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CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   The building is quiet. Too damn quiet. The kind of quiet that always precedes the bad guy's unexpected, shit-your-pants moment of arrival in the movies. That exact instant when Freddy Kruger materializes out of the mattress, or Jason's goalie mask pops out of the proverbial empty closet.  I am so regretting my childhood obsession with horror movies at the moment. Although coming face to face with either of those nightmare icons is still preferable to stumbling upon a leech-human hybrid.
 
   Pressing my back against the crumbling wall with its peeling wallpaper, I listen for any sign of the rest of my group. But all I hear is my heart jack-hammering in my chest and the shallow breaths that don't seem to be anywhere deep enough to provide the oxygen I need. Where the hell is everyone?
 
   The pungent, musty odor of mold and decay fills my nostrils, and my stomach rolls in protest. Why are we even in here? This building is empty. Dead. There's nothing here for us. We need to leave. Now. But I can't find anyone to tell them that. Where is Luke? They should have been back already.
 
   The floorboards creak overhead, jolting me with the realization I'm no longer alone. I grip my knives tighter in alarm as I glance up. No one said anything about going up to the next floor. They're supposed to be clearing this level only. I shrink back into the shadows on silent feet and peer through the hole in the ceiling. All I see are the bare pipes and exposed beams of the ruined floor above. Probably just a rat or …
 
   Jesus!
 
   I smother a scream as a blurred face stares down at me for a brief heartbeat before it pulls back and disappears into the shadows. The quick glance is enough to know it's no damn rat. And it's not any of my people either. They wouldn't do that and not acknowledge me. That means the building's not so empty after all. Fucking awesome.
 
   Ignoring the voice in my head telling me that what I'm about to do is a really bad idea, I start inching along the wall toward the stairwell at the end of the hall. I don't know where the rest of my group is, but I need to make sure what I'd just seen is not a threat to us. I need to know who's up there.
 
   I scamper up the concrete stairs as quietly as I can, but the broken bits underneath my boots crunch and make me wince with every step. Halfway up I'm greeted with the echo of running footsteps fading into the building’s innards. Whoever is up there doesn't seem that eager to meet me either.  Or maybe it's just a trick, and they're waiting to ambush me at the top of the stairs with an axe and chop me into bits. Fuck. Why do I do this to myself? Shaking my head to clear away the bloody image of me chopped into bite size pieces, I force myself to keep going.
 
   I pause at the top. Worms of fear wriggle in my belly, causing me to almost puke. What is wrong with me today? Why am I being such a scared little bitch? Before I can chicken out, I step around the blind corner.
 
   I find nothing waiting on the other side of the stairwell other than a long hallway and empty door frames. Most of the doors had already rotted away from exposure to the outside elements, providing numerous hiding places for my unknown prey in the shadowed rooms beyond. But I don't have to worry about searching each and every abandoned apartment for the mysterious somebody. A set of fresh footsteps mar the two-inch thick dust covering the floor, leading straight to the end of the hall. Unless this nameless someone has suddenly sprouted wings and flown away, then I know exactly where he or she went.
 
   My mouth suddenly feels as gritty as sandpaper, and I lick my lips trying to get some saliva flowing. My hands are slick with sweat and I tighten my hold on the handles of my Bowie knives. The urge to run overwhelms me; I want to get away from this unseen presence. I don't understand the consuming fear. I haven't felt this way since I was a kid. Wiping the sweat out of my eyes with the back of my hands, I stare down the dismal hall.
 
   "Come on you, chickenshit. You got this," I scold myself, even though I'm pretty sure the rapid breaths and wheezing in my chest probably means I'm hyperventilating. Fighting against the black spots swimming in front of my eyes, I take my first step into the hall.
 
   My feet hit the floor like iron weights, making my insides quiver like jelly. What the hell? I force myself to take another step. It takes an incredible amount of effort to move my legs and I have to force the momentum. My chest tightens more; every breath accompanied by pain. Is this what an anxiety attack feels like?
 
   Concentrating so much on walking, I don't even realize I've covered the entire length of the hall until I bring up solid into the windowless wall. End of the line.
 
   The footprints veer sharply here into the black abyss of the condemned apartment on my right. Funny. This one still has its door attached, as badly decayed as it is. The numbers on the door are long gone, but their painted outline remains. Apartment 13. For some unknown reason, the number sends a chill over me and goose bumps erupt under the sheen of sweat covering my skin. As much as I don't want to, I know I have to enter. And like I'm some puppet on a string being commandeered against my will by the puppet master, I push the door all the way open and step inside.
 
   Darkness swallows the room. I know it's still daylight outside, but not one iota of light manages to filter through the boarded up windows. Fumbling at my waist, I sheath one knife and pull out my flashlight. Its tiny beam breaks up the shroud of blackness and reassures me that there's no hiding leech waiting to rip my neck open. 
 
   I swing my beam around the diminutive kitchen I find myself in. The rusted refrigerator—minus its door—has been tipped over on the kitchen floor and is empty. Not even so much as a box of baking soda left in it. The stove hasn't fared much better. My beam passes quickly over the graffiti covered cupboards and cratered walls. Cockroaches scuttle away from my intrusive light—the only sign of life. Whomever I'm following, they're not here in this room. Unable to stop myself, I venture further into the uncharted darkness.
 
   A dilapidated couch sits in the middle of the living room; its insides spill out over the dirty floor like chunks of sponge vomit. It’s the only piece of furniture left in the otherwise empty room. My flashlight beam roves over the couch, only to get swallowed up by the thick darkness beyond. The narrow light does little to penetrate the gloom, but it's enough to catch a sudden movement. Doing a double take, I jerk the beam back to the hidden recess. Yup. Someone is standing there in the dark.
 
   My body suddenly goes weak. Like what I'm about to see is going to scare me shitless. I want to turn around and get the hell out. But the damn puppet master takes control again and moves me closer to the shadowy form huddling in the corner. My steps echo like firecrackers in my head, drowning out the nagging voice yelling at me to get the fuck out.
 
   The figure shifts and I stop. Breathing is forgotten about as the shadow person turns around; its face eerily highlighted by the light.
 
   It's a face I remember well. The face I've dreamed of, cried over, and longed to see again. The face that means everything in the world to me. 
 
    And it terrifies me to no end. 
 
    Sam.
 
   This is impossible, right? Sam is dead. Gone. He can't be here in this crap-ass room in front of me. But he is. 
 
   He raises his hand in front of his eyes, shielding them from the light. But I don't lower the flashlight. I still can't quite believe this is real.
 
   "Sam?" I question, and my voice cracks with uncertainty.  
 
   The figure moves from beyond the couch, stepping my way.
 
   "Bix?" 
 
   The voice is raspy...like it hasn't been used in a while, but I'd know it anywhere.
 
   "Is it really you?" I ask, still unable to accept this as reality.
 
    Sam takes another step toward me. The lips that had kissed me a thousand times spread wide in a beautiful smile, and my knees go weak.
 
   “Sammy,” I cry as he comes closer. It’s him. He’s here. Somehow, he's here!
 
   I want to run to him. To pull him into my arms, but my puppet master has other ideas. I'm rooted in place, unable to move. Happiness threatens to burst my heart into a thousand fragments as the man I've missed for so long stands in front of me.
 
    We simply stare at each other, grinning like two idiots. Then Sam's smile widens to impossible proportions. His jaw bone unhinges with an audible snap. His teeth lengthen, sharpening to blades. The hand shielding his eyes changes and distorts as his fingers morph into claws. Terrifying and dangerous claws. 
 
   "Sam?" My scream is filled with disbelief and horror, but it's cut short as the claws swipe down across my neck and dig into my flesh with excruciating pain. Blood spurts out of the severed artery and arcs in the flashlight's beam like a morbid scarlet rainbow.
 
   "Sammy," I try to scream it again, but it comes out more as a gurgle as my throat fills with blood, cutting off my air supply. I gag and cough, choking on it.
 
   The puppeteer yanks on his strings with maniacal glee, and my body convulses with sheer fear. The claws swipe at me again, and this time they slash deep into my belly. An agonized moan escapes my lips.
 
   The Sam creature pushes me back with the claws attached to my intestines and pins me against the wall. I can't move.  Stuck solid, my knife long gone, I lash out desperately trying to get away. I know I'm dying. Sam is killing me.
 
   "Bixby," he yells at me, his voice shrill in my ear. I try to pull back, to get away from the deadly teeth, but he holds me even tighter and starts shaking me.
 
   "Bixby. Wake up."
 
   "Let me go." I push at the constraining hands and strike out with a fist. My knuckles connect with solid flesh, and I hear a low grunt as I roll away from my confinement only to fall into nothingness. I hit the floor hard, smashing my elbows and knees as the sound of my scream echoes in my muddled head.
 
   "Bix." I'm lifted from the floor with gentle, comforting hands. "It's okay. You were just dreaming. Calm down."
 
   My hand moves to my throat to staunch the flow of blood, but there’s nothing. Had it all really been a dream? It felt so fucking real. The pain. The blood. Sam.
 
   "Shit," I swear softly as realization kicks in, and I come to my senses. It was a dream. I'm okay. I'm in Luke's room. In Luke's arms. I'm not bleeding and gutted. That wasn't real. Sam wasn't real.
 
    Luke holds me close, running his rough palms up and down my bare arms, soothing my heart rate and breathing back to normal.
 
