation area.

An area I had never been in.

The new nurse seemed distracted—which was understandable given the fact that we were being invaded by aliens—hardly paying me any notice, and I probably could’ve escaped, if it weren’t for the grievous wounds I had.

Of course, even if I escaped from the infirmary, I’d still be in a prison, and there were guards with rifles outside, watching over the yard from their towers, ready to shoot down anyone who tried to escape.

Which was rather barbaric if you thought about it.

Making things even easier, at some point I had been un-handcuffed from the bed, and never re-handcuffed.

But I could barely stand on my own, and even lying still, the wounds hurt.

That’s what happened when you got shanked over thirty times.

About the only thing the nurse had said to me so far, and this wasn’t even really directed at me, was to express surprise at how quickly I was healing.

But I still had a long way to go yet.

So, I laid in bed, watching the TV, which was tuned to the news 24/7.

I would have preferred something less grim, like Dexter reruns, but it wasn’t up to me.

Occasionally, the nurse would change the channel, but always to another news station.

The reports each station gave, and even later reports from the same stations, conflicted with each other.

Some said there were terrorists in mechanical suits, terrorizing cities and towns.

Others said there were demons, come down to pass judgment.

That would fit with Gabriel’s predictions. Well, except he was convinced it would have been the other side that would be the one to do the final tally.

But I didn’t put much stock in either of these kind of reports, as there was no footage of them.

What there was footage of, however, were the animals.

Large, horrid beasts, that only vaguely resembled actual animals.

Things that looked like lions, but which walked on two legs.

Things with faces that were just a little bit too human—ironic given their alien origin—with eyes that tracked you with a maliciousness real animals just didn’t have.

Giant snake-like creatures, monstrous buzzards, horrific things that bordered on werewolves.

There was even footage from a beach of a shark swimming up onto land and attacking people.

It would’ve been comical, if it weren’t so terrifying, watching that shark waddle around on its tail-fin as it chased after people, caught them, bit into them, eating only a few chunks, before moving on to the next victim, like some mindless zombie.

I was just glad—for the first time ever—I was locked away safely in prison, in the middle-of-nowhere Ohio, behind forty-foot concrete walls topped with razor wire.

The nurse must have felt the same, because she didn’t go home at the end of the day, when her shift should have ended and another nurse should have taken over.

Either that, or she was working some killer overtime.

I fell into a restless sleep, and when I woke up on the morning of the fifth day, I saw her passed out on one of the other beds, farthest away from me.

I lay there, staring at the muted TV.

The ships hadn’t moved, but the terror had. What had started in New York had now reached California, and had also crossed the Atlantic to Europe.

I thought again of the shark.

No one knew what was going on in remote, less-developed places like North Africa, or whole sections of the Middle East.

I drifted back to sleep again, and dreamt of flying sharks.

When I woke up, it was evening, and the pretty nurse was back at her station.

“Hey,” I called to her, a news reporter on TV talking about government responses the only other sound in the room.

She looked at me and blinked, as though seeing me for the first time.

I realized it was the first time I’d said anything since the attack.

Silence was a virtue. I’d learned that.

“Something wrong?” she asked disinterestedly. I got the feeling she didn’t like me much. Not surprising, given where and what I was

“That’s what I was gonna ask you.” I lifted my chin at the TV. “You’ve been out there, any idea what’s going on?”

She shook her head. “I haven’t been out there since yesterday.” She frowned and tilted her head. “Or was it the day before?” She stared blankly into space.

“What’d you see?” I asked, snapping her out of it.

“It was nothing like that.” She pointed at the TV, which was showing pixelated footage of an attack by several large bird-like creatures on a crowd of people in a stadium. The footage was too blurry, shaky, and pixelated for me to tell which stadium.

Why even bother showing it if you were going to have to pixelate so much of it?

“Just people mobbing the supermarkets,” the nurse continued. “Buying water and cleaning out the shelves of food. Canned goods and stuff like that. But I never saw anyone get torn apart like…” She trailed off, looking back to the TV, her face a grimace.

A few hours later, the nurse left me alone, mumbling something about a shower—which made me wonder where the hell she was gonna take a shower in a prison full of men.

Not five minutes after this, I heard the door open, and even before I looked, I knew.

Knew it wasn’t going to be the nurse. Knew it was going to be something… else.

Something skipped in my mind as my chest throbbed, and I saw it was one of the guards.

Seeing as how I was the only one in the ward, I assumed he was here for me.

But I wasn’t healed yet. Not even close.

Yes, the wounds had healed faster than they should have, and yes I could now stand with only extreme—instead of agonizing—pain, but I had a while yet to go here.

Then something skipped again, my chest twinging, and I noticed his face.

Or, where his face should have been.

Because instead of a face, instead of eyes, nose, and a mouth, there were simply two vertical red slits, approximately where his eyes would be. They stretched from just above his eyebrows, to about the level of his mouth.

If he’d had eyebrows or mouth.

The ‘eyes’, had no irises or pupils, or anything like that. Just red slits, a bit wider and rounder at the center, yet I got the uncanny feeling that he was staring right at me. That his eyes were locked onto mine and trying to burrow into my mind, to invade me.

He took a step in my direction, the door swinging shut behind him, and I saw that the shoe on his right foot had torn, and something scaly and brown oozed out the side.

Something which slapped wetly on the floor as he approached.

I got off the bed as quickly as I could—which was very slowly—to put something between us, and looked around for anything I could use as a weapon.

I didn’t have an IV needle or tube to stab or strangle him with, or even better, one of those movable poles I could have used as a bō staff.

By force of habit I had studied the infirmary for weapons as soon as I was conscious enough to, but hadn’t seen any.

As I looked around again now, I still didn’t see any.

Then the eyeless guard was there, right in front of me, the bed the only thing between us.

He stared at me, but didn’t move. Was unnaturally still, in fact.

I crouched, hands on the railing, back and sides screaming in pain from my stab wounds, thinking, my brain racing through possibilities to get me out of this situation in one piece.

Or at least alive.

The bed was a big heavy thing, and its wheels were locked, so I didn’t think I could push it into him, especially in my weakened state.

But he was between me and the only exit. I had to get by him somehow.

Normally I would risk outrunning him, but I doubted I could outrun a toddler in my current condition.

Behind me were a few more beds, and high on the wall the TV, below and to the right of which was a door, not one that led out of here, but only into a cleaning supply closet.

Cleaning supplies.

I had only a vague memory of nurses opening that door to get out bottles of spray cleaner and clean off the trays we ate from—which were taken away after each use—but I thought I remembered seeing a mop in there.

I turned and hobbled toward it, glancing over my shoulder.

Following me, not running, but walking, the brown scaly thing that protruded from his right shoe slapping the floor with every other measured step, the eyeless guard made his slow way after me, in no apparent hurry.

I reached the closest, yanked it open, and was greeted with darkness.

I glanced over my shoulder again. He was ten feet away.

I fumbled for a light switch, felt nothing, then moved my hand to the other side of the door, where it caught on something and shocked me as the light flickered on.

“Fuck,” I muttered, in surprise rather than pain, as that little shock was nothing compared to what I was feeling in my side and back right now. I had also been stabbed once in the thigh, but if that wound was hurting, it was being masked by the greater agony from the thirty-seven other stab wounds I’d sustained.

Directly in front of me was a mop sat in a bucket full of remarkably clean-looking water.

I grabbed the mop, trying to swing it around, but it felt like it weighed a thousand pounds and I swore I felt my side rip open as I pulled.

Ignoring the pain, I finally lifted the soaked mop out, then placed it on the floor with a wet slap, angled it away from me, and kicked, snapping the head off, and leaving me with a makeshift bō staff, one end jagged and sharp.

I spun around.

He was standing right there, not a foot away from me, staring at me with those red vertical serpentine slits.

We ‘stared’ each other down.

“What do you want?” I asked him.

It was always best to make sure your enemy was actually your enemy.

He raised his hand slowly and pointed at me.

That was creepy as fuck.

“Get out of here. Leave me alone.”

He didn’t. Instead, he stepped toward me, invading that bubble of personal space you didn’t breach with another man unless you intended to fight him.

Or hug him, I suppose.

This thing didn’t want to hug me.

He reached out and wrapped his fingers around my neck before I could react.

The speed with which he moved was shocking after his slow pursuit of me.

I pulled back my makeshift staff and slammed it into his chest, realizing my mistake instantly.

The guards here always wore stab vests, and this alien was no exception.

Don’t react Gage, I heard in my mind. Action, not reaction. Don’t let others dictate your movements.

Shut up old man, I thought at the memory, but heeded him and calmed myself, even as the fingers tightened around my throat, cutting off my breathing and blood flow.

I already knew I was too weak to pry the guard’s hand off. I could tell that by how strong his grip was.

He tilted his head at me, like a curious dog, as though he expected me to react.

I got the sense that he was straining, putting all his effect into his grip.

The edges of my vision started to turn purple, and before I could pass out, I carefully took aim at one of those slits, the right one, and stabbed the broken end of the mop into it.

The eyeless guard stumbled back, his hand steadily going to the stick in his eye slit, wrapping his fingers around it, and squeezing so hard that it shattered, leaving a small nub sticking out. He gripped this more carefully, and started to pull it out.

While he was doing this, I pushed past him, and to my surprise moved at more than a hobble this time, almost a speed-walk.

I glanced down, expecting to see fresh bloodstains through my hospital gown, but the stains that were there were old, and I didn’t see any fresh blood.

At the nurses station I quickly scanned the counter for anything that might be useful.

All I saw was a radio and the nurse’s purse.

I grabbed both, stuck the radio in her purse, and, feeling very metrosexual, slung the purse over my shoulder.

But I couldn’t be picky. I needed my hands free, especially in my dilapidated state.

I looked over my shoulder and saw the eyeless guard had gotten the broken mop handle from his eye slit.

He dropped it, and looked up at me.

The place where I had stabbed him had now widened, and something burned dimly behind it, like the image of the sun through one of those special telescopes, the ones that allow you to see the surface, the leaping licks of plasma looking like hell itself.

Fuck this, I thought, and pushed the door open.
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The door slammed into the nurse and she stumbled back, holding her face, blood leaking out from under her hand, a contrast to her pale skin.

She pulled her hand away from her face and looked at her bloody fingers, then up at me. “You hurt me,” she said, stunned.

“No time for sorries.” I grabbed her by the arm. “Come on.”

She went with me mutely, not asking any questions.

Damn, how hard had I hit her?

We made it to the stairwell door.

The nurse stood there, staring at me, her face bloody.

“Unlock the fucking door!” I urged.

She looked at the door, then down at the keys hanging from a lanyard at her waist. “Oh. Of course.”

She clumsily went through keys to find the one to unlock it.

Christ, I hoped I hadn’t given her a concussion.

I resisted telling her to hurry up—she was probably already nervous enough—but this was taking way too much time for my liking.

If only this place had ID cards to open the doors instead, we’d already be through.

I heard a noise, and looked over my shoulder just as the eyeless guard exited the infirmary.

He looked left, then right in our direction.

His vision seemed to lock onto me, and he did a stiff about-face, then began toward us at that same measured pace he’d come after me in the infirmary at, implacably undeterred by the fact that we were running away from him.

I didn’t like the certainty that this implied, as though no matter how fast or far we ran, he would catch us.

His right eye now had grown even bigger around where I had stabbed it, and something orange and red was starting to spread out from the wound.

And beyond the red, beyond the burning corona, was something of deepest black.

“Are you coming?”

I turned to find the nurse was in the stairwell, holding the door open and waiting on me.

I blinked. I could’ve sworn that door opened outward, not inward.

I glanced down at my side as I entered the stairwell and shut the door behind me, checking to see if I was losing blood.

I didn’t appear to be.

Strange. Adrenaline must have been stemming the flow.

And also the pain. I barely felt any, despite the running I’d just done.

At the next floor I stopped. “Hold on,” I said, and lifted my hospital gown to check my side.

The bandages were stained red, but I wasn’t losing blood.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

I nodded. “What about you?” I gestured at her bloody nose.

“Fine. It only bled for a second.”

“Good, let’s move.” I hadn’t heard the door to the stairwell open, but that thing wasn’t human, and who knew what it could do.

Walk through doors?

Why not? If it was from those ships, it might be able to do a lot more.

It was strange it had appeared in a guard’s uniform. Maybe the aliens thought it looked close enough to human to fool us. They might be monumentally different from us, and to them something with a head and four limbs—even if one of those was growing something reptilian—was close enough, not realizing just how wrong it looked.

“Just one more floor to the A-wing housing unit,” I said. “There’ll be guards there. We’ll be safe.”
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But instead of safety on the next floor, we found pandemonium.

Monsters from nightmares were fighting each other, eating each other. Sometimes eating each other alive.

I grabbed the nurse by the arm and pulled her back into the stairwell, carefully shutting the door, then peering through the small reinforced window to make sure nothing had seen us.

The monsters were everywhere. Like those I’d seen on the news: horrific animals with an uncanny malevolence about them.

And that wasn’t all.

I hadn’t believed the news reports, but here they were, right before my eyes: things that looked like they came straight from the depths of hell.

Hideous, distorted beings that moved with a loping fluidity that was sickening; that suggested too many, or a lack of, bones.

I moved so I was out of view of the window, then pulled her to me so she was as well. “I put a radio in here,” I said, taking her purse off my shoulder and handing it to her. “Try to contact someone.”

She pulled out the radio and stared at it.

Before I could ask if something was wrong, she held it to her mouth and said in a monotone, “Aaron? It’s Emma. Are you there?” She released the push-to-talk button and waited.

There was no response.

She went through several more channels, trying to contact someone.

Finally, someone answered.

“Get out of here little lady.”

She frowned, apparently deciphering who this was. “Devon?”

“Yeah. I don’t know what the hell’s going on, but it’s crazy. Everyone’s gone.”

She said nothing.

“Gone where?” I asked.

She repeated my question.

“I don’t know,” Devon responded.

“Where are you? I will come to you.”

“No. One of em got me.”

“Then I am definitely coming to you.”

“It’s too late. I feel… Wrong. Just get out of here.”

“I’m not going to leave you.”

There was no answer.

“Devon? Answer me, dammit.” It was odd hearing someone swear so emotionlessly.

After several seconds of silence, I said, “We need to get to your car. I hope like hell you keep your keys in your purse.”

“I’m not leaving him.” The lack of emotion in her voice was starting to creep me out.

“You heard him. It’s too late.”

“I—”

There was a sound from the stairwell below us.

It was there and gone too quickly to identify, but we both heard it, even over the muted chaos going on on the other side of the door which we stood to the side of.

“Did—” she began.

I covered her mouth, then put a finger to my lips. I grabbed the radio from her, turned it off so it wouldn’t give us away if someone talked over it, and stowed it back in her purse, zipping this up so the radio wouldn’t fall out.

Then I took her hand and led her up the next flight of stairs.

It was an administrative wing.

I checked that it was clear, then entered, pulling her behind me and quietly shutting the door.

This floor was eerily quiet.

I wasn’t sure if that was odd or not. Normally I would think it was, however with everything that had been going on—the alien ships, the reports on the news of the attacks—I imagined many workers had wanted to go home and be with their families.

And the people who worked on this floor, the administrators, would be the first to go home when shit hit the fan.

You could run a prison for a while without administrators. But not without guards.

It made me wonder what kind of state the prison had been in before tonight.

It clearly hadn’t been as bad as this, it would’ve reached the infirmary sooner if it had been, so it must have been a recent development, perhaps right after the nurse had started her shift.

I found it hard to believe they’d evacuated everyone so quickly, including most of the guards.

Maybe they hadn’t. Maybe those monsters had eaten them.

“Okay,” I said. “We’re going to go for your car and get the hell out of here.”

The nurse stared blankly at me. “He didn’t kill you.”

“Hey.” I shook her. “Focus. Do you remember where your car is parked?”

“Of course.”

“Good. You got your keys in that purse?”

She stared blankly, then nodded.

Delayed response—she must be in shock. Or I really had concussed her.

She unzipped the purse and dug through it. A second later she pulled out her keys.

“Okay good. Put them back and keep it zipped up. Don’t want anything important falling out.”

She nodded and did as I asked. “How are we going to get outside? We can’t go that way.” She gestured at the stairwell door. “The— That thing will get us.”

“The warden’s office,” I said, the idea coming to me suddenly.

I had only been in there once, but remembered seeing a window, and it had stuck with me, because there were no bars on it. I had thought about how easy it would be to just crawl out to freedom.

Of course, there were still the forty-foot concrete walls and razor wire to contend with, not to mention the armed guards in the towers.

“He has a window, doesn’t he? Leading to the outside.”

She shook her head and shrugged. “I have no idea. I’ve never been in the warden’s office. I’ve never even met the warden. No, that’s not true. When I first got hired I did. Dr Marden is my boss, not the warden. I go from my car, to the infirmary, and back. Rarely do I take a detour. So I couldn’t say if there is a window in there or not.”

“Let’s go find out, then.”

The door to the warden’s office was, unsurprisingly, locked.

I looked at the nurse. “Don’t suppose you have a key to this.”

She thought for a moment, then shook her head.

“Right.” I took a deep breath. This was going to hurt.

I lifted my bare foot, wishing for heavy boots, felt the wound on my thigh stretch, then kicked the door where the latch met the strike plate.

The door bulged, but didn’t give.

“You shouldn’t be exerting yourself,” the nurse said. “You’re injured.” She still sounded shocked or concussed, as though she were reciting lines from a script.

“We need to get in there, and you’re not gonna be able to kick it down.”

“I did judo.” She pushed me out of the way and positioned herself in front of the door.

“You’re gonna hurt yourself,” I said, trying to keep the pain from my voice. Though I’d only kicked the door once, my side and back were already paying for it.

The running hadn’t hurt them, but apparently I didn’t have enough adrenaline pumping through me to mask the pain from this latest abuse.

She kicked the door once, and it flew open with a bang, a screw from the strike plate flying loose and hitting me on the cheek.

“Holy shit!” I said. Now I was the one in shock.

That door flew open like a battering ram had hit it.

She shrugged. “You weakened it for me.” Then she grinned.

Well, at least she didn’t sound like a robot anymore, even if she kicked like one. Maybe taking action, doing something useful, had snapped her out of it.

Action, not reaction, I heard the old man say in my mind.

I scanned the warden’s office. Finding it empty of any monsters, I motioned the nurse in, then closed, but couldn’t lock, the door she had just busted open, so I dragged a big chair from one side of the warden’s desk and propped it against the door handle.

I gestured at the window. The unbarred window. “Hallelujah.” I headed to it, and pulled it open.

It opened without protest, and there wasn’t even a screen to block our egress.

What there was, however, was about a thirty-foot drop to the ground.

There was no ledge below us, nothing to hop onto to shorten the drop. “Fuck.”

I poked my head out and looked to either side.

A sheer wall greeted me. Not even a stucco one, but smooth concrete. Absolutely nothing to grip onto.

It might not have been a problem for Spider-Man, but anyone else was screwed.

I pulled my head back in. “Look for something to make a rope with,” I told her.

We searched the office, but other than a spare suit shirt and a hat rack, there was nothing to aid our escape.

“There has got to be stuff in the other offices,” she said.

I nodded, and headed for the door.

She darted in front of me, putting a hand on my chest to stop me. “No. You need to stop moving around. You haven’t healed yet. You’ll reinjure yourself. You’re no good to me dead. Stay here.”

“But—”

“Don’t worry. I’ll come running back if I need your help.”

I glared at her.

She rolled her eyes, another sign the shock had worn off. I was just glad I hadn’t given her a concussion, though she still had dried blood on her face. “Fine, you search the office across the hall, I’ll look in the others. But don’t exert yourself too much. I don’t even have any medical supplies to treat you with.”

“I’m surprised you care so much about a felon.”

“You’re not a felon to me.”

“What am I then?”

She was silent for a moment, and I thought she might have reverted back to her robot ways. Then she said, “You’re my patient. My responsibility. And I’m not about to let one of my patients die. I’ve never had one die on me, and I don’t plan on ever having one die on me. That’s a life goal.”

“So I guess you don’t plan on ever taking care of the elderly then.”
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I looked down the hall at the door to the stairwell. I didn’t see the eyeless guard, and I got the impression he wasn’t the kind of person—the kind of thing—to lie in wait.

I also got the impression that there was something else more important he had to do. Something that involved going down, not up.

I shook my head.

Keep it together, Gage, I told myself. Don’t go thinking you can read an alien’s mind.

The office across from the warden’s was similarly empty. Except it didn’t even have a chair on the other side of its solitary desk.

I did find an unopened bottle of water and several candy bars in one of the drawers. I lifted the front of my hospital gown and dropped the water and candy there, creating a makeshift kangaroo pouch.

Exiting the office, my search of it coming up with nothing but the candy and water, I saw the nurse approaching, holding a bundle of towels in her arms.

She stopped when she saw me, looked me up and down, then walked into the warden’s office.

I followed her.

She dropped the towels she was carrying onto the floor beside the window.

“Where’d you get all those?” I asked, setting the water bottle and candy bars down on the desk.

She bent over and picked one up, shaking it out, then holding it up so I could see it.

On the front was a line of colorful text.

It took me a second to realize it was upside down. I tilted my head to the side, trying to make sense of it, which caused her to spin the towel around and look.

She grunted, flipped it around, and held it right-side up for me.

“Finley Prison?” I read. “Are you kidding me? They had prison towels made?”

She shook her head. “Probably some advertising company sent them. They do that all time. Pens and T-shirts usually. Coffee mugs. I’ve seen towels. Mostly hand towels, a couple beach towels. Never seen towels like this though. Not sure what they hope to accomplish by it. But their loss is our gain. They were sitting in a box in—” She stopped, staring blankly at me. “—in Mary’s closet. Mary and I are friends. We go drinking sometimes. Not really drinking, but to a restaurant where we get drinks and appetizers. Anyway, she’s head of advertising.”

“Prisons have advertising departments?”

“Not advertising departments, just people. At least ours does.”

I shook my head. “Whatever. It’s good timing.”

I propped the chair against the door again and we worked together to tie all the towels end to end.

When we were done, I looked down at our work. “This might not be enough.”

“It’ll have to be,” she said.

I looked up at her, and found myself smiling. “You know, I think I like you.”

“Good. If you don’t die on me, maybe I’ll like you too.”

“You’ve got a deal.”

We pushed the warden’s desk next to the window, and tied one end of the makeshift rope to it, then tossed the other outside.

It wasn’t quite long enough to reach the ground, going only about twenty feet down.

“I don’t know about this,” she said. “You’re still injured. A drop like that could really hurt you. So could climbing.”

“Staying here could really hurt me.”

“That’s another thing. You’re technically breaking out of prison. And I’m helping you. I’m not supposed to do that.”

“No, we’re running away from monsters. No one’s going to care. I think that’s well within reason. If there was a flood, would I be escaping if I tried to not drown?”

“Yes.”

I shook my head. “Come on, put that water bottle and candy bars in your purse, and let’s go.”

“Fine,” she said, snatching the bottle and candy from the desk and stuffing them in her purse. “But I’m going down first.”

I shook my head. “No way. I—”

“I’m your doctor now. Medical provider, anyway. I’m going down first. If nothing else, I can catch you if you fall.”

“Darling, there’s no way you could catch me.” My mind flashed back to her kicking in the door.

Or maybe she could.

“Well, you better not fall then.”

With a grin, I watched her shimmy down the towels.

She reached the bottom and dangled by her hands, then dropped to the ground, landing in a crouch to absorb the shock.

She looked up at me and gave me a thumbs up. “Don’t fall.”

“I don’t aim to.”

But as soon as my weight was on my arms, I almost did fall, even with the knots in the towels to hold on to.

The agony in my sides and back was constant as I slowly made my way down the rope, letting gravity do most of the work.

My hospital gown rode up, and my dick started getting towel burn. “Son of a—” I muttered, trying to adjust myself without letting go and falling.

Miraculously, I made it all the way down.

Being taller than her, I had even less distance to drop, but even still, I let out a grunt at the sharp pain as I landed.

She shook her head. “You’re gonna hurt yourself.”

“Which way’s your car?” I asked, gritting my teeth in pain.

She pointed to the main gate.

Of course, that was the only way out.

“Let’s hope they left the guard shack or gate unlocked, so I don’t have to climb anything else.”
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We’d made it halfway across the courtyard to the main gate, when the monster ambushed us.

A hideous elephant-like creature came bursting out from the rec yard, plowing through the fence that separated it from the rest of the prison grounds.

Behind it, back in the yard, lying dead on the ground, were several of those hellish creatures I’d seen earlier when we’d almost stumbled on them in A-wing.

The thing that charged us stood on two legs, and its tusks were longer, sharper, and more sinister than a normal elephant’s.

And instead of those bright peaceful eyes elephants had, these were sharp, slitted, and filled with malice.

It raised its trunk and let out a trumpeting roar as it charged us.

I pushed the nurse behind me, despite her protests that I was the one who needed defending.

It was coming from our right side, so it wasn’t between us and the gate in front of us; a gate that seemed unmanned by any guard.

This gave me an idea.

“Come on.” I grabbed the nurse and started running toward the gate. “Get ready to drop when I tell you.”

“What?”

“Just do it when I say.”

We ran until we reached the gate, then stopped and turned.

The elephant man was right behind us.

“You’re insane,” she said simply, though this fact didn’t seem to bother her much.

It charged us, but we stood our ground, waiting.

To my surprise, she didn’t try to pull away.

Braver than I would have expected.

It went down to all fours and lowered its head, preparing to skewer us with its tusks.

“Now!” I shouted and pushed her to the ground, falling atop her.

Though, it wasn’t as though my body could protect her from a creature that weighed thousands of pounds.

I felt like we were between the wheels of a semi-truck or lying on the tracks while a massive train roared overhead as the beast stampeded above us, its legs crashing down around us, kicking up clods of grass and dirt.

Then there was a crashing from above and behind as the alien elephant collided with and burst through the gate.

I pushed up off of the nurse and surveyed the damage.

The elephant creature had broken through the gate, completely detaching it from the concrete wall. It was now stuck on its head. It tried lamely to push it off with its hoof hands.

It was almost comical.

I looked at the nurse, lying facedown on the ground. “Come on.”

For a heart-stopping moment, I thought the elephant might’ve crushed her somehow, even though she was beneath me. But then she lifted her head up, spat dirt from her mouth, looked me in the eye and said, “I think I hate you.”
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We weren’t out of the woods yet, however.

The elephant was preoccupied with the gate for now, but that wouldn’t distract it forever.

Besides, it wasn’t the only monster in the area.

Luckily it had stampeded a hundred feet or so into the parking lot before tumbling to a stop against a car, so it wasn’t blocking our way out.

“How far is your car from here? Please tell me it’s not that one,” I said, pointing at the car the elephant had half-crushed.

“No, it’s far. I like to get exercise in before and after work.”

“So you park your car far away? Are you joking? You’re a nurse, you’re on your feet all day.”

“Not all day. Approximately six out of ten hours on average.”

“You’re really weird.” I shook my head. “Is it in the parking lot at least?”

“Of course.”

“Go on then, I’ll follow you.”

We headed out through where the gate once was and into the parking lot.

I saw no other monsters in the area.

I even looked up to the sky.

I didn’t really expect anything to be there, but we had just almost been crushed by a bipedal evil elephant alien, so I wasn’t ruling anything out.

“Pick up the pace,” I urged, and she started jogging.

I grimaced in pain as I followed.

Though the pain seemed to be getting less. Either that, or I was becoming numb to it.

Twenty seconds later, we reached the very edge of the parking lot—as far away as you could possibly park—and stopped by a bulbous blue vehicle.

I glanced back and saw the elephant still struggling with the gate stuck to its head.

“This is your car?”

“What’s wrong with my car?” she asked, opening the driver’s door.

I shook my head at the plastic-looking vehicle and its puny tires. “It’s the end of the world, and we’re going to be driving a Prius. Does this thing even take gas?”

“Yes, that’s the whole point. It’s a hybrid.”

I shook my head again and got in the passenger side.

She sat in the driver’s seat, looking at the keys in her hand.

“Come—” I began, but then she started the car, shifted into gear, and we drove—eerily silently on battery power—out of the parking lot, staying well clear of the elephant creature that was still struggling to get the fence off its head.

“Where are we going to?” she asked.

I thought for a moment. Where could we go?

I got the feeling that the world I was entering into was not at all the same one that I had left nearly two years ago.

“Where do you live?” I asked.

“In town. Well, on the outskirts of town.”

“You live alone?”

She glanced over at me. “That’s not the best question for a convicted felon to be asking a young single lady.”

“So you’re single.”

She rolled her eyes and looked back at the road. “I live with my roommate.”

“Is she going to be there now?”

“Why do you assume it’s a she?”

“Is it?”

“Yes.”

I grinned at her angry face. Better than the blank looks she had been giving me.

Plus, she was cute when she was angry.

She was cute all the time, but especially cute when she was mad. “So will she be there?”

“She works from home, so probably. I don’t know, I haven’t been there in twenty-six hours. I recall I was texting her before I went to take a shower. I remember thinking she was home, but I didn’t ask.”

“You know anything else about what’s going on? I mean other than what we saw on the news.”

“Not really. There are some conspiracy theories on YouTube, but nothing on the TV.”

“What were the conspiracy theories?”

“Apparently the same thing there are always conspiracies about. Aliens, the apocalypse, lizard people. The Illuminati. Some especially imaginative people found ways to combine all those things into one. Just the same old end-of-the-world conspiracy theory as always.”

“I don’t know if it’s a conspiracy,” I said, “but it’s not just a theory anymore.”
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Our drive in from the prison had been entirely devoid of other vehicles. But that wasn’t a surprise, given it was after 10 PM on a weekday in small-town Ohio.

The nurse—who’d said her name to that guy on the radio but which I’d forgotten, and she wasn’t wearing a name tag to help me out—lived in an apartment complex on the outskirts of an already-small town, and when we pulled into the parking lot, things didn’t look good.

There was an overturned pickup truck with what looked like large claw marks on its side door.

It appeared empty and wasn’t running, nor were any of its lights on, so whatever had knocked it over hadn’t done so in pursuit of anyone.

Either that or the person was especially environmentally conscious and had turned the truck off before vacating it and running for their life.

“Wow,” she said, gnawing at her lip, her hands tight on the steering wheel. She leaned over it to peer through the windshield up at the apartment building.

“What floor you live on?”

“Second.”

The thought that we might have to make another escape through a second-story window set my back and sides aching again.

Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that.

Course, I had also been hoping that maybe it hadn’t it reached this far, but the destruction in the parking lot indicated that my hopes were going to be dashed.

“Got any weapons?” I asked as she pulled the car into a parking spot.

She shifted into park, then dug through her purse and came up with a can of bear spray, which she handed to me.

Good thing I grabbed that purse on my way out. “Great. Maybe we’ll even come up against an alien bear to use it on.”

“That would be highly appropriate.”

Her apartment door was shut, which was a good sign.

And after trying it, she found it locked. Another good sign.

She unlocked the door, and we both entered the apartment, which was warmer even than the indoor hall we’d been in, and dimly lit with candles.

“The power out?” I asked. It hadn’t been in the hall leading to the apartment, and unless they had a fireplace I’d missed or this place was heated with gas, I didn’t see how it could be given its warmth.

In answer, she reached over and flipped a switch, turning the lights on, revealing a small living room with a gray couch covered by a red and pink throw and decorative pillows. It faced what should’ve been a TV, but was instead a group of potted plants.

Between the couch and this indoor jungle was a coffee table with multiple levels. It looked like the kind of thing someone would put in a movie, just so the hero could throw someone onto it and break it in a spectacular fashion.

“Abigail likes candles,” she explained. “Abigail’s my roommate.”

“Abigail? What is she, ninety?”

“Try nineteen.”

This made me remember once again that I didn’t know her name. She’d said it earlier but I’d forgotten. Was it Emily?

I stuck out my hand. “I’m Gage, by the way.”

She looked down at it, then took it. Her hand was small and warm in mine, but her grip was firm.

“Emma.”

I cocked an eyebrow at her. “You British?”

She snorted. “No. Why would I be British?”

I shrugged. “Emma is a British name.”

“Okay,” she said in a dismissive but flirty manner. Coming home seemed to have lightened her mood. Or maybe she’d calmed herself on the drive in. In any case, I was glad for it. Anything to lighten this shitty day was welcome. “Stay here, I’m going to check on my roommate.”

“I should come with you.”

“She likes to sleep naked.”

“I should definitely come with you.”

She snorted again, but didn’t say anything and turned and walked toward the hall.

I started following her.

She looked over her shoulder, made an expression I couldn’t read, but didn’t tell me not to follow.

There was a rather long hall for such a small apartment. It had five doors, two on one side and three on the other.

She stopped at the last one on the left and knocked gently. “Abigail?”

Getting no response, she opened the door.

I held her bear spray at the ready, and followed her in.

The room was dimly lit with candles, just like the living room had been. On the bed was a dark shape, which my eyes rather quickly adjusted to reveal was a young woman.

She indeed was naked, sleeping on her stomach, blankets kicked down to the foot of the bed, her right leg stretched out, pointed directly at me, the left bent and brought up toward her torso like in a prone shooting position, giving me quite a view, despite the dimly lit room.

I had to look away, and focus my attention on her face, which was partially covered by her thick red hair, because the sight of her in all her nakedness stirred up all kinds of yearnings that I didn’t have time to fulfill right now.

Two years in prison, and the first two women I saw were beautiful, and the second one, in addition to being beautiful, was also naked. And asleep. And with her legs spread.

And a redhead.

If there was a God, I couldn’t tell if he was blessing or cursing me right now.

Emma knelt down next to her friend, and gently brushed the hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear, then ran her hand over her shoulder. “Abigail. Wake up honey.”

Abigail made a quiet grunt, but otherwise didn’t stir.

Emma shook her harder. “Wake up,” she said, in a louder voice now.

“Whaaaaaaaatttt,” Abigail moaned.

“Things have gotten worse, much worse than on the news. Everything’s going crazy. We need to find a safe place. Or make this place safe. Maybe go out to your parents’ farm.”

Abigail rolled over onto her back, presenting me with another amazing view, one which I was unable to tear my gaze away from.

She blinked lazily a few times, looking at me, one eye squinted.

Then she let out a little shriek and shot up. “Who’s that!”

“That’s… my friend,” Emma said, glancing at me.

Abigail put her hand to her chest, between her bare breasts, her breathing heavy. “Jesus. I think I was still half-asleep. I thought some monster had followed you in, and you didn’t know he was behind you. I could’ve sworn just a second ago he had wings and a knife for a hand. I guess it was just the dark and my half-asleep brain.”

I held up my hands, turning them over side to side. “Just normal hands, no knives.”

I turned around to show her my back. “No wings either.”

“And apparently no underwear,” Abigail commented.

I turned back around and looked down at my hospital gown. “Didn’t exactly have time to grab much. We had to get out of there in a hurry.”

“Out of where?”

“Your roommate’s work.”

Given how she freaked out after seeing me, I didn’t want to spook her again by telling her I was a prison inmate.

Let her piece it together herself, if she was awake enough.

“When did you go to sleep?” Emma asked.

“Right after you texted me saying you were going to shower to get away from the prisoners for a while.”

“You haven’t been out then?”

“No.” Apparently belatedly realizing she was naked, she grabbed the blanket from her feet and pulled it up, covering herself.

I was actually glad for that, as it was getting a bit too tempting, and I was pretty sure my erection was showing through my hospital gown.

I just hoped it was dark enough that maybe it wasn’t. I was a convicted felon—I didn’t need Emma getting any kind of wrong ideas about me.

Or right ones, for that matter.

“There’s the animals that we saw earlier,” Emma told her. “There’s more of them. They’re everywhere. Well, not everywhere but— I guess you haven’t seen the parking lot, have you?”

Abigail shook her head. “No. I told you, I haven’t left.”

“Well,” I said, “there’s a truck that’s been knocked over, and it’s got a claw mark about the size of tractor across its side.”

“A tractor knocked over a truck?”

“No, something with claws the size of a tractor plow.”

Abigail shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

“We just fought off—” Emma began. “Or, we dodged getting trampled by an elephant morph.”

There was a loud noise from outside, and Abigail jumped. “What was that?”

“That was the signal that we need to get the hell out of here,” I said. “Grab some clothes and supplies, and anything else you think you might need. I don’t reckon either of you have a gun, do you?”

They shook their heads.

“Fine. Pack what you need, I’m gonna go see what else I can find to use as a weapon.” I held up the bear spray. “Not sure how useful this will be. Even if it is, it won’t last forever.”

I left them there to get dressed, and went to the kitchen, where I expected to find a butcher block, perhaps filled with lots of large chef’s knives.

But if the state of their knife collection—or lack of—was anything to go by, they were no chefs.

Not only was there no butcher block, but after I checked all the drawers, all I came up with was a pair of safety scissors, and a little green knife that I first thought was made of plastic, but upon tapping against the countertop discovered was metal.

It might be useful for fending off a rabbit, or a very old rat.

The only other knives they had were butter knives.

I walked back to the bedroom, just in time to see Abigail pull on a thong.

Her back was turned to me, along with Emma’s, so I stood there watching as the two of them talked.

Abigail next pulled on jeans, her breasts still uncovered. The light was on now, and I could see her clearly.

I glanced down, and saw that this wasn’t the only thing that could be seen clearly.

I would need to get some clothes. Running around in a hospital gown was growing mighty inconvenient.

I tapped on the door, and they turned to look at me, Abigail covering her breasts with her arm. I saw Emma had cleaned the blood from her nose and face.

“This is the only knife you have?” I asked, holding up the little green blade.

“Yeah,” Emma agreed.

“Are you kidding me? This is the only thing you have that’s a weapon?”

Emma nodded.

“Well,” Abigail said, “other than her judo gear.”

Emma nodded again. “Oh, right.”

“Judo gear?”
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Her ‘judo gear’ was more like ninja gear.

She even had a ninja suit.

Her gear bag sat on her bed—we’d moved to her bedroom now—and I pulled the suit from it and held it up. “This doesn’t look like it would fit you.”

“Yeah I know. I got it on the internet. The sizes were totally wrong.”

“I told you they were men’s sizes,” Abigail said. She looked at me. “Maybe you should wear it. You could use a bit of covering.”

I shrugged. “I guess it’s the only guys’ clothing you have?”

“Actually no,” Abigail said. “My brother left a pair of his jeans here. Though I don’t think they’ll fit you, seeing as how he’s only twelve years old. He’s tall, but not that tall.”

“What about Mike’s boots?” Emma asked.

“Oh yeah. I still have those. If you want to wear them, we can probably find some socks that will fit you.”

“Anything would be better than these,” I said, picking up the ninja boots that went with the outfit. With a split toe, cloth top, and thin bottom, they didn’t seem well-suited to an apocalyptic scenario.

The other items in her judo bag, however, were more situation-appropriate.

First, she had a stack of throwing stars. Actual metal ones.

In addition, she had daishō, which was a pair of Japanese swords, one long and one short.

Much better than a chef’s knife.

Also in the bag was a grappling hook, which looked rather cheaply made, but might come in handy.

It would’ve come in handy about thirty minutes ago as we were escaping the prison.

Finally there were some claws to aid in climbing.

I had a vague memory of having some similar equipment when I was a kid. I think I got it through mail-order.

The swords however, I had never had anything like.

I was no bladesmith, but they looked high quality, and they appeared to be full tang, based on the rivets in the handle. Full tang meant that more or less the full width of the blade continued on into the handle, instead of a small rod of metal or a simple tab.

The only problem was that in addition to not being a bladesmith, I was no swordsman.

But I was good with a knife, and the shorter of the two blades was short enough to serve that purpose.

I wasn’t sure what good it would do against the alien elephant creature or others like it, but maybe it would help if I encountered something like the eyeless alien parading as a guard.

Somehow though, I felt in my heart there weren’t any others like him.

It made me wonder where he was now.

Was he still down there in the infirmary wing, staring at that stairwell door that we had escaped through?

Had his foot grown? Had he grown? Had he turned into something more hideous?

Had whatever it was behind that slit, that fiery eye, finally come out?

All questions I hoped to never know the answer to.

“You should let me look at your wound,” Emma said. “Before you get dressed. I’ve got a first-aid kit here, and who knows when we’ll get another chance.”

I nodded and looked at Abigail. “Get a backpack or duffel bag, fill it up with all the supplies you can. Food, water—cash if you have any. And anything else you can think of that we might need.”

“Might need for what?”

“For surviving. Finding a safe place.” That reminded me of something, and I looked around Emma’s bedroom. “Where’s your TV?”

“We don’t have one.”

“What do you mean you don’t have a TV?”

“We use the computer.”

Jesus, go away for two years and everything changes. Though, I was also ‘away’ before prison. “Can you check the news on the computer?”

“Duh,” Abigail said.

“I mean videos, not newspaper.”

“Duh,” she repeated.

“Bring up the news, then. Let’s see what’s going on out there.”

“What are you doing?” Emma asked as I went to her window.

“Checking to see what made that noise earlier.” Other than that initial sound, there hadn’t been anything since. Between controlling myself around the beautiful naked redhead and searching for weapons, I had forgotten about it.

Don’t let your humanity get the best of you, Gage. Uncontrolled impulse has brought down great warriors. And you are neither warrior nor great.

I pushed away the memory. But still, the old mantra repeated in my mind, unbidden and unwanted: action, not reaction.

I pulled aside the curtains and peered out. Her window looked down onto the parking lot, and I could see her Prius.

“Shit,” I muttered.

Unfortunately, while whatever had made the sound was nowhere to be seen, the cause of the sound was immediately evident: another car knocked on its side.

Our car.

What did these things have against cars sitting on their wheels?

Well, it was a shitty car anyway.

Electricity. I shook my head.

Electricity was for RC cars, not ones you sat in.

When I turned around, I found Emma and Abigail sitting on Emma’s bed, staring at a small TV Emma was holding.

But as I got closer, I saw the little Apple logo and recognized it for what it was: a tablet.

“When the hell did those things get so big? Thought they were supposed to get smaller.”

Abigail—who had ignored me and not filled a bag—gave me an odd look, but Emma just said, “Look,” and turned up the volume.

I looked.

 

“…attacks all over the country. Like before, citizens are reporting men who look like animals, or animals who look like men; demonic creatures; and men wearing mechanical armor, or covered in what looks like liquid metal.

“Some are reporting robots, cyborgs.

“But like before, we only have camera footage of the animals.

“But this reporter can tell you, I’ve seen with my own eyes.

“I don’t know why the camera didn’t pick it up, but whatever it may have been, it was no animal.

“It was a demon.

“And I’m an atheist.

“But that doesn’t mean I’m going to deny what I saw before my own eyes.

“What I saw devour my cameraman, Ken.

“He—”

 

She choked up, tears forming in her eyes, and the video cut back to the newsroom, a trio of somber yet professional-looking reporters staring at the camera.

Abigail paused the video and looked at me. “They’re saying in the last hour the number of attacks increased a thousandfold.”

“Holy shit.”

She nodded.

I saw that she hadn’t entirely ignored me, as she had a duffel bag beside her, but an empty one.

“Go fill that up,” I said gesturing at the bag.

“Fine,” she whined, grabbing the bag and hopping off the bed.

“Hey,” I said as she reached the door. “Got a car?”

“No.”

Damn, that—

“But I do have a truck.”

Hallelujah.
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I sat naked on Emma’s bed as she checked my bandages.

Having her so close, and no longer being in prison, it was a real struggle to control myself.

Two years was a long time to go without a woman.

Just the scent of her was enough to send erotic chills through my body.

I suppressed them.

“I’m going to change these,” she said, peeling off the old bandages.

“You’re the doc.”

“I wish. I’m only a nurse.”

“You’re doing great.”

She laughed softly. “I’d hope so. A first year could change bandages.”

Then she had the old bandages off, and was staring at my side.

I lifted my arm and looked down to see what she found so interesting.

“Interesting,” she said. “She was right, you really do heal fast.”

“Who was right?”

She got that blank look again, then, “One of the doctors.”

“I didn’t notice any female doctors.”

“That’s because you were unconscious.” She ran a finger around the wounds on my side, and her gentle touch made me want to do all kinds of rough things to her.

What had only days ago been massive wounds requiring over a hundred stitches in all, now looked like minor-to-moderate cuts.

Frowning, she stood and took my hand, pulling me into her ensuite bathroom.

She took out a first-aid kit from under the sink, grabbed a sterile cloth from it and wet it with water, then wiped my wounds down, cleaning off the dried blood.

Even the one stab wound on my inner thigh, near my crotch.

She’s a professional, I told myself. Don’t react.

Two years, another part of me replied.

She pulled out a bandage roll from the first-aid kit, and wound it around my waist. “Keep healing like you are, and soon you won’t even need this.”

“That’s the plan.”

She cut the bandage with scissors from the kit and tucked it in, securing it in place.

Then she knelt down in front of me and began wrapping the wound on my thigh, her hands brushing against me as she did.

I couldn’t tell if it was intentional or not.

She looked up at me and gestured back into the bedroom with her head. “You really gonna wear that?”

“What, the ninja suit?”

“Yeah.”

I held my hands out to the side, looked down at myself. “Think it’s a better idea I go out like this?”

“It’s certainly—”

“I couldn’t find your first-aid kit,” Abigail said as she came into the bedroom. She was digging through a bag she carried, and so didn’t see us at first.

“I thought it was in—” Then she looked up and saw us in the bathroom, Emma kneeling in front of my crotch.

Her mouth hung slightly open as her eyes scanned my body.

“We’ve got it here,” I said. “Did you get everything else?”

She didn’t respond.

I snapped my fingers at her. “Abigail.”

“Uh, yeah. I— I got everything. I mean… I think.”

“Good.” I looked down at Emma. “Done?”

She smiled. “Yes. For now.”

I closed the first-aid kit and tossed it to Abigail.

It hit her on the chest and fell to the floor.

“Ow,” she said, jumping back.

“Pick that up and let’s get going.”

“Is… there anything else I can do?” Abigail asked, eyes fixed on my crotch.

Emma pointed at my feet. “You can get him some socks and boots.”
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Kitted out in a ninja suit and hiking boots, a short sword in my right hand, and bear spray in my left, I was ready for all comers as we exited the apartment.

I probably looked a bit funny in my hiking boots and ninja suit, with bear spray and sword, but I didn’t give a damn.

Every doorway we passed on the way to the stairs I expected to burst open and some kind of monster to come out after us.

But we made it past all of them to the stairs, then down to the ground floor.

Where we repeated the process.

No door sprung open, no monster leapt out at us, and I wondered if anyone in the building was even home.

Other than the sound of Emma’s Prius being knocked over, the night had been silent since we’d arrived.

“My truck’s this way,” Abigail said once we reached the parking lot.

My attention kept getting drawn to her ass. She was wearing tight jeans, and I had to force myself to pay attention to my surroundings, and not just what was in front of my eyes.

All I needed was three minutes alone, and I could clear my mind.

Or three minutes not alone. That would clear my mind even more effectively.

I forced myself to scan the area, looking for any signs of whatever it had been that had knocked the truck and car over.

“Poor Betsy,” Emma said as we passed her decommissioned Prius, patting one of the headlights.

“Is there anything in there you need?”

She shook her head, then stopped. “Actually, there might be.”

“Where’s your truck?” I asked Abigail.

She pointed, and I saw it sticking out above a row of cars that remained undamaged.

It looked lifted, and it had a camper shell.

This was getting better and better.

“Okay, go load the stuff in there. We’ll be right behind you.”

She looked at her truck, the distance she’d have to walk to it, then back to me. “Why do I feel like I’m about to become the dumb blonde in horror movies that always dies first?”

“It’s a good thing you’re not blonde then. I don’t think a redhead has ever died in a horror movie.”

“I’m gonna pretend you’re right about that.”

I helped Emma lift the hatch on her car, which briefly scraped against the ground before lifting to the side, due to the car being on its side.

While she dug around, I noticed parts of the driver’s front and rear doors—which were facing the sky right now—besides being clawed, looked partially disintegrated.

“K, now we can go.” She was holding a backpack. 

“So what’s in there?” I asked as we headed to Abigail’s truck. I didn’t see her, and I hoped she hadn’t gotten eaten in the thirty seconds it took Emma to get her backpack.

I’d heard the truck door open and shut, so she was probably in the truck. I even thought I saw a shock of red in the truck’s cab. It was too dark to tell for sure, however.

“My medical books. I’m going to med school. Well, planning on it. I’m studying for it right now.”

“So why did you need them?”

“Because I’m studying to be a doctor, not actually one. And you were stabbed thirty-seven times.”

“Thirty-eight.”

“That’s right. They got you in the thigh.”

“Damn close to my crotch. Too damn close.” In truth, that stab was probably the one that drove my rationality away and got them killed—I hadn’t known about the aliens yet and that in a few short days I would be out of prison, so I didn’t know my actions wouldn’t matter, that I wouldn’t spend another however many years in there for killing them. I had simply lost hold of rationality.

I had reacted.

Four-on-one is hard for anyone to deal with. My only advantage was I was trained, and they weren’t. But they were all large, and strong, and determined.

Maybe the one who’d done it had been going for my femoral and not my balls, but either way it had been a mistake.

The fact that a shank had come within inches of my jewels was enough to drive me into an uncontrolled fury, a killing machine with no mercy.

Action, not reaction. Hah, what do you know? I thought bitterly. I was still alive because I’d reacted.

Abigail was indeed fine, and already in the driver’s seat when we reached her truck.

I opened the door and stared at her.

She looked at me. “What?”

“Scoot over sweetie, I’m driving.”

“It’s my truck.”

I glared at her.

“Fine,” she said with a sigh. She unbuckled her seatbelt and scooted over to the passenger seat. Emma climbed in the backseat, the truck being a four-door crew cab.

“So where are we headed, O fearless leader?” Abigail asked sarcastically.

“Emma said something about your family’s farm? That’s a good start. Get away from people.”

“The farm is an hour-and-a-half away.”

“Oh,” I said, drumming my fingers on the steering wheel. “Shit.”

“Yeah.”

“What about you?” I asked Emma. “Any family farms nearby? Or anything out of the way?”

Emma shook her head. “None of my family’s from around here.”

“How you end up in Ohio then?”

“Long story.”

“Fair enough.” I couldn’t think of any other place to go. The prison was defensible, but it had already been overrun.

I turned on the radio, and scanned through the channels until I got a news report.

We listened to reporters tell people to stay in their houses or get to an evacuation center. And to stay calm.

If you had to tell people to stay calm, you’d already lost.

I shook my head. “Go somewhere where there’s hundreds of people. That’s a great idea.”

“At least we wouldn’t be alone,” Abigail said.

“We won’t be alone where we’re headed either,” I replied, coming to a decision. It might be a long drive, but it was worth the risk. “Unless your family’s not at their farm.”

“They’re there. They’re always there.”

“Call them to make sure.”

“It—” Emma began, but stopped.

“What?” I asked her.

She shook her head. “Nothing.”

“I’ll wake them up,” Abigail said.

“And that’s a bad thing, how?” I asked.

She sighed and pulled out her phone. Then, “I don’t have a signal.”

“What about you?” I asked Emma.

“No,” she said, looking at her own phone.

“Guess we’ll surprise them.” I started up the truck and pulled carefully out of the parking lot, driving around the overturned Prius and other pickup truck.

“Left or right?” I asked, sitting at the exit.

“Right. But it’s a long drive.”

I looked at the gas gauge. “Is a good thing you’ve got a full tank.”

The drive was uneventful.

At least the first thirty seconds of it.

Then a giant robot landed in the road in front of us.
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I slammed on the brakes to avoid the ten-foot-tall robot, as the road was too narrow for me to get around it.

It stared at us as we skidded toward it.

It didn’t seem worried that we would hit it.

Which we did.

I expected us to instantly come to a halt, like we’d hit a brick wall.

The airbags deployed as we slammed into the robot, making my ears ring and filling the cabin with white dust, but we also knocked the machine down.

We canted slightly to one side as we partially ran over the thing.

Before I could say anything or get my wits about me, we started to tip, as the robot or whatever-it-was under us crawled out and in the process partially lifted the truck.

That thing was strong.

I realized that Abigail was screaming.

Then I saw why.

From out of the passenger-side window, I saw a creature with wings and horns and malignant growths all over its body was charging at us.

Then we tipped over on our side as the robot finally got free from under the truck, and all I saw out the passenger window was blacktop.

There was a loud crash as demon collided with machine.

Meanwhile, the truck rocked back and forth on its passenger side panel, undecided on whether to settle left on its wheels again, or right on its roof and crush us.

Finally its indecisiveness passed and it came to rest on its tires.

I whistled in relief. “That was close.”

The windshield was miraculously intact, though the passenger window had shattered, but was still in the frame.

“Oh my God,” Abigail said, looking at the scene before us.

“That ain’t God, sweetie,” I said.

In front of the truck, the hellish winged creature and the robot were fighting.

I could feel the punches they were landing on each other in my chest.

Green blood and metal parts flew as they pummeled one another.

The blood seemed almost lighter than air, as it flowed around like a gas and settled on the asphalt or blew away. Some blew toward us, and I glanced at the shattered passenger window.

We needed to get out of here.

The truck was still in gear, the engine still running, though the hood had been seriously smashed in from colliding with the alien robot and apparently ever single airbag in the thing had deployed.

I tested the accelerator, and we inched forward. “Hallelujah.”

I stuffed the airbag back into the steering wheel as best I could, then crept us around the edge of the road—the robot no longer standing in the middle of it—trying to stay far away from the battling monsters and the clouds of green blood.

They didn’t seem interested in us as we passed them by and continued on down the road.

I brought the truck up to fifty, keeping the RPMs low, wanting to get a look at the wheels and the engine before pushing harder.

Abigail and Emma turned around in their seats, looking out the rear window.

“What are those things?” Abigail asked.

“Whatever they are,” I said, “just be glad they’re more interested in each other than in us.”

That now confirmed everything the news had said: mutated animals, demonic mutants, and robots.

Now if we could only figure out why they were here, and how to get rid of them.

A few minutes later, after getting what I felt was a safe distance away, I pulled into an empty gas station, as jets flew overhead.

I stuck my head out the window and scanned the sky. “F35’s. At least they’re not bombers.”

“Are you in the military?” Abigail asked.

“Go see if there’s anyone inside,” I told her, gesturing at the mini-mart. It looked empty from here, but it didn’t hurt to check.

“Me?” she asked, as though I’d asked her to cross an active battlefield filled with mines.

“Yes. I can see you the whole way. You’ll be fine.”

She reluctantly got out and headed toward it.

I glanced at the gas gauge, saw that it was still full—if we were losing any from that collision, it was slowly—then popped the hood and got out.

Emma came up beside me. “Bad?” she asked, as I grimaced at what I saw in the engine bay.

“It’s not good. But it’s not terrible either.”

I crouched down to examine the metal bumper. It looked like it had been partially eaten away.

I ran my finger over a dissolved bit. I thought back to her Prius, the partially disintegrated areas on the doors. “Was this here before?”

Emma shrugged.

I lowered my head to the ground to look under the truck, checking for anything hanging off the undercarriage.

The gas station had bright enough lights that I could see that all looked okay. Nothing hanging down, and it didn’t look like we’d sprung any leaks. Not anything serious, anyway.

Under the hood again, I fiddled with the alternator belt, which seemed loose, and wondered if things had gotten shifted around when we’d collided with that robot.

If so, the engine was probably not long for this world.

“Will it get us to Abigail’s parents?” Emma asked.

I stared at her, trying to shake off the feeling that she’d just read my mind.

Finally, I said, “No way to know for certain.” I looked around at the empty gas station. “Doesn’t seem like we have much of a choice anyway.”

Emma scanned the area. “Yeah. I’m surprised that it’s so empty. I know we live in a small town and it’s the middle of the night, but there’s usually someone out.”

“Everyone else is probably staying inside like the news said. Or gone to an evacuation center.” I turned and peered through the large windowpanes of the mini-mart to check on Abigail.

She was wandering around the little store.

I went around to the driver’s side and reached for the keys, then hesitated.

It might not start again if I turned it off.

I leaned out and looked around.

Still no one. I grabbed the bear spray and handed it to Emma. “Get in the driver’s seat. If you see anyone, honk the horn.”

“What are you doing?”

“Going to see what’s keeping her.”

“Get me some SunChips if they have any.”

I gawked at her.

“What? I’m hungry from all this running around. I like SunChips. A lot. The craving is… insistent. I’ve tried to push it away, but it’s just distracting me. Better to give in.”

“Didn’t I tell you guys to bring food? Looks like you have plenty in the duffel bag.”

“Yeah, but we don’t keep junk food in the house. Trying to keep our figures.” She gestured at her body.

“Well you’ve been doing a good job. But I think you’ve earned a treat.”

She rolled her eyes, and got in the truck.

After grabbing the short ninja blade, I went inside and found Abigail, arms full with junk food. She was currently behind the counter, and reaching up to the packs of cigarettes, trying not to drop her load.

“What are you doing?”

“Currency. At the end of the world, cigarettes are always currency.”

It seemed like a silly idea—who were we gonna trade with, and for what?—but then again people did like their cigarettes, and you never knew when some currency would come in handy.

In prison, people used other things—coffee and junk food—since cigarettes were too rare and expensive to use as currency.

But out here in the real world, maybe she was right.

I scanned the store, and spotted a souvenir rack with some bags hanging off it.

I sheathed the blade and grabbed a bag from the rack.

OHIO, THE HEART OF IT ALL it read. Below this was a picture of what I thought was City Hall.

Like anyone would want souvenirs reminding them of their time in this podunk town.

“Good idea,” she said, slightly embarrassed, as she dumped her loot into the bag I held open. “You’re not going to scold me for stealing?”

I laughed. I couldn’t help myself.

“What’s funny?”

“You. Go find some SunChips, I’ll take care of this.”

“For you? Or for Emma?”

“For your roommate.”

“Salsa and Cheddar it is.”

As she raided the potato chip aisle—an aisle she apparently had ignored, judging by the bags and bags of candy in the sack, along with a few energy drinks—I unloaded all the cigarettes. Then, after a second’s consideration, all the cash from the cash register too.

I looked up at the security camera and gave it a little shrug. What can you do? that shrug said.

The world ends, overrun by alien horrors—gotta get by somehow.

It was just too bad they didn’t sell guns here.

It would be good if we could stop by a Walmart and load up.

I wondered if Walmart still sold guns. Hopefully they at least still sold shotguns and rifles.

A shotgun would be good for the girls. Didn’t really have to aim.

Spray and pray.

I went to the coolers, which were still on, and found a Miller High Life forty. I cracked it open and took a swig.

Then I took another.

God that was good. The champagne of beers indeed.

I was about to take a third swig, when I stopped myself, remembering that my tolerance was at zero after my time in prison.

As a consequence of keeping to myself while locked up, I also didn’t have access to any illicit substances, like hooch, and hadn’t bothered making my own.

I screwed the cap back on and stowed my new friend in my bag.

“Oooh,” Abigail said from beside me.

“Jesus. You should be wearing the ninja suit. Don’t sneak up on people like that.”

“I forgot about alcohol. We should stock up. I can drink now.”

That’s right, she was only nineteen. Couldn’t buy alcohol, not in America.

I thought back to my twenty-first birthday. Drinking had not been what was on my mind. Not dying, and not getting caught, those had been my two primary concerns.

The memory of that time seemed distant as I stood in this abandoned, brightly lit mini-mart, as though then and now were separated by a large, uncrossable gap.

But while the gap was uncrossable, it wasn’t that large.

So much had happened since then, and it felt like it had been ages and ages, but it wasn’t all so long ago as that.

Abigail had grabbed another bag from the souvenir rack while I was reminiscing, and I saw that it was now full of SunChips and other assorted varieties of snacks.

“The world ends and you decide to let yourself go, huh?”

“It’s not like there’s any men around to impress.” She winked at me and bit her lip.

Copying her friend Emma, I rolled my eyes at her. It was a very alien gesture. I wasn’t sure I even did it right.

In any case she didn’t seem to notice, and started going through the cooler.

“Yes!” she said, grabbing a six-pack of like Mike’s Hard Lemonade.

I shook my head. Girly drinks. But she was a girly girl.

I had to admit, I liked me a girly girl.
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“What took you—” Emma began, then saw the bags we were holding. “Jesus, did you rob the place?”

“Yep,” Abigail said cheerily. “But don’t worry, the world’s ending.”

“We don’t know that,” Emma said.

“We just saw a demon fight a giant robot. That seems pretty world-ending to me. Plus those ships floating in the sky over New York.”

It was an odd thing. Why were they just over New York? Shouldn’t they be all over the world?

The sightings of the animals and demons and robots were.

From Tokyo to Shanghai to Bangkok to Taiwan, from Denmark to Russia, California to Maine.

Even Alaska.

There didn’t seem to be a place on earth that hadn’t been affected.

Even the places like Africa and parts of the Middle East where there had been no word from—that lack of communication was itself a message. A message that said: We’re fucked.

But the ships themselves were only over New York City.

Three massive skyscrapers floating in the sky, as though someone had plucked up one of New York’s many, and glued them into the fabric of reality, fixing them in the air.

Had they really spread this fast just from New York?

Emma scooted over to the passenger seat and I got in.

“Bitch,” Abigail groused, as she got in the backseat.

“I’m older, so I should get shotgun.”

“Whatever. I’ll just eat all your SunChips.”

“Don’t you dare. Give me a bag of those.” She turned around and reached in the backseat, snatching a bag.

She tore it open, and a slightly artificial smell of salsa filled the truck cab.

“You’re not going to mix them?” Abigail asked. “I got Cheddar too.”

“Too hungry.”

I leaned my head out the window, listening for any sounds, as Emma crunched chips beside me.

I didn’t hear anything. At least anything loud enough to be heard over Emma’s crunching.

But I figured that anything dangerous and close enough that we’d need to worry about it, would be easily heard over that.

So I rolled up the window and pulled out, heading in the direction that we had been going before we stopped at the gas station.

“Still going to the farm?” Abigail asked from the backseat.

“Unless something better presents itself.”

A second later I heard a drink opening in the back. I glanced over my shoulder, and saw Emma drinking a Mike’s Hard Lemonade.

“Don’t get drunk,” I said warily.

“This? Psh. I can drink a six-pack of these and not feel it.”

“She’s exaggerating,” Emma said. “She can drink one, and not feel it. But she’d still be a little buzzed.”

“Well I’ll drink half. We can split it.”

“I’d rather stay sober right now,” Emma said. “Besides, I’ve got my chips.”

“You should tell me where your parents’ house is before you get too drunk to remember.”

Abigail pshawed, but told me, and we drove along in a silence regularly punctuated by the crunching of chips.

The truck now smelled of salsa and cherry lemonade.

It was making me hungry.

“Give me some of those,” I said, holding out my hand to Emma, though not taking my eyes off the road.

Emma put some chips in my hand and I shoved them into my mouth.

It was the first thing I’d eaten in hours. Now that I thought about it, I realized no one had brought me lunch today.

“If I knew you were just going to inhale them, I would’ve given you something less delicious and valuable. You’re not even enjoying them.”

I swallowed “I enjoyed them. They gave me nourishment.” I held out my hand. “Give me some more.”

She turned in her seat, grabbed another bag of chips from the back, then set them in my lap. “Here, eat these.”

I looked down. They were SunChips, but plain.

I shrugged, popped the bag open—getting a shout from the backseat at the sudden loud noise, followed by a curse as Abigail spilled her drink on herself—and chowed down.

We didn’t come across any monsters on the way out of town, and we were soon the only people on the dark, unlit road.

“I really hope we don’t break down out here,” Abigail said from the backseat, looking out the window into the darkness. “It’s so dark.”

“It‘s not the dark you have to be afraid of,” I said. “In the dark, you may not be able to see people, but they can’t see you either.” After a second I added, “Unless they have night vision goggles. Then you’re screwed.” Or unless they weren’t people at all, I didn’t say.

“Were you in the Marines?”

“I think we’ll be fine though. Assuming we don’t run into anything else.”

“Yeah, I’m starting to think you’re not such a great driver.”

“I’m a very good driver.”

I saw her roll her eyes at me in the rearview as she took a swig of Hard Lemonade.

I kept the truck at a steady fifty-five, keeping the RPMs low, not wanting to push it.

The drive was hypnotic. Nothing on either side of us but grass and field. Nothing ahead or behind but open, empty road.

There were probably houses or farms somewhere in those fields to our sides, set a ways back from the road. But if so, it was too dark to see them now. There were no lights anywhere.

The only illumination came from the stars above in the moonless sky.

Since it was so hypnotic, it became a struggle to keep my eyes open.

I didn’t know why, I had done pretty much nothing but sleep the past few days.

Thinking of the prison infirmary made me think of my wounds.

They hadn’t hurt for a while now.

Maybe it was because Emma patched them up. But no, she’d only bandaged them, not given me drugs.

I looked over at said person and found her asleep, her face faintly illuminated by the glow of the truck’s center console screen.

Abigail, too, was asleep, laid out across the bench seat in the back.

I scanned the sky, looking for any ships, any like I’d seen on the TV over New York.

But the only thing in the sky were stars.

I wondered where those F35s I’d seen flying overhead at the gas station had been going, what they’d been doing.

Ohio was basically the middle of nowhere, and I couldn’t think of any Air Force Base around here that they would fly from to get somewhere to the west, which was the direction they had been headed.

Wright-Patterson was far west of where we were, and while there was a Guard’s base east, I didn’t think they would have F35s.

It was also strange that they were flying away from New York.

I let my mind go over this as I drove, but after a few minutes my thoughts started getting disconnected, taking on the texture of dreams, and I realized I was on the brink of falling into sleep.

I woke Emma to have her get me an energy drink.

She did so, then promptly fell back asleep.

Lucky girl.

I popped it open and relished the fruity medicinal taste, and soon was wide awake once more.
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I turned the news on low as we rumbled down the dark, empty highway.

It was more of the same: telling people to stay in their houses, telling people to go to evacuation centers.

It didn’t seem like anyone knew what was going on, or if they did, they weren’t telling the public.

The ships were still above New York City. Unmoving.

Though there had been no evidence that the ships were responsible for what was happening, it would be one hell of a coincidence if it was anything else, and so everyone operated under the assumption that the creatures terrorizing the planet had somehow come from those ships.

Apparently the United States government concurred, because the news reported they had sent fighter jets to attack the ships.

Though, that again made me wonder what those other jets had been doing.

Why were they flying west?

The attacks had been ineffective against the alien ships, of course.

I could’ve told them that. Anyone who’d seen an alien invasion movie could’ve told them that.

You didn’t park yourself in enemy airspace if you thought you were vulnerable to attack.

Oddly, the aliens hadn’t retaliated.

They’d just continued floating there, implacably.

A slightly hysteric-sounding newscaster now was saying people—or what looked like people—had been seen transforming into those aliens.

I thought back to the eyeless guard that had attacked me in the infirmary.

That would explain why aliens would come down wearing a prison guard uniform: they hadn’t. Instead they’d transformed one of us into one of them.

Brutal but effective tactic, if true. Instead of fighting your enemy, just turn them into you.

But it was hard to know what to believe, and I wouldn’t be buying anything until I saw it with my own eyes.

Eventually, the news began repeating itself, and so I turned on some music instead.

I found a country station, playing Girl Crush. I wasn’t much for country, truthfully I wasn’t much for music, but I liked the song.

It reminded me of a better time.
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By the time we made it to the turnoff for Abigail’s parents’ house, I’d grown sick of both the news and the country music—and the memories that music brought to the fore—and had turned the radio completely off.

“We’re here,” I said.

Grumbles from the back and passenger seats.

“Adelle, we’re here. Which house is it?”

“My name’s Abigail, asshole.”

God, I was tired to have messed that up. That was the problem with energy drinks: they made you feel awake, but didn’t really clear your mind.

They were no substitute for sleep.

“Huh, that’s an interesting name. Abigail Asshole. Were your parents fond of alliteration?”

“Fuck you,” she muttered, sitting up.

“Maybe another time. Right now, we need to get to your farm.”

She leaned over between the seats, and squinted out through the windshield.

Idling as we were, the road noise gone, I could hear the terrible grinding noises the engine was making.

Seemed it wasn’t long for this world after all.

Abigail pointed. “Up there. The one with the Christmas lights.”

“They went all out,” I said, looking at a lonely strand of Christmas lights strung along the façade of a large single-story farmhouse.

“Don’t get a lot of people out here,” she said. “I’m surprised they put them up at all.”

The house was farther away than it appeared, and it took another minute for us to arrive to her farm.

I turned in through the gate, and drove up the road to the house.

There was no driveway, simply a dirt path.

There was a fountain out front, though it looked dry. I stopped next to it, put the truck in park, but did not turn the engine off.

“Why don’t you go see if they’re up,” I told Abigail.

“They’re not up. They go to bed early. They’re farmers. Come on, I’ve got a key— Oh shit.” She was patting herself down frantically. “I forgot my keys.”

Then she frowned and looked up. “Wait. We’re in my—” She sighed. “Oh my God I’m an idiot. The key is on the keyring.”

Wonderful, I thought. I turned the dome light on, and started working the keyring free from the truck’s ignition key.

It was a standard keyring, one of the ones that you had to pull apart and slide the key between to get it off.

I hated those things.

As a kid, I’d once inadvertently jammed one under my thumbnail as I was trying to get a key off.

Let me tell you, that shit hurts. I’d never felt pain like that before or since. Not physically.

“What are you doing? Just take out the keys.”

“I don’t want to turn the car off.”

“You’re paranoid.”

“Maybe.” A few seconds later I’d extricated the keyring and handed it to her. “Go inside. See if it’s safe.”

“Oh you’re sending the youngest girl in to go see if it’s okay?”

“You’re the one who said you felt like you were the blonde in a horror movie.”

“Yeah and you said I’m a redhead.”

“Exactly. So what do you have to worry about?”

She looked around. “Huh, how strange. I don’t see any cameras or crew. And no director called scene, or cut.”

“Would you two shut up,” Emma said from the passenger seat, eyes still closed, head resting against the door. The window was still in its frame, though completely shattered.

I wasn’t about to tell her what to do, but if I were her, I wouldn’t have been leaning my head there.

“Why do I have to go in?” Abigail asked.

“Because it’s your house. Now stop being a baby and—”

Something slammed into the truck.

Abigail let out a short shriek, then something slammed into us again.

I put it in drive and floored it, not able to control my reaction.

Don’t react Gage.

Fuck off old man.

We fishtailed, and the truck sideswiped the fountain as it took off.

I spun us around the fountain and got us pointed out the drive we’d come in on.

“What the hell was that?” Abigail asked.

Before I could answer, something landed on the camper shell, then started making its way forward.

I slammed on the brakes, and whatever it was on the roof flew off and landed in the dirt, just out of the reach of the headlights.

“What are you waiting for?” Abigail said. “Go go go!”

But I didn’t think this truck could take another collision.

“Come on, Gage,” Emma urged. “What are you waiting for?”

I tightened my hands around the steering wheel, staring intently out the windshield, into the dark.

Waiting.

“Come on,” Abigail whined. “Go.”

I ignored her. I noticed my reflection in the windshield and reached up and turned the dome light off, plunging the cabin into darkness.

I thought of the faceless guard from the prison, with slits for eyes. I thought of the robot, the demon that had crashed into it.

I thought of all the things in the prison.

Why was it that I hadn’t changed, if that was what happened? And if that wasn’t what happened, why was I the one to survive. Why the nurse?

Was it coincidence? Or was it something else?

I thought of the stone, thought of the burning feeling it gave me in my chest, felt it now, a comforting weight there, above and to the right of my heart. Thought of the stab wounds in my back and side.

Thought of how I was able to run, even though I shouldn’t have been able to so soon after the attack.

Something moved beyond the headlights.

I didn’t know what I was waiting for, didn’t know why I was waiting. It wasn’t just to save the truck.

I felt compelled, drawn.

Like it was my responsibility to take out whatever it was that was approaching in the dark.

Then something skirted around the edge of the headlights, dipping in and out faster than I could track.

“Hold on,” I said.

“What do you mean hold—” Abigail screamed from the backseat as the passenger window shattered inward, and a monstrous claw reached in through it, grabbing for Emma.

Before I knew what I was doing, I leaned over, my seatbelt paying out, placing myself in front of her so that instead of digging its claws into Emma, it dug its claws into me.

Then it yanked.

I was pulled toward the shattered window like I weighed nothing at all. The seatbelt fought to keep me in, I felt a snap, the feeling of my collarbone breaking, and then the belt tore.

My shoulder slammed into the roof, something cracking that I hoped was the dome light and not another bone, before I was pulled out of the truck.

I was slammed to the ground as a creature that reeked of death mounted me, claws raking across my face and neck, though they didn’t cut as deep as it felt they should given the pressure and ferocity of the attack.

Being several feet from the passenger side of the truck, we were outside the beam of its headlights, and so I couldn’t see the creature above me, only its outline.

An outline that was only vaguely human.

Then I felt a burning in my chest, and a sensation like dominoes falling into place.

The next time the hand came down, I got my left arm up to shield myself, then struck out with my right, landing a blow.

The creature atop me let out a grunt, then wrapped its clawed hand around my throat and I felt it leaning in toward me, felt its hot breath on my face.

Breath, I thought.

Two could play that game.

I felt for a face, and what I found was not exactly what I had expected, but it would do.

Then I found a mouth, and forced my hand inside, feeling skin scrape off my knuckles and wrist as I shoved my entire fist into the thing’s mouth—a mouth much larger than any human’s should be—and down into its throat, hoping the hot breath wasn’t just an affectation, and that it actually needed to breathe.

It did.

It began writhing, trying to pull away, but I wrapped my left arm around the back of its neck and pulled it toward me, my collarbone screaming in pain, hoping like hell the thing didn’t bite my arm off.

But it didn’t seem to be able to, didn’t seem to be able to get enough leverage, though I could feel it trying.

I didn’t let go, keeping the creature tight against me, keeping my fists balled and trying to push even farther down into its throat, blocking off its windpipe.

I felt as though my fist should slice through the thing’s neck, sever its spine and come out through its back.

But of course my fist was just a fist. I had left—by no choice of my own, mind you—the blade inside the truck, and Emma still had the bear spray.

All I had was my mail-order ninja outfit, my wits, and my experience.

The thing thrashed harder atop me now, it’s legs splaying as though it was trying a grappling mount.

Then something hot started dripping down my arm, and I wondered if it was my own blood.

The weight of the thing collapsed on me suddenly, spasming in death one more time, then going still.

I kept my fist there for the count of twenty, just in case it was trying to fool me. That had happened to me once before, and I was never gonna let it happen to me again.

Then I rolled over and pulled my arm from the thing’s throat, sitting up.

“You two okay in there?” I called.

“I think so,” Emma’s voice called back. It was too dark to see her, and since I had left the truck through a shattered window and not by the normal and less painful method of opening a door, the dome light hadn’t turned back on.

The only light was the starlight, a dim multicolored glow from the Christmas lights on the house a hundred yards away, and the headlights facing forward down the road, but which hardly reached me and the monster at all, here on the side of the road.

“Abigail?”

“You remembered my name,” she said breathlessly, a little hysterically. “How sweet.”

“Back the truck up, get some light on us.”

A few seconds later the truck backed up and angled toward us, the beam of its headlights illuminating the scene.

I got a brief glimpse of something otherworldly, something not entirely like what I’d seen before, but then, before my eyes, whatever had been, faded away, dissolving, and leaving just a human behind.

I glanced up to the truck. “You—”

“Lookout!” Abigail shouted. “It’s coming for you!”

I looked around, my calming heart thudding again, but it was already too late.
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But it wasn’t another creature come to attack me, but the one I had killed.

Even in death, it still had a trick up its sleeve.

Something green and gaseous oozed from the corpse and floated onto me, clinging to my skin, going up my arm, my neck, and then forcing its way into my nose and mouth.

I screamed.

The girls in the truck screamed.

Then everything seemed to clear.

My collarbone, which had been agonizing, stopped throbbing.

Still on my knees, I looked down, and saw that my hands were in shadows.

I frowned, feeling there was something not quite right about this.

Then I looked up, and saw I was still directly in the path of the truck’s headlights. I looked back down again, lifted my hands in front of me.

I was wearing all black—most American ninja outfits were all black—however I wasn’t wearing gloves, and so my hands should’ve reflected the light from the truck’s headlights.

But they didn’t. They were as black as my ninja suit.

No, that wasn’t exactly right.

They weren’t the same kind of black as the suit. Instead of just not obviously reflecting the light, they seemed to absorb it, to suck it up like a hungry vampire.

The truck door opened, and Abigail came stumbling toward us.

“Oh no!” she said, falling to her knees in the gravel beside the corpse.

Emma got out of the truck too, and approached us. She was staring at me.

“What is it?” I asked Abigail.

“He was our neighbor. What was he doing here?”

“What was that?” Emma asked, still staring at me, not even having glanced at the corpse. “That stuff, that… smoke, it went inside you.”

“I don’t know. Whatever it was, I don’t think it harmed me. I think it did the opposite.”

She shook her head. “What do you mean?”

I held up my hands again.

She flicked her eyes down to them then back to my face. “You feel okay?”

“Look at my hands,” I said.

“What about them?”

“How dark they are.”

“It’s because you’re wearing a ninja outfit in the middle of the night.”

“But I’m not wearing gloves.”

“You—” She stopped herself, studying my hands now. “What the—” She knelt down, started to reach for my hands, then stopped herself. She leaned in, moving her head around to look on all sides. “But you’re— I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I,” I agreed. I glanced at the farmhouse. “You still have those keys Abigail?” I asked the girl, who was staring at the corpse of the thing that had yanked me from the truck and tried to kill me, and that was now simply a dead human being, all traces of whatever it’d been, whatever half-glimpsed monster I had seen, gone.