   "Christ. What a nightmare," I say to him finally, as I run a shaky hand across my face. "Thanks for waking me up. Sorry about the punch."
 
   He shrugs his broad shoulders at me as he drops me back on my feet. "You hit like a little girl, sooooo no harm done."
 
   "Hey, I take offense to that." Ignoring my weak-ass attempt at humor, he sits back down on his bed, scratching his bare chest and staring up at me.  His piercing brown eyes study me as if waiting for some elaboration on what just occurred. When none is forthcoming, he says with uncomfortable bluntness, "You were dreaming about Sam....again. You were calling his name. Screaming it, actually. You wanna talk about it?"
 
   Crap. I was kind of hoping I hadn't said anything out loud, or at least Luke would ignore it if I had. So much for that hope.
 
   "No, I don't wanna talk about it.” My sigh is weary as I drop back down on his bed and flop onto my back, staring up at the ceiling. "I just experienced a terrifying nightmare. Last thing I want to do is hash it over. Plus, my elbows hurt like a sonofabitch where I fell on them."
 
   Luke falls back beside me on the stiff blanket, propping his head up on his elbow and clucks at me with fake sympathy.
 
   "Nawwww, baby got a boo-boo? You gonna cry about it?”
 
   “Well, I was until you said it like that,” I mutter at him crossly.
 
   He grins at my crabbiness. “Let me see."
 
   Raising my arm, he studies the skinned elbow. 
 
   "Just grazed a bit. You'll be okay."
 
   "But it hurts," I whine, expecting far more concern.
 
   He twists my arm with gentle fingers and raises the elbow to his lips. A tiny kiss lands on my bruised skin.
 
   "That better?"
 
   "No."
 
   His lips move to the inside of my elbow and flutter, causing an outbreak of goose bumps.
 
   "How about now?"
 
   "Still not better."
 
   The lips meander up my arm, nipping playfully. Soft, silken kisses trail along my collarbone and down my naked chest. His tongue circles around one nipple in teasing strokes. It stands at attention, but he intentionally ignores it, as much as it begs for his touch. Instead the exquisite contact changes direction- up my neck, along my jaw, and stops on my ear. Dammit. Not the ear. He knows me so well. Me and my fetishes.
 
   I can feel his breath stirring my hair, but he doesn't do anything. He just hovers for a bit, his breath tickling my neck. My body squirms in anticipation, waiting impatiently for the contact. A slight flicker of his tongue on my earlobe starts a wave of heat burning in my abdomen. The wave quickly escalates into a full blown tsunami as he starts nibbling on my ear, flooding my body with desire. God, I fucking love it when he does that.
 
   Impatient with his slow seduction, I push at his shoulders, flipping him onto his back with me on top. He grins up at me as I straddle him, knees on either side of his waist, and the evidence of his desire pressing hard against my butt.
 
   "That must have made it better, I take it?"
 
   "Mm-hmm, all better now," I whisper as I crush my lips onto his. He kisses me back but then draws away, putting a slight distance between us.
 
   "You know as enticing as this is, I can't help but think..." he starts, but I cut him off with another kiss. 
 
   "That this is kind of—" I kiss him harder. "...awkward considering you were just..." 
 
    I pull his bottom lip between my teeth.
 
   "...dreaming about Sam...Ow!”
 
     My teeth clamp down hard. I don't mean to bite, but hearing Sam's name throws me for a loop. "Seriously?" I question as he pulls away from me, glaring at me and rubbing his bleeding lip. "What the fuck, dude? Why you bringing up another guy's name when I'm trying to get funky here?"
 
   "You drew blood," he says in disbelief, staring at the red smear on his finger.
 
   "Well, you shouldn't be throwing that name at me while I'm trying to get in your pants."
 
   "Considering I'm not wearing any pants, it shouldn't be that hard to do. And admit it. I'm only saying what we're both thinking. You're trying to chase Sam's ghost away with sex. Which is kind of awkward and insulting, really."
 
   I stare down at him, mouth agape. "What the hell? You do realize you started this?  And no, I don’t find it awkward or insulting at all.  What I do find it however, is downright mood killing." 
 
   I swing my leg over him and launch myself off of his stomach, ignoring his winded oof. Reaching for my tank top on the floor, I shove it over my head hard as I search for my jeans. There's no way I'm staying the rest of the morning here now that he's pissed me off again. Why does he always do that? And where the hell are my pants? What did he do with them when he ripped them off last night? I circle the small room looking for the damn things, but they're nowhere to be found.
 
   "As cute as your fine derriere looks stomping angrily around my room, why don't you just get back in bed?" he drawls, but I refuse to look his way. 
 
   I know he's still laying on top of the blanket, his finely toned body on display for my viewing. I'm a sucker for his beautiful nakedness. I'm not looking. I'm not.
 
   And I look, dammit. He sends me a beseeching smile and pats the bed beside his long legs. I can feel my resolve weakening as my eyes drink in his still obvious arousal. I swallow hard but pretend to have some willpower. And dignity. 
 
   "You promise not to mention...you know who again?"
 
   “Voldermort?”
 
   “Hahaha. Funny, douche-bag. Promise not to bring him up again and we can finish what we started.”
 
   I expect him to agree. I mean, he certainly looks up to the task. But instead his smile drops away as he eyeballs me like I’m a strange bug he’s trying to figure out and covers himself with the blanket.
 
   "Why do you always get so uptight when I mention Sam?"
 
   I lift a brow, throwing him some shade. "Why do you think? Why you gotta bring him up? You ask me, that's just fucked up. Bringing up my dead boyfriend when we're about to have sex is all kinds of wrong, don't you think?"
 
   "Why you asking me? You were the one yelling his name," he fires back, his voice tight. The previous mirth vanishes from his eyes. I suddenly understand what's bothering him.
 
   "Are you kidding me with this? You're jealous. You're jealous because I had a fucked up nightmare where Sam became some hybrid and tore my throat out along with my guts? Yeah, I can see where that would make you jealous."
 
   He sighs and rubs his hand wearily along his stubbled jaw.
 
   "I'm sorry about the nightmare. I really am, but this is the third time this week you've called out to him in your sleep. And the first two times weren’t because of any nightmare.” 
 
   I open my mouth to respond, but he cuts me off. “Look, I know you can't help what you dream, and I know it's due to what we've been through these past few weeks and he's on your mind more than usual but..." He runs a hand through his sleep-tousled blonde hair. "Hell, Bix. It's kind of demoralizing to me that I'm the one making love to you at night, but he's the one you call for in your sleep. It's like deep down, your subconscious is holding onto the hope that you're still going to find him wrapped up in one of those pods like a damn butterfly, even though you know he's as good as dead anyway. And I know that's real fucked up, being jealous of a dead guy, but I can't help how I feel."
 
   Ugh. And there he goes being all honest and open again, getting under my skin. Making me feel bad for him when I'm supposed to be angry. How does he manage to do that every time?
 
   Letting go of my anger in one drawn out sigh, I put my hands on my hips and nod his way. "Yeah, you're one messed up bastard, Luke Whitman. Freud would have a field day with that one, I'm sure."
 
    He refuses to rise to the sarcastic bait. Instead he pins me with a stare, his eyes filled with concern and hurt. "You need to let him go, Bix. You need to move on, else he’s going to haunt you forever."
 
    "Tell me something I don't know," I mutter at him as I rip my gaze from his and resume my search for my damn pants. Seriously, how far could they have gone in this tiny room?
 
   "So stop being so damned stubborn, and let me in. I can help you heal. But you have to want it."
 
   Does he really think I don't? Does he truly believe that I don't want my shattered heart to repair and heal itself so that every thought or mention of Sam doesn't feel like a blade cutting out another piece of my soul? But like always, I go tongue-tied when admitting to any sort of emotion, and my shortcoming makes my anger resurface.
 
   "You know, Whitman, you really need to get over this Messiah complex. You can't fix me or the world, so I don't even know why you bother to try. Give it up already."
 
   "And there it is. Your typical response to me bringing up Sam. Anger and sarcasm. Although that's a first, being told I have a Messiah complex. At least that's original."
 
   His laugh holds no humor. The laughter tapers off quickly, and we study each other across the room. How do I respond to what he's just said? How do I tell him that I know it drives him crazy to hear me calling out the name of the man my heart just can't seem to let him replace? 
 
    A knock on the door prevents me from having to say anything, and I almost cry out in relief at the interruption.
 
   "Yeah?" Luke bellows at the door in irritation, but his eyes don't leave my face.
 
   "Luke? It's me, Gordon. Cooper's sent out a message. He wants us downstairs at 0700."
 
   "Why?" Luke yells at the door.
 
   "I don't know why. I'm not his damn secretary. I'm just the messenger. Is Bix with you? I went to her room first, but I didn't get any answer."
 
    "Shut the fuck up asshole, before I give you something to yell about!" Another voice floats through the door. This one is not Gordo's. This one sounded more like Luke's very big, and at the moment, very irate neighbor. Considering the sun wasn't even up yet, I can understand his irritation.
 
   "Guys, can you let me in?" Gordo's exaggerated whisper of fear makes us both grin, our moment of tension gladly forgotten.
 
   I head for the door, but Luke stops me.
 
   "Bix." 
 
   I turn in question. He pulls my jeans out of the tangle of blankets. "Might wanna put some pants on before you open that door. You don't want to give the kid a heart attack."
 