She didn’t answer, not taking her eyes from the corpse.

I placed my hand on her shoulder before I realized what I was doing, then withdrew it quickly.

But nothing happened, the blackness didn’t spread onto her.

“Abigail. Do you have the keys?” I repeated, keeping my hands at my sides.

This time at hearing her name she looked up. “What?”

“The keys to your house, do you have them?”

“Yeah. They’re in the truck still, I think. I dropped them when that— this thing hit us.”

“Go get them.”

She nodded slowly, stood, and walked to the truck like someone sleepwalking.

Emma was still staring at my hands. “Do you feel okay? In control?”

“I feel fine.”

Surprising myself, I added, “But if I start acting strange, you take that blade and plunge it into my heart.”

“What blade?” Emma asked. She was staring at me with a look I couldn’t read.

“On the news, while we were driving, while you were asleep, they said some people saw us—humans—turning into those things.” I nodded down at the body between us. “And now, I just killed this thing, and it turned into a human. Back into a human.”

“You think you’ll turn into whatever that was?”

“I don’t know.”

“It would have happened right away.”

“How—” Abigail arrived with the keys, interrupting my question. She shook them, like ringing a dinner bell. “I don’t want to go in there alone.”

“You’re not going to.” I looked to Emma. “Get your bear spray, and grab my blade.”
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The three of us stood at the door, Emma holding her bear spray, me holding my blade, and Abigail holding her keys.

Her hands shook, the keys rattling, as she stuck the house key in the deadbolt and twisted.

She reached for the door handle and wrapped her fingers around it, then froze.

After ten seconds, I said, “Abigail?”

“I can’t. I’m too afraid of what I’ll find.”

“If there were any more of those things, I think they would’ve—”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I mean my parents. If they’re…”

“Oh.” She didn’t need to finish. If one of those things had been out here, maybe it had been in there as well.

But I didn’t see any damage to the door, nor any broken windows.

“No signs of break-in,” I assured her. “Come on.” I gently moved her hand out of the way, twisted the knob, and pushed open the door.

We stood staring into darkness, the house completely black, the only light coming from the multicolored Christmas lights strung above our heads.

“Mom? Dad?”

Silence.

Abigail’s breathing was heavy, labored.

I put my hand on her shoulder, again without thinking, and again quickly withdrew it. “It’s okay Abigail,” I said. Then, my blade at the ready, I stepped past her, and into the dark.

I stood and listened. I heard no sounds. I didn’t smell blood, or death. Though if they were very fresh kills, I might not.

I felt along the wall for a light switch, found one, and flicked it on.

I covered my eyes against the sudden brightness, squinting through splayed fingers at the room.

After a second I dropped my hand, but had to keep my eyes squinted against the bright light.

My eyes hurt, and they seemed to be taking longer than they should have to adjust to the brightness.

Abigail and Emma stepped in beside me, Emma holding her bear spray at the ready, Abigail looking lost.

“Dad?” she called. “Hello?”

All remained silent, except for the truck’s labored engine from outside.

“Are they heavy sleepers?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“Where’s their bedroom?”

“This way.” She started moving toward it, and this time I caught myself before grabbing her arm with my hand.

It hadn’t done anything so far the two times I’d accidentally touched her, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t. “Wait,” I said.

She looked back at me, and I stepped in front of her. “Stay behind me.”

She told me which way to go, and we made our way steadily to a closed door, which she said led to her parents’ bedroom.

For some reason I got a flashback to the prison, as we tried to enter the warden’s office, to Emma kicking the door in.

But this door seemed to have no lock, and this was certainly no prison.

I twisted the handle, pushed the door open, and stepped back, raising my blade.

No creature leapt out at us, no alien tried to steal our humanity.

Abigail rushed in before I could stop her, and being familiar with the house, instantly found the switch on the wall without fumbling, casting the bedroom into light.

The empty bedroom.

We stood looking around, the unoccupied, unmade bed in front of us.

“Where are they?” Abigail asked no one in particular.

I saw no blood, no signs of struggle.

“Maybe they went to a shelter,” Emma said.

Abigail nodded. “Maybe… They aren’t really those kind of people, the kind to go to a shelter instead of sticking it out, but who knows with an alien invasion how they’d react.”

“You haven’t talked to them recently?” I asked.

“Earlier today. But things weren’t like this then. What do we do now?”

It was a damn good question.

If those things were all the way out here, they were probably anywhere people were, especially if the news was right and they were turning us into them.

The fact that the one I’d killed turned into a human after it died nearly sealed the deal.

Why else would that happen, if it hadn’t once been human?

And the fact that Abigail recognized it as her neighbor…

Never assume you understand the enemy, Gage. Be confident, but not cocky. Always open to the fact that you may be wrong.

I couldn’t pretend to understand alien motivations. Maybe it was some trick, or some side effect of being on earth.

In any case, one of them being out here meant there was nowhere that was truly safe. At least nowhere there were humans.

And I wasn’t about to go to Antarctica. Though, come to think of it, even that now had people on it.

If only the North Pole were real. Maybe Santa and his elves wouldn’t be affected.

Santa Vs Aliens, I thought, and chuckled.

“It’s not funny,” Abigail said.

“It’s not that. Alright, we need to go somewhere we can defend. Somewhere that no one can get into if we don’t want them to.”

“What about the prison?” Abigail asked. “Emma works in a prison.”

“I’m aware,” I said. “The prison is not a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Because there are those things everywhere.”

“But we could—”

“No,” I interrupted. “We’re not going back there.” I thought of the eyeless guard. “Is there anything else you can think of that would be defensible?” Although the idea of running and hiding didn’t appeal to me very much, I had to think of these two girls, had keep them safe.

“Just farmhouses,” Abigail said.

Our conversation was interrupted by noises from outside.

“What is that?” she asked.

“Hit the lights,” I said, going to the window to peer outside.

We were plunged into darkness, but it was still so dark outside that I could barely see, especially after being blinded by the bedroom lights.

I carefully and quietly cracked open the window, and listened.

The sounds were coming from far away, but not far away enough.

“Let’s get out here. I don’t like this.”

I headed toward the bedroom door, slamming my foot into something on the way.

“Careful,” Abigail said.

“Thanks,” I muttered. At least I was wearing boots now. That would have hurt like hell if I’d still been barefoot.

The girls followed me out to the front door.

The sounds were louder now, and I put my hands out to indicate to them to halt.

I scanned the area, but didn’t see anything.

“Maybe we should stay here,” Abigail said. “Hide out.”

I shook my head. “We—”

Something landed on the truck’s cab, crushing it, and causing the whole truck to bounce, the headlights jittering wildly before it settled back down.

I shut the front door.

“Your parents have a car?” I asked Abigail.
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In the garage sat a massive monster truck.

The wheels were almost three-fourths of my height, and you practically needed a ladder to climb up into the thing.

It barely even fit in the garage, the top of it nearly touching the ceiling.

And the garage wasn’t a normal one, these ceilings maybe ten or fifteen feet high.

“Not bad,” I said. “Where are the keys?”

We’d started off in a Prius, then upgraded to a pickup truck. Now this.

At least one thing was going right.

Maybe next we would get a tank, and then a fighter jet.

Hell, maybe a spaceship.

Although with aliens in the sky, that probably wasn’t the best choice of vehicle.

“Mom’s SUV is gone,” Abigail said excitedly. “That means they might be okay.”

“If you don’t get us those keys, we might not be.”

Abigail ran to a pegboard and pulled down a set of keys. Showing that she could learn, she tossed them to me and then went around to the passenger side.

I was starting to like her.

I tossed my blade in, then climbed up into the driver’s seat and waited for the girls to get in.

Emma climbed in last, but stopped before sitting down, standing on the riser, door open.

“What?” I asked.

“All our stuff is in the truck. Maybe we should go get some food from inside the house.”

I was about to tell her we didn’t have time, but crashing from inside the house obviated that need.

“Or not,” she said, climbed in, and slammed the door.

Abigail leaned forward from the backseat and hit a button above my head.

The garage door started sliding open in front of us.

I started up the truck, and it roared to life, the rumble loud enough to feel in my chest.

“All right,” I said, my right foot itching to hit the accelerator.

I shifted the truck into gear, and waited for the door to roll up.

“Can this thing go any slower?” I complained.

“They didn’t build it with getting away from aliens in mind,” Abigail quipped.

Something crashed into the garage with us, perhaps attracted by the sound of the door opening or the rumbling engine, and slammed into some part of the truck.

We were too high off the ground for me to tell what. Either one of the back wheels, or the truck’s bed.

The door wasn’t quite open yet, and I feared if I tried to plow through it, it would decapitate the top of the truck.

And possibly us.

That door looked solid.

“Come on you son of a bitch,” I muttered at the door.

There was an inhuman screeching sound and the truck rocked again.

I hoped whatever it was didn’t puncture one of the tires.

Then the garage door ground to a halt.

Thankfully fully open.

I took my foot off the brake and floored it out of here.

We rocketed out, and somehow got minor air as we left the confines of the garage.

“Oh my God,” Abigail said in a mix of awe and horror.

At first I thought it was at my driving skills, but then I glanced out the side window, and saw several monsters, twenty or thirty of them.

And they all were now coming after us.
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We jolted up and down as we plowed through the field, even this monstrous truck being thrown around as we tried to get away from the horde of monsters chasing after us.

I clutched the steering wheel tightly after one particularly violent jolt and—

And suddenly a blade rocketed out from my fist, sliced the gear shift lever clean off, and then plunged into the digital speedometer.

“Fuck!” I exclaimed. What the hell was that?

“They’re getting closer,” Abigail agreed, apparently misinterpreting my exclamation.

I let go of the steering wheel to examine the blade that had shot out from my fist, but as soon as I did, it disappeared.

Something landed in the truck bed, distracting me, and I looked back to see what looked like a giant moth clinging to the bed.

Its grip wasn’t perfect though, sliding back as it was pushed by the wind.

Then we hit another bump, and the giant insect was flung into the air.

“I wish this thing had a camper shell.”

“Where are we going?” Emma asked. She seemed entirely too calm.

I had no idea, just away from those things.

“You’re the one who’s from here,” I said to Abigail. “How do we get onto a highway?”

“Just keep going straight,” she said from the backseat, clutching the oh shit handle.

In the dark, I couldn’t tell if she was wearing her seatbelt.

I hoped so. I wouldn’t want her to go slamming into the windshield if we hit something or suddenly came to a stop.

“Helpful.”

“It’s not far. You see that light?”

“Yeah.”

“Head toward it. It’s a call box. Then hang a left once we reach it. It’ll take us right onto the highway.”

It felt like an eternity before we reached it—and having to keep my right hand loose on the steering wheel for fear of a blade appearing again didn’t help my control of the vehicle—but we made it, and I hung a hard left onto the asphalt, the huge truck nearly tipping over as I did.

“Don’t take turns so fast!” Abigail shouted at me. “This isn’t Emma’s Prius.”

But we didn’t roll over, which was good, because those things were still on our tail.

Some of them, anyway. Many had fallen back, perhaps to find easier targets, but the ones that could fly were still behind us.

The ‘highway’ we turned onto was not much more than a two-lane road, but at least it was paved.

I floored the accelerator, though with the damaged speedometer, I couldn’t tell how fast we were going.

Actually, I couldn’t tell anything, as the entire gauge cluster was black now.

Stupid technology. Being digital, the whole thing was out of service just because the screen was damaged.

It felt like we were going fast, but I’d never been in a truck this large, so it might’ve just been the size and being so high off the ground deceiving me.

“Are those things still behind us?” I asked.

Emma turned around in her seat next to me to look.

“I don’t see anything,” Abigail said.

“Me neither,” Emma agreed.

I relaxed a little. Then I glanced at my right hand. It was still black, but there was no blade coming from it.

What the hell had that been about?

If it weren’t for the gear-shift lever missing its top half, and the broken instrument cluster, I would’ve thought I’d hallucinated it.

Wouldn’t be the first time I’d hallucinated something in periods of extreme stress.

Though usually nothing so vividly.

I glanced at Emma, who didn’t look to have noticed.

I was afraid to close my fist again, for fear that it would create another blade. I didn’t know how long it would be, and I didn’t want to pierce the windshield or the truck’s roof.

I looked at my left hand and saw with surprise a curved black disc floating above it.

When I released the tension in my left hand the disc disappeared.

What was the saying? Curiouser and curiouser.

“What are we gonna do?” Abigail whined from the backseat. “All our stuff was in the truck. My cell phone was in there.”

“Oh how horrible,” I said. “You lost your cell phone. Maybe we should go back and get it.”

“Do you think that would be safe?”

I sighed. She was hot, and her naked body had been damn near irresistible, but she had a lot to learn yet.

Emma turned on the radio, scanning through the channels, looking for news stations, but couldn’t find any.

“Try AM,” I told her.

She did, after a few seconds to figure out how, and at first there was nothing, but then she found a single station broadcasting.

“…awful,” a male voice was saying. “But they’re not unstoppable. We’ve heard people have killed them with weapons.”

“Yeah,” another male voice said, this one with a slight accent I couldn’t quite place, “and where have you heard that from?” He sounded dismissive. “All I know, is I saw someone shoot one of those things pointblank with a shotgun. You want to know what happened? The guy who shot it with that bigass ten gauge got eaten. That slug didn’t do a damn thing to it.”

“And which one was it? What kind?”

“It was one of the terminators.”

“Well there you go. For those you need to use different weapons.”

“Yeah, like what? Nukes? Or maybe we need to lower them into some molten lava.” There was a distorted disdainful laugh, then he said, “Thank you caller, we’ve got many other calls to take.”

“Yeah, I doubt that. The phone lines are—” But then he was cut off.

“Welcome caller, you’re on Mark’s Shit’s Hit the Fan show.”

“Thanks Mark. I’m not really a long time listener or caller. I was scanning the radio and yours is the only show that’s still on.”

A chuckle. “Yeah. Let’s just say my equipment is not up to FTC regulations. Or down to it, if you wanna be specific. But when the shit hit the fan, I wanted to be sure I could still broadcast. Plus, I think all those other stations evaced the fuck out. Them bastards kept coming for em.” Another chuckle, and I wondered if this man was entirely sane. “But not me. I’m safe up here.”

“Right, sure. I just wanted to know what’s going on.”

“What’s going on? Haven’t you looked outside?”

“That’s the thing, I’ve been out on my boat, on vacation, fishing for the past two weeks. No internet or phones, just nature. Then I come back in and find the town empty and…” He trailed off.

“Well you might want to go back to fishing. Sorry to say it, but it looks like the apocalypse is finally here. Not exactly how any of us thought it would be. I know I didn’t prep for this exactly. But I did prepare, and now, long as one of those things doesn’t find me and eat me, I got plenty of food and water and supplies to ride this thing out.

“And don’t any of you listeners be getting any ideas. I’ve also got guns. And ammo.”

“But what are they?” the caller asked.

“No one knows. About all anyone has figured is that there are the beasts, the terminators, and the hellspawns. I’m not so sure they’re actual demons. I mean, those ships are still hovering in the sky above New York, so that—”

“What ships?”

“Oh man, you really have a lot to catch up on. All right, here’s a short version: A few days back, three ships appeared above New York City. Just floating there, like got-damn UFOs, except way bigger. Way bigger. All these little tiny lights on them that look like windows, but that if you get a telescope and try to look into, all you see is just… light.

“Then not long after that, they somehow send these creatures down all over the world. And they start attacking us. They start attacking each other too. Which is confusing. When I was getting the hell out of Dodge, one was about to attack me, then two others crashed into it and they started fighting, losing interest in me.

“Fuckin strange.

“Yeah I said fuckin, FTC. What you gonna do, fine me?

“Anyway, so those creatures started going around attackin things. Attackin each other, attackin people. Even sometimes attackin structures, although not with anything you could rightly call reason. They don’t look to be trying to take out resources. They just seem to have something against buildings. Especially concrete ones. No one knows why. They seem to leave the brick ones alone. That’s weird. Unfortunately my little hideaway here isn’t made of brick.

“It’s made a fucking concrete.

“Like I said, didn’t exactly prepare for this scenario.

“So, you’re pretty much caught up to what the rest of us know.

“There’s ships in New York, probably aliens, maybe demons, maybe angels, who knows. Anyway, and they sent these things out to fight us and to fight each other. Oh yeah, and we tried to nuke the ships above New York, of course, being true red-blooded Americans.

“It didn’t work.

“On the plus side, the aliens didn’t retaliate. They just kept on floating there like nothing had happened. Fuckin weird if you ask me.

“But no one did.

“So there you go, that’s the short of it. And pretty much the long of it, come to think of it.”

“Oh,” the caller said simply, stunned.

“Yeah, ‘oh’. My recommendation? Go find someplace to hide. Hell if you been safe out on some lake or wherever the hell you were fishing for this long, you might want to go back there.”

“I was fishing out around Manitou Island.”

“Island? Where the hell you calling from?”

“Leland. In Michigan.”

“Well mister, I’d suggest getting somewhere safe as soon as you can. Back on your boat, maybe.”

Silence.

“Hello?” the host, Mark, said.

After another several seconds, “Looks like we lost our friend from Michigan. Hope he’s okay. Makes me wonder what the hell kind of radio he was using to pick me up. Leland’s at least two hundred miles from here. Shit, maybe I have this power jacked up too high. Don’t want to fry my own brain with microwaves. In fact, let me turn it down a bit.”

The station turned to static.

The sudden cessation of voices filling the truck’s cabin was stunning. I looked over at Emma, and she looked at me.

Somehow her look unnerved me even more.

“Why was that so creepy?” Abigail asked.

I scanned through more channels, but found nothing. “How are there no other people broadcasting?” I grunted.

“At least we know those ships are only over New York,” Abigail said.

“What does that matter?” I said. “The ships may only be there, but those ships haven’t attacked anyone. It’s the creatures that have attacked people. And they’re apparently everywhere. Apparently turning us into them.”

“I was just trying to cheer us up,” she said sharply.

“False cheer can get you killed.”

“And what exactly are you, anyway?” Abigail asked.

My eyes involuntarily flicked down to my blackened hands. Before I could reply, she went on.

“Special forces? Navy seal? Assassin? Or hell, are you a ninja?”

“Do I look like a ninja?” I said, only remembering I was wearing a ninja suit after the words already left my lips.

“No,” Abigail replied.

I glanced back at her.

She was trying to suppress a grin.

“Funny,” I said.

“And we’re heading toward Cleveland,” she added worriedly. “Do we really want to go toward population centers? It seems like a bad idea. It sounded like that guy who was broadcasting was a prepper on a mountain in the wilderness somewhere. Maybe we should find someplace like that, away from everyone.”

The idea of running and hiding didn’t appeal to me. But, I wasn’t used to fighting aliens or demons, or whatever they were. So maybe that was the smartest course of action. Find somewhere to wait it out.

I looked to my hands again.

But wait it out for what?

The military already gave it their all, and hadn’t made a dent.

On the radio, the guy, Mark—for some reason his name stuck in my head—had said shotgun slugs hadn’t hurt the machine ones.

And yet I had killed one of those things. With my bare hands.

True, it had been—I think—a hellspawn, but I had seen a hellspawn hurt a— what had he called it? A terminator?

A terminator which had seemed unfazed by our truck running into it.

I thought back to the prison infirmary, stabbing the splintered mop handle into that guard’s eye; that slit that mimicked an eye.

I tried to think if I’d seen the aliens injured in any other way.

I had seen them fighting and injuring each other in the prison, as I stood in the stairwell, looking through the window in the door into A-wing.

The alien elephant back at the prison looked like it had killed a few of the hellspawns, but it hadn’t been injured by plowing down the prison gate.

Stymied, yes. Injured, no, not at all.

So they could hurt us, and they could hurt each other, but we couldn’t hurt them.

Except, from my experience, it seemed I could hurt them.

It was always dangerous to think yourself special, above everyone else, but I had impossible-to-ignore evidence that something was different about me.

I got a sudden flash of Gabriel, my cellmate, dying in my arms, his bloody lips as he said, ‘Be the sword and shield.’

I thought of swallowing the stone to keep it away from the guards.

I thought of the blade extending from my fist, the small disc on my other hand appearing and disappearing as I clenched the steering wheel.

‘Be the sword and shield,’ he had said.

And that wasn’t all, was it? What else was it that he had said? ‘Be the defender and the…’

And the something.

“Gage?” Abigail asked, since I hadn’t answered her question.

Be the sword and shield, I thought.

“We’re going to get supplies.”
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The parking lot was full.

Abigail had directed me toward a nearby Walmart, complaining that we were too close to the city, and that there’d be too many people.

She was apparently right.

“Wow,” Abigail said sarcastically. “Looks pretty empty.”

“But I don’t see any people,” I said. “Just vehicles.”

I guided the monster truck through the parking lot, feeling uncomfortable, and not just because of the tight confines.

There was something about this place that set alarm bells off in my mind.

Everything looked too predictably chaotic. Like a movie set.

There’s something called the clustering illusion. If you ask a person to draw a random sequence of dots on a piece of paper, what they actually end up drawing isn’t random at all, it just looks random to them.

True randomness, you get clusters, not an even distribution.

And this was an even distribution.

“What are you doing?” Abigail asked from the backseat, as I pulled the truck to a stop and shifted into reverse.

“Something isn’t right. We’re getting out of here.” I’d learned to trust my instincts in situations like this, lacking any other source of intel.

“We haven’t gotten supplies yet,” she whined.

“What do you see?” Emma asked.

I looked over my shoulder and backed the truck up, having to go slow. Never having piloted something so tall, I was afraid I was gonna run over one of the cars and get stuck. “There’s something off about this place. It feels like a set-up. Like a trap.”

That’s when the man with the gun appeared.
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“Shit!” I shouted, slamming on my brakes, partially to avoid running him over, mostly so he didn’t open fire.

He trained his AR-15 on the truck, and shouted something that—with the windows up and engine rumble—I couldn’t make out.

“What is he saying?” Emma asked.

Abigail started to roll down her window.

“Don’t!” I scolded.

“But maybe he’s—”

“I don’t care. Keep the windows up and the doors shut and locked.” I put the truck in drive and started to go forward.

Like ants from a flooded nest, more people with guns started appearing. From inside and under cars, from bushes and hopping down from trees.

They came from everywhere.

They were shouting at me, and I heard some of them yelling stop.

But you don’t stop. You never stop. Not if you can still go.

I took a corner near the front of the Walmart, and came to a blockade of three cars spanning across the road and all the way up to the chain-link fence of the garden center.

Behind it several men had their guns trained on us.

Behind us, two cars pulled up side-by-side, boxing us in.

If this Walmart had had weapons, they were likely all gone now.

I revved the engine, waiting to see what the men behind the cars would do.

“Maybe they just want to be friends,” Abigail said.

I laughed bitterly. “Great way to make friends. Ambush them and hold them at gunpoint.”

“But—”

Then there was a gunshot.

I didn’t know where it came from, or if they’d hit us, but that was my cue to get the hell out of here.

I slammed the gas and went straight for the line of cars, praying we didn’t get thrown sideways into the garden center.

Its fence was no prison fence, but this truck was no alien elephant.

Abigail shrieked from the back, throwing herself against the seat and grabbing the seatbelt, trying to get it on herself before we collided with the line of cars.

From beside me Emma cursed and braced herself.

And then we hit the barricade of cars—and they were cars, luckily, not SUVs or trucks—the men who had been guarding them diving to the side and out of the way.

We ran up them like a ramp and flew briefly into the air—straight and true, thankfully—then landed hard on our front wheels, a brief scraping sound as the fender collided with the pavement.

But the truck kept going.

I floored it toward the exit, which was unobstructed.

More gunshots went off, and these ones did hit us.

I felt one of the rear tires go flat, and I cursed.

They were damn big targets.

I made it out of the parking lot and onto the street, and turned left, heading back the way we’d come.

“Where now?” Emma asked.

I didn’t answer, looking behind in the mirrors to see if we were being pursued.

“Shit,” I muttered.

We were being pursued all right. A convoy of at least twenty cars poured out of the parking lot behind us. There were even five or six people on motorcycles, which I thought was rather stupid. Unless you happened to be a super sexy superhuman who loved to get naked while ridding the world of zombies, riding a motorcycle in the apocalypse seemed like a bad idea.

One of the motorcycles, a sport bike, sped past all the other bikes and cars and caught up to us almost instantly, the rider training his gun on us and firing into one of the tires.

Bad idea or not, they were fast as hell.

And also vulnerable.

I swerved the truck into the motorcycle, which seemed to take him by surprise.

But as we collided, instead of knocking him off, he leapt from his bike and onto the driver-side running board, grabbing with his left hand onto the side mirror.

“Goddammit! Fucking monkey!”

He started to raise his gun and without thinking I clenched my right fist and punched the glass.

The black blade pierced the glass and into his left shoulder.

I thought I heard a high-pitched scream of pain, then he fell from the truck and slammed into the blacktop and went rolling.

One of the other cars tried to swerve around him but it looked like they didn’t quite manage it.

That’s what you got for fucking with me.

I returned both hands to the wheel, 9 and 3, and focused on the road ahead.

Unfortunately, now both tires on the left side of the truck were flat, and it was getting hard to keep the truck going in a straight line.

“You have really bad luck with vehicles,” Abigail said from the backseat.

“No shit.” I was just waiting for them to hit the gas tank next.

Still, I kept the pedal to the floor, increasing our speed as the caravan pursued us.

“How are we gonna get away from them?” Emma asked.

“I’m open to ideas.”

“We could steal a boat!” Abigail said. “Go to Lake Erie.”

“And then what?” I asked. “We’d be sitting ducks.”

“Not if we crossed into Canada. My grandparents live there.”

“It’s—” Emma began, but then something slammed into us from behind.

In my side-view mirror, I saw a truck nearly as tall as ours behind us.

It was getting damn hard to keep our truck steady, not being able to grip the wheel tightly for fear of a blade shooting out of my fist.

Already the disc was hovering above my left hand as I white-knuckled the steering wheel, but that at least seemed harmless.

The truck rammed us again, and we started to go sideways.

The girls screamed, I cursed, gripping the wheel hard with both hands, the blade shooting out from my fist and into the instrument cluster again, and as I tried to right us that blade slashed through the overhang above the gauges and cut off a bit more of the shifter.

But for all that, we were done for.

Instead of righting, we went fully sideways, and instead of skidding, the truck caught on its wheels and all our forward momentum propelled us into the air and a roll.

There was a moment of peace, of weightlessness, as up became down, and we spun through the night.

Then we slammed hard onto the blacktop on the roof of the truck and everything went black.
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When I came to, I was in a vehicle, though not our vehicle.

I tried to keep my body relaxed, like it would’ve been while I was unconscious, and slowly let my eyes open to slits, keeping tension out, not letting myself squint, not giving any signs that I was no longer unconscious.

A blurry picture appeared, and I saw I was in the back of a van.

I opened my eyes a little wider, as it was dark enough back here that no one would be able to see this.

There didn’t seem to be anyone with me.

I was facing the back doors, so I couldn’t see the driver, or if there was a passenger, but I didn’t sense anyone else in the back with me.

I let my head fall to the side, and then slowly moved it so I could see the front of the van, scanning the back of the van in the process and confirming I was alone back here.

The passenger seat was also empty.

That was pretty ballsy of them, to take me alone.

Then I realized that my hands and feet were bound.

To my surprise, the person driving the van was a woman. A big burly woman, but still a woman. Perhaps her size and butchness prevented her from becoming a sex toy for these bastards.

The truck took a turn, and then several more slow speed ones, and I felt we must be back in the Walmart parking lot.

That meant I couldn’t have been out too long, unless they lingered at the crash site, which seemed unlikely given the aliens that were out there.

Where were Emma and Abigail? I wondered.

If they’d hurt them, if they’d laid a finger on them…

I clenched my fists and there was a sudden pressure on my lower back from the disc on my left hand followed by a vague sound as the blade extended from my right fist and pierced the van’s floor.

I quickly unclenched my fists, and wondered if I could impale myself with that blade, wondered if the disc—the shield—would have protected me, seeing as it was closer to my body.

Luckily my fist had been angled away from me and into the floor, so I didn’t have to find out.

The van came to a stop, the woman in the front got out and shut the door, and I began to hear voices.

Then the back doors opened, and I let my eyes shut before they could see me.

An instant later I felt a light shined onto my face.

“He’s still out. Keep your gun trained on him in case he wakes up.”

“That a ninja outfit he’s wearing?” a different voice asked.

“Just help me get him out of here.”

Hands grabbed my ankles and pulled me from the van.

I kept myself limp, hoping like hell they didn’t just let me fall and slam my head into the pavement.

I had something like that happen to me before, but that time I had been wearing a helmet.

Luckily I soon felt hands on my shoulders, and I was carried from the back of the van.

I heard more people talking, and what sounded like a woman crying.

I wanted to open my eyes, to see if it was Emma or Abigail, but didn’t dare take the chance.

I wasn’t going to give up the advantage I had right now of them thinking I was unconscious.

“How’s Hunter?” someone asked from nearby.

It sounded like it came from one of the ones who was carrying me.

In answer there was only silence, and in my mind’s eye I saw someone shaking their head.

Perhaps Hunter was the one on the motorcycle who’d tried to kill us, the one who I’d stabbed.

Either that, or he was one of the guys behind the barricade, though I was pretty sure they’d all gotten out of the way in time.

I was placed onto the ground, and then I heard Abigail’s voice. “But we didn’t do anything. You tried to shoot us!”

Zip it girl, I thought. Never talk to the enemy.

Coincidentally, whoever Abigail was talking to felt the same. “Shut it kid.” The voice sounded old.

Really old. Like seventy or eighty. And like he’d spent a lifetime smoking unfiltered cigarettes and chugging moonshine.

“What’d you do to him?” I heard Emma ask.

So she was here too.

They both were okay.

I prevented myself from letting out a sigh of relief, but I was relieved all the same.

More than I would’ve expected to be, given that I really barely even knew them. 

But I was glad to see them, so to speak. To know they were okay.

“We didn’t do nothing to him. Youse the ones that crashed.” This sounded like the big woman who had been driving the van.

“And where do you think you’re going?” another voice said. This one was a woman’s.

That was odd, another woman.

“I need to help him. I’m a nurse.”

Goddammit, I thought.

“That why you wearin that weird outfit?” someone asked.

“A nurse,” another voice said. “That’s a useful skill.”

To my surprise, since I expected them to stop her, I heard Emma ask from beside me, “Gage?” Her fingers pressed to my neck, and I heard her let out a sigh of relief when she felt my pulse. “He’s alive.”

“No shit,” a voice said, it sounded like the same woman. “He don’t deserve to be. Not after what he did to Hunter.”

“Ran her over. Just a kid,” someone else said. A younger male. Late twenties or early thirties.

There were a lot of them around right now, and as much as I wanted to make a move, I’d have to wait.

“The guy on the motorcycle?” Abigail asked, furious. “He was trying to shoot us!”

“Shoot out your tires,” the young man corrected.

“And it wasn’t no he,” the woman said. “She’s a girl. Just a teenage girl. She didn’t—” The voice broke off, choking up.

A teenage girl? I thought.

What the hell were they doing with a teenage girl?

I could guess.

Then again, I didn’t think they’d give her a gun and a motorcycle if they’d kidnapped her and made her a slave.

Maybe it was someone in the group’s daughter?

But if someone had a daughter, how would they allow the group to go around kidnapping young girls?

They wouldn’t, my mind told me, and an unpleasant possibility forced its way into my consciousness: maybe they weren’t the bad guys here.

Maybe I was.
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I sat, watching Emma work on the girl.

The girl who I’d stabbed through the shoulder and knocked off our truck.

The girl who’d subsequently been run over, or at least the lower half of her body.

Miraculously, she was alive still, though both her legs were severely broken.

Emma had cut her motorcycle gear off, and the girl now lay there in her underwear looking fragile and exposed, large swaths of her pale skin dulled with several bruises, the shoulder where I’d stabbed her swollen and red.

Blood oozing out from her shattered legs.

Two very angry looking men with guns were stood in front of me, the guns held at the ready, though not pointed at me.

They wouldn’t meet my eyes.

We were inside the Walmart, and I was propped against one of the tables in the McDonald's. I was actually under the table, perhaps so I couldn’t pop to my feet and surprise them.

My hands and feet were still bound with duct tape, my hands behind my back and my legs straight out in front of me.

Standing around Emma, watching her work, holding back their tears, were a group of people, men and women and children alike. They watched, but kept their distance.

Abigail was standing to one side of the crowd, hand over her mouth, tears running down her cheeks, her eyes red.

She had some minor cuts on her face, and had been knocked out as well, though for a shorter time than I had been.

Emma was the only one who’d escaped our crash unscathed and without getting knocked out.

Which was good, cause I might have already given her a concussion when I hit her with the door back at the prison, and she didn’t need another one.

Walmart was no hospital, but it did have quite a bit of medical supplies.

Supplies which Emma was putting to good use splinting and stitching and bandaging.

Still, the girl’d been run over.

I had the feeling she needed more than what Walmart and a prison nurse could supply.

The old unfiltered-cigarette-smoking, moonshine-drinking man, the one whose voice I’d heard when I was playing possum, the one who’d told Abigail to shut it, walked over to me. He was dressed in jeans and a tucked-in blue flannel shirt, revealing a handgun on his right hip, and a large walkie-talkie on his left.

He was the first person since the crash, other than Emma and Abigail, to meet my eyes.

He looked back at the girl being worked on by Emma. “Son, why couldn’t you have just gotten out of the truck?” the man asked, shaking his head.

It seemed like a rhetorical question, so I said nothing.

He looked at me again. “I’m Jed. I’m guessing you’re Gage?”

So he had paid attention when Emma had called me by my name.

I nodded slightly, not seeing what advantage knowing my first name could give him. And also having the growing horrific feeling that these people were not what I had assumed.

“I’m sorry about the girl,” I said, adjusting my position slightly, imperceptibly, on the ground, feeling my hand slip out of the duct tape, keeping my eyes on the man, Jed, not looking at the two men with guns, not giving away what I had done. “I didn’t realize… With the helmet and armored motorcycle gear…” I shook my head. “But someone did shoot at us first.”

“That gear might’ve saved her life. Though for how long, who knows…” He trailed off, looking back at the girl again. Then he fixed his gaze on me. “As for shooting, well, that was an accident.”

I nodded. “We both made a mistake.”

“But our mistake didn’t hurt one of you,” he said solemnly, then went on before I had a chance to reply. “What is it exactly you’re doing here?”

“Same thing anyone would be. Looking for supplies, trying to stay alive.”

“You ain’t gonna be alive for long,” one of the men with guns said. He was tall, and a bit chubby. And in contrast to his deep voice, he had a smooth, round baby-face.

“Cut it out, Junior,” Jed scolded.

“But he—”

“I said cut it out.”

Junior fell silent, glaring hatred at me, then looking away.

“What are you gonna do with us?” I asked.

“Us?” he asked. “Well the two girls there, they weren’t the ones driving. And one of them, the nurse, is trying to save Hunter. As for you…” He fell silent, apparently unable to decide what to do with me. Finally he said, “I don’t know, to tell the truth. We could’ve helped you, could’ve taken you in.”

Junior tensed at this.

“But not now, not after what happened. Even if she makes it, she’s got two broken legs. That won’t be easily forgotten. Specially not if the world goes the way it looks like it’s going to. Like as not, those legs won’t heal right.” He shook his head. “It will be a hard life for her… If she makes it,” he repeated.

I imagine he, along with Junior and the other man guarding me, thought I wasn’t a danger to them, sitting here under this McDonald’s table, hands and feet bound.

But they’d be wrong.

The only thing keeping them alive was my… not guilt, but if that girl, Hunter, didn’t have to die, then I didn’t want her to. And if she could be saved at all, Emma was maybe the only one here who could do so.

So I’d let Emma save her, bide my time.

The radio at Jed’s belt crackled to life. “Jed? Come in Jed, we got—”

Jed unhooked the radio, still looking at me. He raised it to his mouth. “Come again? You cut off there.”

But then the gunfire started.
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Jed and the two men guarding me rushed out to provide aid, Jed drawing his handgun as he ran, still trying to raise someone on the radio.

The doors didn’t open automatically, and Junior cursed as he ran into them, causing them to rattle, but not break.

They were stronger than that.

Junior and his other gun-toting friend pulled them open while Jed continued at the radio, getting no response.

Once the doors opened, he turned to the group standing around Emma as she worked on Hunter and yelled, “Anyone with guns, with me!”

Most of the group jogged past me and out the door, following Jed and his two companions.

Nine stayed behind, along with Abigail and Emma.

And Hunter, of course.

After a quick glance to make sure she wasn’t in imminent danger, Emma ignored all of this and kept her focus on her patient.

The last person out pulled the unautomatic doors shut, then dashed out of sight.

The rate of gunfire outside increased and became near constant, and I wondered how much ammo they had. Wondered if they were wasting it, or if there were really that many things attacking.

Wondered how long they could fend those things off.

Wondered if guns were even effective at doing so. The man on the radio hadn’t thought they were.

Mark.

Why was that name sticking in my head?

I tried to catch Emma or Abigail’s attention, but Emma was focused on Hunter, and Abigail kept turning her attention between what Emma was doing, and the doors leading outside, skipping over me entirely.

Ensconced as I was under the McDonald’s table, I couldn’t see what was going on beyond the doors.

I moved my hands in front of me and pulled the now-loose ring of tape off my right wrist and tossed it aside. I checked that no one had suddenly developed an interest in what I was doing, and then slowly reached down and started to unwrap the tape from my ankles, cringing at the noise it made.

Then I got an idea.

I positioned my hand between my ankles, aimed, said a prayer, and made a fist.

The dark blade shot out between my ankles, severing the tape around them, and taking a piece of my ninja pant leg with it.

But none of my flesh.

I crawled away, putting a shelf displaying Christmas decorations between me and the group, then, staying low, rushed to the doors and pressed myself to one side.

If anyone from the group looked over, they would see me standing here, and likely not be too happy about it.

My heart damn near leapt from my throat when someone cried out, but it was just Hunter.

Good, let her distract them.

Why was I so jumpy? I felt uneasy. Stalked.

I quickly checked that there was nothing immediately beyond the door, then got to my knees and pried them open.

The sound of the gunshots and chaos increased as the doors slid open, and I poked my head out, the Imp of the Perverse filling my mind with the grotesque image of the doors forcing themselves shut, paying no mind to my neck being in the way.

Like the prison before, it was pandemonium outside.

If I thought the prison was bad, I was wrong.

They were no animals this time, nor insects, only those demon things.

What Mark, the man on the radio, had called hellspawns.

Yes, that was closer. Not demons. hellspawns. While some had horns and wings, they didn’t look like what I would expect demons to look like.

Instead they were misshapen, cancerous things, as though their whole bodies were diseases. Growths and boils and bony protrusions littered their flesh, which was a dusky red or brown, or sometimes even black. But not a natural black, black like someone covered in charcoal.

Or cooked with it.

And worse than their hideous appearance, was that the bullets the humans were raining into them, seemed to be having no effect.

They swarmed through the night, under the bright yet somehow dull lights of the parking lot, and descended one after the other on the men and women standing guard, holding their ground, firing into the nightmare creatures.

“Jesus,” I muttered. I’d seen some shit, but nothing like this.

This was more than just a slaughter.

This was a feast.

And the bullets weren’t doing a goddamn thing to them, not even making a scratch.

We needed to get the hell out of here.

I pulled the doors shut, then crawled on elbows and knees to one of the registers, where I could get a good look at the nine members of the group that had stayed behind to watch Emma work on the motorcycle girl.

I didn’t see guns on any of them.

Which wasn’t very smart, to leave us in here unguarded.

Of course, they had thought I’d been tied up, and hell was literally descending upon them outside. I imagined we were no longer at the top of their list of worries anymore.

Deciding they posed no danger, that they wouldn’t try to gang up on me—an analysis skill that I hadn’t learned in prison, but which had served me well there—I went to Abigail first.

She jumped when I put my hand on her. “They let you go?” she asked, looking down at my now unbound hands and feet, the cut tape still stuck to my ankles.

Shit, I’d touched her again without thinking. It was the third time I’d accidentally touched her.

I wasn’t usually this careless.

Maybe it wouldn’t do anything, or at least not do anything through clothing. 

“We need to get out of here,” I said quietly.

The other people didn’t notice me or didn’t care, all their attention focused on Emma and Hunter, who now that I was closer could hear was moaning.

Then I noticed it wasn’t just that I was closer. Outside, the gunfire was dying down.

Unfortunately, I knew it wasn’t because our side—funny, how quickly our captors had become our side when aliens got involved—had started winning.

Rather, it was because they were running out of ammo. Or being devoured. Transformed.

Converted.

We had to get the hell out of here.

I went up to Emma, the remaining nine just staring blankly as I did, not noticing or caring that I was supposed to be tied up, supposed to be their prisoner.

I grabbed Emma’s arm. “We need to go.”

She looked up at me, then yanked her arm away. She was stronger than she looked. “I’m helping her.”

She’d finished stitching Hunter’s wounds and setting her bones, and now just seemed to be cleaning blood from the girl’s body and face.

I didn’t see any other wounds that needed attention. “You’ve done all you can. Come on.”

“I’m not—”

But her protest got swallowed by the explosion.
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Somehow I knew.

Somehow, I’d known.

Even before it’d happened, I had sensed it.

It was only now, as glass rained, that I realized it, recognized what that uneasiness had been.

It had been him.

The eyeless one.

I heard him, before I saw him. The uneven slapping of that foot. The wet, horrid sound of it.

People screamed around me in confusion and fear, but I just stared at him, walking implacably toward me, hellspawns beginning to swarm in through the broken doors behind him, crawling up the walls, flying in the air, eager to find prey.

But not he. No, not him. He wasn’t hurrying, he wasn’t rushing.

He was certain he didn’t need to. Certain he would catch me.

It gave me a chill deeper than any I’d yet felt.

I spotted Abigail and grabbed her. Emma was still next to Hunter. I grabbed her with my other hand, not caring right now what effect touching them might have, and pulled them away.

Abigail was either eager to go or too stunned to protest, but Emma tried to resist me.

I pulled her anyway, pushing past the stunned or screaming crowd, past the few who had the sense to run, and toward the back of the store.

“We can’t leave her,” Emma protested. “I’m not that kind of person.”

“And we can’t take her with us either. She’s got two broken legs. You want to carry her?”

We ran through the store, and I caught Emma looking back over her shoulder, but I didn’t dare.

I could hear the footsteps, hear the shrieking, the cries of agony, and I could imagine what was happening. I didn’t need to see it as well.

“It’s him,” Emma said.

Yes, I thought, it is him. The one whose eye slit I’d stabbed a broken mop handle into, something dark and sinister behind that slit, behind the obscuring corona of fire.

In the brightest light, the darkest shadows.

The one who now had parts of his flesh missing. And below that missing flesh, in those gaps and trenches, hiding, waiting, something was starting to be revealed, something eldritch and unspeakable.

The one with that grotesque foot that oozed out of his split prison guard’s boot.

The one who had stalked me.

The one who had found me.

I pulled the girls through the store, not daring to let go, but also holding lightly, worried about what would happen if I held too tight, worried about a blade piercing a ribcage.

Luckily it was Abigail I had with my right hand, and she seemed to go along with just my open palm on her shoulder.

But I gripped tight to Emma, and that disc floated above my hand as I did.

Be the sword and shield.

But I wasn’t about to fight that thing, not without more experience. There was something about that eyeless guard that did more than just unsettle me.

It frightened me.

I didn’t frighten easily.

I got the distinct impression that the only reason I had escaped it before, was because it had been unprepared for me. It had expected me to be just like anyone else, like any other human. That’s why it had tilted its head curiously when it tried to strangle me; when it was unable to.

And then I attacked it before it knew what was happening, before it knew what I was.

Before I knew what I was. And I got the sense that this was somehow the same thing.

But I knew it wouldn’t underestimate me again, and I couldn’t afford to underestimate it.

We made it to the back of Walmart, and I burst through large swinging doors in the stationary area to the stockroom.

Thank God for corporate design. They were all laid out mostly the same so that it was impossible to get lost in them, to engender a sense of coming home, no matter how many miles from your real home you actually were.

“Where are we going?” Abigail asked. “Our truck is out there.”

“Last I remember, our truck flipped over. So unless they righted it, we’re gonna be needing a new vehicle.”

“Again,” Abigail said as we wound our way through pallets of packaged food and home goods stacked high above our heads. “Maybe you should let someone else drive.”

“Not a chance.”

We made it to the back door leading to the loading dock. I pushed the girls against the wall and put my finger to my lips.

They both stared at me, Abigail with a sort of dark fascination, and Emma with a blank fury.

She could be mad at me all she wanted, I wasn’t gonna let her die for some girl she didn’t know.

If we could’ve taken her, I would’ve. But with two broken legs, she would have just gotten us killed.

Besides, she was with her family and her friends, or at least people she knew. They could take care of their own.

We couldn’t save everyone.

I pushed open the door a crack and peered through.

Seeing nothing, I pushed it open a little more. As I stuck my head out, I had the crazy thought that someone would slam into the door, decapitating me or crushing my skull.

I hoped my recent obsession with losing my head wasn’t some kind of premonition.

The loading bay was empty save for three trailers. Only one of which had a tractor attached to it. This one apparently had been abandoned in the middle of unloading.

I pushed the door open all the way and gestured to it with my head to the girls. Abigail went outside, but Emma stayed there, glaring at me.

“Look, I know you want to help her, the Hippocratic oath or whatever—”

“I’m not a doctor.”

“Great, fine. You did all you could, now let’s get out of here before we get killed for no reason. There was nothing more you could do for her.”

She glared at me for several seconds, and I thought I was going to have to carry her out, but then she shook her head and pushed past me out the door.

I stood there for a second, listening for that irregular slapping sound. But I couldn’t hear it.

Yet.
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“We just gonna walk?” Abigail asked.

I scanned the loading bay, but all I saw was that tractor-trailer.

Well, it was bigger than our previous vehicle, so at least the trend was going in a positive direction.

A fence directly in front of us curved to our right, connecting to the building and blocking that route of travel, which meant the exit must be to our left, then, obscured by the tractor-trailer and two other trailers.

I headed toward it.

“Oh no,” Abigail said. “You’re kidding, right?”

“I never kid,” I said jokingly, walking toward the tractor-trailer, not looking back.

Abigail scampered up beside me, and I heard Emma follow after another second.

The truck was backed into the loading bay, and I stopped on the passenger side, then peered around it.

An empty alleyway, leading out to the main road.

There was perhaps a ten-foot gap between the front of the truck and the fence.

I looked at the truck, then at the distance between the fence and the grill.

How the hell had this guy backed this thing in here?

I pulled open the passenger door.

“Finally letting one of us drive for once?” Abigail asked.

I got in and scooted over to the driver’s seat. Then I gestured for her to climb up.

She grunted. “You really are a terrible driver. And bad luck.” But she climbed in.

So did Emma, apparently having now decided that she was coming with us, and so not wanting to waste time with false protests just because she was angry with me.

I could respect that.

She slammed the door shut, and I found the keys still in the ignition.

Not so surprising. If you’re unloading your truck at Walmart, you probably don’t expect it to get stolen.

Also probably didn’t expect to be invaded by aliens.

Look how that turned out.

Then again, maybe he did, I thought, as I saw an alien bobblehead on the dashboard.

I started the beast up, and it roared to life.

“Shit.”

“What now?” Abigail asked. “Realize you can’t drive it?”

“It’s not that. I need to disconnect the trailer. I don’t want to be driving around with it behind us, having it slow us down.”

And make getting out of here even harder than it was already going to be, I thought.

“Please tell me you don’t want me to crawl out there and disconnect it. Because I don’t think I could. And my red hair’s not gonna help.”

I shook my head, then opened the driver’s door and climbed down, going to where the trailer was hitched to the tractor.

Luckily the legs supporting the trailer were already in place, so I didn’t have to stand there cranking them down.

Still, I only had minimal experience with trucks.

I disconnected three cables connected to the trailer that powered the lights and I wasn’t sure what else, then spent a minute figuring out how to unhitch the trailer. Eventually I got the pin pulled and we were free.

Climbing back behind the wheel, I shut the door, and tried to shift the truck into gear.

It resisted me at first, but then went in.

“Shit,” I said again.

“Another problem?” Abigail asked.

“No, everything’s fine,” I said. I was thinking of my sword—Emma’s, really—lost in our lost truck. Maybe I didn’t need it now with the blade that came out of my fist, and this truck was bigger than our last one, but we didn’t seem to be able to hold on to anything.

We were back to zero again, basically. At least I was in a ninja outfit, rather than a hospital gown.

After what felt like an hour re-creating Austin powers, but judging by the clock on the dashboard was less than a minute, I got us pointed in the right direction—toward the main road—with only minor damage to the truck, and a bit more than minor damage to the fence.

Then Emma screamed. “He’s coming!”

I didn’t even bother looking, didn’t ask who she was referring to, because I already knew, could see that grotesque foot slapping the pavement in my mind’s eye as he slowly pursued us.

I pressed my own foot hard into the gas pedal, released the clutch, and burned us the hell out of here.

As we bounced out onto the main road, I spared a glance in my side mirror at the parking lot we’d come in through, but couldn’t see much, couldn’t tell if it was still swarming with hellspawns, and then we crested a bend and all I could see in the mirror was empty road.

“Is anything following us?” I asked, the passenger mirror angled far too low for me; all that I saw a blur of blacktop and white lines.

“I don’t see anything,” Emma said, checking her mirror.

“I told you was a bad idea to go to population centers,” Abigail scolded.

“That you did.”

“Maybe should listen to me more often.”

Maybe I should, I thought. She didn’t add that she’d also been right about the people not trying to harm us, which I was thankful for.

I liked a girl who didn’t rub it in your face when you were wrong.

“Where are we going?” Emma asked in a monotone.

I spared a glance over at her. Her face was blank as she stared straight ahead.

“We couldn’t have saved her,” I told her.

She nodded, but didn’t reply.

Goddammit. “What do you want me to do? Go back there and try to save them?”

“No, of course not. Why would I expect you to do the right thing? You’re a felon after all.”

Abigail looked at me. “You’re a felon?” She nodded slowly. “That makes sense. With the world ending, I hadn’t really thought about it much, but if you were a guard, you wouldn’t be in the prison infirmary where she works.”

“Right,” Emma said. “He’s a fucking prisoner. An escaped convict now. Surprised he hasn’t raped us.”

For some reason I thought of a Shakespeare quote: ‘The lady doth protest too much, methinks.’ I didn’t know why. It was perfectly reasonable she’d be upset. But it seemed put on, a false front.

Or maybe that was just my own guilt.

I slowed the truck to a stop.

“What are you gonna do?” Emma asked. “Kick us out for questioning you? Or have you decided to rape us after all?”

I didn’t reply to her taunts, just backed the truck up and got it turned around.

“What are you doing?” she asked again, but this time it wasn’t rhetorical.

I still didn’t answer.

I got the truck moving forward once more, and headed back toward Walmart.

“Um,” Abigail said, “this is the direction we’re supposed to be running away from. You know, the one with all the crazy demons.”

“I know.”

“So… what are we doing again?”

“We’re going back to save those people.”


27

There were bodies in the parking lot, but not as many as I would’ve expected.

Being so high up, even slightly higher than in Abigail’s parents’ monster truck, I could see over the other cars, see the bodies—what few there were—lying in dark pools under the muddy lights of the Walmart parking lot.

I parked the truck in front of the unautomatic—and now in once instance, shattered—doors, leaving the engine running, then opened my door to climb down.

As I got out, Abigail climbed from the backseat to the driver’s, and for a moment I thought she meant to take the truck and leave me behind.

Then she climbed down after me.

“Wait in the—” I began, but stopped myself. If they were in the truck, I couldn’t defend them.

Abigail cocked an eyebrow at me.

I waved her on. “Come on. Stay close to me.”

Emma climbed over, but stopped on the running board, like she had in the garage with the monster truck, and looked down at me. “Are we really going to help them?”

“What, I thought that’s what you wanted? Are you complaining now?”

She shook her head.

Then she jumped down and hugged me, before I could hug her back or even respond, she let go. “Let’s go save them.”

Abigail grimaced as we passed a corpse. It was hidden behind one of the pillars, leaned against it, gun still in its—his—hand.

I stopped to inspect him.

“Ugh, come on,” Abigail urged.

The guy had shot himself in the head, perhaps thinking it was better to die than be taken alive—than to be converted.

I thought back to the dark puddles around the other corpses I’d seen from the vantage point of the semi as we drove in. I didn’t remember seeing any corpses without that pool around them.

Odd.

We headed into the Walmart through the broken doors, where we paused, and I listened for my eyeless adversary’s footsteps.

But I heard nothing.

I crept in, cringing at the sound of glass crunching under the girls’ feet.

“Slide your feet,” I whispered to them. “So you don’t step on the glass and make noise.”

We slid our way in past the explosion of glass on the floor like that, looking like a group of amateur moonwalkers, making only slightly less noise than we would have by walking on the glass.

To my surprise, Hunter was still lying on the ground; unconscious but alive.

There was no one else around her.

There was a trail of blood maybe four or five feet long, as though someone—or something—had tried to drag her, but had given up.

This felt oddly like a trap—like the parking lot had—but this area of the Walmart was wide open, with the registers to our left, the clothing section to our right, empty walkway ahead, and an equally empty McDonald’s behind.

I crouched down, peering through the bottoms of the clothing racks, but didn’t see any feet.

I got up and stood on my toes to look over a few of the taller racks and still saw nothing.

Then I looked up, just in case there was something lurking above us.

There was.
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It was Jed, impaled on a rafter high above.

He appeared to be dead.

I quickly looked back down, not wanting to draw the girls’ attention to that.

Luckily they were both focused on Hunter.

And as I focused my attention on her, I saw why.

Her skin had started to go red, and there were bony protrusions on her forehead. “Is that her skull?” I asked. “Or…”

“It wasn’t like that before,” Emma said. “I—”

“What?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.”

“What about her skin. Is that fever? Infection?”

“It’s… No.”

“Okay, we need to make something to carry her with,” I said. “Like a stretcher.”

“Yes,” Emma agreed. “There has to be something we can use in here. It’s Walmart after all. They have everything.”

I scanned the store, mentally walking through my memory of the sections, trying to think of something we could use as a stretcher, and at the same time looking for any danger, feeling rather exposed, and not liking how quiet it was.

We’d only been gone for maybe a minute. Two at most.

It didn’t make sense that the place was already empty after such a short amount of time.

Nor did it make sense that there were so few people left behind…

My mind flashed back to the news I’d heard on our way to Abigail’s parents’, the slightly hysteric newscaster exclaiming, “They’re turning us into them!”

…or maybe it did.

“What about that?” Abigail asked, pointing.

I looked where she was pointing, and saw a wheelchair sitting abandoned at the end of one of the checkout lanes.

I glanced at Emma, who shrugged.

“That’ll work.”

We quickly got Hunter lifted from the floor—her cut motorcycle gear trying to cling to her body, stuck on with dried blood as it was—and loaded onto the wheelchair.

She moaned a little, and said something in her sleep that I couldn’t make out, but didn’t wake.

I started for the doors.

“Wait!” Abigail cried, and ran into the clothing section. She darted around, yanking clothing from racks.

“What are you doing?”

“She’s in her underwear, and it’s like forty outside. She’s going to need some clothes.”

“We don’t have—”

“Done,” she said, arms full of clothing.

I shook my head and pushed Hunter in her wheelchair.

Instead of pushing the chair over the glass, I pushed it through one of the checkout lanes, and toward the eyeglass store, then to one of the doors that hadn’t shattered.

“Open the door,” I told Abigail, and she and Emma pulled open the unautomatic doors.

At the big rig, I repeated my request.

Door open, I lifted Hunter from the chair and climbed up inside the cab. I laid her down on the bed in the back, then sat in the driver’s seat.

“Get that chair folded up and stowed,” I said, gesturing at the passenger’s door, “and let’s get the hell out of here.”

“What about everyone else?” Abigail asked.

“Did any of them look alive to you? All I saw were people who shot themselves in the head.”

“I guess.” She and Emma went around to the passenger’s side, got in, and loaded the wheelchair into the back.

“Kinda cramped back here,” Abigail complained.

“You’ll live.”

Out on the road I kept us to a slow twenty-five, thinking, going over our options.

“Where are you taking us?” Emma asked.

“Trying to figure that out,” I said, a little weirded out by, but also appreciative of, her perceptiveness.

“What about your grandparents?” Emma asked, and I looked at her, now more than just weirded out. How could she—

Then I saw that she was looking in the back toward Abigail, not at me.

“My grandparents?” Abigail asked. “What—” She stopped herself. “My parents. They might be there!”

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking,” Emma said.

“Where do your grandparents live?” I asked.

“On Lake Erie.”

“Great, they’re nearby then. How do I get there?”

“Um, first you cross the border into Canada.”
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“You’re really Canadian?” I asked as I pulled us into the empty parking lot of the marina.

“Yes.”

“Huh. That’s weird.”

“Why?”

“I haven’t heard ‘eh’ one from you.”

She rolled her eyes. “Hilarious.”

“And you’re not as polite as I’d expect.”

“Comedic gold.”

“And you haven’t said sorry once.”

She glared at me. “Are you done?”

“For now.” I pulled the big rig to a stop, looking out over the water. “It’s quiet.”

“See?” Abigail said. “I told you it’s better to stay away from population centers.”

“It’s not a bit cold to be boating?” I asked. Her grandparents, it turned out, lived across the border in Canada, a block away from Lake Erie, and she’d said it would be quicker to boat over than drive to Michigan to cross.

Abigail shook her head. “The lake doesn’t usually freeze over this early. Not till January or February. If it freezes over at all.” She climbed into the front seat and over Emma, then opened the door—causing a cold gust of wind to blow into the cab of the truck—and hopped out.

Emma glanced at me and gave a little smile before getting out herself.

Amazing what difference rescuing a teenage girl could do for your prospects.

I got Hunter unloaded from the truck and into the wheelchair, Abigail covering her up with the clothes she took from Walmart.

“Aren’t you cold in that?” Abigail asked me.

I glanced down at my ninja suit. I should’ve been cold, since I wasn’t wearing anything under it, but I wasn’t.

“Like you said at Walmart, it’s only ‘like forty degrees’.”

She snorted. “Only.” She looked at Emma. “What about you, you’re still in your scrubs.”

“I’m fine.”

“Weirdos. Where can I get some of this run-warm serum?”

I looked around the marina. There were plenty of boats. “You have a boat here?” I asked her.

“In a manner of speaking.”

That manner of speaking turned out to be, no, she did not have a boat: We were going to steal one.

I was learning the girl had no qualms when it came to theft.

Or breaking and entering, which was exactly what we did to get into the marina office.

Abigail went through a few drawers, before coming up with a set of keys.

She held them up to us. “I’ve always wanted to drive this boat. Couldn’t afford it before. They charter it out for fifteen K a day. But now…” She grinned. “Thank you apocalypse.”


30

We followed Abigail down the docks and through a gate which she had to unlock, until we reached a rather large yacht.

It was black and white, three levels, maybe seventy feet long, and looked quite expensive.

“This?” I asked.

“Why not ride in luxury? The crossing will take a couple hours, might as well enjoy ourselves.”

“Can you drive this thing?” I asked. This was one area I was lacking. I knew the basics of sailing, and motorboats weren’t that hard to pilot, but this was much bigger than anything I’d ever driven, although I imagined it had bow thrusters, which were propellers in the front sides of a boat to make it easier to maneuver. Dual rear engines could also provide a similar functionality.

“No problem.”

What was a problem, was getting Hunter and her wheelchair onto the boat, since there was no gangway.

I ended up just having to carry her on, Emma lugging the wheelchair over the gap between the dock and the deck.

Once on the boat, we went into the saloon. Polished teak, mahogany, and chrome were everywhere. The floors were a dark wood, and overall the impression was one of overwhelming luxury.

For some reason I couldn’t put my finger on, it made me miss prison.

I got Hunter laid out on a settee and covered again as Abigail went to the helm and started up the boat.

Emma got the heating turned on to warm up the saloon.

Which might take a while, as the saloon was incredibly spacious, the size of a large apartment. It was decked out with many modern-looking features, including a large flatscreen TV—one larger than any I’d ever seen. It had a full-size kitchen, and at the front of the boat, on a raised platform, the helm looked like something out of Star Trek, with all its switches and touchscreens.

But Abigail, true to her word, seemed to know what she was doing, and maneuvered us out of the slip, into the harbor, and then into Lake Erie itself.

Then she got up from the helm as we were moving.

She saw how I looked at her.

“Don’t worry, it’s on autopilot.”

“Yeah, I figured. But we’re on a lake.”

“Yeah, one that’s like fifty miles across and two-hundred long. The only thing we’re going to pass close by is Pelee Island, and that’s not for a while. We’ll be fine. Besides, I’m starving.”

“Why don’t you fix us all something,” Emma told her. “I need to clean his wounds.”

“You got it babe,” Abigail responded, going to the kitchen and opening the refrigerator.

I followed Emma below decks, and into a large suite with a king-size bed and another large flatscreen TV.

Directly off the stateroom was a head with two sinks, a shower with a gleaming glass door, and an actual bathtub with jacuzzi jets.

“Come on,” Emma urged. “Off with that. Let me see your wounds.”

“You’re just trying to get me naked,” I teased. Though, I was starting to feel a stirring. Two years, I thought. Two fucking years.

She rolled her eyes at me. “I’m a nurse, I’ve seen more than my share of naked bodies. I don’t know that I want to see any more.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Oh really? You don’t want to see any more at all?”

She shook her head, but was grinning. “I’m gonna go fill that bath up. When I get back, you better be naked.”

“Yes ma’am.”

So I undressed, and was surprised I wasn’t even a bit cold, despite the boat having not heated up yet, though I could feel warm air coming from a vent somewhere above me.

I unwrapped the bandages from my leg and then midsection. My wounds were now nearly healed.

I also noticed that my chest had a faint glow in the area where I felt Gabriel’s stone.

I ran my hand over the spot, but it felt just like normal skin.

Interesting.

Unable to wait any longer, I walked into the head and found Emma sitting by the tub, which was filling up rapidly, steam rising off the hot water.

“Hey,” I said.

She turned to look at me, then stopped when she saw that I was naked.

Her eyes scanned up and down my body, briefly catching on the glow in my chest, more firmly catching further down, and I bit my tongue and just grinned at her.

Under her attention, I couldn’t help but grow aroused, and she saw this and licked her lips.

Her eyes flicked back to my chest, then down to my midsection, seeing my nearly healed wounds. “Looks like maybe you don’t need my attention.”

I walked up to her and put my hand under her chin, getting her to stand to her feet. “I need your attention very badly.” I trailed my hand down her bare arm, taking her hand and guiding it to me.

Her breathing sped up as her fingers touched me, then, to my surprise, wrapped around me and squeezed.

She let out a little sound, that could have been a moan of pleasure, or could’ve been a cry of surprise at what she was doing.

Then I kissed her, and she kissed me back, and everything started to blur, my mind losing all rational thought as our bodies and tongues pressed together.

I almost couldn’t believe it was real, that this was happening, as I slid my hands under her clothes, then stripped her naked.

Then our bodies were pressed together once more, this time with nothing between us, her skin hot and smooth against mine, and I felt such relief, that I actually felt my eyes start to burn, as though I was going to cry. I didn’t—that’s not something I’d done for a long time—but I came close as I ever had to shedding tears of joy.

We nearly fell into the tub together, splashing water everywhere, and then she was atop me, our bodies mostly underwater, but her breasts above, and I squeezed them as she rode me, ran my hands everywhere on her body, unable to get enough of her.

I didn’t know how long we were there for, but it must’ve been a while, because not long after we had finished—an experience that was explosive for me—just as Emma said she had a surprise for me, and did I want to see it, Abigail came in then froze, wide-eyed, mouth agape, when she saw us naked in the tub together.

“Don’t you knock?” Emma said, looking at her roommate.

“I didn’t realize I needed to. I made us dinner. They had a lot of stuff, but nothing easy, so I had to cook something from scratch. I hope you like Mexican food. That’s really all they had.”

“That sounds fine,” Emma said.

“Um, well, when are you guys coming up? Are you done?”

“Abigail!” Emma scolded.

“It’s not like I don’t see what you two are doing. Or were doing.” She grinned. “Want some company?”

“Abigail!” Emma scolded again, this time even harsher, though she was now smiling.

“Fine fine. Just hurry up. No need to get dressed, Gage, if you don’t want to.”

“Leave, Abigail,” Emma said, though now her smile was even wider.

“All right, but hurry up and come.” Then she left.

“Sorry about that,” Emma said when she was gone.

“You don’t have to apologize at all,” I said.

She rubbed herself against me, feeling that I was hard again. “I guess I don’t. Think we have time for one more go?”

In answer, I slid out from under her, got atop her, then slid inside. I kissed her as she gasped, and we spent the next few minutes in bliss.
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Abigail was in the galley kitchen when we came up, the two of us wrapped in bathrobes.

“Wow,” Abigail said. “You guys are treating this like a luxury cruise. Sex and bathrobes.”

“And our own personal chef,” I said.

Abigail pointed a chef’s knife at me. A real one this time. I was surprised she knew how to use it. “I am not the chef. If anything I’m the hot young mistress.”

“Why would he need a mistress when I’m only a few years older than you?” Emma asked.

“Because you’re a few years older than me. Duh.”

Emma sat down. “This food better be good.”

“It’s delicious.”

I settled down beside Emma, and Abigail served both of us, then herself. It was delicious.

Hunter was still half-conscious on the settee, but after we finished eating, Emma tried to get some water in her.

Abigail looked down at the girl. “I’m not so sure this was a good idea. She kind of looks like one of them.”

In getting her to drink water, Emma had lifted her head up, which caused the clothes we’d covered her with to slide down, revealing her shoulder, which was bare except for a bra strap. It also revealed the mark where I’d stabbed her.

I reached down and ran my finger over it. While the rest of her skin was now a dusky red, the area around where I’d stabbed her was porcelain white, the swelling having gone down now. “Is this normal?” I asked.

Emma looked. “Who knows what’s normal anymore. It’s healing fast I guess. Faster than you, even.”

“You think she’ll wake up soon?” Abigail asked.

Emma only shook her head and shrugged.

“How much longer until we get there?” I asked.

“We’re halfway across. About to cross the US-Canadian border.”

“So another twenty minutes?” I asked.

“Twenty minutes? No, more like an hour.”

“You said we’re halfway across.”

“Yeah.”

I frowned. “Did you slow us down?”

“No. You guys were down there for like an hour.”

“No way,” I said.

“Yes way. And you didn’t even invite me.” She pouted at me.

“Okay,” Emma said, “I think we should take naps if we can. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m tired.”

“Yeah, I would be too,” Abigail said, “after your little escapades below decks.”

“Oh my God Abigail, drop it.”

“You girls can get some sleep,” I told them. “I’m not tired.” I didn’t know if it was the energy drink, or that green gas from the hellspawn, but I felt energized now.

“Are you sure you can monitor the ship?” Abigail asked. “Or no, wait, let me guess, you know how to do that too, don’t you?”

“You already set the course on autopilot, all I have to do is make sure we don’t run into anything that’s not supposed to be there. I think I can figure out how to do that.”

Abigail yawned. “I am kind of tired. I don’t know how much good an hour’s sleep will do me though.”

“Now’s a good time to find out.”
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I sat in the captain’s chair, playing with my shadow blade and shield now that I was alone.

It was endlessly entertaining. Close my right fist, blade shoots out. My left, and a shield forms.

Though calling it a shield was generous.

While I was playing with my new toys at the helm, the girls slept in the cabins below.

I’d checked on them ten minutes ago, which was about ten minutes after they’d gone down there, and both were sound asleep. They must have been pretty tired.

I wasn’t, however. Even the low rumble of the engines wasn’t enough to lull me to sleep.

Nor did it seem to for our demonic companion, Hunter. Instead of getting lulled to sleep, she seemed to be waking up more and more.

When I wasn’t making my blade appear and disappear, I split my attention between the console and the view ahead—which both showed basically nothing, as we were in the middle of Lake Erie—and Hunter.

Though I could see the distant shore now and a few faint lights, it wasn’t as many as I would’ve expected.

Hunter moaned again, and I thought she might be trying to say something, so I glanced at her.

And nearly jumped when I saw that she was staring at me from the settee she lay on.

“You’re up,” I said. “How you feeling?” I stood up and slowly walked over to her, weary, but not really afraid. After all, I was the sword and shield now. One clenched fist and I would have a weapon. One the size of a letter opener, but still.

She pushed herself up, and the blanket fell away from her, revealing her wound, the wound I’d made, which seemed even more healed now.

My eyes flicked down to this, then back up.

“Where am I?” she asked, looking around. “Are we on a boat?”

“That we are.”

“Where’s Jed? Mom and Dad?”

Crap. I was terrible with this stuff. I wasn’t meant for comforting people. “I don’t know,” I said truthfully.

She swung her feet down, pushing the covers away, revealing her stomach and panties.

I forced myself to keep my eyes on her face.

“It’s so warm,” she said, wiping her forehead, on which I saw no sweat, but I did see the little… well, horns, that were starting to grow there, and which her fingers had just missed swiping across.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Thirsty.”

I went to the kitchen and got her a bottle of water from the fridge.

I turned around to walk it back to her, and found her right behind me.

This time I did startle.

She didn’t seem to notice, and took the bottle from me. “Thanks,” she said, cracked it open, and then chugged the whole thing down. She let out a sigh when she was done. “Wow, I was thirsty.”

“No kidding.”

My eyes scanned her body again, her full breasts, flat stomach, wide hips, and I was damn glad that I’d just been with Emma, otherwise…

Well, it didn’t matter, because I had been, so I was under control.

Hunter looked down at herself, then up at me. “Where’s my motorcycle gear?” She squinted at me, then seemed to remember something. “You stabbed me.” She looked at her right shoulder, which was uninjured, then her left, which had the wound from where I’d stabbed her.

She ran her finger over it, frowned. Then she looked at me again. “I feel like I should thank you.”

“Thank me?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t know why exactly. I heard them, not talking. Maybe it wasn’t even hearing, but feeling. And something about my wound, it prevented them from… I don’t know what. I think it saved me.” She looked down at herself again, her dusky red skin. “Or, partially saved me. From turning into something worse. From losing control.”

“Them? The aliens?”

She nodded absently, then wiped at her forehead again, this time landing on one of the horns. She felt for the other one, found it. “I guess I’m not quite human anymore.” She looked down at my black hands, reached out and took one of them.

I wanted to pull away, but I let her examine it. “I guess you aren’t either.” She pulled my hand against her chest, placing it under and against her left breast, the fabric of her bra soft against the edge of my open palm, which spanned the width of her narrow ribcage.

“What—”

“Do you feel my heart?”

It took a moment, but yes, there it was. Faint, but there. I nodded.

She sighed, and let my hand drop. “Good. I was too afraid to test it myself.” She looked around the boat. “We alone?”

I shook my head. “Abigail and Emma—Emma is the nurse who saved you—they’re down below, sleeping.” This made me remember that this girl was supposed to have two broken legs.

I looked down at them.

And though I didn’t find the broken, gnarled things I was expecting—just smooth reddish skin—I for some reason lacked surprise at this discovery.

She saw where I was looking, and looked down, herself. “What’s wrong?”

I shook my head. “Your legs don’t hurt?”

“They feel fine. The only thing that hurts is my shoulder. And that doesn’t really hurt, just kind of… I don’t know, it throbs.”

“How much do you remember?” I asked.

“I remember everything. Chasing after you on the motorcycle, shooting your tire, you ramming me, jumping onto your truck—which was probably not very smart of me, but I got caught up in the moment—then seeing that you thought I was going to shoot you, then a moment later, before I could even react, that dark blade coming from your hand and entering me. Penetrating me.” She licked her lips, her eyes locked on mine as she said this. Then she swallowed, and went on. “Falling off and hitting the road so hard my whole body rattled, and then the pain—God how much it hurt—as I got run over. The sound, the vibration of my legs snapping in two.

“Then blackness, as the pain overwhelmed me.

“And then I remember someone stitching me up, I guess that was your friend, and then noise, loud noise, and them. The invaders. The demons.”

“I’m sorry,” was all I said.

She shook her head. “What’s done is done. We’re here now. Although, I don’t know that I’ll ever see my family again. I don’t know if they’re…” But she couldn’t go on.

I hugged her to me, and held her like that for several minutes, feeling her tears soak into my robe.

She may have looked like a monster, but she was just a damaged girl who’d lost her parents and friends, and now was all alone in the world.
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“Come on,” I said, flipping on the light to the cabin below.

Then I froze when I saw Abigail laying naked on top of the covers.

She stretched, in a way that made me think she knew exactly what she was doing, and then opened her eyes, looking at me. “Oh, hey there. We in Canada?”

“We’ve been in Canada for a while now. Since before you went to sleep. But we’re almost at shore now. I’ve stopped us so you can do the docking.”

She sat up, making no effort to cover herself.

I was acutely aware that I wasn’t wearing anything under my robe, and how easily I could take it off, how easily our bodies could be tangled together in just a few short seconds.

But we had work to do.

Besides, I didn’t know how Emma would take it. And though I wasn’t the relationship kind of guy, I felt different about Emma. I wouldn’t want to hurt her.

That was thinking with my heart, or maybe my head, but that wasn’t always the thing men used to think with, and it was getting hard to continue thinking that way and not be taken over by lust as I gazed at Abigail’s nude form.

She crawled off the bed, and stood in front of me, looking up, a faint smile on her lips.

“Are you just gonna stand there admiring my body all day?” she asked.

“Unfortunately, we don’t have the time.”

She smiled fully, then pointed past me. “Then hand me my clothes so I can get dressed.”

I did, then left her to wake Emma.

Thankfully, she was dressed, as I wasn’t sure I could resist her if she hadn’t been.

“We’re there?” she asked groggily.

I nodded. “Just about.”

“Good,” she said, stretching, much like her roommate had done. Just with clothes.

As she was scooting off the bed, a scream came from the saloon up top.

Emma jolted off the bed so fast that I was once again startled.

“Crap,” I said. I’d forgotten to tell Abigail that Hunter was awake.

We ran up to the saloon and found Abigail staring at Hunter.

Abigail looked at me. “You could have warned me.”

“Sorry, I forgot. You distracted me.”

Abigail grunted.

“How are you?” Emma asked. “I’m Emma by the way. This is Abigail.”

Hunter nodded. “Gage told me. Thank you for saving me.”

Emma smiled.

“We have some clothes for you,” Abigail said, pointing to the settee where the clothes we’d covered her with were, the ones she’d pushed off herself earlier.

Hunter glanced at them, then shook her head. “I’m fine. I’m really warm already. Actually have been going out on deck to cool off.”

Abigail looked at the girl, in just bra and panties. “Like that? You’re not even wearing shoes.” Then her eyes widened. “Your legs!”

“Yeah,” Hunter said. “They’re fine. I remember them breaking, but they’re fine now.”

Abigail shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

“Get us docked,” I said to Abigail. “We’re sitting ducks out here. Some of those things can fly, remember.”

She nodded slowly, moving like a sloth, tearing her gaze away from Hunter, and then going to the helm to dock the ship.
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“Are you sure?” Abigail asked uncertainly.

Hunter nodded.

We were standing on the dock of some house which was not Abigail’s grandparents’, but which was close to theirs.

Emma and I had changed from our robes back into our clothes—me into my ninja suit, and Emma into her nurse’s uniform.

Hunter was still in her underwear, barefoot in the cold weather.

This state of dress—undress—was what Abigail was referring to with her question. “There’s clothes back in the boat you could put on. Or a robe.”

Hunter shook her head. “I feel like I can breathe again. It was so warm and stuffy in there. I almost want to take these off.” She pulled on her bra strap with one hand, and the waistband of her underwear with the other, letting them snap back against her.

“Let’s just keep those on,” Abigail said. “I’m sure they’re not retaining much heat.”

I scanned the area, looking for signs of life or trouble. Everything was dark though.

It was unsettling because the power wasn’t out—there were streetlights on.

Had everyone simply evacuated like they were told to and then turned all their lights off?

I didn’t know, but that wouldn’t make sense. Even for Canadians, who I thought of as generally much more orderly than Americans.

Besides, it was like this back over the border in America as well. “You said they’re just a few blocks from here?” I asked Abigail.

She nodded. She was wearing a backpack, which she had stuffed full of snacks from the boat. Though, I was still full from the meal she’d made us.

The backpack had come from the boat as well. It was one of those CamelBaks, and she had dumped two water bottles into the pouch, filling it.

I clapped my hands together. “Right then, let’s move out. We don’t want to waste time. Abigail, you lead the way.”

“Of course, have the redhead out in front. So I can get killed. I’m not the youngest anymore, she should be the one out front. She even looks like a girl from a horror movie, running around in her underwear, horns sticking out of her head, her ridiculously large boobs bouncing about.”

“Abigail,” Emma scolded.

“Sorry,” Abigail said, looking at Hunter.

“It’s fine. My parents joked with me all the time. Not about my boobs, mind you. That would be weird. Well my mom sometimes made subtle jokes about them, like, ‘Oh, Hunter won’t fit in there.’ My dad and brother never said anything about them. My brother’s friends, on the other hand, made nonstop jokes. Then they got a little older, and they stopped making jokes at my expense, and started making them to try to get my attention. It felt good to ignore them.”

“I bet,” Abigail agreed.

“Come on girls,” I said. “We really need to get moving. It’s not a good idea to stay in one place. Especially after we’ve made a bunch of noise docking this massive yacht.”

“It’s only seventy-two feet,” Abigail said. “That’s not really that large.”

I pointed ahead of us. “Go.”