   Good thinking.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   Coffee. Man's number one gift to the universe. Doesn't matter that what I'm drinking at the moment is at least eight-year-old, freeze dried leftovers from pre-invasion days. It tastes like ambrosia right now. The one and only perk to Cooper's early morning assemblies in the Bullshit room. I head back for another cup of the steaming brew, and on impulse, pour one for Luke as well.
 
   It has been four weeks since we completed our mission. Four weeks since we'd blown that warehouse full of alien-human hybrids to smithereens. Four weeks of rest and time to heal while helping with the increased watch on our walls. But if there have been any consequences to our actions, we haven't seen them yet. There’s been no sign of any of those queen leeches. No indication that we hadn't destroyed them all by blowing up the warehouse and St. Joseph’s. No increased activity of leeches in the area. Everything seems normal. At least on the surface.
 
   My unease at the thought of more of those hatcheries in the city was the first thing I'd mentioned to Cooper and the council on our arrival back. They agreed with me. They shared my belief that the warehouse we'd destroyed was no isolated phenomenon. There were most likely more. 
 
    The groups of hunters sent out over the past few weeks had a new objective now along with supply gathering. Buildings we used to avoid like sinkholes now had to be turned inside out. We needed to know if any more of those creepy crawlies were mutating in our city under our noses. We needed to take control before they became a threat. Because we didn’t stand a chance against an army of those mutated hybrids. That's not a theory. That's a fact.
 
   It surprises me that it’s taken Cooper this long to call a meeting. We’re living on borrowed time right now. Hoping for each day not to be the day we get attacked by the hybrids. We need a plan. A survival guide. Maybe the meeting this morning means they've finally come up with a solution to our problem. 
 
   The council members are present this morning as always. Our group of hunters too, minus Cal. His broken ankle still keeps him from active duty, but the presence of the other hunters worries me. Every single one not out on a mission is here in this room, at least fifteen of us. Something big must be going down if Cooper has called everyone in. 
 
   I hand Luke the cup of coffee—a silent apology—as my gaze darts curiously about the room. 
 
   "You brought me coffee? Awwww, thanks, Bix." Pleasant surprise tinges his voice at the unexpected offer.
 
   "Yeah, well don't get used to it," I mutter back. "I ain't no damn Hooters waitress." 
 
   I catch his grin out of the corner of my eye. “You? A Hooters girl? I don't think you have big enough—”
 
   “Choose your next words carefully, Whitman,” I cut him off mid-sentence, my eyes narrowed.  “They could mean the world of difference on who keeps you company in bed tonight. Me or the palm sisters.”
 
   “Feet. I was about to say feet. Cause, you know, they gotta have big feet to stay balanced with those big boobs.”
 
   “You're a boob,” I toss at him, shaking my head and trying not to laugh at his silliness.
 His soft laughter falters as his eyes focus on something over my shoulder. I turn and follow his gaze to the brunette hunter making her way towards us with deliberate intent.  I groan inwardly at her approach. Not her again. I've seen more of her than I care to admit over these past two weeks, although I've been lucky enough to avoid any sort of conversation. Seems like my luck has finally run out.
 
    My eyes roam over her curvy form in envy as she approaches, and I can't help but compare my scrawniness to her appealing shape. She certainly has big enough....feet to be a Hooters girl.
 
   "Bix, Whitman," she nods her head at us in greeting, and I nod back even though I'm gritting my teeth.
 
   "Robyn," Luke says in a polite tone, and I so want to kick him in the shin for being this civil to his former, cheating lover. Where is the loathing and hate he should harbor for this woman? Or is it only me that feels that way? 
 
   “Didn't realize you guys were back already. How was the run?” Luke asks. How does he manage to talk to her so nicely? Since nice is so not one of my traits, I slurp my coffee like an obnoxious teen and try to ignore her presence.
 
    She shrugs and tosses her sleek dark ponytail over her shoulder. "Area Twenty-five is a waste of time. Part of the reason why we came back. Great job on your mission, by the way. I've been meaning to give you kudos on that. Heard you guys had a rough time of it though. I can see it was all true. You both still look like you've been beaten senseless with an ugly stick."
 
   Her eyes roam over me as she says it, and I bristle at her veiled insult. I can't ignore her any longer.
 
   "Yeah, tangling with a mutant leech will do that to a person. What's your excuse for looking like shit?"
 
   I'm lying through my teeth and she knows it. No one should look that damn good in a post-apocalyptic world. Just being near her makes me rub the scar along the side of my face self-consciously.
 
   "Hahaha, still as toxic as always, Bix." Her laughter is devoid of humor. "I can understand why Luke finds you so irresistible." 
 
   "Is there something we can help you with, Robyn?" Luke interjects with a smile, pulling my hand away from my face and linking it in his, obviously trying to prevent the impending war of words. I don't know why I even care enough to let Queen Bitch get under my skin so much. But she always did.
 
   "Actually, yes. I do have something I want to discuss with you two."
 
   We don’t get to find out what that something is. She's interrupted as Kingsley and Cooper enter the room with Doc Roger and Doc Howarth trailing behind like two little, lost puppies. Their gazes avoid the council members, especially Cookie. Even though they've been living here for weeks now, working and integrating with the civilians, Cookie has not thawed in her dislike for them whatsoever. I don't know why that should surprise me. I've lived with her for eight years, and in all that time, she has only smiled at me once. And to this day, I'm still not convinced it was even a smile. Could have been a grimace of constipation, I'm not sure. Either way, other than Amy, I don't think that woman has ever been civil to anyone in her life.
 
   Curiosity tempers the mood in the room as we wait for Coop to take his usual seat behind the steel desk. From the looks of the others, I'm not the only one eager to find out the reason behind this meeting. Weeks of R&R and being cooped up in the hotel have taken their toll. I'm ready to get back into the swing of things and get back on the outside.
 
   "Good morning, everyone," Coop says in a cordial voice, as if we're all here for morning tea. "So good of you all to join me this morning. Hunters, glad to see you all looking rested and healed—for the most part."
 
   I nod at him, but in my head, I'm yelling “get on with it.”
 
   "I guess you're wondering why I've gathered you together this morning."
 
   He ignores the murmurings and restlessness of the group, choosing instead to smile at Cookie as she brings him a cup of coffee. He takes a loud sip and savours the hot liquid before speaking again.
 
   "As you all know, the mission our hunters accomplished weeks ago was a great success. That threat of new hybrids at least was wiped out. Our heartfelt thanks to you all." He smiles our way, but it leaves me uneasy. Like this is the old good news before the bad news scenario. 
 
   "However, while you few have been enjoying your well-earned rest, these two men have been filling me in on some rather interesting information." He gestures to the two docs. Now that is interesting. I thought they had come clean with us on our journey here. What had they been keeping from us?
 
   "You are all aware that Doctors Howarth and Wicker have been working on finding a cure, or at least a way to fight these parasites for the past few years. They have made leaps and bounds in understanding their genetic makeup and physiology. I totally agree with their firm belief that research will be our only way to defeat these aliens that have overtaken our world, especially now that we know we can easily be infected again. This basically means for every infected we kill; another can simply take its place. It's not as simple anymore as destroying the infected and hoping someday to wipe them out. With the threat of these new hybrids, only thing probably being wiped out will be us."
 
   A bit blunt, but Coop was never one to beat around the bush.
 
   "What we were totally unaware of is that these few doctors are not alone in their research. There is another group of scientists and doctors that have also been working on this issue. Appears we’re not as alone in this battle as we've always believed."
 
   There are others? Where? In the city? How come we haven't heard from them before? As if Cooper can feel the questions brewing, he raises his hands in the air.
 
   "Please, I know you all have a million questions, but let me finish what I have to say first. We'll deal with the questions after. Agreed?"
 
   We nod in collective agreement. We're all eager to find out more.
 
   "Good. I'm going to let Doctor Roger Wicker take over from here. Please, I ask you show him the same respect and refrain from any questions until he’s finished."
 
   Doc Roger stands in front of Coop's desk, arms folded as if trying to ward off some imminent attack. He looks scared witless, but when he speaks, his voice is strong and sure.
 
   "Captain Cooper is correct when he says we're not alone in our fight. For some time now, we at St. Josephs have been in contact with a few researchers operating out of a private facility outside of the Ottawa area. A group that has stayed fairly low on the radar. One of these researchers is actually—sorry, used to be—a member of the Public Health Agency. She is an expert on parasitic infection. She and her team have been working closely with us, sharing our discoveries and theories on the invaders. It took a bit of convincing on our part, but they have finally agreed for Doctor Howarth and myself to join them at their facility. The equipment and resources they have will be essential in finding our answer. They were totally shocked by our disclosure about the new hybrids. While they are quite aware of the hibernation pods, they have yet to encounter these new mutations. Ergo, they have yet to start any research on this variant of the parasite. They need our help. I think with what we have learned about the new species and their findings on the old, we can combine our expertise and come up with a solution to beating these creatures once and for all." 
 
   I guess it's good news. And hearing about the scientists, well, it does raise some hope knowing there are professionals still around and on the job. Bad news? That research clinic is a hell of a long ways away. Luke is the first to question it.
 
   "Ottawa? You do realize that's well over 300 miles from here? A good two and a half to three weeks on the road, and that's if you don't run into any obstacles to slow you down."
 