She flipped me off, but led the way.

We walked off the dock and into the house’s backyard, then through the yard to the street.

The area was silent, though I kept listening for that slapping sound from the reptilian foot of the eyeless guard.

It didn’t make any sense that he’d be all the way over here, that he could have beaten us here, gone through Ohio and into Michigan and then crossed the border into Canada and made it down to where we were.

But neither did getting invaded by aliens.

Besides, maybe he’d driven a car. Why not? He’d managed to track me down to that Walmart. And boats didn’t go as fast as cars—though that yacht had gone at a steady clip, averaging around twenty-one knots. Which was quite fast for a boat, about twenty-four miles an hour, but still slower than a car would go.

Especially with the roads empty like they were.

It was odd that all the roads I’d been on so far since this started were nearly deserted. I’d expected them to be clogged with cars that people had gotten out of in a panicked rush.

Then again, nothing else was as I might’ve expected it to be.

Houses were empty, streets were empty—including the one we walked on now, though this was a neighborhood street, in what looked like a sleepy suburb of Canada.

Still, I listened, waiting, expecting the eyeless guard to come walking out of every house we passed, make his implacable way toward me, solid in the certainty that he would catch me, and that he would end me.

I made a fist and felt the blade form, felt comforted by it, but also felt inferior, insecure, incompetent.

I felt that I needed to get stronger, but I didn’t know how.

My thoughts were interrupted as Abigail whispered, “We’re here.”

I looked around, and only now realized we’d been walking for over ten minutes.

The house we were stopped in front of was dark, just like all the others.

But that didn’t mean anything. If they didn’t want to draw attention, they would make it look like all the others.

“There’s something wrong,” Hunter said quietly.

We all looked at her.

“What is it?” I asked. I wouldn’t normally put much weight in a teenage girl’s premonition, however she did have horns growing out of her head, and she was walking on legs that should be, by all rights, completely shattered right now.

She shook her head vaguely. “I don’t know. There’s just something off. I’m not sure if it’s here exactly, or just near here. Or will be here soon.” She looked around nervously. “We should hurry. Before it’s too late.”
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We went around back and peered in the sliding glass door of the house.

There were no curtains covering it, and there was just enough light from the street lights one street over to see into the dark house, see that it was empty.

“Maybe they’re somewhere else in the house,” I said.

“Maybe,” Abigail said, but she didn’t sound hopeful.

“Is there a basement?” Hunter asked.

Abigail brightened. “Of course. Come on.” She led us to two doors in the ground, and tried to pull them open.

They were locked.

She let out a little squeal of excitement. “It’s locked from the inside,” she whispered.

Then she got down on her knees and knocked on one of the doors, put her mouth to the crack between them. “Grandpa? Grandma? It’s me, Abigail. You in there?”

There was a slight noise from inside, quiet, but enough to be certain it was there.

Abigail was buzzing with excitement. “They’re here!” she said in a high-pitched whisper.

“Abby?” an old man’s voice said.

“It’s me Gramps. I’m with Emma.”

I looked to the bushes nearby, lining the backyard, feeling uncomfortable, as though something was lurking there, waiting behind them, ready to strike, ready to pull any unfortunate soul who got close enough into some dark, lost place, and never let them go.

The leaves were like tendrils, reaching out to grab, and—

The cellar door opened, drawing my attention, and a man holding a shotgun materialized. When he saw me, he trained the gun on me, his eyes flicking over to Hunter, then to Emma, then Abigail.

“He’s okay,” Abigail told him. “He saved us from those things. He’s a prison guard. He works with Emma.”

The old man looked at me, the shotgun lowering slightly. “Is that right?”

I nodded. “Yes sir.” I didn’t know why Abigail was lying, but I went along with it.

Actually, I could guess why. She didn’t want to tell him I was a felon. It might make him a bit itchy with that shotgun.

“Well come on in then, get out of the cold.” He looked at Hunter. “Don’t you have anything to cover yourself with, hun?”

She shook her head. “Oh no, it’s okay. I run warm.”

His brows furrowed and he opened his mouth to say something, but then a woman’s voice called from below. “Gabriel, what’s going on? Is she okay?”

My heart skittered. Gabriel.

Just a coincidence, that was all.

Yeah, like aliens invading and my cellmate giving me a stone which I felt an irrational urge to swallow and which then allowed me to fight them, to hurt them.

We followed the man with the same name as my old cellmate down the stairs into the basement, where an older woman in jeans and a heavy jacket was waiting for us.

It was rather warm down here, so I thought the jacket seemed unnecessary.

“Grandma!” Abigail exclaimed, running to her grandmother and hugging her tightly as tears of joy ran down the older woman’s cheeks. “I’m so glad you’re okay! We were so worried about you.”

They broke apart and held each other at arm’s length.

Her grandmother reached up and wiped the tears from Abigail’s cheeks.

“Mom and Dad?” Abigail asked, looking around the basement.

It was a single large room, with shelves of canned goods and other supplies, as well as a few bunks. But unless her parents were for some reason hiding behind one of the shelves or under the bunks, they weren’t here.

Her grandmother shook her head sadly. “They left.”

“Went looking for you,” Gabriel added.

“Oh no,” Abigail said.

“Don’t you worry about your parents,” Gabriel said. “They can take care of themselves. They’ll be just fine.” But to me, it sounded as though he was trying to reassure himself, as much as his granddaughter.

Her grandmother spotted Hunter. “Oh no honey, are you okay? Let me get you some clothes.”

“I’m fine,” she said. “I run warm.” That was going to get old for her, having to explain to people she didn’t need more clothes.

Now that we were down in the basement and it was brighter, what Hunter was was more apparent, and Gabriel studied her. “You… you don’t look so good. What happened to your head?”

Hunter put a hand to one of her horns.

I noticed they were darkening, going from bone white to now something more grayish. I wondered if they would turn black completely.

Gabriel stepped closer to Hunter, examining her.

She held her ground, but looked increasingly uncomfortable.

“Are you…” Gabriel trailed off.

Now Abigail’s grandmother was beside him, studying Hunter as well.

“She’s fine, you don’t need to worry about her,” I said, before they could start worrying.

They both looked at me.

“Are you a doctor as well as a prison guard?” Gabriel asked.

“No,” Emma answered. “But I’m a nurse. And I agree, she’s fine.”

Abigail’s grandmother pointed to Hunter’s forehead. “She doesn’t look fine. Not with those things. They look like—”

“Don’t worry Grandma, you can trust her.” Abigail went to her grandparents and squeezed between them, putting an arm around her grandmother’s shoulder and one around her grandfather’s waist, leaning her head against his shoulder. “We’re safe now. Safe and together.”
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But we weren’t safe, of course. We could never be safe, not anymore.

This world that had always been full of danger and intrigue, was now even more so. Now there were aliens in the sky, and monsters on the ground. And who knew what else.

And they were after us. Humans.

We talked about this and other things: Theories on why the aliens were doing what they were doing, where they’d come from, when they’d leave. If they’d leave. 

As we talked, I found myself drawn to Hunter, and I kept looking over at her. She was barely-clothed, yes, but that wasn’t what drew my eyes to her.

I felt something for her. A growing connection that I couldn’t put into words.

The conversation moved to Abigail’s parents—where they’d gone, what to do about finding them—and I again wondered where Emma’s family was.

Wondered if she had any at all.

After a while, Gabriel and Mary—Abigail’s grandmother—practically forced the girls to try to get some sleep.

The women retired to the bunk beds at the back of the basement while Gabriel and I moved to the stairs to stand guard.

“Sure you’re not tired?” Gabriel asked. “Probably had a long shift.”

“No, I’m fine. I’m not tired.”

“Suit yourself.”

We were seated at the bottom of the stairs, each of us in a folding chair, staring at the cellar door.

After a few minutes of this, Gabriel spoke again. “So how long have you known Emma and Abigail?”

“Despite being in the same prison for two years, Emma and I hadn’t run into each other until a few days ago. First time I’d been down to the infirmary where she works.” True enough. “I didn’t meet Abigail until tonight—last night, technically—when we rescued her from their apartment.”

Gabriel nodded at this, apparently satisfied.

I was glad I hadn’t slept with his granddaughter.

Yet.

“So you’ve seen those things? First hand?” Gabriel asked, still staring at the door.

I nodded silently.

“We haven’t seen em out here yet. Jack—that’s our son, Abigail’s dad—they hadn’t seen them either. Some people were saying they can’t be killed.”

“They can be killed.”

From the corner of my eye, I caught him looking over at me, and I got the impression he was looking down at my hands.

I’d seen him looking at them earlier, but he hadn’t said anything. I supposed if he could take a demon girl in underwear, horns growing out of her head, he could take a guy with black hands.

“You’ve seen it happen? Or just heard of it?”

“More than seen it. I killed one of them.”

“How?”

I wasn’t sure how much to tell him, but I couldn’t see the harm in telling him this. “It attacked us when we were at Abigail’s parents’ farm. Pulled me right out of the truck. It actually went for Emma, but I managed to get in the way before it could grab her.”

“I thought there was something between you two.”

I smiled, but didn’t reply. I didn’t think I’d given any indication about my relationship with Emma, so it was surprising that he had noticed it.

“It pulled me out and attacked me. I thought it was going to bite my head off. So I punched my fist into its mouth and down into its throat to choke it.”

“That’s a… invasive way to choke someone.”

“I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get a grip on it. But, getting my fist down its throat and pulling it to me, that was something I could do. And it worked.”

Gabriel shook his head. “That easy? Just choke them? I’ve heard of people shooting them with guns and rocket launchers. Our neighbors said they saw, before all the broadcasts went out, the military hitting them with mortar shells. Nothing. Not a scratch.”

We sat in silence for several seconds, letting that sink in.

More and more I was thinking it wasn’t simply the manner in which I’d killed that alien creature, but the fact that I had been the one to do so.

The eyeless guard had succumbed to a broken mop stick on our first encounter.

Or if not succumbed, at least been injured by.

I wondered if that robot, that ‘terminator’ I’d hit with the truck had been injured, or if maybe it had to be a more direct attack than that.

“They say,” Gabriel said finally, “some people said anyway, that we transform into those things. Like zombies. Or body snatchers. You know anything about that?”

“I can’t say anything for certain, but I do know that the one that attacked us at Abigail’s parents’ farm, after he died, the stuff on him sort of dissolved, leaving a human body behind. Abigail said it was her parents’ neighbor.”

Gabriel nodded slowly, as though expecting this. “I can't believe it's finally happened. I never believed it really could, just the raving of lunatics.” He hesitated, glanced at my hands again. “You know, there’s this—”

There was a loud noise from outside, drawing our attention.

We looked at each other briefly, then both got up at the same time, Gabriel raising his shotgun. He looked down at it and shook his head. “I’m guessing this probably isn’t gonna do us any good.” He looked down at my fists, then up to my face. “But maybe you can.”

“Maybe I can,” I agreed.
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The noise was loud enough to wake the women.

Hunter was the first come over, and judging by how alert she was, I got the feeling that she’d never even gone to sleep.

“They’re here,” she said. Not a question.

Mary, Emma, and Abigail appeared behind her, Abigail and Mary looking groggy for having been asleep such a short time. I supposed Emma was used to it being a nurse.

That, or she hadn’t slept either. This was Mary’s home, and almost like Abigail’s home, so it wasn’t like sleeping in a stranger’s house for them. They’d be more comfortable, find it easier to fall asleep.

All six of us stared up at the door, Gabriel clutching his shotgun, Abigail and Mary clutching each other, and Hunter and Emma standing on either side of me. 

Hunter turned and looked at me. “We have to go and fight them. They know we’re down here. Well, they know we’re near here. It’s only a matter of time till they find us.”

“How do you know that, girl?” Mary asked.

Hunter only shook her head.

I nodded. “Right. If we go out there first, we can get their attention. Maybe they won’t find you down here.”

Emma squeezed my arm. “Don’t leave us.”

I turned to her and smiled. Then I brushed her cheek with my hand, with my blackened hand, no longer afraid that it would harm her, and leaned down and kissed her on the mouth.

The kiss lingered for several seconds, and I didn’t want to break free, feeling a growing tightness in my chest, the yearning to stay with her, to be with her.

But then I pulled away. We had a job to do.

“Stay behind me,” I told Hunter as we made our way up the stairs.

I wasn’t sure what a girl in underwear would be able to do against these monsters, but given how fast she healed from her broken legs, and the fact that she looked somewhat like a demon now, I thought maybe she would have a chance against them.

And if not, if it looked like things were going bad for her, I could to step in to protect her.

Hopefully.

I clenched my fists and looked down at my meager weapons.

Be the sword and shield.

My sword was barely larger than a letter opener, and my shield wasn’t even the size of a dinner plate.

But I’d made it this far, and I wasn’t going to give up.

Besides, what other choice did we have? Giving up wasn’t an option.

I placed my left hand on the door, ready to push it open, and looked to Hunter.

She nodded once, her face set.

I nodded back, then pushed open the cellar door and sprung outside.
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Before I even knew what was happening something slammed into me knocking me off my feet and sending me flying into the bushes lining the yard.

I heard what I thought was Hunter scream, and then what sounded like the cellar door shutting.

Oh God, I hoped something hadn’t gotten down there and locked itself in with them.

Whatever had hit me was still on top of me, but I was pinned in those fucking bushes, face first, and couldn’t see shit, because it was dark in here, and these leaves and branches were like tendrils, holding me tight.

I made fists with both my hands and swung wildly behind me.

There was a satisfying scream, and then the pressure was gone and I slashed at the bushes until I freed myself and tumbled out, then rolled to my feet.

On the ground, spurting red blood—which was surprising given its apparent species—was something that looked like a cross between a fly and a cockroach.

There was also something vaguely humanoid about it, though I couldn’t place my finger on what exactly. There were no human features, just… a sense of humanity.

Like it wasn’t simply a dumb insect.

But it had tried to kill me, so, clenching my fist again, I drove my blade down through its head and thorax, slicing it in half vertically, hoping that would kill it, vaguely remembering trying to kill a lobster once and having a rather memorable—if horrific—experience of it not dying despite not having a head.

But this thing did die, and it stopped moving as its two halves split and fell away from each other.

I turned my attention to the surroundings.

And my mouth dropped open.

Surrounding Hunter in a semi-circle were—I counted—twelve beasts. Grotesque, distorted animals, growling and snarling, or just staring blankly at her.

None of them made a move, they were just staring, and she was just staring back.

I wanted to ask what she was doing, but held my tongue for fear of breaking the tension and causing all-out chaos.

I caught movement from the bottom of my vision and looked down, and saw the corpse that I had just split, not dissolving exactly, but its insectness dissolving, falling off it into a red pool, which then started creeping toward me.

I stood frozen, watching it flow over my boot and then up my leg, flowing over the outside of my ninja pants without leaving wetness behind, and then going to my neck again, like that green smoke had.

It poured into my nose and mouth, tasting like nothing at all, and again, instead of feeling infected, I felt empowered.

My hands throbbed, and instinctively I made fists.

The blade had grown longer, and the shield was now about the size of a dinner plate, instead of smaller than one.

I looked down at the corpse.

It was a naked man in his sixties or seventies. He had no body hair, or hair on his head, and I would’ve perhaps attributed it to baldness and a fondness for razors, but he also had no eyebrows.

I frowned, thinking back to Abigail’s parents’ farm.

That man hadn’t been naked, nor had he been missing his hair.

A mystery for another time.

I looked back and found Hunter still standing there, those creatures still around her.

As I watched, another one came leaping in from somewhere onto the roof of the neighbor’s house. This one looked like one of those frilled-neck lizards with the neck skin that opens up, like that poison-spitting dinosaur in the first Jurassic Park.

Except this one used the skin to glide on the air as it jumped from the roof.

This movement was very odd. Inhuman—inanimal even. It lifted its head straight up, as though it were looking at the stars, forming something like an umbrella, and evoked nothing so much as a reptilian Mary Poppins as it glided down and landed in the semi-circle, closer to Hunter than any of the others.

Then it stood, on two legs, to its full height, which had to be over nine feet.

It hissed at her, and with the frill around its head spread open, its head was the size of a car door.

Hunter stood her ground, silently, and I wondered what the hell she was doing. There was no way we could take all these on.

Or was there?

I realized I had no idea what I was capable of, or what Hunter was capable of.

Then Hunter looked at me, glanced down to my hands, then back up to my eyes. “Be ready,” she said, then faced the crowd again, reached behind her back and undid her bra, letting it fall to the ground.

What the— I started to wonder, but then saw something move in her back. Bones sprouted out from her shoulder blades and shot behind her, unfurling to eight or nine feet long, far above the head of that giant hissing lizard.

Then something started sprouting from those bones.

She was growing wings.

Ten seconds later and large reddish-black wings were spread out behind her.

She looked more like a demon than ever.

But then she looked at me again, and instead of a demon, I got the impression of something angelic.

Then she flew.

Flapping her wings hard once she lifted into the air, then twirled, her bodying going horizontal, parallel with the ground and pointing right in my direction.

She flapped again, and this time sent herself hurtling toward me.

‘Be ready,’ she had said, but she hadn’t told me for what.

Assuming it was this, I let her collide into me.

The impact didn’t hurt, and she wrapped her arms around me and then we were flying into the sky.

Behind us the creatures chittered and roared, sounding aggravated we were out of their grasps.

Assuming none of them could fly.

“What are you doing?” I asked, the wind almost muting my voice.

“I’m giving you wings. There’s too many of them to take out at one time. You’re too weak. But if you kill a few more, and then a few more, you’ll get stronger. You’ll have a chance.”

“How do you know that?”

“I don’t know, I just do. Now turn around, so your back is against me.”

I did so, though feared I would fall to my doom.

But she didn’t let me. Her hands were around my waist, her large breasts pressing against my upper back, her legs dangling against my thighs.

I felt her lips on the top of my head, kissing me.

“Use me,” she whispered, and it seemed as though she was speaking into my mind. “You can control me. You can fly.”

I suddenly became aware of something, an extra part.

I flapped my wings.

I flapped my wings? I didn’t have—

But I did. I did now, anyway. At least for now.

Hurry. Look.

I looked down, somehow knowing where she meant without even having to have her point, and saw two of those beasts trying to pry open the cellar door.

They looked somewhat like lions, and apparently weren’t very smart, as they were clawing at the door rather than trying to pull it open.

Screeching from my left alerted me to an attacker and I closed her (our) wings, and dove.

So, at least one of them could fly, then.

The thing—that looked vaguely like a giant, distorted eagle—missed and went flying overhead as I dove down toward the ground, toward the two monsters trying to break through the door and get at my companions.

At my friends.
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The alien-lion creatures must’ve sensed me, because at the last moment they looked up and started to react.

But it was already too late for them.

At the last second I opened our wings and pulled up, flapping hard as I made a fist with my right hand, forming my shadow blade, and sliced across both their throats.

By the time they could react both their throats were spurting blood and our wings were lifting us easily back into the air.

The eagle—which I had already somehow forgotten about—rocketed past on my right and slammed into the ground.

Guess it wasn’t as agile as we were.

I flipped in the air to look back upon the carnage, expecting the creature to have exploded or at least be severely mangled, but instead it pushed itself up, shook its avian head as though slightly stunned—or just to get the dirt off—and took to the air after me.

Where it had crashed, was a four-foot divot in the earth.

“Strong bastards.”

Nothing of this earth can hurt them: Hunter’s voice in my head.

The thing screeched as it flew at me, while the other creatures on the ground that couldn’t fly jumped on the roof, trying to get closer to me.

That was fine. Let them focus on me, not on those cellar doors.

I made fists, creating a sword and shield, and raised my left arm just as the eagle-creature slammed into me.

I went flying back in the air from the impact, but not before I ran my blade through its neck, severing its head.

The body went limp and fell to the ground in two pieces, the head colliding with a bipedal mongoose. Or maybe it was a cat. In any case, it dove for the head, attacking, then stopped and lost interest, maybe realizing it was one of its own.

The body lay a few feet away from where the head had come to rest.

I grimaced, knowing it was going to turn into a human head and body.

Where the lions had been were now two naked male figures, a large pool of red blood between them. It looked as though it was jumping off the ground.

You need to take the power. Hunter said in my mind. Before someone else does.

I saw a bear charging toward where the lions had been slain, and I dove for the corpses.

But I wasn’t fast enough, the bear beating me there by seconds, the blood leaping onto it and going down its throat.

It roared and then just looked up at me.

I expected something to happen, for it to transform or grow larger. But nothing did.

Dammit! Hunter said in my head, and I wanted to cover my ears at the volume, except I knew that wouldn’t do any good. Get the other one.

I instantly knew what she meant, and twirled in the air, then dove again, toward where the eagle had crash-landed.

I landed on my knees next to the decapitated body, which had already reverted back into a young human female, and the pool of blood jumped from the ground and straight to my face, entering my nose and throat, and this time it felt like it went in my eyes as well.

I felt my power grow and saw my blade increase in size.

But I’d made a terrible error.

It’d been a mistake to land like this. I’d been distracted by the sight of the girl’s body, the sudden power I’d gained from it, and now several creatures piled atop me, grabbing my wings, and suddenly they weren’t my wings anymore, as Hunter was ripped off of me.

She cried out in agony as the monsters descended upon her.

There were still several on and around me though, and one—the bear that had stolen the lions’ power from me—clawed across my face with so much force that it felt like it should’ve knocked my head off, but instead only scratched the surface of my skin.

Another blow came, but this time I was ready with my shield.

I blocked it and then stabbed, going right through the bear’s throat.

I kicked its now limp body away from me and slashed at the others, drawing blood, and actually decapitating the mongoose-looking creature.

The creatures that remained retreated from me, hissing and growling, that giant Jurassic Park lizard standing tall above the rest, its neck frill spread taut.

Not caring about the blood that poured from my two kills, about the power it gave me as it oozed up my body and poured into my nose, eyes, mouth, and ears, my mind solely focused on Hunter, I turned away from my attackers, and to her.

She was being devoured. 

I lunged at the monsters. There were three of them feasting on her, all some kind of predator, a reptile and two mammals, but all I cared about right now was killing them, and saving her.

If I could.

Because even as I skewered my blade through one of the creature’s skulls, I wondered if she’d be able to heal from this.

This was more than just two shattered legs.

The creature instantly went limp, and its red blood poured into me as I rolled past the other two and sprang up again next to Hunter so all of them—including my own attackers—were in front of me.

I roared—much like the bear had—with the increased power I felt flow through my being.

Hunter was bleeding from a hundred different wounds, and huge chunks of her flesh were missing. Her wings were broken and torn, and her head lulled senselessly as she made vague sounds of pain.

I stood protectively in front of her, placing myself between her and her two remaining attackers, my own attackers still several feet away, waiting.

“Not so tough when you’re not ambushing someone are you?” I said to the crowd.

The two closest—Hunter’s attackers—both lunged at me, one a cheetah-like creature, the other, one that looked very much like a snake.

Before I could cut its head off, the snake latched onto my right forearm and then wrapped its tail around my leg, pulling my right arm and pinning it against my body.

I moved my wrist to slash at the snake, but it was not in range of my blade, even with its new length.

The cheetah leapt on me, and I blocked with my left arm—with my shield—trying to keep it away, trying not to let it knock me over.

Then—sensing weakness—my earlier attackers, the ones who had been watching, decided to join in.

A scorpion the size of a dog (or a child—dear God don’t let it be a child) skittered toward me and lanced its stinger into my left leg, the one the snake wasn’t wrapped around.

While the bear’s claw hadn’t pierced my skin, that stinger did. I felt a wave of cold agony go through me as the poison was injected into my body, and I thought of the fact, or the old wives’ tale, about baby scorpions not being able to control how much venom they inject.

Then something bit into my shoulder from behind, and I heard Hunter scream again.

The scorpion lashed out once more, this time getting my lower abdomen, and that icy pain went through me for a second time—guess it hadn’t used all its venom after all—though this time it felt more like terror. It became a struggle to keep my feet, to not let them pile atop me and take me to the ground, where I would surely be devoured.

Where I would surely die.

I can’t go out like this, I thought, hazily, sweating from the exertion, and from the poison coursing through my veins. I can’t die, I can’t let them down. I can’t let Hunter, and Abigail, and her grandparents die.

I can’t let Emma die.

But what did it matter anyway?

We were all going to die one day. This was a good a time as any.

Did it really matter when you clocked out? There was always more to do and more to see. So when was enough, enough?

Now, a voice in my head said. Now is. Just give in.

Everything ended the same. In death and destruction. In forgetting. In turning to dust.

This was my end.

More creatures piled atop me, and I finally went to the ground with the weight of them, no longer able to hold myself up, their attacks increasingly getting through, tearing into my flesh, my muscles.

Something clamped around my throat and bit in.

It hadn’t pierced the flesh there yet, but I could tell it was soon going to.

It was getting hard to breathe.

Over half my body was completely numb. All I could feel was my upper body from around my chest to my head, and then my right arm, my hand, my fist.

The blade that sat uselessly by my side, the snake still latched on to my forearm, though unable—for now—to pierce my skin, unable to shoot its venom into me, to add to that which was already doing its dirty work inside my body.

Venom that would surely be my demise.

I couldn’t see Hunter, but I imagined she was being torn apart, was already dead.

I didn’t hear her screaming anymore.

And soon I would hear the splintering of the cellar doors, then the screams of Emma and Abigail and her grandparents.

They would all die horrible deaths, and it would be because of me.

No Gage, they won’t die. They will be transformed.

Action, not reaction.

Don’t let others control you, Gage. Never let the enemy dictate the terms of battle, never let them control a situation.

You fight, Gage. You fight no matter what. No matter how stacked against you the odds are. People usually give up when things seem hopeless, that’s why they lose, that’s why they die. Not because they’re physically overpowered, but because they’re mentally overpowered. Because the collision of wills results in theirs losing. Their will is defeated, not their body.

Never let your will be—

Shut up old man, I thought harshly as I felt the teeth around my neck begin to pierce my flesh.

I relaxed my fist, my blade disappearing, and then felt the snake’s fangs finally pierce my arm and inject its venom into me.

That was fine. That was okay. We all had to die.

This was as good a way as any to go out.

Is it, Gage? Why do you give up so easily?

Act, don’t react.

Never let your will be defeated, Gage.

You are neither warrior nor great.

You’re right about that, old man, I thought.

My entire body was numb now. I couldn’t feel anything.

If there had been a hope of me fighting them off, getting a last surge of willpower, it was gone now.

‘Be the sword and shield,’ Gabriel had told me.

But how could I be the sword and shield, when they were so small?

‘Be the sword and shield,’ he repeated in my memory.

Be the sword and shield? But I wasn’t the sword and shield. I had a sword and shield.

Be the sword… and… shield.

I felt something again, in my chest.

It burned, and I thought of the stone I had swallowed. That mysterious, prismatic thing Gabriel had entrusted to me with his dying breath.

The teeth around my neck punctured fully.

I felt blood spurt out of me.

Then I opened my eyes. I hadn’t realized they’d been closed.

It was dark and hard to see, just a blur of animalistic bodies above me.

How could I be the sword and shield? The creator… No, not the creator. The defender, and the destroyer.

That’s what Gabriel had said. Or what he had been going to say.

But I had neither defended, nor destroyed successfully.

Defend, I thought. Resist. I had been giving in.

Yes, give in. It will be easier. You can rest. Just—

Never let your will be defeated, Gage. It’s the one thing no one can take from you. Not unless you let them

Fine old man, but it would do no good.

I took a breath, and the thing inside my chest burned like hellfire.

Then I clenched my fists.
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Nothing happened.

See, old ma—

Then I realized I could move: I had clenched my fists.

With this realization, feeling—feeling that had begun with the burning in my chest—started to return to my body and I felt fangs and stingers and teeth retreat, forced out from my flesh. Claws that had been digging in, losing their purchase.

Feeling returned to the rest of my body, and along with it, agony.

I ignored it, and focused.

There were creatures all around me. The snake was still on my arm, but it no longer seemed to have such a good grip.

I pulled my right arm hard against it, and felt its teeth slide against my skin, unable to break through.

My fist was clenched so hard it hurt. I could feel my fingernails digging into the skin of my palm—something which I’d heard people describe, though never before experienced.

Now could I see in my mind’s eye the blood flowing from my palms, my own nails able to pierce my flesh like some kind of kryptonite.

But I could also see the blade coming from my fist.

There was a yelp of pain as my shadow blade connected with something.

I traced a slow, agonizing path through its flesh, until finally whatever it was had had enough and leapt away, the weight on my right leg now partially gone, though the snake was still wrapped around it, refusing to let go as its buddies tried unsuccessfully to bite and claw and pierce their way into me, shredding my ninja suit, but not my skin.

I tilted my head down, barely able to see past the creature that was still latched onto my neck, despite its fangs no longer puncturing me. I moved my fist down, trying to angle it toward where I felt the snake wrapped around my leg.

Suddenly, as though sensing what I intended to do—maybe not so dumb after all—the tension from my right arm and leg released as the snake hissed and let go.

It immediately readjusted itself, this time wrapping around my other leg, but now my right arm was completely free, and I swung it wildly, getting a chorus of cries, but I felt the teeth and claws and stingers pushing back into me.

I had pushed them out, I had resisted them, but nothing could last forever. Nothing was truly immovable. And now they were gaining ground once more. And I felt that if I let them, I would not be able to fight back again, not be able to push them out one more time, that I had used all my willpower, and this was my only chance, my last chance.

I concentrated on my left hand, trying to make the shield into a weapon, having the sensation that I should be able to do so, but it stayed a shield, at least as far as I could discern, though I couldn’t see it.

I waived my right arm wildly, getting hisses and cries and chitterings as I connected with the beasts atop me, but they kept coming back, like in that story where the man is alone and surrounded by rats, and they retreat every time he yells and waves the torch at them. But they grow bolder as they see that though he is much larger and stronger than they, he can’t possibly fight off all of them at once. They dart in for little nips, then back away, out of his reach, out of the cast of the torch and back into the shadows, until finally one crawls, unseen, up a wall and leaps onto the man’s head, distracting him, sacrificing itself, so the rest of its brethren can set upon him; a thousand tiny creatures devouring this giant.

I tried to sit up, to push the things off of me, but they were too heavy. I kept my right arm moving, not stopping for fear that something would latch onto it, and then I would be done for.

Don’t let others control you, Gage.

Action, not reaction.

I calmed myself, then stabbed through an eye socket of the thing that was on my throat.

It released my neck and cried out, falling away from me.

Now I could my move head and see, but then before I could do anything else the snake launched itself from my left leg, filling the vacancy and wrapping its tail around my throat.

Don’t react, Gage. Action, not reaction.

What the hell could I do besides react? I had all these things atop me, and I couldn’t seem to fight them off. I was fighting a war of attrition, and I was losing.

Action. What would be action? How could I possibly act, do something that wasn’t simply a reaction to their actions?

What were they doing? What was their goal?

To kill me? Was that what they were trying to do?

No, they were trying to convert me. To turn me into one of them, for whatever reason.

So how could I stop them? How could I prevent them from attaining their goal, prevent them—

The idea seemed crazy, but it was the only thing I could think of, the only thing that wasn’t a reaction.

Yes, a voice in my mind said, urging me.

I bent my arm, bringing my loose fist to my throat, but not tightening it, the blade not yet formed. If I squeezed, my shadow blade would shoot out from my fist and through my throat, perhaps killing me.

Certainly angering the snake that was wrapped around my neck.

But was that a reaction as well? Killing myself?

It was, wasn’t it? Because I wouldn’t normally kill myself.

No, I wanted to live.

I withdrew my hand, tightened my fist, and once more started moving it around to prevent anything from latching on.

Though everything now seemed aware of what that blade could do, and stayed away from it, whenever it got close, dashing away, before latching back on to me.

I wondered how Hunter was faring, wondered if she was even still alive.

Before the snake and cheetah had latched onto me—and oh how I would’ve liked for it to be just a snake and a cheetah now. How easy that seemed now to take out. Just two, I could do that no problem—she’d had chunks missing, her wings shattered, but she had still been alive. Was she now? Her screams had stopped what seemed ages ago.

But I had myself to worry about first.

I suddenly wondered if they had broken into the basement, or if I had distracted them all.

I hadn’t heard the doors shatter, hadn’t heard the screams of my friends being eaten alive, being turned into monsters. But then perhaps I wouldn’t have, my mind had been elsewhere.

Action, not reaction.

Yeah I got that old man. How about some better clues as to what the hell I’m supposed to do?

How could I act, but not react?

Things were starting to break through my skin again, just barely, and I clenched tighter, trying to resist, my airway closing as the snake tightened around my neck.

It was getting hard to breathe, and I felt the blood flow to my brain decrease.

The snake hissed, as though it knew it was winning.

“Fuck you,” I hissed back, though it came out as, “Fffkch ffu.”

I thought back to the hospital, to the infirmary where this all started, to the first of them I’d seen: the eyeless guard.

I thought of him tilting his head as he wrapped his fingers around my neck and squeezed, the confusion I thought he felt at not being able to squeeze the life out of me, to easily pop my head off like squeezing a banana from its peel.

The eyeless one, with the reptilian thing oozing out of its right boot.

With that hideous blackness behind its vertical eye-slit, hiding something eldritch.

But these weren’t like that.

No, these weren’t like that. The hellspawns, the animals, the terminators.

These weren’t hellspawns, these were animals.

But I didn’t see how that helped me.

The snake tightened, and again my mind went back to the infirmary, to the eyeless guard, those slits focusing on me.

There was something there. What was it?

Better figure it out soon, Gage, or you’ll be too dead to have the chance to.

I went through it again in my mind: Trying to strangle me, being unable. Stabbing its eye. Its surprise.

Yes, something like that. Get them to react to me instead of me reacting to them.

Something pierced through my left leg. I couldn’t tell what. A tooth, a stinger—I had no idea, and it didn’t matter.

Get them to react, get them on the defensive.

But how?

How could I make them react?

Flailing around or trying to kill myself, that was me reacting to them.

It’s what they wanted me to do, or at least, if not wanted, what they expected of me on some primitive level: to panic when attacked.

But that was reaction.

And I wouldn’t react. I wouldn’t panic.

I breathed out forcefully, clearing my mind, and focused on the present moment.

Focused inward, on the sensations all over my body. Felt each and every individual tooth and claw and stinger and fang.

Then I picked a target.

I stopped flailing my right arm and focused to my left. Something was latched on to my elbow on that side.

My vision was blocked by the beasts trying to tear me apart, so I closed my eyes and imagined my surroundings in my mind, then slowly moved my right hand toward whatever had my left elbow, my fist open, the blade not formed, not giving them any cause for alarm with my slow, unthreatening movement.

Then my fingers brushed against something and I clenched my fist.

Whatever had been biting me there let go as it died. I moved my hand toward it and felt its blood go up my arm.

It made its way past the snake around my neck, seeming to ignore it, again into my mouth and nose and eyes and ears.

I felt the change, and the creatures atop me retreated, as though they sensed something had shifted.

As though they sensed they’d ceased to be the predators, and become the prey.
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Staying calm, ignoring their flailing, their pathetic attacks that were no more than distraction, I methodically dispatched each creature, growing stronger as I did, more easily resisting their bites and scratches and fangs until all that was left was the snake around my neck.

I sat up, pushing now-human bodies off of me. At my feet, I saw a small naked body, maybe the size of a dog, but which was not a dog.

I turned my attention away from this, reached up with my left hand, and dug my fingers into the snake around my neck.

It tried to tighten, but I worked my fingers beneath it and pulled and pulled, and then when I had it far enough away, I made a fist and lowered the blade toward it.

It instantly released, somehow again sensing what I was about to do, and thrashed in my grip.

But I didn’t let go. Instead I ran my blade through it, severing it in half.

It screamed an eerily human scream and fell to the ground in two pieces.

I watched it writhe for a moment, but then remembered what it would turn into, what it would turn back into, and put it out of its misery.

I watched its animalness pour off it in a ooze of red, revealing the pale dead flesh of the human beneath.

It had been a young girl, maybe thirteen or fourteen, and she now lay severed before me, the top and bottom half of her body separated, a gash in her skull from my blade.

I looked away, thinking of the Garden of Eden, and thinking it must’ve been a bitter man who’d written that story; someone scorned.

I stood there for a moment, my ninja suit in tatters, clinging to my body in scraps and shreds, revealing dried, caked blood beneath.

But despite all this, I felt good.

I felt powerful.

And when I made a fist again, the blade on my hand was no longer the size of a letter opener, but the size of a broadsword, a good five feet long.

And when I clenched my left fist, my shield was no longer a dinner plate, but now a proper shield.

I had a brief moment to wonder how big the two could get, but then a rustling from behind me drew my attention and I spun, blade at the ready.

The nine-foot tall lizard was there, missing an eye.

So that’s what had been around my neck.

Didn’t even know lizard had teeth.

“Come on you bastard,” I said, blade raised, shield up, “bring it.”

It hissed at me, its neck frill flapping, then it turned and ran at the neighbor’s fence. I thought for a moment it might plow through, but at the last second it leapt into the air, soaring over the fence, landing in their yard before immediately hopping up onto their roof and taking two long strides, then leaping off again at the front of the house, and disappearing into the night.

I heard another noise, but this time it was Hunter.

She was still alive, and looking at me.

I went to her and knelt beside her. “Are you—” I began to ask, but then scanned her body and saw the grievous wounds, and decided not to ask if she was okay.

She answered me anyway. “They seemed to lose interest in me, once they started attacking you,” she explained, her voice strained. She tried to sit up.

“I don’t think you should—”

“Just help me up. I need to get my wings back.”

I did as she asked, and grimaced at the chunk of her breast that was missing. At least it wasn’t bleeding.

Her wings were in tatters, bones broken and hanging in a way that looked incredibly painful.

“Help me get to my feet.”

“Hunter, I don’t think you can—”

“Just help me get to my feet. Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do.”

I did, and though she had to lean on me, she did stand on her own two feet.

I heard bones creak and slide against each other, and could only imagine the agony that caused.

But she just clenched her teeth and bore it.

Then she took a breath and straightened, and as she exhaled her wings started pulling back into her—those broken, torn, tattered things—and as they did, her flesh started to heal, as though her body was using the wings as raw material to rebuild with.

When they were retracted completely, and her back was smooth once more, she wasn’t completely healed, but her bones seemed to have mended.

Though she still had wounds over her entire body. The wound on her breast had mostly closed up though, and now was just a red circle of teeth marks.

She looked around at the dead, naked corpses and shook her head. “It’s too bad.”

“What is?” I asked. There were so many things she could be referring to. All of it was bad.

“That you had to kill them. I think there’s a way to turn them back.”

“Oh, thanks for making me feel better.”

She shook her head. “Not that we could do. That they could do.”

She made no motion or gesture at this to indicate who she was talking about, so I asked, “Who?”

She shook her head once more, then continued looking around the area. “Where’s my bra? I don’t think Abigail’s grandparents would appreciate if I walked around topless. They already seem uncomfortable that I’m only wearing underwear.”

I chuckled. “It is a little odd to be walking around in your underwear.”