   Cooper nods his head. "A slight drawback, yes."
 
   Slight? I snort at his answer. "That's 300 miles of congested highways, leech-filled towns and unknown territory. How do you propose the docs get there in one piece?"
 
   I already know the answer, but I want to hear Coop's take on it.
 
   "That's why you hunters are here. This will be a damned dangerous undertaking, getting them both there in one piece. Something I'm not willing to assign or order anyone to do. Do I want to send my people out on this massive undertaking? No. Do I think it's necessary for the Doctors to get to this facility and share their expertise and experience? Yes. Like I said, finding a way to defeat these things on a biological level will be the only way to eradicate them, so I'm asking for volunteers. I need a team to get these men there safe and sound. Who's willing to step up?"
 
   The plan is foolhardy. Stupid. Reckless. Guaranteed not to end well at all. I'm all for it.
 
   "Count me in," I say before anyone else has a chance to speak. 
 
   Cooper gives a slight nod at my words. Like he knew I'd be the first to volunteer.
 
   I hear Luke sigh beside me, and I glance sideways at him. He crosses his arms, shaking his head at me as he mutters, "Should have known." I blow a kiss his way as he rolls his eyes.
 
   "Guess I'm in too," he says dryly.
 
   "Big surprise you gonna follow her stupid ass," Dom throws at Luke from across the room. He ignores my middle finger as he gets to his feet. "Hell, I'm getting bored as fuck hanging around here with all the whiners and complainers. I need to get away from you bunch. This sounds exactly like the distraction I need at the moment."
 
   As much as I hate Dom, I gotta give him kudos for volunteering. Maybe he's not the wimpy coward I always thought him to be after all.
 
   Badger is the next to step up, followed by Mike and Kelly. I agree with all the recruits. Except for the next volunteer.
 
   "You guys aren't going anywhere without me." Gordon steps out from the back, and his older brother, Mike, stiffens in response to his words.
 
   "Nope, not this time, Gordo," Mike says and I silently agree. 
 
   The kid is a good enough hunter, but he's no way ready for a job of this magnitude. 
 
   "Yeah, I'm going," Gordon says to his brother, puffing out his scrawny chest in defiance.
 
   "No, so you may as well get the idea out of your head." Mike's tone leaves no room for argument, even as Gordon prepares to contest the statement. 
 
   But Cooper solidifies Mike's decision. "Your brother’s right, young man. Six volunteers are quite enough. You don't need to be included. I'll need your help here on guard duty for the wall."
 
   I can see Gordon wants to argue with Coop, but the older man stares him down eyes of pure steel. Gordo snaps his lips shut, but his face flames with his exasperation, matching his red hair.  I almost feel bad for the kid, but I know the decision to omit him is the right one. We need the most experienced hunters for this trip. He would only be a liability.
 
   "Make that seven volunteers," a voice beside me chimes in. 
 
   I have to bite my lip to stop from screaming “hell no."
 
   "Robyn?" Coop questions. "You sure? Six is plenty, and if you leave, your group will be leaderless."
 
   "My group is a well-oiled machine, Coop. I've trained them well. You know that." 
 
   Modest much? I can't help but think as I frown at her perfect, scar free profile. 
 
     Robyn continues, "They can function without me. My skills will be needed more on this mission. Your volunteers maybe good hunters but not a single sharpshooter among them. And if these new mutants are going to be a threat, knives aren't going to do a rats-ass good in keeping the docs alive." 
 
   Is she taking a dig at me? I can feel my patience wearing thin even though I know she's right. My guys are no slouches with their weapons, but our best sharpshooter had been Kingsley's man, Wentworth. He'd gone missing on our previous mission, and although a team was sent out to search for him, there had been no sign. With him presumed dead, we need someone with above grade marksmanship.
 
   "Agreed," Coop’s answer is fast. Almost too fast. He didn't have to agree with her so quickly, like the rest of us are chopped liver or some shit. "Thank you for stepping up. Thank you all for doing this. This will not be an easy task. Eight years ago when I showed up here with my little group of survivors, we came from outside the city. It was a horror show out there. I'm sure these past years have only made it worse. During this time, we haven't ventured far from the city's perimeter so we really don't know what to expect. But I do know this. It’s going to get messy out there. So if any of you want to back out, now's the time."
 
   His gaze moves around the room. So does mine. I'm curious if anyone will drop out. I wouldn’t blame them if they did. Cooper’s right. This is not going to be easy. After eight years of fighting for survival and supplies, people can grow real callous and mean when their backs are against the wall. We won't find any sympathy or help out there. Just leeches waiting to rip out our throats, and others wanting to take our provisions and our lives. Not exactly a trip to Disneyland, but no one backs out.
 
   "If I'm going to die at the hands of these creatures, I'd rather do it fighting for a chance to defeat them than have it happen while I'm cowering in a corner."
 
   Mike speaks for us all, I think. Cooper nods in approval.
 
   "Good. I'm going to be honest with you all; there is another motive behind this trip. Something we haven't shared with the civilians, but I’m making you all aware today. Our medical supplies are running dangerously low. Antibiotics, painkillers, hell even bandages are in short supply. The supplies are virtually non-existent, and as most of you are already aware, this city is picked over. Wiped clean. There's nothing left out there to find. The doctors in the research facility have agreed to restock us in exchange for crops. Apparently, they are smart enough to make their own penicillin but can't grow shit in their gardens. They won't make it through the winter without our help of vegetables and preserves. A fair enough deal if you ask me."
 
   "So we will be towing a goddamned wagon? Nothing like slowing us down," Dom doesn't usually say the smartest things, but I had to agree with him on this one. If speed and stealth are our priorities, then towing a wagon full of supplies is a real stupid thing to do.
 
   "It won't slow you down. Not with what we have planned for you."
 
   The little half smile on Cooper's face intrigues me. What is he up to?
 
   "Kingsley, show them the plan," he says and Kingsley exits the room only to return a moment later, lugging a huge mountain bike through the door. He starts cussing loudly as one of the bike’s pedals catches in the door frame, halting his entrance and almost sending him tumbling over the handlebars. I would have laughed if I wasn't so stunned. A bike? That's the fucking plan? What are we, a gang of eighth graders?
 
   I tear my eyes away from Kingsley's hilarious struggle with the stupid bike and glance at Cooper, expecting to hear him shout, “Gotcha!” But no, he's watching Kingsley as pleased as punch, like he invented the damn contraption himself.
 
   "Um, that's a bike, dude." My dry voice breaks the lull covering the room.
 
   "That it is," Cooper says back, grinning my way. "We've been sitting on these for a while now. Pretty much useless here in the city. But out on the open highway, they should come in handy. Cut your time down immensely. We've modified them to make them more comfortable and durable and able to easily tow the wagons. Hope you all know how to ride."
 
   I do. Well, at least I did, but that was eight years ago. Hope it's true what they say; you never forget how to ride a bike. I glance at Luke to gauge his reaction, and his sheer size hits me with sudden hilarity. For some reason, my mind conjures up an image of his massive frame hunched over the puny bike handles like some circus clown on a tricycle and I start laughing.
 
   He doesn't even look at me. He's still sizing up the bike with a pained expression, but his words are meant for me. "You're picturing me on that stupid thing, aren't you?"
 
   "Yup. Ain't gonna lie," I answer, grinning like a fool. 
 
   He sighs as he crosses his arms across his chest and rocks back on his heels, scowling at the inanimate object of his displeasure. "We should look real intimidating riding through town on those."
 
   "Well, one good thing. If there are people or ravagers watching us, they just may die from laughter at our bicycle bad-assery. Least then we won't have to fight them."
 
    He laughs slightly in response, but Queen Bitch rolls her dark eyes my way.
 
   "Don't know what you two are complaining about. The bikes are a fantastic idea. You guys are lucky to have them—and me going along on this mission."
 
    "Question? Is it hard keeping your swollen head upright?" My words are caustic but low. I don’t want spectators to my anger, but everyone appears to be still focusing on Kingsley and the bike. Robyn’s shoulders stiffen, readying for battle at my remark but Luke intervenes once again.
 
   "What did you want to ask us earlier, Robyn?" 
 
   She sends a pouty smile Luke's way, choosing to ignore me. "It can wait. We'll have plenty of time to discuss this now since we will be on the road together....partners."
 
   She sashays away to join her own crew, her hips swaying with a confidence I can only dream of. I stare after her, wanting to say something blistering, but nothing comes to mind. 
 
   "Fuck," I hiss through gritted teeth. Should be a time and a half on the road with her. I wonder if there's some way to change Cooper’s mind on that decision. 
 
   "Okay people, we have a lot to discuss." Cooper’s voice interrupts my sudden vivid daydream of watching Robyn fall off of an overpass and get taken down by a horde of leeches, and I pull myself with reluctance back to the present.
 
   "Now that we've ascertained the mode of transportation, we need to focus on the best route." He nods at Alex who flips over the dusty whiteboard standing in the corner of the room. It has what appears to be an old road map attached. It's ripped and faded in spots but still readable. Where had they managed to dig that relic up from?
 
   "Like Luke said earlier, Ottawa is over 300 miles from here with two possible routes, Highway 401 and Highway Seven." Cooper struggles out of his chair and limps to the whiteboard, pointing to the highlighted red line with his cane.
 