“I used to sew. Maybe I can make a superhero costume. One that breathes, and doesn’t cover much. I always ran warm, but it’s even worse now.”

I placed my hand on her shoulder, but she didn’t feel very warm to me.

Seeming to read my mind—perhaps actually reading my mind, as I thought back to our flight together—she said, “You’re not exactly the same as me, but I don’t think you’d be able to feel how warm I really am. You’ve got a higher tolerance now, and with that comes a loss of some sensitivity.”

“You’re the first person to ever call me sensitive.”

A small grin appeared. “I was calling you insensitive. Now help me find my bra.”
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After finding her now-very-dirty bra and putting it back on—even though I would’ve preferred her to keep it off—we scanned the area one more time to make sure it was clear of those alien monsters, then went down to the cellar.

I would’ve liked to have gotten rid of the bodies, but we simply didn’t have time.

And this was a new world. I needed to protect my friends from anything that might hurt them physically, but not from reality. They needed to understand how harsh of a new world it was.

When they saw it was us, both Abigail and Emma ran and hugged me tightly.

“We thought you were dead,” Abigail cried. “We heard so many horrible noises and—” She cut off, choking up, unable to go on.

Emma stood on her tiptoes and grabbed my head, pulling my lips down to meet hers, and kissed me. Then she placed her hand on my chest and smiled. “You look stronger.”

It was odd to have people happy to see me, and I didn’t exactly know how to react, so I just stood there, and let them hug and kiss me, until they were all hugged and kissed out.

But it wasn’t unpleasant. And I wasn’t sure if the warmth I felt in my chest was from the stone I had swallowed, or from something entirely more mundane, but not any less important.

Then they saw Hunter.

“Oh my God,” Abigail gasped, “you look horrible.”

“Thanks,” Hunter deadpanned.

Emma went over to her, examining the wounds, not quite touching as she moved her fingers over them, cataloging. “You should let me clean these.”

Hunter shook her head. “I’ll be fine. Besides, I don’t know that we have time. I think we need to move. Staying in one place is…” She trailed off.

I looked to Gabriel and Mary, who were standing a few feet away, watching us and holding each other, Mary with tears in her eyes. Even Gabriel had a hint of dampness.

“Do you have a car?” I asked.

“Of course we have a car,” Gabriel replied, slightly offended. “What, you think Canada is a third-world nation?”

“Actually I always thought of Canada as the land of the polite people.”

“Screw you,” Gabriel said. Then, with a grin, he added, “Sorry.”
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“I’ll pack a bag with supplies,” Gabriel said.

“Oh,” Abigail said. “You don’t know Gage here. He is the best supply-loser I’ve ever met.”

Gabriel furrowed his brow at his granddaughter.

“Nothing, never mind. Go ahead Gramps. Hurry up. Don’t overpack like you always do.”

“I never overpack,” he huffed.

Mary patted her husband on the back, then, to Abigail, “Don’t worry dear, I won’t let him.”

We followed them out of the basement—and again I looked at those bushes as we exited, though this time didn’t feel anything.

In the house, Mary and Gabriel went to pack while we waited in the kitchen, Abigail stuffing yet more snacks into her CamelBak.

I looked around at the girls, and thought how strange it was that I had ended up with them. A nurse, a wise-ass, and a demon girl.

I thought it was even stranger that I liked all of them. Maybe if I hadn’t slept with Emma yet, I would’ve assumed it was just due to my almost two years in prison without a woman’s company. But now, after being with Emma, I could think more clearly, and…

And it was more than that.

I liked Emma’s caring and stoic nature. Abigail’s goofy, yet flirty demeanor. Even Hunter’s stony determinedness.

And there was that connection Hunter and I had shared when we had flown together. That was… not exactly like sex, but damn near. She’d been inside my head—we’d been inside each other’s heads.

“Where do you think we should go?” Emma asked me, drawing me to the present moment.

I rubbed my left eye. “Well…” I scanned the girls. “Any of you have any family you need to get?”

“I think my family will only be saved when the world is saved,” Hunter said cryptically, leaning against the kitchen island, arms crossed under her breasts. There was still a bright red circle of teethmarks on one of them.

Emma simply shook her head.

“I guess that leaves you?” I said to Abigail. For some reason, she was trying to get a box of Lucky Charms to fit into her already stuffed backpack. “I suppose you want to go back and look for your parents at your house?”

She bit her lip uncertainly, momentarily pausing in her packing efforts. “I don’t know. I mean by the time we get there, I imagine they’ll be gone again. I don’t think that’s somewhere they’d wait for me.”

“Where do you think they’d go after that?” I asked.

She shook her head and shrugged. “Maybe back here. But we can’t stay here.”

“All right. You leave a note for your parents here, and then…” I trailed off, not sure what we would do next.

But I knew we couldn’t just react anymore. We had to act.

So how could we act?

I thought back to the hands around my neck in the hospital. The surprise when I didn’t react as the eyeless guard had expected me to.

I had changed since then, grown more powerful.

And now, I realized, I was ready.

It was time to surprise him again.

It was time to chase him down.
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Gabriel offered me some fresh clothes, but I rejected. He wasn’t a short man, but I was much taller, and the jeans would have been beyond highwaters.

My ninja suit was torn up, but it would do for a while longer.

Maybe we could stop at another Walmart.

They also offered Hunter clothes, but the only thing she was interested in were bra and panties, and Mary didn’t have any that would fit her.

So we all piled into Abigail’s grandparents’ car, a Cadillac, dirty, bedraggled, and generally looking like something out of a zombie movie poster.

Even the Cadillac fit that image.

They also had a Prius, but luckily no one suggested taking it.

While the Caddy was a big car, it was still cramped with four in the backseat.

I didn’t like not driving, but it was Gabriel’s car, and besides, he was older than me, so I felt I couldn’t just force him to be a passenger in his own vehicle like I had Abigail.

Abigail, against my protests, sat on my lap, saying that she was the smallest and I was the biggest.

I would’ve preferred Emma, for more than one reason, but mainly because I felt uncomfortable having their granddaughter sit on my lap, even if she was an adult.

But they either didn’t mind, or didn’t say anything. Or more likely, were used to Abigail’s antics.

About twenty miles after crossing the unattended border into Michigan, we stopped for gas.

We all got out to stretch our legs, except for Mary, who stayed in the car.

While Gabriel filled the tank—at least the pumps were still working—Abigail said she had to pee and dragged Emma toward the mini-mart with her.

Hunter stared after them.

I lifted my chin in their direction. “Why don’t you go with them?”

She shook her head.

I studied her, her wounds had now all healed, though her bra was still stained with mud and grass from our backyard battle, and her panties were a solid red from blood. “How do you feel? You look better.”

“I feel fine.” She finally tore her gaze from Abigail and Emma as they entered the mini-mart, and looked at me. “They’re winning you know.”

I frowned. “Emma and Abigail?”

She shook her head slightly. “The things. Look around. You see anyone?”

I’d already scanned the area out of habit, but I now looked again.

Indeed it was empty. There were a few cars here and there littering the road, but not as many as I would’ve expected during an apocalypse.

There were even some that had damage to them. But for the most part, things looked normal, just very empty.

While that hadn’t seemed so strange when it was the middle of the night, it no longer was the middle of the night. It was now early morning, and the roads should’ve been bustling.

Yet they weren’t. They were empty.

“I guess they’ve converted a lot of us…” I trailed off, looking at the demon girl.

My eyes fell on the wound in her shoulder.

She reached up and touched it lightly. “You haven’t asked me much,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“You just sort of accepted me, that I’m… whatever I am. That I was able to talk to you through your mind. That I could fly. That I could make you fly.”

“Well, I’ve seen some pretty crazy things in my life. This is probably the craziest, but it’s a close call. Besides,” I held up my hands and made them into fists, the shield appearing on my left, and the blade appearing on my right, shooting up toward the sky, “this is pretty weird too. Comparatively, horns, a really weird tan, and growing wings don’t seem too strange.”

She nodded. “I’m not exactly sure what’s going on. I get… I don’t know, snippets, like… I’m a broken receiver. And I’m afraid they might be getting snippets from me, too,”

“A transceiver, then.”

She furrowed her brows. “Sure, I guess. Anyway…” She licked her lips. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“What do you mean? Going after the eyeless guard?”

“Yes. We almost died, you know, back there. And those were just the animals.”

“Are you saying they shouldn’t have been a challenge?”

She shook her head. “All I’m saying is we almost died. Both of us. We should just be careful.”

“I’m tired of looking over my shoulder, worrying what will happen. I’m tired of running. So I’m using that feeling, that sense of him—of it, that I have, and tracking him down. I don’t know if it will lead me to him. Can’t know that. But I feel that it will. I feel that I can beat him, once and for all.”

“Just be careful,” she repeated. “Plans often go wrong.”

“You don’t have to worry—”

Emma and Abigail came out of the mini-mart, holding bags of SunChips and laughing, distracting me.

When I looked back to Hunter, she was walking toward the Cadillac, where Gabriel was still filling up the tank.

Jesus, how big of a tank did this thing have?

“SunChips!” Abigail shouted, holding up the bag triumphantly, and for some reason I thought of IHOP.

I smiled and gave her a thumbs up, then went back to the car.

Five minutes later and we were back on the road, Abigail sitting on my lap, happily crunching down on SunChips. Cheddar, this time.

That wasn’t all they’d gotten. They had a bag full of goodies.

Emma was eating red vines. She’d offered some to Hunter, but Hunter had simply shaken her head.

Now she was staring out the side window at the scenery, sitting behind Mary who was in the passenger’s seat.

Abigail and I were on the left, behind the driver’s seat and Gabriel, and Emma was in the middle, between us and Hunter.

“How about some music to drown out my granddaughter’s incessant crunching?” Gabriel asked, reaching for the stereo.

Abigail leaned forward and crunched a chip right by his ear.

He jerked away. “You little brat.”

“I love you too Gramps.”

I hoped we would find her parents. They seemed like a happy family.

It made me think of memories I didn’t like to think about.

So I pushed them away, and focused on the hot chick sitting on my lap, munching chips and bouncing excitedly, and before I knew it, I was hard.

Abigail stopped bouncing when she felt this, even momentarily stopped crunching, though the classical music that filled the cabin now hid that fact from anyone else. Then she began crunching again.

I wasn’t sure how she felt about my arousal, but she said nothing.

When she finished her bag of chips—yes she finished the entire bag—she turned to Emma. “Hand me a wet-nap.”

Emma dug through the bag of goodies and pulled one out, handing it over.

The scent of lemon filled the car as Abigail tore open the little packet and wiped her fingers clean.

She tucked the used wet-nap in the door, and then with her left hand—the side near the door—reached behind her to scratch her back.

Except, she wasn’t scratching her back, I realized after a second as she slipped her hand between us and began rubbing me to life again.

Oh no. I’d only been trying to get my mind off bad memories, I hadn’t actually been hitting on her.

Her head was right by mine, her ear by my lips, and so I whispered, “Abigail,” meaning to tell her to stop.

But then Gabriel slammed on the brakes and she flew forward into the front seat slamming her head into the windshield.
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“Owwwww,” Abigail moaned from the dashboard. “You’re bad luck,” she told me, and pushed herself away, falling onto the center console between her grandparents, and letting out another yelp.

Her head was bleeding and the car was filled with a white powder from the airbags deploying.

“What happened?” I asked. We were tilted forward, at a twenty or thirty-degree angle, as though the front had sunk down, or the rear had lifted, though I couldn’t tell which just now.

I should never have let myself get distracted. I hadn’t been paying attention. I hadn’t even been looking ahead of us.

“Grandpa?” Abigail was saying now.

I opened my door and tried to climb out, but then my seatbelt pulled me back.

I snapped it free and got out, a cloud of white from the airbags following me.

I saw now that the front of the car had hit a ditch in the road, one which stretched all the way across the road’s width, from shoulder to shoulder.

Not a ditch, a trench. The edges were smooth, indicating it had been purposely put here.

It was maybe four feet deep, and about five across.

If Gabriel had slammed on the brakes any later, we might not have survived the crash.

Surely Abigail wouldn’t have.

As it was, the front of the car was crumpled in, and I had to hop down into the trench to look into the driver-side window to check on Gabriel. My view was partially obstructed by the side-curtain airbag, but I could see he had his hand to his face.

I wrenched open the door. “You okay?”

“Grandma?” Abigail asked, turning her attention that way now that I was helping her grandfather.

First Emma, then Hunter, crawled out after me, climbing out of the trench and up onto the road.

I glanced at them, but both seemed fine. Emma didn’t even seem particularly surprised.

“Fine,” Gabriel replied, undoing his seatbelt and trying to climb out.

I helped him out of the car and up onto the road with the others, then hopped back down and went to the passenger side, yanking that door open and helping Mary and Abigail out.

Mary looked fine, just a little stunned, but Abigail was bleeding a lot from her head. I lifted her hair to look at the wound. Luckily it seemed minor. “Are you okay?”

“A little dizzy.”

“Do you remember what happened?”

“We were in a fucking accident.”

“What’s my name?”

“Gage.” She shook her head. “I’m fine.”

“Is your vision blurry? Headache?”

“No, just a little dizzy. I’m fine, really.”

“Let’s hope so.” I looked around for Emma, who was standing on the road. “You’re the nurse, come check her out.”

“Right,” she said, climbing down. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” We had just been in a car crash, after all. I couldn’t expect civilians—even ones who were nurses—to be able to handle these kinds of things like it was nothing.

I climbed out of the trench and stood next to Hunter. “See anything?”

She shook her head.

The trench seemed purposeful, like someone had put it there to set up an ambush.

But I saw no one charging towards us, no vehicles in the distance come to take our women and supplies.

The road was empty, the only things nearby being trees and a tall building maybe a half-mile away.

I looked back down in the ditch.

Emma had one of the bags Gabriel had overpacked open and a shirt from it wrapped around Abigail’s head to stop the bleeding.

“At least this seems human-made,” Hunter said, meaning the trench.

I shook my head. “It’s strange though.”

“It seems like a trap.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” I spread my arms toward the empty road. “But, no one.”

“Do you feel him?”

I concentrated, trying not to call him to me, only to feel if he was close. I didn’t want to put the rest of them in any more danger than I already had. I wouldn’t go after my eyeless adversary until after Abigail found her parents and they were somewhere safe and far away where they wouldn’t get caught in the crossfire.

“I don’t think he’s nearby,” I said finally. “What about you? Can you… sense them?”

“I—”

But her words were cut off by the sound of approaching vehicles.
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The six of us stood in a row as the cars approached us.

“Don’t attack first this time,” Abigail said scoldingly.

There were five vehicles in all. Four Jeeps and one pickup truck, the latter having several people riding in the bed.

Each Jeep looked to have four people in it, plus one in the front of the truck, and another four in the bed. Twenty-one total.

I didn’t like standing out here like this, and so I walked forward a bit in front of the others, readying my left hand to form a shield if needed.

But I didn’t see any guns on them, and they certainly didn’t have any pointed at us, if they had them at all.

Keeping my left hand at the ready I raised my right arm, my hand open. A wave.

Someone from the back of the truck waved back at me and they slowed and came to a stop fifty feet away from us.

“Hey there,” a man in the back of the truck called, the one who’d waved at me.

“Hi,” I replied.

“We saw you hit the crack. Thought you could maybe use some help.”

“Yeah, what is this thing? It looks like it was put here.”

“Yup, it does. Wasn’t us, though. You’re not the first person to crash into it either.” He pointed at a man driving one of the Jeeps. “Kenny there crashed into it just two days ago. Not in that thing, of course. In a different car.”

“My old truck would have made it over, if my good-for-nothing brother hadn’t stolen it and left me with that stupid Kia,” Kenny replied.

The man in back of the truck waved this off dismissively. “Then you wouldn’t have found us.” Looking at me, he said, “I’m Mark. What’s your name?”

I frowned. Mark?

Could it be the same Mark?

“My name is Gage. Good to meet you Mark.”

“Yup.” He looked me up and down. “You a ninja?”

I chuckled. “Trying to be.”

Mark smiled. “You and your friends or family there, you need some help? We could tow your car out, though it doesn’t look like it’s in any condition to go anywhere.”

“That’d be good,” I replied.

Mark nodded twice then tapped the roof of the truck and hopped out. “Alright boys, let’s get that thing hooked up and out of the ditch.”

“We should really put some flags in there too,” Kenny said from the Jeep. “So we don’t have to keep rescuing people.”

“Then what would we do for fun?” Mark replied.
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Twenty minutes later, the Cadillac was hooked up to two Jeeps—one alone had simply spun its tires, unable to get enough grip on the asphalt. Two seemed to do it though, and they backed up, pulling the wrecked Cadillac from the ditch while Gabriel looked on, dismayed. His wife rested her head on his shoulder, an arm around his waist.

Five other men were standing nearby as well, watching and directing the ones driving.

Me, Hunter, Emma, and Abigail were standing next to the pickup truck back where it had originally stopped about fifty feet from the trench.

Mark stood with us, and we watched the show. Everyone else was still in the vehicles, perhaps in case they needed to make a quick retreat.

“Thanks for the assistance,” I told Mark. I was feeling more relaxed now that they hadn’t tried to ambush us.

Though really, no one had tried to ambush us except the aliens. People were nicer and more helpful during the apocalypse than I would’ve expected.

Maybe because we had a common enemy.

I guess people were always just people.

“Not a problem,” Mark replied.

“You know, your voice sounds kind of familiar.”

I saw smile appear on Mark’s lips. “Yup, I get that sometimes.”

“You wouldn’t happen to have a radio station, would you? A pirate radio station?”

“Oh, that would be illegal. I’d never do anything illegal.”

“Right, of course.”

“But if I did have a pirate radio station, hypothetically, I’d wonder how often you listen to it.”

“Well, hypothetically speaking, I would’ve heard it once, yesterday, as it was the only station broadcasting.”

“Yup. The bastard’s are going after radio towers. We thought it was just buildings, but it’s radio towers. Anything that can broadcast. They seem to swarm around them.”

“Radio towers?”

Mark nodded. “Not sure why. You’d think super-advanced aliens that can hover ships bigger than the tallest skyscraper above New York City without any apparent means of propulsion and resist a tactical nuke strike by the US Air Force would have better means of communicating than radio towers.

“But it’s like they’re playing capture the flag or something, and all the flags are at radio towers. Because they’re swarming them. They swarmed mine—hypothetically speaking, they would’ve swarmed mine, if I’d had one. Anyway, so now I’m here, still in a high tower, but no radio antenna. At least this way we can see em coming.”

“How many do you have?” I asked.

He eyed me.

“You don’t have to tell me,” I said, holding up my hands. “I’m just curious. I mean really, we don’t want any trouble, we couldn’t have planned this,” I said, holding my hand out to the trench and the wrecked Cadillac.

“I guess that would take a certain kind of crazy devotion to go all in like that. You guys were bookin it when you hit that. Heard the tires screechin and the crash from way up there.” He gestured at the tall building a half-mile away I’d seen earlier. “I’m actually surprised none of you were more injured. I bet Kenny there that at least one you would of eaten it.” After second he added, “Die, I mean.”

“Yeah, I got that.”

“I got hurt,” Abigail said.

“That you did,” he said, looking at the makeshift bandage wrapped around her head.

The Cadillac made a hideous screeching noise as the nose was pulled over the lip of the trench. After a second, the entire front bumper popped off, and the car jumped back then started rolling toward the Jeeps that had been pulling it.

The men who had been guiding the Jeep drivers as they pulled the car from the ditch now dove for said car, and together got it stopped before it collided with either of the Jeeps that had rescued it.

“Well, your car looks wrecked. Do you guys want to come back with us? It’s not a good idea to hang around in the open where they can spot you. They have patrols going out.”

“Patrols?” I asked, surprised.

“Yup. They send em out looking for people, then converting the ones they find. That’s why there’s so few of us around. People, I mean.”

“I figured it was something like that, I just didn’t realize they’d sent patrols out.” I also wasn’t sure I wanted to go back to their base, and not just because I was worried that they were somehow deceiving us—which I actually wasn’t, not really—but because I didn’t want to draw anything to them. I didn’t want to get them ambushed by aliens like I had Abigail’s grandparents.

But I also didn’t want to walk it, so maybe we could regroup at their base, then find a new ride.

“Now you know,” Mark replied. “So, you guys want that ride?”
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Mark cleared room for us in the back of the truck so we didn’t have to separate, and, after loading the bags Abigail’s grandparents had packed—and Abigail’s CamelBak, which she now wore—we headed off toward Mark’s base, leaving the Cadillac behind.

Gabriel watched it sorrowfully as we drove away.

“I loved that car,” he said as we rounded a bend, taking it out of sight.

A few minutes later, Abigail asked, “How long of a drive is this?”

Though we could see the building from where we were, and though it only looked to be about a half-mile away, the roads were haphazardly blocked with downed trees and disabled cars, so we weren’t taking a direct route to it, instead going over dirt paths and through cleared forested areas.

“Should take about another ten minutes. We have a sort of maze set up so people can’t get in so easily.”

I wondered how they’d managed to get to us so fast through all of this stuff—it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes from when we crashed till they arrived—but didn’t say anything.

When finally we arrived at the building, Mark, along with the rest of his group that had come out to rescue us, led us inside.

“Here we are,” Mark said. “Home sweet home. The Factory.”

“Factory?” I asked.

“Used to be a factory, I think,” he replied.

If so, it didn’t look like one anymore. There was a market on the ground floor, with stalls selling sweets and weapons and clothing, and people browsing from stall to stall.

A lot of people. I was surprised by how many.

“You set all this up in just a few days?” I asked.

“Oh not me,” Mark said. “I only came here after my secret hideout was discovered. Or after I called them to me by broadcasting radio signals. But the people who run it had been fans of my show, and when they heard me go off the air they got worried, and came looking for me.” He looked at Abigail. “We should get you to the doctor. Get that head injury checked out.”

“You have a doctor?” Gabriel asked.

Mark nodded. “Yup. That we do.”

I wasn’t going to let them take Abigail out of my sight, and apparently Gabriel felt the same way, so we went up a level with her and Mark and the rest of our group, to something that looked very much like an infirmary.

Something that looked very much like the infirmary at the prison, even.

There were a few people in the beds, though most were empty.

As I studied the room, I wondered where they’d gotten all the supplies. And how they’d gotten them on such short notice.

How long had it been since the evasion began? Five days? Six? I couldn’t quite remember. It started when I had been very out of it. But I thought it was something like six days.

This was a hell of a lot of progress to make in just six days.

“What do we have here?” a tall slender woman in a white coat said, coming up to Abigail and looking at her bandaged head.

“This little lady hit her head on the trap,” Mark supplied.

The woman frowned. “Were you running?”

“No,” Abigail replied. “We crashed. I wasn’t wearing my seatbelt, and flew from the backseat into the front and slammed my head into the windshield.”

The woman cringed. “Ouch. Mind if I take the bandage off?”

“You’re the doctor.”

The woman smiled. She had Abigail sit down on one of the empty beds, and unwrapped the shirt-bandage from her head, then spent a minute examining her and asking her questions—much like the ones I had asked, I was pleased to note.

My medical training wasn’t for nothing.

“Okay. Well, I want to get you x-rayed. While we still have power. I think you’re fine, but I’d like to be certain.”

“You have x-rays?” Mary, Abigail’s grandmother, asked. She was standing next to Abigail, on the opposite side of the bed, holding her hand.

“We have. For now anyway. Oh, and my name’s Dr Rathon. You can call me Jess.”

“Abigail.”

“Nice to meet you, Abigail.” She looked to the rest of us. “Why don’t you guys get settled in while I x-ray her.”

“Where are you going to x-ray her?” I asked.

“Downstairs. The machine was too big to get up here. I can show you if you like.”

I nodded, looking at my group. I locked eyes with Hunter and tried to communicate my intent with her.

“I’ll go with them while they get settled in,” she said.

Wow. It actually worked.

Or, what I wanted was so obvious that she didn’t need to read minds to be able to figure it out.

I was surprised none of them had said anything about Hunter, or her horns.

A fact that actually made me somewhat uneasy. It made me think of some zombie movie, where the people who were helping out the heroes said nothing about one of them being sick, looking like they had been bitten, because they’d planned to infect all of them anyway and use them for entertainment.

It wasn’t like they hadn’t given Hunter looks.

The whole way back here in the truck, I caught people from the other Jeeps looking at her, and even the driver of the truck occasionally glancing back in the rearview mirror.

Even the doctor, Jess, had glanced several times at Hunter.

It reminded me of the old saying, ‘What? Do I have horns growing out of my head?’

Hunter very much did. At least she didn’t have wings anymore. But her skin was still that unnatural shade of red.

And there was something else about her that was just… I didn’t know. Hard to put my finger on. Something that identified her as anything but normal.

We all went downstairs, and then at the bottom we split up, Mark leading Gabriel, Mary, Hunter, and Emma away, while Abigail and I went with the doctor.

Gabriel and Mary wanted to go with Abigail, but she insisted she’d be fine and that they should go get cleaned up and get some rest.

They did look tired. They probably hadn’t slept much while they were alone in the basement.

I know I wouldn’t have, if I had been in their shoes.

Of course, I hadn’t slept at all, not since I first saw that eyeless guard.

Just the thought of him made my heart lurch.

Or maybe it wasn’t my heart.

I tried to push him out of my mind, for fear that I would draw him to me.

I wasn’t sure how that worked, but I was sure it wasn’t just a delusion.

Jess led us to a door with a folding table set to the side of it, an open laptop atop it, its screen dark.

The door led to a large room set up as an x-ray area.

I wondered, but couldn’t tell, what the room had been used for previously.

“This is where we do it,” Jess said. “Not ideal, there’s probably x-rays leaking out, but it’s not like we’re using it very often.” She pointed to a table, which had a bunch of vests on it. “And we do have lead vests.”

I nodded.

“Why don’t you put one on honey,” she told Abigail. “And hand your friend your backpack. And then go ahead and just stand right there.” She pointed.

Abigail handed me her CamelBak, then put the vest on and stood where she was told.

“Alrighty,” Jess said. “I have the laptop set up outside to control this beast. Don’t like standing near x-rays if I don’t have to.”

I almost told her that I probably didn’t need to worry about x-rays anymore, if my attack by those animal things was anything to go by. I thought if they’d had that much trouble piercing my skin, maybe x-rays would as well.

But I wasn’t sure of that, and I wasn’t one to give information away unnecessarily, so I followed her out of the room.

She went to the laptop on the folding table and hit a key, turning the screen on, then remotely activated the x-ray machine.

After a minute an image of Abigail’s skull appeared on the screen.

Jess leaned in stared at it for what felt like too long.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Well, she doesn’t have any fractures.” She pointed to a spot on the screen that looked the same to me as every other spot. “This area here… I’m not sure.” She leaned away and looked at me. “I’m not a radiologist, I’m just a normal general practitioner. I don’t have training in reading x-rays. I mean of course I have training, but it’s not my specialty, and it’s been eight years since medical school.”

My eyebrows raised. “Eight years? How old are you?”

She smiled. “That’s not a very polite question.”

“I just— You look young.”

“Why thank you.” She returned her attention to the screen, tapping her lip with one finger. “Well, there’s nothing I can see, other than that spot. I can try emailing it to someone, though I’m not sure I’ll get anything. The internet is spotty. They don’t seem to be going after internet specifically, only radio broadcasts. But there’s been a lot of damage, and I imagine people running the… whatever it takes to run the internet, are not around anymore. Just like this place.” She gestured at the factory around us.

“Yeah, I’m surprised you guys got this ready so quickly.”

“Necessity’s the mother of invention.” She headed back into the x-ray room.

“Finally,” Abigail complained. “Can I move now? I’m getting cramps.”

“You can move. Also take that vest off.”

Abigail tossed the vest on the table with the others, and looked at the doctor. “So? Am I gonna die, Doc?” she asked with false melodrama.

The doctor laughed. “Not anytime soon, at least not from head injuries. At least not from that injury.”

“Yay,” Abigail said, now with false enthusiasm. “Is it okay if I sleep?”

“That will be fine. As long as you don’t choke on your own vomit.”

Abigail laughed, then gave me a hug and kiss on the cheek before grabbing her backpack from me and leaving the room.

I stared at the door she left through, somewhat in shock. I guessed I shouldn’t be. She had been fondling me right before we crashed.

Then I looked back to the doctor. “You didn’t tell her about whatever it was you saw.”

The doctor shrugged. “No point in worrying her. If it is anything, I’m not sure what I could do about it. We don’t have a surgery set up here, not for something like that. And I’m no brain surgeon.”

To my surprise, I felt a lurch in my stomach at this. “You think she needs surgery? You think it’s that serious?”

“I don’t know what it could be. It might be an anomaly, an artifact. It might be nothing at all. Like I said, I’m not a radiologist. I’ll try emailing it out and seeing if I can get a response from anyone.” She shook her head. “But I wouldn’t get my hopes up. Maybe if you could find a military base, they could do some more tests to see if it’s anything to worry about. Now come on, let’s get you back with your group.”

I looked at the large, looming x-ray machine one last time, feeling a sense of dread, of inevitability, then followed the doctor out.
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I stood outside the door to our accommodations, Abigail already having arrived back and now talking with her grandparents.

Emma was lying on one of the bunks—there were six set up in all, just the right number for our group—and Hunter sat on another of the bunks, watching Abigail and her grandparents.

Jess was by my side, and when I glanced at her, I caught her looking at Hunter again.

She caught me catching her looking, and gave a little smile. “Sorry, it’s just— I’ve never seen anything like that.”

“I was wondering when someone was gonna bring that up.”

“You think she’d let me examine her?”

“Have to ask her that.”

She nodded. “Sure, of course.” She glanced at my hands. “Maybe I should be asking to examine you.”

Clearly my hands were odd, being this strange black that they were, but I couldn’t tell what percent of that statement was curiosity, and what percent was come-on.

So I simply replied, “I’m not that interesting.”

“I doubt that.” She touched my arm, just above the elbow. “Alrighty, you guys get some rest. Maybe I’ll examine you two then.”

With that, she left, and I stared after her, incapable of looking anywhere but at her ass.

“I didn’t see anything suspicious.” Hunter had come up to me without me noticing.

I tore my attention from the doctor. “That’s good.”

“I’m almost suspicious that I didn’t see anything suspicious.”

I smiled. “Never be too careful.”

“They invited us to dinner tonight as well.” She pointed at a small table in one corner of the room. A pack of water bottles sat atop it, along with what looked like energy bars. “Gave us those, too. Said to get some rest first if we wanted it. I’m not sure how much sleep I need, but I think I am starting to get tired.”

I nodded. I wasn’t exactly getting tired, but I could feel myself winding down, my brain slowing—my willpower diminishing—and sleep might be just the thing to fix that.

But I didn’t want to sleep just yet, because I didn’t want of all of us to be asleep at once. “You guys get some sleep, I’ll stay up.”

Hunter nodded. “Wake me in a few hours, then I’ll keep watch while you get some rest.”

“All right,” I said, though I had no intention of doing that.

“And don’t you dare try to play tough guy and not wake me up.”

I laughed. “All right, I’ll wake you up,” I said, and this time meant it.

“Good.”

Gabriel and Mary unpacked a bit, and even put a picture of what looked like the whole family—them, Abigail, and her parents—atop the case of water.

It was the first I’d seen of her parents.

I could see the resemblance to Abigail. Her mother was also a redhead, though her father had light brown hair.

Everyone fell asleep rather quickly after that, and I sat in a chair by the door, watching my sleeping friends.

Though Emma was more than a friend.

And so was Hunter.

Whatever connection we had shared when we’d fought those aliens together, it had bonded us, and now I felt as if I knew her, knew her deeply, more than you could ever normally know someone.

I hadn’t an exactly read her thoughts, but I thought I had felt them, felt her history.

It made me wonder if she’d felt mine.


50

Someone shook my shoulder.

My eyes popped open, and I found Hunter standing in front of me. She was naked, and I realized I was dreaming.

“How long were you out?” she asked.

No, this wasn’t a dream.

I blinked and rubbed my eyes, shaking my head slightly. “I don’t know,” I whispered, seeing the others were still sleeping.

“It’s your turn. You should get some rest. Obviously you need it.”

I stared at her body, my sleep-addled mind confused and aroused at the same time.

Something about waking up after insufficient sleep; I was always hornier than normal.

She either saw me looking, or perhaps read my mind. “I took them off to go to sleep.”

I nodded and stood up.

She pulled me to the bed she had slept in, sat me down, and pulled off my shoes and socks.

I got under the covers and she knelt beside me, touching my forehead, running her fingers gently over my brow and then my cheek. “I’m glad we found each other. I never got a chance to thank you.”

“Thank me?” I asked, already starting to fall back asleep.

She took my hand and ran my fingers over the scar on her left shoulder.

“Oh. I guess—”

She put a finger to my lips. “Shh. Sleep now. I’ll stand guard. Don’t worry.”

I didn’t worry.

And I slept.

When next I woke, it was to the sound of laughter.

I opened my eyes and found myself staring up at a bunk. Then I scanned my surroundings, determined it was safe, and sat up, swinging my feet to the floor.

Abigail and her grandparents were talking with Mark, who was laughing at something one of them had said.

Hunter was dressed again, if you could call a bra and underwear dressed, and Emma was nowhere to be seen.

I stood up to look on the bunk above me, but it was empty.

“Look who’s up,” Mark said. “You ready for some chow?”

“I could eat,” I said.

“Good. You guys get cleaned up. There’s showers just down the hall. Nice individual booths. They’re stocked with toiletries, so use what you need.” He looked at Hunter. “And if you need some clothes, we got plenty of em. They’re on a folding table just outside the showers.” To me, he said, “I’ve got some work to do, but I’ll be at dinner. It’s in an hour.”

I nodded. “Thanks.”

Mark returned his attention to Abigail and her grandparents. “This is to be continued. I need to hear the rest of that story.”

“Where’s Emma?” I asked after Mark was gone.

Abigail looked around, frowning. “I don’t know.”

“She went outside to get some air, she said,” Hunter explained.

“Right. You guys can get cleaned up, I’m going to go check on her.”

Hunter grabbed my arm as I was about to pass through the open door. “Be careful.”

“You too.”

“No,” she shook her head. “Just be careful.”

I frowned. “Okay, I will.”

After several seconds she nodded and let my arm go.

No one seemed bothered by the fact that I was wandering around unaccompanied, and I eventually found my way outside.

The ‘Factory’ was surrounded by trees on all sides, and in the front was a very large parking lot.

It was here that I found Emma, standing, staring up at the sky, which had now gone dark again.

I’d slept for longer than I’d realized.

I put my hand on Emma’s shoulder.

She spun around quickly and grabbed it, then saw it was me and let go.

“Good reflexes,” I said.

She shrugged. “Judo.”

“What are you doing?”

She shrugged again. “Getting some air.”

“No, I mean, what are you looking at?”

She stared blankly at that me.

“You’re looking up at the sky. We’re you thinking about them?”

“Them?”

“The aliens. The ones who’ve invaded us.”

“Oh. I suppose. Just thinking about… I don’t know really. How small and inconsequential this place is. And yet how somehow it’s…”

“Everything?”

She met my eyes, and I felt like they bore into me. “Yes. Exactly.” Then she smiled. “Did you miss me?”

I shrugged one shoulder. “I was doing okay without you.”

“Jerk. You were supposed to sleep in my bed with me. We could’ve had some fun.”

“Apparently I was too tired for any kind of fun. I hardly even remember falling asleep.” Except now that I thought about it, I didn’t like how easily I’d fallen asleep.

I had been in dangerous situations before, exhausted and sleep-deprived, and even without uppers I had never passed out like I had in the chair.

Everything had turned out okay, and I was pretty sure these people didn’t mean us any harm.

I was surprised how tolerant they were of Hunter, though.

It made me wonder if they had had their own encounter with… well I didn’t know. If I was the one who prevented Hunter from turning by stabbing her, then it seemed unlikely they had someone like her.

“Dinner’s in an hour. We should go get cleaned up.”

“You are starting to smell.”

“Oh, I’m starting to smell? What about you?”

She shook her head. “Nope. I smell wonderful as always. But,” she said with a mischievous grin. “I wouldn’t mind taking a shower together. Maybe you could wash my back.”
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We went into one of the private shower stalls, and took a very long shower, making sure to clean each other’s bodies very thoroughly. Not missing an inch.

After we’d finished, we dried off and dressed in the clean clothes left outside the shower for us. Unlike Gabriel’s offer, there were actually clothes that fit me here.

“It seems weird to see you in something other than a ninja suit now,” Emma said, looking me up and down.

I was wearing jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, along with a zip-up sweatshirt. “It feels weird. At least they’re all black. It also feels weird to see you out of your nurse’s outfit.”

“Oh, tell me you still find me attractive.”

In answer, I slapped her firm ass, getting a surprised squeak and a lip bite that made me want to take those clothes off of her and carry her right back into the showers.

Instead, we went to find the others.

Dinner was in a medium-sized auditorium with a stage at front, maybe once used for corporate presentations.

In the middle of the auditorium was a very long table, made from more of those plastic folding ones I’d seen here and there.

Perhaps this place had been a folding-table factory.

“Took you two long enough,” Abigail said teasingly.

Emma patted my arm. “This one was very dirty.”

“Was?” Abigail asked.

More people came into the room and within ten minutes nearly every seat was filled.

Mark joined us and started talking with Abigail’s grandparents again. I couldn’t quite hear what they were talking about as I was four seats down from them with Emma, Hunter, and Abigail between us, but whatever it was he seemed to be enjoying himself, as did they.

Food was brought out, and after it was set down, most of the remaining seats were filled by the ones who’d brought the food.

Then dishes were passed around, plates filled, and I was reminded of a Harry Potter movie I’d seen when I was younger.

A few minutes into the meal, Jess appeared and squeezed in beside me on my left, the person who had been sitting next to me smiling and obligingly relocating to one of the few remaining empty seats.

“Hey,” Jess said, setting a plate down which she’d already filled.

“Hi.”

“So, how do you like the place?”

“It’s nice. You’ve got a good thing set up here.”

“That we do. Have you decided if you’re going to stay?”

“Stay?”

She picked up a piece of bread and took a bite. “Yes,” she said while chewing, and for some reason this made me smile. “You don’t seem like the type to stick around. Always moving on to the next big thing.”

“Well, you’re right. We are leaving. Probably tonight, maybe tomorrow.” I hadn’t talked to anyone else about this, but I didn’t think they would object.

“That’s up to you of course,” she said, swallowing her food. “But maybe you should reconsider.” I began to protest, but she held up a hand to stop me. “I know you’re not going to stay, but maybe some in your group can. At least—what was her name? The hurt one. Abby?—her grandparents. Maybe Abby herself. Oh, I sent off that email.”

“Any response yet?”

She shook her head sadly and took another bite of bread. This time she waited till she was done chewing to speak again. “I know I said not to get your hopes up, but don’t lose it either. Someone will respond eventually. If she’s here, we can do something for her when that eventuality arrives.”