   "Highway Seven is your safest bet. It's a bit of a longer route but less populated than the 401 and a much less traveled road, so hopefully there was less congestion on the day of the invasion. Not much on Highway Seven other than a few backwater towns and plenty of farmland. Should be a safer passage. Follow the highway, and you should make it in one piece."
 
   "Famous last words," Luke mutters, and even though his words are meant for me alone, his voice carries over the sudden lull in the room. He's not happy with this new mission. I don't respond back. I don't want him to know how excited I am by this outing. Even the bicycles don't seem that bad, although I'm sure Luke would argue with that. 
 
   “That's the plan,” Cooper finishes briskly, ignoring Luke's muttered comment as he sweeps the room. “Any questions?”
 
    “I have a question,” Cookie's clipped accent pipes up as she stares down Doc Wicker. “Why are you taking these men at face value? We have been monitoring the radio for years; we've never talked to any 'scientists' in some obscure research center. How come they know about this and we do not? It sounds fishy to me.”
 
   Everything sounded fishy to Cookie, but I have to agree with her on this one. Why haven't we heard of this group before? We've talked to a lot of survivors over the years, and other than St. Joseph’s, none of us ever trusted each other enough to disclose our locations.  We haven't survived this many years to be that stupid. Just because you can appear normal over the airways doesn’t mean you aren't some psychopath trying to fetter out the other’s weaknesses. 
 
   To my surprise, Doc Howarth is the one to answer.
 
   “I personally know the doctor Roger told you about. She and I used to work together years ago. Truth be told, that's the only reason they probably made themselves known to us. They've kept a low profile. They didn't want to make their presence known.” He glances at Coop as if asking permission to continue, and Cooper nods in agreement. “This isn't just a normal research facility. This was military owned. These people have access to equipment we can only dream of. Trust me when I tell you bringing them on-board as our allies will be beneficial to us all.”
 
   “So there are honest-to-goodness trained military soldiers still there?” Beth, one of the council members, asks and I can see her glimmer of hope at the news of a re-surging military power to help fight these invaders. But Doc Howarth crushes her hope with a sad shake of his head.
 
   “No, there may be a few base soldiers left, but nothing near an army. They were attacked just as heavily as we were on that day. Nothing left there other than a few surviving doctors and old soldiers trying to make it through, the same as us. That's why we need to join forces. Together we can find our salvation. I know we can.”
 
   Cooper nods, agreeing with the white haired doc. “Don't go rearing any hopes of the Army saving our asses. They no longer exist. If these past years have taught us anything, it's every man for themselves. Although making a few allies along the way can't hurt. Now, Luke, Kingsley, Alex, you three stay and help me iron out the details. The rest of you are free to go.”
 
   I'm not in the least irritated by the fact that I'm not asked to stay and help plan the mission. Last night’s festivities with Luke, plus the abrupt morning awakening is taking a toll and I’m bone-tired. A nice nap in my little bed sounds more appealing right now. Let the council deal with the planning shit.
 
   "Later," I throw Luke's way as I head for the door. But I don't quite make it. An angry, young ginger steps in front of me, blocking my escape.
 
   "You fucking kidding me, Bix?" Gordon growls at me.
 
   I refrain from the exasperated sigh on my lips as I see my chance for a nap disappearing. "Look, kid—"
 
   He cuts me off by shaking his index finger in my face and fixing me with a killer glare. I back up a couple of steps with my hands raised. 
 
   “Whoa! Chill, dude.”
 
    "Don't 'dude' me,” he snaps. “I hope you guys sterilized that knife before you stuck it in my back." Before I can retaliate he huffs off, leaving a trail of hurt in his wake.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
    I knew where I would find the little dickhead. As rare as it is for the kid to lose his shit, this isn't the first time. And I knew where he would go to cool down. We all had our own nooks and corners in the Grand that we had claimed over the years. We had to have a place to escape to for our very sanity. Gordon's spot was a square little block in the middle of the metal tubing roof vents on top of the Grand; sandwiched in between the hot-tub gardens. I'd found him there more than once during his turbulent teen years before we agreed to train him as a hunter, and it's where I find him right now. Only he's not alone.
 
   Evie, the girl we had rescued on our last mission, and who in turn had saved us from the horde of leeches, is with him. Her dark head is close to his red one as they whisper urgently back and forth. Seeing them together doesn't surprise me. They've been thick as thieves since we’d returned to the Grand. A friendship formed from familiarity and age. What does surprise me however, is their intent conversation. I try to sneak up on them so I can overhear. I'm not above eavesdropping. You can find out a lot of interesting things that way. But Evie's dog, Scruff, is also squeezed into the tight spot with them, and he tattles on my approach with a slight bark of welcome. They look up, guilt written on their faces like I'd caught them red handed. Question is what did I catch them at?
 
   "You following me, Bix?" Gordo asks, anger flushing his cheeks. 
 
   I nod my head, not even bothering to lie. "Yup." I slide across the tube and swing my legs over, jumping into the confined space with them. Scruff greets me by pressing his wet nose into my outstretched hand, but the boy and girl don't seem to be near as happy to see me. "What are you two planning? And don't bother to tell me nothing because I've never seen two guiltier faces."
 
   Gordon sticks his chin out at me in defiance and crosses his arms. "We're not planning anything. I'm too angry to plan anything. I can't believe you guys didn't stick up for me down there. I've trained and worked hard to become one of you, and now the team that I've had nothing but respect for just crammed me up the ass.  I thought for sure you at least would have my back, Bix."
 
   Oh boy. He's really pissed and not holding back on the barbs, either. And really, can I blame him? Every single word he just said is true.
 
     "Sorry, kid, but you gotta realize this is no ordinary mission. Hell, we have no idea what we're going to find out there. It's way too dangerous for you. It's way too dangerous for us, but not like we got a choice. You do. You don't need to stick your neck out for this. Like Coop said, you'll be much more useful here helping to protect the wall."
 
   I thought my line of argument sounded pretty convincing, but Gordon sniffs in disdain. 
 
   "Please, don't add insult to injury by trying to tell me how dangerous it is out there. I've faced plenty danger with the group, and I've always held my own. Denying me the right to go is bullshit, and you know it."
 
    "Take that up with your big brother. He was the one who said no. It's not up to me."
 
    "And another line of bullshit. He would have caved if you guys insisted. But nope...you all left me hanging like some unwanted trout."
 
   I grin at his analogy, but his scowl grows bigger at my amusement. Covering my budding smile with my hand and faking a cough, I try again.
 
   "I'm really sorry, Gordo. I didn't realize you'd be this upset. We didn't mean to offend you. We really are just trying to look out for you. But bottom line, you're not going this time. May as well get that out of your head. You and Evie will be much more useful here."
 
   The black haired girl looks up at me with a baleful glare. "Leave me out of this. I think you guys gave poor Gordie the shaft after all he's done with you. Shame on you."
 
   I do a double take at her accusation. The girl's barely said boo since she’s been here. Where the hell did that snark come from? And damn good snark too. Wonder where she picked that up?
 
   "Anyway," I say, shaking my head and looking away from Evie. "Decision is made and nothing you can do about it. You may as well stop sulking like a child. So, tell me you're over it, and you'll do whatever Cooper asks you to do to help out around here while we're gone."
 
   Gordon stares at me, arms crossed, and I think he's going to argue with me again. But then the anger abates somewhat in his eyes, and he shrugs in defeat.
 
   "Okay. You win, but on one condition. You guys do what I've been bugging you to do ever since we got back from our mission. Then and only then, will I let this go."
 
   "Oh for Pete's sake...." I roll my eyes. "This again? Seriously? I'm going to tell you again...it's a stupid fucking idea. Why you want us to do such an asinine thing, Gordo? You want the ravagers to laugh themselves to death if they ever capture us and see it?"
 
   "And that's a bad thing, how?" he persists. “Besides, you guys owe me after that stunt you all pulled earlier; stabbing me in the back. You keep saying I'm one of you? Well, this will prove it.” 
 
   I open my mouth to respond, but I have no valid argument. He's right.
 
   "Well played," I admit with a frown, and he grants me a lopsided grin at my admission. Sighing, I run a hand over my shaved head. "Okay. Bring it back up to the guys. Not saying they'll agree, mind you. But if you do it tonight at our poker game, and after they've had a few nips of Jonesy's brew, they may be a bit more agreeable."
 
   "Yes!" He pumps his fist in the air in victory. "It's going to be so cool, you just wait and see. You guys will love it."
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    The pain is excruciating! The needle poking into my barely-healed scar tissue and jack-hammering off of my shoulder blade feels like someone is rubbing my skin off with sandpaper. I bite my lip to hold in my cries as the instrument of torture digs in again, and I so badly want to kick Jonesy right in the balls for putting me through this. But I don't. I can't blame him. This is Gordon's fault.
 
   "You can do this, Bix," Luke says, wincing as I nearly crush his hand in mine. 
 
   "There's a lot of blood. I didn't think there would be blood involved. I don't know if I can do this," Gordon croaks on the other side of me, and I glare at him sideways in irritation.
 
   "Oh, no. This was your freakin' idea. You're not backing out...ow! Jonesy, you fucking twat-waffle. You giving me a tat or skinning me alive?"
 
   Jonesy's only response is to snort loudly in my ear. A cloud of fetid smoke from the cigarette stuck between his lips encompasses me in a haze. I cough and jerk to the side, causing the needle to dig painfully into my shoulder once more.
 