I glanced down the row of seats to my right. Abigail was talking with Mark and her grandparents, the four of them laughing. Emma was next to me picking at her food, seemingly stuck in her own head.

Between Emma and Abigail, Hunter was slowly, methodically eating, staring at a fixed point in space. I couldn’t read her expression, and so I reached out and tried to read her mind.

For some reason my mind filled with images of sex and penetration, and I pulled out.

Hunter stopped chewing and looked at me, and the blank expression on her face sent a chill through me. Then she smiled slightly and the feeling dissipated.

My eyes were drawn down to her breasts, and through her bra—which she had changed—I saw her nipples were hard.

But I still felt uneasy, and looked away, looking around to see if anyone was eyeing her.

None were, and I returned my attention to Jess, who was looking at me expectantly.

“Um, what were we talking about?”

“Are you sure you didn’t hit your head too?”

“Huh?”

“Are you okay? Seriously?”

I shook my head. “I’m fine. What were we talking about?”

“You were saying how you decided to stay here with us.”

I cracked a grin. “Nice try.”

She snapped her fingers. “Damn. Was worth a shot. But you should consider letting the others stay.”

“Right,” I said, recalling our conversation. “I’ll talk to them. No guarantees.” Though it would be good to have her grandparents stay here. Maybe Abigail and Emma as well. They wouldn’t be safe exactly, but they’d be safer than with me on my quest to find the eyeless guard.

I’d feel better if I wasn’t drawing them into danger.

Then again, I may be the only one that could protect them, and we hadn’t yet found Abigail’s parents.

Still, I’d talk to them about it.
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“No way,” Emma said, back in our room after dinner. “I’m not staying here.”

“Me either,” Abigail agreed. “I need to find my parents.”

I sighed. “Your grandparents have a picture of them. The roads are practically empty. You can tell me what kind of car they drive and I can—”

“No,” she interrupted firmly. “I’m coming with you. We’re finding my parents. Together. Besides, how would they know to trust you? You don’t exactly inspire warm fuzzies in people.”

Abigail’s grandparents looked at each other, then at Abigail. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay, dear?” Abigail’s grandmother Mary asked. “I’m sure your friends can find them.”

Abigail went to her grandmother and hugged her. “I’m going. But you stay here, you’ll be safer. We’ll get my parents, then we’ll come back here. Wait it out until the military gets everything straightened out.”

If, I thought. And I thought that was a big if. Something not at all certain.

“All right then,” I said. “I want to leave tonight. It’s better to hunt in the dark.”

It’d been a while since I’d heard any jets or airplanes, and with radio communications out and the internet sporadic, it was hard to know what kind of state the rest of the world was in.

It was surprising how much bigger the world seemed when you knocked out instant communication.

Or really, the funny thing was how small the world seemed when you had it.

Because this was the reality, this was how big the world was. You could scream a message at the top of your lungs, and maybe people could hear you for a mile under good conditions. But after that, nothing.

You could communicate with semaphore by fires or lights over longer distances, but nothing like that was set up around here, nor I imagined in most places.

We’d been thrown back into a weird limbo between the modern world and the dark ages. We had electricity and fuel—for now—but very limited communications: low-power short-range radio, a sporadic wired internet, and perhaps landlines.

Maybe that was why I hadn’t heard jets. No way to direct them. Maybe airports were overrun due to air traffic control broadcasts, and the aliens being attracted to them.

“How are you going to leave?” Gabriel asked. “We don’t have a car anymore.”

“We’ll just have to borrow one. Or if they don’t have any to spare, we’ll walk.”

Abigail groaned. “I hate walking.”

“You’re welcome to stay here.”

“No, it’s fine. If I have to walk to find my parents, I will.”

“You know, your parents might not be all that we find.” 

“I know. And if we find my parents first, I might just come back here and let you go on and fight your battle.”

But by the sound of her voice, it didn’t sound like she would do that at all. It sounded like she would stay by my side.

This made me both proud and disappointed.

I just hoped I didn’t get her killed.
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After a tearful goodbye with Abigail’s grandparents, we left and went to find Mark.

We found him in a room with a few other people, going over some kind of map.

When he saw us in the doorway, he quickly walked over, ushering us back as he shut the door behind him. “What’s up?”

“What are you working on in there?” I asked.

“Trying to figure out how to save the world.” He looked at each of us, saw the backpack Abigail wore, the duffel bag I held—which was stuffed with water, energy bars, and a few changes of clothes. “You guys planning on going somewhere?”

“We are actually. That’s why I came to find you. Her parents,” I tilted my head at Abigail, “might be coming this way. It’s not the only road they could take, but…”

Mark nodded. “Right. Sure, we can keep an eye out for them. And you?”

“We’re going to look for them. I was hoping you could loan us a car.”

“Loan? So that means you’re coming back.”

“I sure hope so.”

 

At the door to the parking lot, we stopped at another one of those folding tables with several sets of keys laid out on it.

Mark grabbed a set, then led the four of us outside.

“Here you go,” he said, pointing at a car and dropping the keys to it in my hand.

“So we come full circle,” I said, looking at the car.

A Prius. These things were fucking everywhere. It was like a different kind of invasion.

“Mine was blue,” Abigail said. “Not red.”

I shook my head, and we loaded our meager gear into the back of the car, then piled in.

“Are you sure you want to drive?” Abigail asked. “You seem to be really bad at that. And also bad luck.”

I waved to Mark. “Thanks for the car. I’ll do my best to bring it back in one piece.”

“Just do your best to survive out there. It’s dangerous.” He looked at my hands, which were resting on the steering wheel, then into the backseat at Hunter.

Then he nodded once and walked away, back into the building.

I didn’t know why, but I felt like he knew more than he was letting on.
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“Are you sure you know where you’re going?” Abigail asked five minutes later as we wound through the maze-like roads leading from the factory.

I’d already had to backtrack twice when we encountered roads that had been blocked off by cars or downed trees.

And the answer to her question was, no, I didn’t know where I was going, but I eventually found my way out anyway.

Luckily I had a good sense of direction, and didn’t make the mistake of going back down a road we’d already been on.

Still, it had been a confusing maze, and I again thought how amazing it was that they’d managed to set it up in just a few days.

Almost too amazing.

We drove, and I tried to think of nothing, afraid to focus on where my eyeless adversary might be or even think about him for fear he would be pulled to us, content to stay on the road that Abigail said her parents would’ve taken, and the one they would likely be coming back on when they found she wasn’t at her apartment or their farmhouse.

I wondered if the factory was the only outpost, and if so how convenient it was that we happened to stumble upon it.

Then again, we had more crashed our way on to it, not stumbled.

I’d wanted to leave when it was dark out to get a move on, but now as I drove down the deserted highway, the car quiet except for the road noise, I wondered if I had made a mistake.

I wondered if I had been the one that had wanted to leave as soon as possible, or if I had been pushed somehow.

If I had been drawn. Compelled.

We passed through Toledo and took 280.

It had been a while, and they might already have made it back into Canada. Mark had said he would keep a lookout, but there were other roads they could have taken.

“You sure this is the way they’d be coming?” I asked Abigail, who was sitting in the backseat.

“It’s the way we always take to my grandparents. I don’t see why they’d change now if they didn’t have to. And with how empty the roads are, I don’t see why they’d have to.

I was still unnerved by how empty the world seemed. Not just of people, but of things. I would expect more cars to be abandoned on the road, more bags and suitcases left behind as those monsters took people and converted them into more monsters.

But it was almost sterile, what was left behind.

Just the buildings, the greenery. And the road. The endless road.

There were a few cars here and there. There was even one in the middle of the freeway that I’d nearly slammed into, getting quite an earful from Abigail about how I was bad luck and a terrible driver.

“I didn’t hit it, did I?” I’d replied to her criticism.

She’d grumbled some reply I couldn’t hear, and started chewing on the straw to her CamelBak.

But now as we drove down the empty highway in the dark of the night, the emptiness started to eat away at me. It started to feel purposeful, as though this path had been specifically cleared for me.

As though this was the way I was supposed to go.

The problem was, I didn’t know whose will it was making this happen. Was it mine, in order to find Abigail’s parents? Or was it my adversary’s, to draw me to him?

We’d been driving in silence for a while when Abigail—who I’d thought was sleeping—suddenly shouted, “Stop!”

I didn’t slam on the brakes, but I got us stopped as quickly as I could, fearing that she had spotted another trap, a trench in the road that I’d somehow missed.

The car came to a halt and I scanned the asphalt in front of me, looking for any sign of excavation.

“What is it?” I asked. “I don’t see anything.” I turned to look at her, and saw she was looking out the back window.

Then she got out of the car.

“Abigail,” I called. “What are you doing?” I got out after her.

She pointed at the sky. “Look.”

I did, and for a moment my legs went weak.

It was exceptionally clear, and so we could see those massive ships hovering above New York City.

Emma and Hunter got out and simply stared in silence at the awe-inspiring—in the true meaning of that word, something both amazing and terrible—sight.

“Oh my God,” Hunter said.

The ships floated there in the sky, looking geologic, as though they had always been and would always be there, and I now realized how truly large they were.

To be visible from this far away they had to be miles and miles tall, stretching into the actual stratosphere.

“It would be awesome, if they weren’t so terrible,” Abigail said in a quiet voice. Then she looked at me and suddenly wrapped her arms around me, resting her head on my chest.

I held her, feeling her warmth seeping into me.

We stood like that for a few minutes, until some clouds rolled in, and the ships were obscured once more.

Then we got back in the car, and drove on into the night.
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Sometime later, I saw the first moving vehicle other than our own that I’d seen in—well, since Mark and his crew came upon us.

“Look at that,” I said. “It’s another person. Or people.”

Being dark out, all I could see from this distance were the vehicle’s headlights. I couldn’t tell what it was, though if I had to guess I would’ve said a truck or SUV, based on the height of the headlights.

Hunter shifted, apparently ready for a fight. Abigail leaned between the seats and peered out the windshield.

“Want to go flying into the windshield again?” I asked.

“Don’t crash and I won’t have to.”

The car was on the other side of the freeway, separated by a concrete divider.

“You think they’re dangerous?” Abigail asked.

“Oh I doubt it,” Emma said.

We both looked at her.

She nodded at my hands. “Not dangerous for us anyway.”

We approached each other at sixty miles an hour, then suddenly we were passed each other, and I heard Abigail gasp. She basically threw herself back from between the seats and looked out the rear window. “Turn around, follow that car!”

“What’d you see?” I asked, already slowing down.

“I think that was my parents!”

Because of the concrete divider separating the two sides of the highway, I couldn’t just drive onto their side. Getting to that side would require me to exit the freeway and get back on, or find a gap in the dividers. I glanced at my fists. Or make one.

I thrust into reverse, did a 180, then started following on our side of the road.

“You’re driving on the wrong side of the road,” Abigail said.

“And if a cop pulls me over I’ll gladly accept the ticket from him.”

“If a cop pulls you over, you’d probably go back to prison.”

“That’s a good point. Except for the fact it’s the fucking apocalypse.” And I doubted any cop would have a prison to take me back to, or even be interested in me at all right now.

That was, unless he happened to have access to my full record.

He might be interested then.

We quickly caught up to the car Abigail thought her parents were in, driving alongside on the opposite side of the road.

I matched the speed of the other car, then honked my horn to get their attention.

The problem was, it was too dark to see if they saw us, and also too dark for them to see us.

Instead of acknowledging us, they just moved as far to the right as possible—as far away from us as possible, at least until the next offramp.

“They must think we’re trying to attack them or something.” Abigail rolled down her window, stuck her head out, and waved at the car.

I honked again, and after a few seconds, the other car came closer, slowing down.

I kept my speed matched to theirs so they could get a good look.

I just hoped it really was Abigail’s parents.

Then we were moving at fifteen miles an hour, and the other car rolled one of their windows down.

“Abigail?” the driver called, dividing his attention between the road, and the crazy car on his left.

“Hi Dad.”
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Abigail’s mother was crying as she and her husband hugged their daughter.

“Oh my God, I can’t believe we found you,” her mother said.

“We’re the ones who found you,” Abigail said, still hugging them.

Her father laughed, but her mother just let out a little sob.

“Yes you are,” her father agreed. “We thought you were thieves or something at first.”

“I can’t believe it,” her mother said again. “Thank God our battery died.”

Abigail wiped her eyes, pulling away. “Battery?”

“After we didn’t find you at your apartment or our house, we started to come back, thinking you might head to your grandparents—”

“We did!” Abigail exclaimed. “They’re okay.”

They hugged again.

“Well,” her mother continued, “we were stuck until we could get the battery charged. It delayed us.”

“Delayed us the perfect amount,” her father said happily. “Because we were here at just the right time. Just the right time to find you.” He looked over at where Emma, Hunter, and I were standing, his eyes scanning all three of us, before settling back on Hunter. “You going to introduce us to your friends?”

“Oh, right. This—”

But I didn’t hear anything else, because that’s when I felt the darkness descending.

Just like at the Walmart, just like in the infirmary, I knew something was here, before I could see it or hear it.

I didn’t know if you’d call it a sixth sense, but I knew with certainty.

That’s when I noticed the towers.

Two tall cell or radio towers, and we had stopped right next to them.

I looked out over the field, not hearing the conversation as Abigail introduced us to her parents.

All I could focus on was the sense of darkness enveloping me.

A thousand or so feet away, just under a quarter mile, from across the field and out of a thick copse of trees, poured a horde of creatures.

And I knew among them, would be my adversary.

“Get in the car!” I ordered them. “Lock your doors.”

Abigail’s parents looked at me in confusion.

“What—” Abigail’s mother began, but I cut her off.

“Get in the car now!”

But what would good was a car, against this?
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Hundreds of the demonic cancerous beings spilled across the field toward where I stood on the edge of the highway.

I pushed Emma toward Abigail’s parents’ SUV. “Get in. Get out of here.”

“I’m not—” she began, but I shoved her harder—she was strong from all that judo, but I was stronger, and I got her into the SUV and slammed the door shut behind her.

“Drive,” I told Abigail’s father, who was now in the driver’s seat. “Get as far away from here as you possibly can.”

He’d seen the approaching horde by now, and didn’t need to be told twice.

I turned and faced them, just a few hundred feet away now, as Emma, Abigail, and her parents sped away down the highway.

I couldn’t run anymore.

I had to face my enemy. He may have drawn me here, planted the seed, but it was what I wanted.

I was finally ready to face him.

Ready to defeat him.

I realized Hunter was beside me, and that she was smiling.

She pulled off her new bra, then moved behind me, wrapping her arms around my body. “Ready?” she asked.

“Yes. This time I am ready.”

I heard ripping and tearing, and imagined the wings sprouting from her back. They formed faster than they had before, and a second later we were beating up into the air as the first wave of those things cleared the field.

They lunged at us as I flew toward the concrete barrier, trying to put something between us.

They leapt over it, and a few even came close to grabbing onto us.

Several slammed into the Prius, and more climbed atop it and jumped for us, but we were already out of their reach.

The only thing they accomplished was collapsing the roof under their combined weight.

Another car down. Sorry Mark.

“I wish I had projectile weapons,” I said, forming my hands into fists and bringing out my shadow blade and shield.

You can be the projectile, Hunter told me in my mind.

Be the sword and shield, I thought.

Then I realized I was in control of us now, the wings feeling like my own, and dove.

My blade was raised, ready to strike, when I saw that another group of the creatures had come from the other side of the road, and were pouring onto the highway, blocking the SUV’s escape.

“Fuck!” Distracted, my blade only grazed across the stony, cancerous skin of one of the hellspawns and then something lashed out at me, piercing one of our wings—I guess it wasn’t as strong as my skin—and I hit the ground in a tumble, Hunter crying out in pain in my mind.

I quickly got to my feet and flapped our wings, sending us into the air again.

It didn’t hurt, but I felt Hunter’s pain.

Sorry.

It’s okay, save them. I’ll be fine.

The hellspawns had the SUV stopped now, had it surrounded, but apparently Abigail’s father wasn’t going to let a horde of demons get in his way, because he gunned the engine and plowed right through them.

Or tried, anyway.

He mowed down a few, but eventually the vehicle got caught up on the downed bodies, its tires spinning in the air as it tried to get free.

I flew toward them, my hatred for these things boiling over into blinding rage that I had to force down lest I be consumed by it.

Action, not reaction.

Don’t let your enemy control you, Gage.

I decapitated a hellspawn that had been about to pound one large distorted lump of a fist into the rear passenger window—the one Emma was sitting next to.

Then I pulled up briefly before diving again, this time taking out two more.

There were still so many, and they were focusing all their attention on the vehicle.

That’s when I heard the slap.

Even over all the cacophony, over the frightened screaming coming from inside the vehicle. All my mind could focus on was that wet slapping of reptilian-alien flesh on asphalt.

Watch out! Hunter cried, but even now he was controlling me, manipulating me, and we were grabbed by our wings and slammed to the ground.

As I pushed myself up I heard the foot again, growing closer, and looked up, and saw the eyeless guard. He stopped, standing in the middle of the road, a mass of his minions—because I saw now that’s what they were—gathering around him like a shield.

He had a hundred demons, and all I had was this stupid disc.

We stared each other down as I got to my feet, surrounded on all sides by the hideous monsters.

They had stopped beating on the vehicle for now, and all was silent. Eerily so.

And as I looked into those blank sockets, those vertical gashes where eyes and other features should have been, I knew that I had been tricked.

I hadn’t been following him, setting him up for a trap, ambushing him.

He’d been the one luring me, making me doubt, making me think that I was the one chasing him. That I was the one in control.

That I was the one acting.

But instead, I was the one who was ambushed, who was controlled, who was reacting.

It had all been a trap.

And I’d fallen for it

Even when I thought I had taken control, it turned out all I’d been doing was reacting to my enemy, letting him control me.

You are neither warrior nor great.

Tell me about it.
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I leapt into the air and started flapping our wings, but I wasn’t fast enough, and a hand reached out and grabbed my ankle.

I clenched my fists, forming my blade, and slashed it down across the arm that held me.

The alien creature screamed, then I was free, beating into the air, the severed demonic hand still wrapped around my ankle.

I kicked it off with my other foot, and it fell into the crowd below.

If I could just take them out one by—

My nascent plan stopped forming in my mind as I saw them go for the SUV with Emma, Abigail, and her parents again.

No, I thought, and dove at the horde.

Do not let yourself be controlled by the actions of others. You must stay in control, Gage. Act, don’t react.

I pushed aside the memory, the lesson. I wish he’d stay out of my head. I already had—

Gage, Hunter said calmly in my mind.

Right.

Don’t sit—or hover—around daydreaming.

I dove and slashed my blade across the monsters mobbing Abigail’s parents’ SUV, then opened our wings to soar back up into the sky, but two beasts leapt and before I could get out of range, they latched onto me.

I flapped our wings hard, but the things were heavy, and my assent was slowed greatly. Then something ran up onto the SUV and jumped for me, that extra height just enough for it to clutch onto me, wrap its cold slimy hands around my waist, and try to bite into my abdomen.

I stabbed through its skull, but instead of dying and falling to the ground like I expected, another head formed next to it.

I stabbed this one too, and then another head formed on its back.

Instead of stabbing this one, I sliced it off at the neck, and the beast went limp, sliding from me and colliding with the two holding onto my legs.

It didn’t knock them free however, and—

Look out!

Something else collided into me, and I felt Hunter’s scream as it dug its claw into our back.

I guess Hunter wasn’t as resilient as I was.

Before I could even react, another creature launched itself at us.

I got my shield up and it slammed into it, tried to grip on, but was unable to get purchase and went falling to the ground.

My eyes brushed over the eyeless one, and despite having no mouth with which to do so, I could’ve sworn it smiled at me.

Then the claws were digging deeper into our back, and I had bigger things to worry about then a sick sense of humor.
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I beat our wings hard, feeling Hunter’s agony, but didn’t seem to be gaining altitude, only maintaining it.

We now had three creatures on us, and another one was running toward us, again using the vehicle with my friends—my lover—inside as extra height.

We need to get away from that car, I thought. But we also needed to protect it.

Inside, to their credit, Emma and the rest remained quiet, not screaming as the beasts swarmed their vehicle.

For the moment they were more interested in getting at me, but if they turned their attention back to getting in, it wouldn’t take them—

Suddenly one of the monsters turned away from me and punched the roof of the car.

Shit, could that thing read my thoughts? Had I somehow broadcast the idea unintentionally?

Then Hunter screamed in agony as one of the things clinging to us somehow managed to get its claw between us and rip us apart.

As I fell to the ground in what seemed like slow motion, I saw Hunter falling as well, her wings beating wildly, but in the wrong direction, the beast atop her biting into her flesh.

No, I thought. This was just like the house. But now there were so many more. And these weren’t dumb animals.

Not with my eyeless adversary controlling them.

Then I slammed to the ground, breaking one of the demonic creatures in half, and sending a gout of green gaseous fluid onto the SUV’s side windows, an SUV which had everyone I still cared about in this world inside of it, other than Hunter, and which was now shaking from the impact as the beast atop the roof slammed its claw into it.

Then it broke through, and reached in for its prize.
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Before I could be swarmed, I leapt to my feet, and I was barely fast enough as something collided into me.

I swung my blade without looking and felt it connect, felt some body part dismember.

Then I charged at the SUV and jumped for the roof—that green fluid turning to thick vapor and flowing into me, increasing my power—stabbing my blade down before I even landed.

The monster that had been digging around in the car went limp. Green smoke poured off and entered me, revealing a human corpse as I grabbed it by its leg and threw it into the crowd.

Then one of them grabbed my ankles and pulled my feet from under me—my face slamming into the wrecked roof—dragging me into the mass of hellish beings

I tried to hold onto the vehicle, refusing to let myself be buried under this horde, but there were too many, and they dragged me away, into their midst, farther and farther away from the SUV.

Then I heard a window break, and now someone inside did scream.

No, I couldn’t let them die.

Action, Gage. Not reaction.

“Shut up!” I shouted.

I swung my blade wildly, kicking as I did, then roaring as I forced my way to my feet and put my shield before me to push through the crowd.

I screamed sounds that were almost words as I slashed my blade, colliding with hellish flesh and causing bodies to fall before me.

But for every one I took down, another filled its place.

I couldn’t feel Hunter anymore, and I was torn about which way to go. To where I saw Hunter fall, or to the SUV.

But then Emma screamed my name, and thought left me. I charged through the horde, slicing my way through them and back toward my friends.

They stopped falling however, started growing new limbs instead.

I pushed on anyway.

I made it to the front of the SUV and rolled onto the hood. From there I leapt once more onto the roof, which had a large hole in it from where the beast had reached in and tried to pull out one of my friends.

I lay flat on my stomach as another of the monsters reached in through the broken rear side-window, grabbing for Emma, who was pressed against the opposite door, far away as she could get without leaving the vehicle. Abigail and her parents huddled together in the front seat, not in immediate danger.

I didn’t let my mind think the inevitable thought that it wanted to, resisted giving these monsters—giving the eyeless one—any ideas, if that’s what I had done before.

Instead, I let my mind blank and slashed down at the beast reaching in.

I severed its arm at the shoulder, then backhanded it with my blade, sending its body stumbling backward, green gaseous fluid shooting out of the stump.

Then the other window broke, my fear, the thought—idea—I had tried to keep hidden, coming true.

Now Abigail, or perhaps her mother, screamed.

No! I thought in anger.

Emotions are useful, Gage, but never let them control you. Remember, they are simply the reactions of your primitive brain. Those primitive reactions can be useful, can even sometimes save your life. But they can also get you into trouble. You are much smarter than they are. Don’t let them control you, don’t allow someone else to dictate your actions.

Act, Gage. Don’t react.

Lying here on the roof in the midst of these monsters, I breathed out, let go of tension. I listened to the screams of my friends, letting them register, letting the emotions arise, but not feeling them.

I got to my feet atop the SUV, monsters around me trying to claw their way up. Soon they would be on the roof with me.

I saw Hunter, bloodied and disemboweled on the ground, her wings torn, her body a gruesome mess.

I didn’t know if she was dead, though I thought it might be worse if she were alive—for anyone to live through what had been done to her.

Then I turned my attention to the eyeless guard.

He was standing there, a ways back, in the middle of the road. Watching.

Controlling.

What was it that I had thought? That these were his minions?

Yes. They were minions. Puppets.

And he was the puppetmaster.

Action, not reaction.

And so I acted.
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I dashed over the SUV’s roof, onto the hood and then leapt into the air, soaring higher than I thought possible over the heads of the hellspawns.

Still, I couldn’t fly—at least not without Hunter—and landed in the midst of them.

They clawed and bit at me, tried to pull me down, but I made fists, using my shield to push them away and my blade to slice them down, and made my steady way forward, not reacting to them, implacably pushing forward.

I felt something in my mind, a piercing pain, pushing me back.

But pain was just another emotion.

I ignored it. I didn’t feel it.

Panic arose in me, and in my detached state, I saw it for what was.

Saw that it wasn’t my own.

Saw that it was the eyeless guard’s.

Perhaps he’d had some mentor as well, some demonic lord that imbued in him with torture much worse than anything I’d been through to never let fear control him. To never react.

For when I made my way through this crowd of hellspawns, I found the eyeless guard standing there, waiting for me, one foot much larger than the other, as it oozed out of his shoe. A reptilian tumor.

The wound I had made in his right eye slit had grown, and that burning corona was even brighter and more visible. And somehow the darkness behind it, which the brightness tried to hide, was intensified as well, and stared back at me, tried to pull me in to despair, to agony. To an endless void to which I would be but a passenger.

But I wouldn’t let it.

He had bits of flesh missing from bites, claw marks, and other slashes—perhaps inflicted by the other aliens, the beasts and terminators, as nothing of this earth seemed to be able to harm the aliens.

And here too, like his eye, like that one overly large reptilian foot, something was revealed.

Something out of focus, dark, like a shadow you see from the corner of your eye at night. But when you turn to look, there’s nothing. Yet in your heart, in that deep place of your mind where all rational thought goes to die, you know what you saw, and you get out of wherever you are as quick as you can and go somewhere safe, with people, and light.

Away from the dark, away from the shadows, away from things you don’t want to believe can possibly exist.

But the only people I had were back there, behind me, and who would die soon, or be consumed and transformed by these hellspawns, which was maybe even worse. And there was no light out tonight.

What once had been a clear evening had clouded over, and if there were any moon or stars out, they were gone now, obscured by the black clouds filling the sky.

But I could still see. I could see my adversary, see that burning corona in the wounded eye, and that wound gave me strength.

Because I did that before I even knew what I was capable of. I did it with a splintered piece of wood.

Now I held my shadow blade up before me, and wondered what I could do with this.
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I dashed forward and brought my blade down in an arc at the eyeless guard.

To both our surprises I hit him. Perhaps he hadn’t expected me to attack so suddenly.

I know I hadn’t.

Other than leaping back, faster than I’d ever seen him move, he made no reaction. Made no sound, no face of pain.

Just continued to wear that blank mask.

Yes, I thought. A mask. That’s what it was. Hiding whatever he truly was behind it.

And with a sinking feeling, I knew that whatever that mask hid, was much worse than the mask itself. 

And I also knew, that I had to reveal it if I wanted any chance of saving my friends.

I went for him again but he dodged, causing me to slash through empty air and stumble.

I managed to keep my feet and turn and face him.

The hordes that had been attacking the SUV stopped and now charged at me. 

I ignored them.

I would not let him control me.

My goal was to end him, and nothing would get in my way.

I ran at him, wishing I had wings, and made to slash, but then when he dodged, I spun my arm out and felt it connect with him, just barely.

I let the spin pull me all the way through until I was facing him again then ran, and instead of slicing at him I leapt, my arms out, and wrapped them around him.

We went to the ground with me on top, and his body made a repulsive squish as we landed on the cold blacktop.

Just the feel of him, even through his guard’s uniform, made me want to release him.

But I held on, like I had with that very first alien I’d fought back at Abigail’s parents’ house, and rolled us over as his minions tried to pull us apart, forming my shield over us and blocking them. Then I let go with my right hand, pressed my fist against his skull, and released my blade into his brain, or into whatever was behind that mask.

He thrashed, trying to get free, and I withdrew the blade and stabbed again and again into him.

His minions were still trying to pull us apart, trying to save him, but I wouldn’t let go, and the shield on my left hand was above us, preventing them from getting a good grip.

A shield, I thought, and forced energy into my left arm.

With no surprise at all, the shield expanded into a dome surrounding us, pushing his minions away.

Then it was just him and me in the dome.

I stabbed him repeatedly, something in the back my mind yelling at me, telling me I was making a mistake.

But it was just him, trying to stop me.

I pushed it away and kept stabbing, cutting away at the monster, cutting away at the façade, trying to get to what was under—

I stopped, frozen.

What had been trying to get through, finally broke through and in a voice so powerful I swear my head shook, said, The greatest deception is to make you think you’re in control. It’s to make you think you’ve won, checkmated your opponent, when he’s the one who’s checkmated you.

It wasn’t the eyeless guard, it wasn’t this demon I was fighting, but the voice of the man who’d made me who I was. His words on the last day I’d seen him.

His final lesson.

I thought back to that day, when I was barely even a man. Standing over that bloodied corpse, my fists red with blood; mine, and its.

Then the soldiers storming the room, taking me down.

The man—the one who had set me up, the one who the old man had warned me about—standing back, watching it all, a barely concealed smile on his face.

I wanted to punch that smiling, satisfied face.

He had set me up, had planned all of it.

And he had won.

And now, here I was again, years later, playing into someone else's hand, doing just what they wanted me to do, not realizing the sacrifices they were willing to make to win.

Not realizing who they were willing to sacrifice.

I looked up at the bloodied, inhuman face, its missing features, the flesh hanging off, its skull distorted.

Had I been controlled again?

Is this what it had wanted all along?

Because as I stared up at my adversary, I saw this flesh wasn’t a mask, wasn’t a façade.

It was a prison.
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No, I thought, and released the eyeless creature.

And now it did make a sound.

It was hard to describe the sound, but I knew it for what it was, even if it sounded completely alien to me, I knew the emotion that it expressed, an emotion that it was now letting itself feel.

That sound, was laughter.

The eyeless creature stood in our little dome, pressing against the shadow ceiling and stretching it as it did.

Its flesh clung to it in bits, the mask hanging loose and revealing something eldritch beneath.

It had used me all along.

Perhaps at first it had tried simply to possess me, to transform me.

But then I had injured it. Or thought I had injured it.

But I hadn’t injured it all, I had just showed it that I could set it free.

Set it free from its mask, from its prison.

And now I had done just that.

Now my friends were going to die.

Now I was going to die.

I had failed.

I had let myself be used.

I went to my knees, hard, feeling the asphalt crack under them.

I fell forward on my hands, clenched into fists, the blade digging into the asphalt, the shield still around us. I had failed, and now we were all going to die.

Don’t let your emotions rule you, Gage.

I was still reacting, wasn’t I?

I breathed in deep, instead of trying to push everything away, I just let it be. I accepted everything for what it was.

I looked up at the creature before me, the creature that was slowly losing its mask, its prison, and becoming something… other.

It was growing in size, stretching at the shadow dome that enclosed it.

But it was just standing there.

I paid attention to everything, the sights, the sounds, the sensations.

Around me were the horde, focused on the dome, not paying any attention to the SUV, or to Hunter’s corpse.

They were all focused on us.

Waiting, I realized. Waiting for me to drop the shield.

They couldn’t get through it.

And neither could the eyeless one.

There was a shift then.

If the eyeless one had been expressionless before, he was even more so now with his mask hanging in bloody tatters, his skull misshapen, his face a gory mess, but we still shared some kind of connection, and I could sense his unease, his realization.

My realization as well.

The tides had shifted, and now he was the one fighting against the current.

“You can’t get out,” I said. Not a question.

For all its power, it couldn’t break through my shield.

It’d been trying to. It’d been growing, straining against it, but it had failed.

And so had its minions.

Whatever this shield was, none of them could break it.

I had freed it, true. But now I had trapped it again.

I felt emotion—anger—but it wasn’t mine.

I let it rise. Let myself feel it.

It was just a feeling. It had no power over me.

I looked down at my clenched fist which was so black that it seemed as though I was missing a hand.

Then I looked up at my adversary. “You grew too much, now you’re trapped by the shield. Can’t shrink again and come for me.”

It was seven or eight feet tall, pressed against the stretched shield.

Trapped by it, held in place.

It wasn’t quite free from its skin yet. Perhaps if I attacked it again, cut at it just a bit more, it would be.

But I knew I couldn’t kill it. I didn’t have that power.

I knew this, because it knew this.

But I could do something else.

With a feeling like waking from a dream, I released my fists and stepped out of the shield.

It remained, a half dome on the asphalt that I knew went all the way under, enclosing my adversary completely.

Now, the creature did react.

It screamed and thrashed, trying to break free, stretching against the dome, realizing it had lost me, had lost control.

A control I had felt snap as I stepped through the shield.

Not only did it trap the creature, but it severed our link as well.

And that’s when I realized the horde around us was still.

Just standing there, swaying slightly.

Puppets, with their strings cut.
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I rushed to the SUV, peered in through the shattered window. “Is everyone okay?”

They had all been staring at the horde, but now slowly turned to look at me, as one, and despite my previous detached state, I felt my gorge rise. Were they puppets too, now?

But then Abigail smiled. “Holy fucking shit.”

“I guess that’s a yes.”

“You had blades! And wings! I was right!”

“What?”

“From your hand. You had a fucking sword.”

“You just now noticed?” Thinking about it, I guess I had never brought out my blade in her company, not where she could see it. In the truck it had been too dark, and we had been being chased by monsters.

Emma didn’t seem surprised, but then, she never seemed to be.

“How’d you think I fought them off at your grandparents?”

She shrugged. “I don't know. Magic? Or you used Hunter somehow.”

Hunter. Poor Hunter. “Wait here,” I said, and went to her corpse, not wanting to leave her in the road.

But I was shocked to find her breathing.

She was disfigured, her throat ripped out, her intestines stretching across her stomach and onto the asphalt, and her chest cavity torn open, but somehow she was still breathing, her lungs—one of which I could partially see—filling with air.

“What the hell are you?” I said in wonder.

Then I heard retching behind me, and I turned to see Abigail running to the side of the road and vomiting.

Well, I’d told her to stay in the car. That’s what she got for not listening to me.

Emma came up and stood on the other side of me, looking down at Hunter. “I guess they can heal from a lot. That’s the benefit of being cancer.”

“Being a nurse, you must’ve seen worse than this, I guess, if you’re not sick.”

“I’ve never seen worse than this as a nurse. I just have a strong stomach.”

Abigail’s parents were by her side, her mother holding her hair as she emptied her guts of SunChips and the meal Mark and the others had provided.

I stood and looked to the shadow dome, the shape of my adversary distorting it.

Emma turned and looked as well. “What are you gonna do about him?”

I shook my head “I can’t defeat him.”

“You know,” she said, “to defeat someone doesn’t just mean to kill them. There’s more than one way to win a battle, to win a war. It doesn’t always have to end with death. Sometimes, life is the best punishment.”

I looked at her, and saw something unfamiliar on her face, an expression I couldn’t read.

But then it was gone, and it was the same Emma I’d known for days now, the same Emma I’d fallen in love with, and she smiled at me. “Come on, we should head back.”

I looked around at the swaying puppets. “What about the rest of them? And him? I can’t just leave them here.”

“Well,” she said, looking me up and down. “Don’t you get stronger when you kill them?”

“It seems that way.”

“Now it’s going to be easier than—what’s your saying?—shooting fish in a barrel. There must be hundreds of them. If the few you’ve killed so far have made you as powerful as you are, imagine what the rest will do.”

I felt a smile slowly spread across my lips as I looked at the swaying crowd of puppets.
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Epilogue

We drove down the road, back toward the factory, while behind us over a hundred human corpses lay in the field on the side of the highway, now invisible in the distance.

There was no way we could have buried them all, but I wasn’t going to leave them on the road, either.

Putting them in the field was the best we could do.

They’d probably be eaten by animals, but that was the fate of us all, eventually. Eaten by animals, or bugs, or bacteria, or fire.

But eaten all the same.

I rolled the tiny black dome—no bigger than a large marble—over my fingers. My adversary may not have been able to shrink himself, but I could shrink the dome, with him inside it. It was a solid black, and hard as glass now. No shape inside distorted it, nor could anything inside be seen.

Just a regular old marble, to remind me of my old friend.

A souvenir, Emma had called it.

And it wasn’t as though I was going to leave him there in the middle of the highway.

I was done being controlled, done looking over my shoulder.

I would know where he was at all times now.

I slid the dome—which had a deceptive amount of weight to it, though certainly not the several hundred pounds it should’ve had—into my pocket, and thought of Gabriel’s stone, the one now glowing brighter than ever in my chest. They didn’t look the same, but there was something there, some shared… connection.

Even though the dome had been made from my shield, I was still able to form another one, in no small part thanks to all the power I’d absorbed from those puppets.

After Abigail had gotten over her shock at seeing the blade—something she insisted she’d seen and mentioned way back when I first met her in their apartment—she had watched in awe as I’d dispatched them.

Still not having had enough, she begged me to demonstrate using the blade, but this time wanting to see it up close—I had made her get back and stay in the car while I got rid of the puppets, just in case.

So I did, cutting chunks out of the concrete highway divider.

It was pointless, but her joy while she watched this was infectious, and I liked making her happy.

After that she wanted to see how long it could get, and it was an effort of will not to make a joke about this.

Even her parents were smiling.

As for how long, well, again thanks to all the power I’d absorbed, it seemed endless. 

I’d extended it over a hundred feet before it got too unwieldy—a small movement of my hand creating a large one at the end of the blade—and I had retracted it for fear of skewering someone who couldn’t heal like a certain demon-girl could.

A demon girl whose head was now resting on my lap as I sat in the back row of Abigail’s parents’ SUV, not driving for once, finally starting to believe Abigail about me driving being bad luck.

Hunter’s wounds had seemed to heal with each puppet I took down, as though we were still connected somehow.

Her wings had changed, too, growing black feathers with prismatic streaks.

Just like my stone.

Her wings were folded behind her now, one resting against the seatback in front of us, the other drooping to the floor as she lay on her side, face nestled into my stomach.

She must have to be conscious to retract them, which she wasn’t.

Another thing she wasn’t, was clothed, her panties having been torn off or simply demolished and eaten along with her flesh.

But nor was she naked.

Another change that had occurred as I’d killed those puppets and increased in power, was an inky black substance had begun seeping out of her skin, collating over her nipples and crotch, perhaps because despite her mythical appearance, she had been raised in the modern world, and thought of those as her most vulnerable areas.

Because I got the feeling these inky black tendrils were a defense of some sort. Her own kind of shield.

And in her unconscious state, it had used some deep-seated need to be covered as directive, and began there.

And it was just beginning. Even now, a tendril barley thicker than a strand of hair stretched from the tiny patch over her groin, all the way up her stomach, and connected to the one not quite covering her left nipple.