    "Jesus," I groan as sweat beads my forehead. I don't remember my last tat being this painful.  
 
    "Told you it was too soon to ink over this scar," Jonesy says, oblivious to my pain as he keeps digging into my back. "But you're a stubborn twit."
 
   "I can't do it," Gordon groans again. 
 
   I send him my most baleful glare. "Don't even think about backing out now. This was your great idea. You were the one nagging us to ink a group name so you could be 'one of us.'" 
 
   "Yeah, but you were the one who talked the rest of us into it," Luke intervenes in a dry voice, and I switch my glare to him.
 
    "That was hours ago, dickhead, and I was drinking. Since when have the rest of you ever fucking listened to my suggestions?" I growl.
 
    "Stop your whining, Bix," Dom throws over his shoulder as he admires a duplicate of my work-in-progress already inked onto his shoulder blade in the warped mirror. 
 
   "I actually like this," he says as he grins at his reflection. "For once, you idiots had a good idea." 
 
   I'm glad he thinks so. I'm questioning this whole tattoo thing right now. And so is Gordon, I'm assuming, since he's looking like he’s going to hurl any moment. Or maybe it's just the alcohol wearing off.
 
   Why we even allowed him to drink is beyond me. We never did before. He just always seemed to be that little kid brother you didn’t want getting into your liquor stash. Maybe it was the guilt for not letting him go with us on the mission. Maybe it’s because our own inhibitions were lowered from drinking copious amounts of the poisonous spirits. But we let him drink along with the rest of us, deciding it would be good for him. Let Jonesy's wicked brew put hair on his chest and all that shit. Instead, we all wound up agreeing to his stupid idea of getting Avengers tattooed on our backs. Last time I get half in the bag with this bunch of A-holes.
 
   "Anddone," Jonesy announces as he sits back on his bench and spits out the remnant of his chewed cigarette. 
 
   I sit up, wincing at my throbbing shoulder blade. Maybe getting the tat on top of the scar where the hybrid had sliced me open wasn't such a great idea after all. But then, who am I kidding? Nothing about this night is a great idea. I question again how we had we let the little dipshit talk us into this.
 
   "Okay, last one. Your turn, kid." Jonesy pops another shit-smelling stick between his lips and lights it up, squinting at Gordon through the haze of smoke. 
 
   The kid’s face grows even paler as his eyes jump from Jonesy's smirking, skull-like grin to the homemade needle sitting in the bowl of alcohol on the table next to me. A bowl now stained pink with my blood. I can see his Adam's apple bobbing as he swallows in terror. What the hell?
 
   "Come on, kid. You dropped 'em in puberty, now put 'em to use. Look how cool this is." I pull my t-shirt down, exposing my bare shoulder and Jonesy's new artwork. All it does is to cause him to gulp harder.
 
   "Uh....that looks really bad. Like, really red and swollen. I read somewhere that ten to fifteen percent of tattoos become infected. Maybe I shouldn't take that chance. I mean, Cooper said we were running low on antibiotics. Why become a statistic, right?"
 
   I give him my best “you gotta be fucking kidding me” look as I push my shirt back into place.
 
   "No way, Iron Man. Now get your butt over here and get Avengers tattooed on your shoulder before I leave my boot imprinted on your ass.”
 
   Luke chuckles at my threat. “Leave him be, Bix. If he's changed his mind, that's okay.”
 
   “Uh.... no it isn't,” I argue, vacating the table and pointing to it with a scowl on my face. “Sit, Boo-Boo. You're doing this. If we're going to run the chance of getting laughed at for being bike-riding, superhero-tattooed geeks, then you're going to be included as well.”
 
   Gordon's pale face stares back in defiance. I change tactics.
 
   “Maybe Coop was right in denying you the right to go with us,” I say softly. “If you can't even handle a little tattoo, then there's no way in hell you're ready to go outside the city. Was he right, kid? You too chicken shit?”
 
   I can tell the mocking  ooooohs coming from the rest of our group at my taunt has the desired effect, and the boy's cheeks infuse with angry color.
 
   “I ain't no chicken shit,” he huffs at me as he brushes by, slamming me with his body. He jumps up on the table, baring his thin shoulder with intent.
 
   “Do it, Jonesy,” he barks, still staring me down.
 
   Jonesy shakes his bald, inked head and mutters, “Fuckin' hunters,” under his breath. He picks up the makeshift needle and bottle of India ink.
 
   “That's the spirit, Gordo,” Cal shouts at him from across the room and pointing one of his crutches his way. “Even if we can't go with our group, we can still be one of them.”
 
    “Show 'em what you're made of, kid.” Badger grins and raises his glass of liquid gut rot in a toast of respect. I didn't even realize he was still drinking. My stomach rolls in aversion as he downs the glass in one gulp. I never did understand how Badger's thin, wiry frame could hold more liquor than the rest of us combined. 
 
   “For fuck’s sake, stop being a wuss and do it already.” Even Dom is offering his own form of encouragement to the best of his ability.
 
   “Gord-o! Gord-o! Gord-o!” Cal starts the chant and the rest of us join in, pumping our fists the louder we get. Jonesy rolls his eyes but continues to wait, poised at the ready with the tools of torture. Gordon puffs his chest up at our encouragement and sets his shoulders.
 
   “You ready now?” The bald man asks in a bored voice.
 
    The young ginger nods. “I'm ready.”
 
   “Okay.” Jonesy dips the needle in the ink and places it against Gordon's shoulder, piercing the skin.  The kid's roar of pain pushes back against our encouraging chant like a water hose on a crowd of protestors. 
 
   “HOLY DIPSHIT IN A BUCKET!”
 
    Correct me if I'm wrong, but I don't think that's one of Iron Man's catch phrases.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   “Earth to Bix. Hey, Bix!” Badger snaps his fingers in my face, pulling my attention back to the moment. 
 
    I stare at him in confusion. Did he say something?
 
   “I asked if you're gonna finish that.” He points to the brick weight, shit-colored square on my plate, aka Cookie's “good luck” cake. I shake my head with a slight grimace.
 
   “No. You can have it.” I push it his way and he grins in delight, slapping away Gordon's fingers as the kid tries to steal a piece. Don't know why they're fighting over it. Cookie's intentions are good, I'm sure, but maybe she should stay away from baking. Not exactly her greatest achievement.
 
   Don't even know why I bothered to take a piece. Wasn't much of a sweets lover before the world went to shit, but what passed for sweets nowadays was a poor-ass imitation. It’s usually just a mixture of water, artificial sweetener, artificial flavour, and flour. Not exactly gourmet food. But it's the thought that counts, I guess. 
 
   This is our last meal before we leave tomorrow. Word had spread of our mission, and this is a kind of going away party. Everyone has shown up in the cafeteria to show their support, and with Cookie's unexpected gift of the cake, there's a sort of celebratory feel to the air. Cake is only made for special occasions, so I guess sending us all off possibly to our deaths falls under that category. All the cake does for me is remind me of Sam. But then again, what doesn't remind me of Sam lately?
 
   Gordon seems to have forgiven us and is back to his old tricks. I watch him reach around and tap Badger on the shoulder to distract his attention. The minute Badger turns his head, Gordon swoops in like a hawk, snagging the cake and shoving the whole damn piece in his mouth. By the time Badger realizes he’s been tricked and turns back, the kid is staring at him with chipmunk cheeks and trying hard not to choke.
 
   I can feel Luke vibrating beside me with laughter. “Good one, kid,” he says to Gordon and the ginger's eyes glitter back, pleased as punch with Luke's praise. 
 
   But Badger, not to be outsmarted, places both hands on the kid's puffy cheeks before he can swallow and pushes hard with his palms, forcing the kid’s mouth to pop open and the cake to spill out and splatter across the table.
 
   “Ewwwwww. Gross. Real mature, you two.” I glare at them in disgust, but that just makes them laugh harder at their childish display. Idiots.
 
   “What's the matter, Bix?” Luke stares at me, eyebrow raised. “That was funny, you gotta admit. Or did you lose your sense of humor along with your appetite?”
 
   “Sorry.” I force a grin. “Just a little distracted, I guess.” I don't even realize I'm playing with the dragon pendant hanging at me neck until Luke's eyes drop to it, watching it twist around my fingers.
 
   “Distracted,” he mutters, before averting his eyes back to my face. 
 
   I flush under his stare. He knows exactly...or I should say who exactly is distracting me. I'm saved from a lecture as Amy bounds up to our table towing an irritated Liv in her wake.
 
   “Hi, guys,” she waves at the crew, eyeing the masticated cake on the table with a wrinkled nose.
 
   “Hey, Ames,” the gang greets her warmly in return. I'm glad Dom is not sitting with us. He had chosen to sit with his guard buddies instead, so Amy is totally herself. When Dom's around, she clams up, almost like she can tell he doesn't like her. The feeling is quite mutual. Her eyes smile at everyone at the table before settling on me.
 
    “Bixby. Cookie made cake.” Her face beams with pleasure at the rare treat, and her gray eyes, so much like her brother's, sparkle with unconcealed excitement. I can't help the grin it elicits. Amy is the happiest person I know, and her happiness is contagious. Her Down Syndrome only seems to add to her positive outlook. It's part of the reason why most of us at the Grand adore her so much.
 
   “She sure did. It's been quite a while since she made cake. Did you have any?”
 
   Her black curls bob up and down. “Yeah. Cookie gave me a really big piece.”
 
   Liv rolls her eyes above Amy's head. “A big piece? She gave you half a slab. And you ate it all. You'll be so hyped up tonight, you won't sleep a wink.”
 
   “Of course I will, Liv.” She sighs in exaggeration as she points over her shoulder with her thumb. “Liv is such a drama queen.”
 
   “She is, isn't she,” I add in a conspiratorial whisper, trying hard to stop the laughter threatening to erupt. Liv, on the other hand, does not look as amused as I am. 
 
   “Yeah, we'll see how much of a drama queen I am when I send her to your room at three am because she wants to talk or play gin rummy.”
 
   “Hey, wouldn't be the first game of gin rummy we've played in the wee hours of the morning, would it, Ames?” I ask with a laugh, but her response chokes off my laughter.
 
   “No. Me, you, and Sammy used to play cards all night long.” She grins at her memory, oblivious to the sharp pain taking my breath away. I envy how her memories of her brother only bring her pleasure while for me they're nothing but pain. Hiding my hurt under a mask of fake smiles before Luke takes notice, I tousle Amy's black curls.
 
   “Hey, maybe we can have a couple of games tonight for old times’ sake. We're going to be gone a while, may as well get an ass whooping from you to last me while I'm out on the mission.”
 
   “Can we?” Her eyes brighten with excitement at my suggestion, and her animated face lightens my mood.  
 
   “Hell, yeah. I'll come by about nine.  And maybe I'll even bring more cake if I can sneak it without Cookie finding out.”
 
   Liv pins me with a stern stare. “Do not, I repeat, do not show up with more cake. You have been warned. I'll let Cookie know of your intentions if I have to.”
 
   I hold my hands up in mock surrender. “Okay. Understood. No need to do anything crazy, woman.”
 
   Amy giggles at my comment. “Okay, it's a date. I gotta go 'cause Jonesy promised I could pick out the movie for tomorrow night. I just wanted to say bye to you guys before you leave tomorrow. And be careful, please.”
 
   The worry and kindness in her eyes is genuine. She truly cares about everyone here in the Grand.
 
   “What she said,” Liv adds, nodding at everyone before following Amy, who’s practically bouncing out of the room. 
 
   “Yeah, she definitely doesn't need any more cake.” Luke’s laugh is gentle as he watches her leave. “I haven't seen her that hyper in a while.”
 
    “Which means I'm going to have to get some cake now, just to make her more hyper and piss Liv off,” I respond.
 
   Luke shoots me a dimpled grin. “You are pure evil...you know that?”
 
   “Yup,” I nod and poke him in the chest with my finger. “And admit it. You wouldn't have me any other way, Whitman.”
 
   Much to my chagrin, he catches my finger in his big hand and brings it to his lips, kissing the tip of it. “I'll take you whatever way I can get you.” Leering at me, he waggles his eyebrows up and down like some perv. I want to be pissed at him for his stupid PDA, but that look on his face just cracks me up, and I let him have my hand a little bit longer.
 
   “Uh, don't look now,” Badger interrupts in a quiet voice as he strokes his scraggly beard with pretend nonchalance. “But you two are being watched very closely. And if looks could kill....oh, diggety.”
 
   Immediately I turn my head, looking for the source of the heat burning a hole between my shoulder blades.
 
   “I said don't look. Dang it, Bix.” 
 
   I ignore Badger's whine and make eye contact with the Queen Bitch. Robyn is sitting two tables over with her own group of hunters. She's oblivious to the laughter and camaraderie happening around her since she's more focused on us. She doesn't appear to be the least embarrassed at me catching her staring. Instead the corners of her red lips tilt up, like she's amused. What the fuck is she laughing at? Irritated without really knowing why, I yank my hand out of Luke's grasp, practically ripping his arm out of joint.
 
   “Jesus, Bix, take it easy. I may need that arm.” His words are light enough, but he knows something's up. Following my glare, he, too, makes eye contact with his ex-lover. She nods at him, and Luke smiles back. He smiles back.
 
   “What are you doing?” I hiss at him low enough that she can't hear.
 
   “Huh?” His smile falters and he looks puzzled, like he has no idea what I'm talking about.
 
   “Why you smiling at that bitch?”
 
   “I'm not...”
 
   “Yeah, you are. You're smiling at the bitch. Why are you being so nice to that leg-humpin', two timing, bitch?”
 
   His brows rise in mock offense. “Little excessive on the bitch word, don't you think?”
 
   “Hell no. I forgot one. Stop smiling at her, bitch.”
 
   Gordon hoots in laughter, not even trying to pretend he isn't listening. “Four times in one tirade. I think that's a record, even for you, Bix.”
 
   “Take it easy on her, Gordo,” Luke responds to the kid, trying to be serious, but the grin threatening to burst out belies his sincerity. “Jealous women are sometimes a little over zealous in their attacks on what they perceive as a threat.”
 
   I stare at him in disbelief. “Come again?”
 
   “You're jealous,” he accuses, throwing my words from two days ago back at me. “I think it's kind of cute.”
 
   “You're shittin' with me, right?” My words are icy, even though I can feel the heat creeping up my cheeks. But the king of assholes has the balls to bust out laughing at me. It isn’t bad enough that he just totally embarrassed me in front of the guys, but he laughs along with it.
 
   “It's okay. I get it. You're jealous 'cause I'm smiling at my ex. If I'd known that's all I needed to do to make you take notice, I would've done it long ago. But I forgive you for your foul mouthed attack.”
 
   I shake my head, mouth agape like a fish out of water. “I'm not...whatever...shut the hell up!”
 
   The mocking laughter from the peanut gallery on the other side of the table finally snaps my fraying patience, and I’m pretty sure I bare teeth as I snarl at them. All three of them are grinning like idiots, but it's Cal who gives his two cents worth.
 
   “I don't blame you being jealous, Bix. She's a looker. Awwww, man. What I wouldn't give to be leaving with you guys tomorrow.” He truly does sound disappointed, and I stare at him in angry puzzlement wondering where he's going with this. “To be on the road with Bix and Robyn....traveling together? Man, can you say epic, hot cat fight? I'd pay top dollar to see that.”
 
   This only makes them laugh harder. Unbelievable.  Cal actually thinks us girl fighting in this life and death situation is hot? Like we’re going to be mud wrestling on the road, or pillow fighting in our nighties, or some other stupid male fantasy shit? My anger churns in the pit of my stomach and fans out like a wave of intense heat. I can feel it radiating off of me like a bad sunburn, and I'm thankful I'm not wearing my knives because I so badly want to yank Cal's idiotic tongue out of his head and pin it to the table.
 
   “Stop laughing,” I hiss through gritted teeth. My threat goes unheeded. My gaze averts to Robyn, and she's laughing at me too. Like she knows exactly what's going on at our table. That's the last straw. Furious at them all I get to my feet, needing to get out of there before I do something stupid and embarrass myself even more. I stride past the table of asshats, back stiff, but my need for retaliation wins out over my need to leave. Doubling back and in quick succession, I punch every single one of them in the shoulder blade, right on top of their fresh tats. I know my knuckle finds its mark as they reciprocate with yelps of pain. Gordon's whine of “What did I do?” follows me as I bolt out of the room. Serves them all right.
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Hey. Hey, wait up.” Luke yells at me down the hall, making me increase my pace. 
 
   Why the hell is he following me? Does he have a death wish? Ignoring him, I continue toward the stairwell. I'm really pissed, and the last thing I feel like doing is talk to him.
 
   “Come on, Bix. The guys are only messin' with you. Why you so upset?” My arm is gripped by long fingers, and I'm yanked around.
 
   “Luke, if you want to keep that hand, you'll let go of my arm right now.”  I try to pull out of his grasp, but he doesn't let go. Instead he studies me, his face perplexed.
 
   “It was a joke. A joke. You remember those, right?” I try to free myself again, but he won't let go. “Jesus, I really don't understand you lately. You're confusing the shit out of me. One minute you say we're no strings attached, the next you're acting like some jealous teen.”
 
   “I. Am. Not. Jealous,” I enunciate each word carefully.
 
   “Then why is my being friendly with Robyn making you act like some vamp with a toothache? And don't try to lie, I can read you like a book. You're pissed.”
 
    “No shit, Sherlock. Think it has something to do with you making a fool of me in front of the guys?” 
 
   He shakes his head at me. “Nu-uh, this has nothing to do with the guys. It's all to do with Robyn. What was between her and me ended months ago, before I became involved with you. You don't have to feel threatened at all.”
 
   “Hah!” My loud snort draws the attention of the few people passing by. Aware of their curious stares, I lower my voice. “You are so fucking full of yourself, Whitman. You think this is all about you? I just don't like her, okay? And I can't believe you were even stupid enough to sleep with that egotistical bimbo. Boy, you were definitely thinking with the wrong head on that one. And if you're dumb enough to believe it's over on her end, then you're a bigger fool than I thought. She is nowhere near over you.”
 
   Instead of denying my accusation, the jerk-off shoots me a stupid grin. “Really? You think she's still got the hots for me?”
 
   “Oh, my God. You fucking cockalorum. You think that's funny?”
 
   His grin is replaced by puzzlement. “What the hell is a cocka-lorrie...what?”
 