Dome stowed safely in my pocket, I wrapped my arm around her protectively, my fingers coming to rest at the spot on her back from which her now-feathery wings sprouted. I stroked the area gently, her bare flesh against my arm, feeling our connection grow.

Her own arm, her right, was above her head, bent and draped over my thigh, and I saw the black dot on the back of her hand, tiny tendrils reaching out for her knuckles and beyond. Her left had an identical mark.

That was another connection. Soon her hands would be as black as mine.

Her breathing was regular now, and other than a few small wounds—and the scar from my blade on her left shoulder, the pale patch of skin around it—she had healed almost fully. Her guts were back inside, and her split chest was together once more.

With my other hand I stroked her cheek, her face inches from my stomach, and watched the steady rise and fall of her breast, comforted by it.

I didn’t know what she was, didn’t know what we were, but I knew that I loved her—not in any way I’d loved anything before, but in a new way. Perhaps in that way all those self-help books tell people to love themselves, to accept themselves. Unconditionally.

I may have not known what she was, but I knew what she was to me: my heart.
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A while later, a little before sunrise, Emma said we should stop and get some rest. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m tired, and sleeping in a car doesn’t sound very fun. And I’m starving.”

Abigail’s parents wanted to push on, eager to get back to their own parents, but Emma was insistent we stop.

So we did. First at an abandoned grocery store to stock up on food, then at the first decent-looking hotel we came across.

As we got out into the chill early morning air, Abigail eating something other than SunChips for once—a sandwich from the supermarket’s deli—her parents and Emma unloading their bags from the car, I felt, for the first time in forever, safe.

Content.

Maybe it was my increased power, or having outwitted my adversary. But it was also a feeling of being free now. Like nothing was tracking me anymore.

A weight off my shoulders. Off my chest.

I could breathe again.

I lifted Hunter, being mindful of her wings, and carried her inside the hotel.

We grabbed master keys from an abandoned maid’s cart and took what looked to be two of the nicest rooms.

Which, to be fair, weren’t that nice—it was just a roadside hotel. But they had a hot tub and pool, and still had power.

Our rooms were close together, and we walked Abigail’s parents to theirs, where they hugged again, and her mother gave her a suitcase, whispering something to her as she did.

She smiled, and then we left them to go to our own room. It was unspoken that we’d all share one.

We had a bond now.

In the room, Abigail carelessly tossed her CamelBak and a suitcase she’d gotten from her mother onto the floor next to the room’s only bed—a king—then plopped down spread-eagled onto it, letting out a sigh of relief, her half-eaten sandwich clutched to her chest.

The room had a couch, and I gave this brief consideration, then shook my head and went to the bed. “Over,” I said.

She grunted and scooted over, and I laid Hunter down on the bed next to her, carefully tucking her wings beneath her while Emma went into the bathroom.

When I checked on her, I saw she had turned on the tap to fill the tub.

There was also a separate shower, which she now turned on. Then she turned to look at me as I stood in the bathroom doorway, and stripped off her clothes while I watched, steam already filling the room.

She got in, then met my eyes and smiled. Raising her hand, she bent a finger and gestured me to her.

I stripped as I went and joined her in the shower.

“Oh great, so I have to stay dirty,” Abigail said, standing in the doorway, one hand on her hip, the other still holding her sandwich.

“Why don’t you join us?” Emma suggested.

Abigail frowned, apparently not liking it when Emma was the one making a sexual joke. “Right. Ha ha.”

“I’m serious.” Showing how serious she was, she stepped out of the shower, dripping water, and went over to Abigail, placing a kiss on her lips.

Abigail stumbled back, nearly dropping her sandwich, and in the mirror I saw Emma’s reflection smile.

“What’s gotten into you?” Abigail asked.

“Nothing yet. But soon Gage will.”

Abigail rolled her eyes. “Just hurry up so I can get changed and showered.”

Emma and I had sex in the shower, with the bathroom door open wide.

And it was sex, not making love.

It was rough, primal.

And amazing.

Surprisingly for such a seemingly low-rent hotel—though this room was fairly nice—there were two robes in the bathroom, and we each put one on before going back out into the room, where Abigail was sat on the foot of the bed, sandwich finished, munching SunChips and watching TV.

Hunter was still unconscious, lying where I’d left her.

“Finally,” Abigail said, getting up from the bed and grabbing a small toiletry bag from the suitcase her mother had given her—the whole family seemed to be serious overpackers. “I wanted to go shut the door to block out the sounds, but I was afraid what I would see.” She shook her head at us. “What’s with you two and robes?”

Not waiting for an answer, she walked into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. A second later I heard the lock click.

Just as I was about to sit down on the bed, the door opened again. She came out holding our dirty clothes and threw them on the ground, my little black dome rolling out of my pocket onto the low carpet.

It rolled all the way to where I stood beside the bed and went between my feet.

Goal, I thought.

It continued rolling, going under the bed. I expected a hollow little click as it collided with the platform the bed rested on, but the bed must not have had one, because there was no sound.

Abigail gave the two of us a disgusted look, then returned to the bathroom, once more locking the door.

“Grumpy,” Emma said teasingly, and lay down next to Hunter. The last of the cuts and scrapes had healed, and her dusky red skin was now flawless save for the scar I’d given her.

Surprisingly, it was clean as well, as though all the dirt and blood had been either reabsorbed or burned off.

I bent down to look under the bed, but didn’t see the dome.

“What are you doing down there?” Emma asked.

I pushed myself up and looked at her. “Nothing.”

“Come here, then.” She traced her finger down Hunter’s chest and stomach, avoiding the thin black tendril that spanned from crotch to breast. “She healed up well.”

Making a mental note to get the dome before I left, I crawled onto the bed on the other side of Hunter and looked down at her, feeling oddly protective.

I pushed the feeling aside. It wasn’t like I would mind if Emma was attracted to Hunter. I could share.

With her, anyway.

Or Abigail, come to think of it.

Still… “Yeah she did,” I replied. “I wonder why she heals, but the other hellspawns don’t. I also wonder if there’s anything she can’t heal from.”

Emma ran her finger over Hunter’s scar. “There’s always something you can’t heal from, no matter how strong you are.” She looked up at me, and her eyes burned into mine, as though she wanted to fuck me again right here.

Twenty minutes and no fucking later, Abigail came out in a towel, holding her bag of toiletries with the same hand she used to keep the towel wrapped around her.

She looked at the three of us on the bed; gave a small shake of her head.

She tossed the toiletry bag onto the floor next to her suitcase, then dug around in this for some clothes.

“Hey sexy,” Emma said.

“You’re really starting to freak me out, girl,” Abigail said. “I can’t believe you kissed me.” She pulled out a T-shirt and pair of sweatpants from the suitcase.

“You liked it.”

Abigail shook her head, but didn’t deny it.

Then she started back toward the bathroom, clothes in hand.

“Why don’t you get dressed in front of us?” Emma teased.

Abigail flipped her off without looking over her shoulder, then shut the bathroom door behind her.

Emma looked at me and grinned wickedly. “I’ve got a great idea. Want to play a game?”

I was lying next to Hunter—being a king, the bed was plenty wide—and I looked over at the demon girl that was looking more and more angelic, especially with her feathery wings, even if they were mostly black.

Still unconscious.

I looked back to Emma—who was still grinning—and lifted my hand in a why not gesture before letting it fall back down on my chest. “Sure.”

She crawled off the bed and rooted around in Abigail’s toiletry bag.

She pulled out a pair of scissors, then turned sultrily back toward me on the bed, hiding them behind her back.

I raised my eyebrow at her.

“You’ll see,” she said mischievously. “I once found some porn on Abigail’s computer, now I’m just going to fulfill her fantasy.” She bit her lip in a rather sexy way, and I felt myself growing aroused again.

Abigail came out of the bathroom wearing the sweatpants and T-shirt. I saw she was also wearing a bra, which I hadn’t seen her grab.

Girls were stealthy like that.

She was probably wearing panties, too.

She looked around the room, then her gaze fell on us lying on the bed.

“I don’t want to sleep on the couch or the floor, so if I crawl up there, you promise not to do anything creepy?” She was flicking her gaze between Emma and I, with an occasional saccade on Hunter.

I held up my hands. “Nothing weird from me.”

“I promise,” Emma said.

Abigail shook her head as she climbed onto the bed, getting between Hunter and I, so I was between Emma and her.

For a few minutes, we just lay there and watched TV, and I thought maybe Emma had decided not to go through with whatever she had been planning.

But then Emma crawled over me and got between Abigail and me, resting on her knees, looking at Abigail. “Hey Abby.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Why don’t we play a game?”

“Because you’re weird and I don’t trust you right now.”

“I think you’ll like this game.” She pulled the scissors out from behind her back, holding them up, letting Abigail see them.

Abigail let out a quiet little gasp. “What are those for?”

Emma smiled, a wide smile, the kind of smile sometimes people say goes from ear to ear, though this one seemed like it might actually get there. “I think you know.” She grabbed the hem of Abigail’s shirt and placed the scissors around it, just on the brink of cutting into it. Just a little more pressure…

Her eyes flicked up to meet Abigail’s.

My arousal was growing, even though I wasn’t sure where this was heading.

Abigail let out another gasp. “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice tremulous.

Emma didn’t answer, not with words. Instead, she closed the scissors slowly, the cloth splitting, and started cutting up Abigail’s shirt.

The sound of each snip of cloth was like a pump, filling me below the waist.

“This is my mom’s shirt,” she protested, but made no effort to push Emma’s hands away.

Emma kept cutting all the way up to the neck of the shirt, and then snipped one last time, opening the front of the T-shirt and leaving the scissors pressed against Abigail’s throat.

She pressed harder, making Abigail lift her head, which just exposed more of her neck, then bent down and licked the hollow of Abigail’s throat.

Abigail’s breathing was heavy now, and Emma ran her hand down her sternum like she had to Hunter, this time going all the way to her waistband and pushing her fingers past it, leaving them there teasingly before pulling them out again.

Abigail’s eyes flicked to mine, saw that I was watching, and let out a little moan.

Then Emma slid the scissors under her right bra strap and snipped, then the left.

Then she slipped them under the clasp between her breasts and cut that too.

The cups floated loosely on Abigail’s breasts now, sliding down slightly, not completely off, still hiding her nipples.

Emma turned her attention to the sleeves of the T-shirt, cutting them and pushing them away, so now all that covered Abigail’s torso were those two floating bra cups, which slid a little more with each ragged breath Abigail took.

Next Emma slid the scissors under the waistband of Abigail’s sweatpants and cut down one leg, revealing a pair of pink panties.

She kept the scissors moving, cutting over her crotch and moving to her inner thigh, cutting all the way down to her ankle.

I saw gooseflesh rise on Abigail’s now-bare thighs.

Emma looked at me. “Touch her.”

I looked at Abigail, who swallowed and licked her lips. Her breathing was shallow, and she was practically quivering, but she nodded ever so slightly.

I ran my hand across her smooth stomach and up to her breasts, stopping just before I would’ve pushed the bra cup completely off.

I massaged her breast, the cup lifting and falling, revealing tantalizing hints of erect pink nipple.

Then I watched as Emma moved the scissors between Abigail’s legs and slipped them into the crotch of her panties.

She locked eyes with Abigail. Snip.

Abigail let out a loud moan.

“I told you you would like it,” Emma said, and slipped the scissors under the waistband of her panties, cutting there too.

Now if Abigail moved at all, all her clothing would fall off, revealing her body.

And that’s just what Emma did.

She took Abigail by the hand, placing the scissors against her throat. “Get up and show us your body.”

Abigail swallowed, the scissors pressed hard against her throat, and got to her knees, revealing herself to us.

Emma traced the scissors down over her nipples to her stomach. Down to her crotch, where she pressed them flat against her sex, eliciting a moan.

“Do you want to feel me inside you?” Emma asked.

Abigail swallowed again, then nodded, her eyes flicking to mine.

Emma turned to me, placed the scissors in her mouth, and slipped her robe off.

Then she undid my robe, pushing it open as I lay there, and smiled when she saw my throbbing arousal. She took the scissors from her smiling lips with her left hand, placed the right on the glowing spot on my chest, then looked back to Abigail, then to Hunter, who was still passed out, and back to Abigail again. “You really want to feel me inside you?”

“Yes,” Abigail squeaked, the anticipation and eagerness in her voice evident.

Emma grinned, that wide grin again. “Okay then.”

Her hand flashed and she stabbed the scissors into Abigail’s throat, a gout of blood spurting out and hitting me on the face.

Before I could react Emma had gotten a spear from somewhere and rammed it through my chest, pinning me to the bed.

Even as I was looking down I saw her pull the scissors from Abigail’s throat—Abigail’s own hands going there to try to stem the blood that gushed from the wound—and then Emma slammed the scissors through one of Hunter’s closed eyes.

Hunter’s body jerked, but she did not wake up.

I looked down at the spear going through my chest, going through that glowing light, as something red or blue or perhaps prismatic—I couldn’t tell because my vision was fading—leaked out from around the wound.

I traced the spear up and saw that it wasn’t a spear at all, but Emma’s arm, somehow turned sharp and metallic.

And I saw that her naked body was not human. It also wasn’t like any of the aliens I’d seen.

My eyes met hers, but they weren’t hers. They were some thing’s.

Something I’d never seen before. Something inhuman, beyond alien.

Something so far from what we know that it was blasphemous that it should have ever taken on such a form.

She must’ve seen my look of shock. “So easily deceived. You were so desperate for attention, you thought the nurse would fall for you if you saved her. But you can’t save her. I already killed her.”

My fading consciousness flashed back to when I first met her, how she seemed to actively dislike me. Then to when I hit her with the door.

“You hurt me,” she’d said, surprised, holding her bloody nose, but not in any apparent pain. How weird she had acted at first, how I’d thought it had just been because I’d given her a concussion.

I remembered how she had kicked in the door to the warden’s office. Kicking it so hard a screw came undone and hit me on the cheek.

Like a battering ram had hit it, I had thought.

I thought about how she’d never seemed to have been injured by anything else except that door I’d slammed into her. Thought of the car crashes she’d come out of completely unscathed, never even losing consciousness. Unable to be hurt by anything…

Anything except me. Just like—

“You’re…” I said, my breathing hard, my chest on fire, my lungs not working right, and my vision darkening as Abigail bled out beside me.

“An alien,” she finished, and twisted her blade inside my heart.
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Friday, December 22, 2051

Meredith White was crossing her arms.

This was not a good sign.

Samuel knew this was not a good sign.

And yet, he couldn’t stop himself. “What’s up, Whitey?”

This was funny, at least to Samuel, because Meredith White was always a hideous shade of orange from her knock-off NanoTan.

His other favorite joke was about her being a diversity hire, cause they didn’t have enough Orange employees.

“I’ll tell you what’s up, Mr Wilkinson,” said person now said primly. “Your time at this firm.”

The smile fell from his face like a dead bird through a parachute.

Audra Bailey, the dark-haired, blue-eyed, well-equipped seductress from sales who put him in the friendzone from the first time they shook hands on his first day at Heitenburg-Mara Law nearly two years ago, had warned him he was going to get into some shit with his wisecracking.

He should have listened to her.

That was becoming a reoccurring theme in his life.

Meredith White was smiling, her dark red lips pulling her orange face into something close to hideous. “Mr Osborn’s office. Now.” And with that, she finally uncrossed her arms and left Samuel staring after her, sweating and trying to figure out what he could have possibly been overheard saying this time.
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Violet Wheeler entered her bedroom, holding her NU-Link case.

Today was going to be a good day.

She set the case down, then stood in front of her full-length mirror.

Smiling at herself, she stuck a thumb under the strap of the shirt she was wearing, slipping it off one shoulder, then the other.

She slowly pulled the top down, letting it stretch over her breasts until they popped free. She pushed the shirt down over her short shorts, then kicked it off into one corner.

Next, she unbuttoned her shorts, worked them free, and kicked these to the same corner.

Now all that was left were her panties, which were partially transparent.

She rubbed herself through these, enjoying the extra friction they added, then stopped, hooked her thumbs in the waistband and pulled them down. They briefly stuck to her wetness, then came free. She let them drop to her ankles, where she kicked them off to join the other discards.

She stood straight, admiring her naked body in the mirror. She’d worked hard for it. Sweat, even bled to achieve it. But she had a lot to show for her suffering.

She let her mind wander to all kinds of kinky scenarios as she ran her hands slowly over her hips, her firm stomach, her full breasts, grabbing these and squeezing hard.

Then she slid her hands down, and slipped one finger inside of herself, using the fingers of her other hand to gently stroke her clit.

She worked herself up nearly to the point of collapse, right before the edge of orgasm, then stopped.

Breathing hard, her hands shaky and fingers slick, she turned her fan on to low and set it to oscillate.

This done, she lay on her bed, relished the breeze from the fan on her naked skin for a few moments, the tingling of her hot, eager sex, then inserted the NU-Link, and entered another world.

 

Welcome to Nerathetan, the game told her.

She smiled, and sped through the character creation process, selecting an animus fury, changing the character sliders until she had cat eyes, ears, and tail, but no hair other than on her head and bushy tail.

When she appeared in the gameworld, there were already hundreds of other players around, and over a million total logged in.

Well, it had been out for several hours already. And this was the Capital of West Launia.

She completed the tutorial and received some starting items.

She only had one spell, but she’d remedy that quickly enough.

All she needed to do was find a man who played the beta—and who had started playing yesterday during early access—and seduce him.

It would be fun.

She lounged casually around town, her skimpy starting-outfit teasingly looser than it was supposed to be, showing off more than it should, waiting to be noticed, swishing her tail lazily.

It didn’t take long.

He was also an animus. A big brute of a man, covered in fur, with a face half-way between wolf and human.

Not the most attractive, but he’d do.

For starters.

“Hi,” he said.

She looked at him, but said nothing.

“Want to group up? I’ve got a quest that—”

“Group? Sure. But, only if you make me your quest.”

He frowned at her. “I don’t—”

With one hand, she pulled her top down, revealing her breasts, then with the other, pulled aside her loincloth, revealing her aching sex that yearned to be filled as much here as in real life. A notification popped up, warning her about being naked where others could see, but she ignored it. “Why don’t we go somewhere we won’t be disturbed?”
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Samuel reached in and knocked on the door to Mr Osborn’s office, which stood open.

On his way he’d passed by Audra’s desk, hoping to ask her if she knew what was up, since she always seemed to keep abreast with what was going on.

But, she had been out. Probably picking up lunch from Panera across the street because it was the closest place to get food and would take the least amount of time away from her workday.

That girl spent too much time working.

Mr Osborn glanced up at him, then returned his attention to the computer on his desk. “Sit down,” he said distractedly.

Samuel settled his bulk into the too-small chair.

He was pretty sure Mr Osborn chose everything in his office to make others feels as uncomfortable as possible.

Of course, Samuel was quite a big man, in all dimensions, so maybe Osborn hadn’t purposely picked a children’s chair for his interrogees.

“You screwed the pooch,” Mr Osborn said, pursing his lips.

Samuel frowned. “Sir?”

“Deleted the entire server. Woods is down in the server room right now, trying to recover everything.”

Somehow “server room” made it sound grander than it was. Their server room was literally just a room with a server, plus boxes of all the old paper records that the firm was too old-fashioned to stop keeping. So while it wasn’t incorrect, he bristled every time the non-IT staff called it that. They’d never seen a proper server room.

“Uh, sir, I didn’t—”

“No point in denying it. Knew you would, you people are all the same.”

Samuel frowned. He wasn’t sure what people Osborn was talking about. Other than Samuel’s height, he and his capricious boss could be cousins. “Sir, I don’t know what—”

“I’ve got it all here. Look for yourself. But of course, you already know. You’re the one who did it. Didn’t do a very good job trying to hide your tracks.” He turned the screen briefly to Samuel, then swiftly turned it back before Samuel had a chance to catch more than that it was displaying the company’s logging dashboard.

“You logged in at eleven PM last night. Trying to play catch up, huh? Seems you have a habit of working from home during your off hours. Didn’t go so well this time, did it? Or was it intentional? Yes, wouldn’t put it past you.”

“How is doing extra work from home a bad thing? And in any case, I didn’t do any last night.”

“Tell that to the computer. Computers don’t lie.”

Samuel, being in IT, knew very well that the computer could lie. All it took was a malicious user who wanted the reality in the computer to not match the reality in, well, reality. But who would target him? Everyone here loved him.

A flash of orange filled his mind’s eye.

She wouldn’t dare risk it. Would she?

No. Plus, she was way too protective of client data to go and delete it all. There was still a lot of data that wasn’t on paper.

It couldn’t be her. Or anyone else for that matter.

It was probably just a mistake.

But then who had used his login? And why?

It didn’t make sense.

“Since this is dereliction of duty, you won’t be getting severance pay.”

Samuel didn’t think dereliction of duty was even a thing in this context, but Mr Osborn had a habit of using words and phrases that Samuel didn’t quite know the meaning of without looking up. And he never seemed to run out of them, so that no matter how many Samuel looked up, he never got ahead.

Samuel stared at him. “Severance pay?”

“Oh, right. You’re fired.”

“Sir, I—”

“No use trying to lie. Just dig yourself in deeper. Bend over and take it like a man.”

There was an awkward moment of silence.

“Right. Now, I have to read you something, about your responsibilities and such.”

“You’re firing me. What responsibilities?”

“Don’t think you get out of work just because you got fired. You still have duties. Don’t derelict them again.”

This was bullshit. He crossed his arms and listened to his boss read cheerily off several sheets of paper in the thickest legalese he’d ever heard. Was that even English?

He wasn’t going to bother trying to argue or put up a fight, though. There wasn’t much he could do. One thing he’d learned very well in his nearly two years at Heitenburg-Mara: never sue an attorney. You’ll lose.

Badly.

Then they’ll counter sue you, and probably win.

And take your dog.

And if you don’t have a dog, they’ll buy you one, file a motion of incompetence, and then sue for custody.

And win again.

After another few minutes of Samuel tuning out his soon-to-be former boss reading in a cheery and chastising tone from whatever employee-firing-procedure document Osborn was reading from, he heard the key phrase, “…escort you to get your things,” and started paying attention again.

“…and you’re prohibited from taking anything belonging to Heitenburg-Mara and not personal in nature.” He looked up, stacked the papers with a crisp tap against his desk, and, smiling, asked, “Any questions?”
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Eva Bergen got up from bed and stretched, the hem of her T-shirt raising to her lower back, showing off the bottom of her bare butt.

She yanked open the curtains and was greeted with… darkness.

It was nighttime.

She’d done it again, slept through all the daylight and ended up on a night schedule.

It happened every break, and always played havoc when school started again.

It was even worse now, during winter, when the days were so short.

She shucked off her T-shirt and went to her small balcony—shivering as the chill air hit her skin—where she had a yoga pad set up. She stood at the railing, looking around. No one could see her on this side of the building, since she was higher than everyone else around her.

Of course, standing at the railing like this, they might be able to.

She stood there another minute, her skin covered in gooseflesh, then went to her yoga pad and did some poses and stretching.

Despite the cold, she was dripping sweat by the time she was done.

“Preheat to five-hundred,” she said back inside, as she passed her kitchen on the way to her bathroom.

“Preheating…”

She hopped in the shower, looking out her open bathroom window at the city. She had the lights off, so no one could see in, but she could see out, and get a nice breeze.

Which was good, because she hated cleaning that black stuff—that formed if it was too dark and humid—from the walls and ceiling.

She air-dried as she popped a pizza into the oven and set a timer for seven minutes.

Then she leaned against the kitchen counter to wait for the pizza to be ready. While she waited, she activated her vRing with her thumb, a display appearing above her fist, and started reading up about Nerathetan.

It was out today, and she was so excited to finally be able to play. She just had one thing to finish before she could get to it.

After her pizza finished, she took a few slices to her desk and mirrored her vRing to the wall, then brought up the project she needed to finish.

She didn’t like doing it, but she had no choice: she needed the money.

An hour later, she was done. She still had a bunch more to do if she wanted to make rent next month, but for now, she’d earned a break.

And so she got her NUL—which she’d spent far too much of her limited funds on—ran a bath, and lit two candles. Just enough to see by, but not enough to light up the whole room.

Then she settled in, put in her NUL, and was transported to another world.
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She chose an animus thief, and spent a good twenty minutes customizing how her character looked.

When she was done, she spawned into the world for the first time, and took several minutes to just experience what it felt like.

Everything was so real, she couldn’t even tell she was playing a game. She could feel her fingers and toes, and any other random spot she touched. She even tried pinching the skin over her elbow, and didn’t feel it, just like in real life.

She could take a deep breath and feel the air in her lungs, she could run her tongue over her teeth, feel their planes and crenulations.

It was just like reality.

There was one difference. Two, actually.

One, were her ears and tail. Her tail just felt… strange. She could move it, even though she wasn’t sure how. It made her curious enough to wonder if she could shave her tail smooth and… experiment with it.

Her ears were odd as well. They picked up a lot of sound, and in a way she wasn’t used to.

For some reason, she also had human-style ears on the sides of her head, though she couldn’t hear through those. She hadn’t noticed them when creating her character, probably because they were hidden by her hair.

The second thing that was different, was movement. She seemed to move faster. Walking-speed was more like running, and running was like sprinting, or riding a bike.

She explored the starting town—which was incredibly busy with NPCs and other players—and went looking for a quest to do.

There was a tutorial quest, but she didn’t feel like doing that.

Instead she wandered around and stopped to talk to people until she found someone who needed a delivery made to a nearby outpost.

The path was on a main road, and so even at level 1 seemed doable.

She left town and entered the larger world, ecstatic at this new reality and the experiences she was having, unaware that in less than an hour, it would all end.
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Walking sullenly back to his desk, White gloating behind him, arms crossed even as she walked and a big smile on her citrus-like face, Samuel ran through in his mind a list of all the other places he could work.

Let’s see, there was McDonald's, Home Depot—he heard they had good insurance—oh, or how about his local liquor store. They didn’t pay well, but the sights were to die for. An endless stream of drunk coeds on Friday and Saturday nights. They totally wouldn’t think he was a loser.

He grunted. If only he could have some time with the system to figure out what went wrong… Or who framed him.

But if Mike Woods was on it, maybe this would all be sorted out. Maybe Samuel would even get a bonus for his trouble.

This idea put a little spring in his step and boosted his mood measurably.

White was not at all pleased with this turn of events. “Don’t try to run away from me,” she snapped, as though he’d broken into a sprint instead of just lifted his chin and stopped looking so sullen. “I’m watching you.”

Samuel stopped, turned around, and frowned at her. She almost ran into him. “I’m not sure I could run.” He wasn’t a slender man.

“Are you trying to call me fat?” she asked, taking several steps back from him, her face contorted into—what had to be—false affront.

They were in the middle of the main open-floor-plan office, surrounded by desks, and several workers were now staring at them.

Samuel eyed White, who was all of a hundred pounds—even with all that orange on her skin—and shook his head. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

She scowled at him, and he resumed his walk back to his desk. No point arguing with an Orange: he didn’t have time to get past her bitter outer shell. He didn’t work here anymore, after all.

On his way back to his desk, he passed Audra, who was back with her lunch. She was unloading her food, planning to eat at her desk, like usual. “Everything OK?” she asked when she got a look at him.

He shook his head. “Someone deleted the backup server. Osborn thinks it was me.”

“That’s Mister Osborn,” White corrected, not letting him forget she was still there. Still ‘watching’ him.

“Oh no,” Audra gasped. “But it wasn’t?”

He shook his head. “If only I—”

But he stopped himself. He didn’t want to say anything in front of White.

What he said next shocked him as soon as the words left his mouth. “Want to bring that,” he said, pointing at her food, “and meet me at Panera? I’ll tell you about it.”

“Sure.”

Samuel packed up his desk in disbelief, White standing off in the corner and watching him like a hawk. His disbelief wasn’t at being fired, although that was surprising too.

No, it was at what he’d just done.

Nearly two years, and he’d never mustered up the courage to ask Audra out, and just now he’d done it so easily, without even thinking about it.

He wasn’t even sweating.

It wasn’t like he was afraid of her, or women in general. Not afraid, anyway. Leery was a better word.

Yes, leery.

And rightly so.

They were so hard to read. You think they’re flirting when they’re just being nice, think they’re just being nice when they’re flirting, and think they’re completely ignoring you when really all that’s going through their minds is “fuck me fuck me fuck me.”

They were complicated, in other words.

But Audra had made it clear many times, and not just to him, that she was focused on work and law school, and didn’t have time for romance.

This seemed to please Meredith White to no end.

Still, he couldn’t help but be excited for their meeting, even if it wasn’t a date.

Twenty minutes later and he was standing by his car, looking up at the building of his former employer, all his worldly possessions—or at least the ones he kept at work—in a box under his arm.

He somehow thought he wouldn’t be coming back, even if—when—Mike found out it wasn’t him.

He had an odd sense of… foreboding.

He loaded his belongings into his trunk, got in, and drove to Panera.
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It felt rather anticlimactic as he parked his car in the Panera parking lot, seeing as how it was right across the street from Heitenburg-Mara.

He ordered a cheeseburger and got a window seat.

The table, as usual, was far too small for his long legs, and they bumped the underside of it. He just hoped he didn’t get any gum stuck to his pants. Stupid kids, putting gum on the underside of tables.

His cheeseburger had just arrived and he had just started to take his first bite when he saw Audra come jogging across the street toward him.

He was mesmerized by her breasts as she ran. She’d taken off her suit jacket, and the way they bounced under that tight white blouse, the way the buttons threatened to pop…

He had to shift in his seat and adjust himself.

Then he realized he’d just gotten melted cheese on his crotch.

White cheese.

He dropped his burger and quickly grabbed a napkin, dipped it in his soda—wasn’t soda supposed to get food out of clothing?—and began furiously wiping at the cheese, which was stubbornly refusing to lift, instead just shifting around. There was now a growing dark spot surrounding the bit of gooey white.

And so it was that the first sight that Audra saw upon spotting Samuel was his arm moving back and forth quickly under the table.

She stopped next to his table, on the opposite side. “Not disturbing anything am I?”

Samuel jumped, his knees hitting the too-low table, spilling his soft drink everywhere.

He jumped up trying to avoid the liquid apocalypse and just managed to miss the worst of it.

“Sorry,” she laughed. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“It’s fine.” And it was. A fun and pretty girl like her could do pretty much anything other than trying to chop his dick off, and he’d still like her.

When the waitress finished cleaning the table, and giving Samuel multiple dirty looks, Audra took her food out—which she’d purchased not half an hour ago from this very restaurant—and looked at him. “So, what happened?” She took a bite of her sandwich. “Tell me everything,” she said, mouth full.

“Well,” Samuel said, watching her chew. Those lips, those wonderful, full lips.

He blinked, rubbed his eyes, focused on her eyes—not her chest, not that at all—and explained to her what he knew.

“That’s bullshit,” she said when he was done.

“That’s what I said.” This wasn’t entirely true. But he had thought it. So, a half-truth.

“What are you going to do about it?”

“What can I do?”

She nodded, finishing off her sandwich. Samuel had barely touched his food. “Yeah, good point. Too bad IT jobs are so hard to come by. He’ll probably have your position filled tomorrow.”

“Thanks.”

She smiled.

Everything was right with the world.

He pushed at his refilled soda. “I do wish there were fewer people in IT. You know at the turn of the century, when everyone was worried about Y2K, only 0.24% of the population worked in IT? A lot didn’t even have any kind of computer.”

“When I was your age, I had to drive my own car!” she mocked in an old man’s voice. Which somehow managed to still be sexy.

Samuel felt a stirring down below and a bit of cold wetness, which he hoped was soda, but doubted.

“Look on the bright side,” she went on, stealing one of his fries, then another, “you have way more free time now.” She smiled and stuffed the fries into her mouth.

Her perfect mouth.

“All I know is I’m getting drunk when I get home.”

“You should play Nerathetan with me tonight after I get off.”

Another stirring at her choice of words. Get off of work, he told himself. That’s all she meant.

“Oh, that’s right. That came out today.” He’d been following it, but hadn’t planned on actually playing. With work, he didn’t have time. Now however…

She tilted her hand side to side. “Yesterday, technically. But today for most people.”

“I think Samurai—or maybe it was Torium—said they were having problems. A hack or something.”

She frowned at him.

“Those are streamers.”

She shook her head. “I know who they are. I don’t think it got hacked. If it did, it would have been shut down. They wouldn’t take any chances with the first multiplayer NU-Link game.”

“Wait,” he said, realizing something. “You’re going to play Nerathetan? I thought you didn’t have any free time. That’s gonna take up, like, a lot of time.”

She shrugged. “I’ve got some. Can’t spend all your time working. Besides, a little mindless fun keeps the mind focused when it is working.”

“Wow, I wouldn’t have guessed you’d want to play that kind of game.”

“I was in the beta.”

“No,” he said in disbelief.

“Yep.”

“How? I applied and didn’t even hear back.”

She shrugged, took more of his fries. “Going to eat that burger?”

“It’s beef.”

She wrinkled her nose. She didn’t eat meat.

At this thought his mind made an uncouth joke which he was helpless to prevent, but which at least he managed to prevent from escaping his lips.

“You know they grow that stuff in vats,” she said with an adorable look of disgust on her face.

“Tastes good,” Samuel said, picking it up and taking a bite.

“So”—she took another fry—“tonight, say, six PM?”

He almost said it’s a date, but stopped himself. “Okay. You’re sure it wasn’t hacked? I know someone mentioned something about it. NU-Link safety… or something.” Though he wasn’t quite sure. Usually by the time he got home and watched streamers, he was either dead tired, drunk, or both.

Not the best condition to form lasting memories.

At least not by yourself.

“Like I said, wouldn’t still be running. Plus, it’d be all over the news if it got hacked. First multiplayer NU-Link game unsafe? The media would eat it up.” She tapped her vRing. A scrolling line of text popped up into the air above her knuckles. “See, nothing. And I have notifications set. It’s fine.” She stole more fries. “So, what do you say? You game?”
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Hans Grinham finally had some free time before his next job. He was still on the road, between jobs, but had access to plenty fast enough of a connection where he was staying.

It was a safe house of sorts, provided not exactly by his employer, but something like that.

He also wouldn’t be bothered while he was plugged in.

He opened up his brand new NU-Link, had to go online to figure out how to use it, and then entered a world very different from the one he’d known.

 

Ten minutes later, he was standing in the starting area, having royally screwed up.

Somehow, he’d ended up as a dwarf, or what passed for a dwarf in this game.

And now he had to wait an entire day to reset his character.

He’d at least managed to select a berserker, which based on its name alone had to be good.

Disappointed, but not willing to waste this rare bit of free time, he went out into the world and started killing things.

Eventually, he’d killed enough that he was able to purchase potion reagents, and take up alchemy.

This was what he really loved. Yeah, quests and killing monsters was fun, but this was better.

And, since he often had only little snatches of time to play, it was a lot easier to do a bit of tradeskilling in those stolen moments than to do part of a complicated quest or venture out into the wilds or down into a dungeon in search of monsters and loot.

In the middle of making a potion, a gorgeous girl with cat ears, a tail, and wearing an outrageously skimpy outfit passed by him, a werewolf-looking guy trailing behind her like a puppy.

Hans turned to watch her pass, her hips swaying, her beautiful, full ass hardly even covered by the loincloth she wore.

Damn, he thought, now that is—

Suddenly his foot caught fire, and he looked down to see he’d dropped the anti-venom potion he’d been crafting.

He had no idea why it caught fire upon dropping and shattering, but he had bigger things to worry about.

After putting out the fire, and letting his foot heal, which took almost a full minute, he decided to take a break from alchemy.

He sold the few potions he’d made to a vendor, bought the cheapest axe they had—he couldn’t believe the game didn’t provide starting weapons—then limped along back out into the wilderness in search of experience and loot.

It took him exactly twenty-two minutes before he died.

Which—though he didn’t know this—was a new record for shortest time to first death.
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When Samuel got home he changed his cheese-stained pants, then browsed online to kill time.

He didn’t see anything about Nerathetan, though he swore he’d seen something about it earlier.

He watched a few streams, trying to find any mention of a hack.

They weren’t actually playing the game, since that was impossible to stream. There were several people working on a way to output data, but the NU-Links were locked down, and the only ones which had been exploited were the ones with the very first firmware version.

And then only the ones that never connected to the internet and auto-updated.

So there weren’t that many left.

Even the people who had an unpatched NU-Link didn’t get much more than garbage output.

Reading the mind was a difficult thing, even when you only had to reverse engineer it.

So, streamers mostly spent their time talking about the game in-between play sessions.

Symbiosis had promised streaming capability, but it wasn’t here yet.

For some reason some people streamed themselves as they played, which was rather boring to watch since it just looked like they were sleeping.

After watching several streams, he gave up, not finding anything.

Maybe he’d dreamt it.

There were a lot of videos of people talking about their experience with the game so far, even though the game had only been out since Thursday, and even then only for beta users. Probably because of that, actually.

It was the new, hot thing. What everyone was playing right now.

This would be the first time he got in on the ground level of a game.

Maybe he’d actually do well.

He was excited to get to use his NU-Link for an actual game. He’d spent a month’s pay on it nearly a year ago, and while he got some great use out of it from… uh, intimate sims, he hadn’t played any real games on it.

There hadn’t been any worth playing, in his opinion.

Getting thirsty, he grabbed a beer from the kitchen and then went back to watching streams, waiting for Audra’s call.

Probably should sign up for the game first, he thought.

He created an account for the game and set up autopay to withdraw from his crypto wallet. He had a credit card, and it offered 15% cashback as an enticement to get people to use it over the crypto alternatives they were bleeding customers to, but he preferred being anonymous and not having to deal with bills. Especially for his sims.

Audra finally called a little after 6 PM and he anxiously answered it.

“You ready to do this?” she asked.

“I'm ready. And I've got a beer ready.” He glanced at the three empty bottles he’d already downed.

It wasn’t a lie, since only one bottle still had any beer in it—the one in his hand.

“I've got a whole bottle of wine. Actually a box of wine, but no one needs to know that. Do you know how to log in?”

“Of course.” He didn’t, but he was sure he could figure it out. Couldn’t be too different from his sims.

“See you in-game then. My name is Leena. What’s yours?”

“I haven’t created a character yet. Killshot I guess, if it’s not taken.”

She laughed.

“What?”

“Nothing. See you in-game, Killshot. Make sure you choose North-West Launia to start in, otherwise we’ll never make it to each other.” And then she hung up.

Samuel opened his NU-Link box.

Inside was the NU-Link device itself, which comprised two black globes about the size of flattened eyeballs. One attached to each ear, and once sealed, fine microfilaments would extend from it and into the ear canal, past the eardrum and connect to… something.

Samuel wasn’t a neurologist. Or would that be the domain of a neurosurgeon?

Whoever would know about that kind of thing, he wasn’t it.

All Samuel knew was that when he put it on, he was transported to a world filled with hot—

Er, that could be filled with anything. Like, kittens.

Or trees.

He fitted his NU-Link and settled down onto the couch.

Once comfortable, he tapped them twice to activate, and entered another world.
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