    “A cockalorum. A self-important, little jerk. That's you.” I poke him hard in the chest to emphasize my point, not even realizing my voice has risen again until I notice the two girls that had passed by earlier, lounging at the end of the hallway and watching us intently but pretending not to. Luke must take notice of the curious onlookers as well, since his fingers dig tighter into my arm and he starts dragging me in the opposite direction.
 
   “What are you doing?” I try to jerk away in protest, but his grip is like a vise. 
 
   “We need to clear the air on this, and we don't need an audience.” 
 
   We round the corner, away from the prying eyes, and he yanks open the door to the supply closet. Shoving me inside the darkness, he flicks on the lone bulb and locks the door before turning my way.
 
   “Seriously?” I fume at him. “You locked us in a supply closet. You think that's going to help, how?”
 
   He shrugs. “It's privacy at least. Now, you wanna tell me what the hell is eating at you? These past few weeks, you've been a bitch. Wait. Let me rephrase that. Bitchier than usual. You've no sense of humor, snapping at the guys and me for no reason. And now Robyn. We're going to be all together on the road, and I need your full concentration. Your mind needs to be clear of all distractions or else you will just be a liability on this mission. So whatever is annoying you, get it out. Why is she bothering you all of a sudden?”
 
    I stare at him, the denial on the tip of my tongue. Instead, I let loose a deep-gutted sigh of exasperation.
 
   “Gah! I don't know.” I run a hand over my shaved head. “She just does. Maybe it's because we've been stuck inside for the past four weeks and everything is getting on my nerves, including her. I don't usually get to see this much of her since our groups have opposite schedules. When we're here, she's not. But with us being on R&R, she seems to be underfoot. She's everywhere. Watching us. Stalking us. Like she's waiting for us to fuck up or something. Don't you feel that way?”
 
   He crosses his arms and winks at me. “To be honest, I haven't noticed. Believe it or not, I only have eyes for one woman. And since Cookie doesn't even know I'm alive, you're a close second.”
 
   I narrow my eyes at him, hoping he doesn't notice the grin threatening to break through my anger. How does he always manage to talk me off that ledge? “Have I ever told you what a dick you are at times?” I ask, trying hard to hold on to my annoyance.
 
   “Once or twice.” He closes the small gap between us and taps me on the nose.  “Have I ever told you how cute you are when you're jealous?” His words are filled with amusement. 
 
   I punch him non-too-gently in the arm. “Fuck off. I'm not jealous. And you're really starting to irritate me with that shit.”
 
   “No worries, darlin'. I've been known to irritate you before, and I'm not going to stop now. Just remember, this cocka-lorrie-thingy is all yours.”
 
    I can't keep it in any longer and the grin escapes. “Sometimes I really don't know what I like about you.”
 
    In one fluid motion, he pushes me firmly against the wall. His hands grab both of mine, pinning them above my head. His hot breath fans my face as his velvety brown eyes stare into mine. “Ditto. So maybe we need to remind each other,” he whispers against my ear before his lips slide across my cheek and onto mine, demanding entry. His tongue delves past my lips in a bold stroke, tasting me. Claiming me. The possessiveness of it should fuel my anger, but instead his tongue dancing with mine causes tingles to shoot over my body, awakening every nerve ending with desire. A slight moan sounds in the back of my throat, and I know he realizes the moment I give in since he releases my hands and grips the back of my neck.
 
   “I thought you wanted to talk,” I whisper against his lips. Even though there's nothing I want more than for him to continue what he's doing, I can't help but play devil's advocate.
 
   “We are talking,” he growls back. “Just not with our mouths. Now shut up and talk some more.”
 
   “I like this conversation then.” 
 
   “I thought you would, you little perv.”
 
   My hands move of their own violation, sliding up the rock hard chest and gripping his shirt tight, trying to draw him closer. His lips taste sweet like the cake, and I suddenly find my sweet tooth craving exploding and going into overdrive. I feel bereft as he pulls away, whimpering in protest as his lips break the exquisite contact.
 
   “You want me to stop, just say so,” he whispers against my mouth. “As badly as I want you right now, this isn't exactly a room at the Ritz.” 
 
   Stop? Oh, hell no. 
 
   “Come on, Whitman,” I whisper back. “Isn't it every girls dream to get shagged in a dirty supply closet?”
 
   He grins as he pulls back, his eyes sparkling with excitement and desire. “Not any girl I've ever known.”
 
   “Then obviously you've been hanging out with the wrong kind of girls.” 
 
    “Obviously,” he agrees.
 
   “Just shut up and kiss me again,” I growl, this time claiming his lips with my own. He doesn't need any more encouragement. His hips grind against mine, making no apologies for his arousal in the least. I reciprocate back, every inch of me lit up with a burning, urgent need to possess him.
 
   His grinding connects with a sensitive spot, and I moan in delight as I arch my back. His hands slip to my waist, fumbling with my belt. He tugs and pulls a couple of times, but the damn thing refuses to let go. Muttering in impatience against his hot lips, I push his hands away and do it myself. In one swift movement the belt and button are disengaged, and he yanks the jeans down over my hips. His calloused palm glides along the inside of my thigh and heat jolts my abdomen, fanning out and down my legs. I whimper in excitement as I feel him toying with the worn cotton of my underwear. He answers my wordless request by tearing away my undergarments with a loud rippppp.
 
   “Dammit, Luke,” I break contact long enough to complain. “Do you know how hard it is to find decent underwear....OH!”
 
   My complaint is quickly forgotten as his searching fingers find their intended mark and I gasp in delight.
 
   A breathy, “Fuck, yes,” escapes me as I close my eyes and rest my head back against the wall, letting him work his magic and not giving a shit about my destroyed panties anymore. Who the hell needs underwear anyway?
 
     My moans of pleasure as I writhe against his hand are swallowed up by his mouth as he claims my lips once again. His fingers increase in their intensity and as much as I want to reach that finish line, I prolong it, wrapping my fingers around his wrist and stopping him.
 
   “Not like this,” I whisper, and he knows what I want. Impatient now, I attempt to remove the jeans puddled around my feet with frantic hands, holding onto him for support.
 
   I tug at the pants, trying to get them over my boots. They don't want to cooperate and I grunt in frustration, hopping on one foot trying to get them off and nearly tripping over the broom leaning against the wall. Finally, they come loose and I kick them out of the way, along with the broom. They both land on the opposite side of the small room with a loud clatter.
 
    “As you were,” I order, and he grins at my impatience. But he does as I say. His mouth goes to my earlobe, biting playfully, before skimming his teeth down over the pulse in my neck. I shiver in anticipation and close my eyes as the rustling of his own jeans tells me his intent.
 
   I gasp as I feel his hard heat between my thighs, begging for entrance. I position myself just right, giving him his answer.
 
   His strong hands grab my bottom, lifting me up, and I wrap my legs around him. With one single thrust he enters me, and my cry is visceral.
 
   “Shhhhh,” he scolds me in amusement, but at this point in time, I don't give a rats-ass who's outside the door listening. 
 
   If they want to be that pervy, then let’s give them something to talk about. I don't care about anything other than the man in front of me and how he makes me feel so alive and complete. And the fact that he is all mine.
 
   Crap. Where the hell did that thought surface from again? My eyes pop open and study Luke’s face, wondering if I said anything out loud, but he’s oblivious to my mental admission of possessiveness. His eyes are closed as he moves inside of me, his face a canvas of carnal pleasure. It excites me beyond measure and forces those appalling thoughts to the back of my head. Locking them away behind the pleasure zone. The sex takes priority at the moment.
 
   My fingers trace the lines of his lips and his chin as he withdraws and enters me again.
 
   “Look at me,” I whisper, and his eyes flicker back open. His gaze is almost black, and my breath catches at the naked emotion evident in his face. I arch against the wall, meeting his next thrust and wanting the intense delight to last forever. His breathing becomes more erratic as I keep moving against him. Meeting his thrusts and holding his gaze, pinning him with our intimacy. 
 
   “Bix,” he groans, digging his fingers into my hips as he burrows hard and fast inside of me. Hearing him say my name sends my emotions spiraling out of control. I can feel the wave of ecstasy mounting, threatening to explode.
 
    I cry his name on my release, ripples of pleasure wiping out any other coherent thought as we both fall over that precipice into oblivion.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   The collection of mismatched, rainbow-colored bicycles lined up in the Grand's tiny courtyard makes it look more like some elementary school playground than a fortified bunker. I almost expect the people clustering there to break into a game of hopscotch or haul out their jump ropes at any given moment. But the grave faces that watch our approach denote the seriousness of the situation. They know we aren't leaving on some school field trip. This is a trip some of us may not return from.
 
   Two of the larger bikes already have the supply wagons attached. Luke is to ride one, Mike the other. To hell with equal rights and all that shit. Those two are the biggest galoots; they get to do the heavy work. The rest of us will carry our own supplies in backpacks attached to the bikes. The council members have everything taken care of. If anything, they are efficient.
 
   Most of our goodbyes had been said the night before, so I'm surprised at the amount of people up and about this early in the morning. Coop, Liv, Mrs. D, all the council members and hunters not out on patrol crowd the small space. The docs from St. Joseph’s wait there as well, including Jess. She smiles at me as I pass by, and I return the gesture. I'd gotten to know the lady doc fairly well over the past few weeks since we rescued her from the hospital. Enough to realize she's not the useless blonde I'd originally thought her to be. We'll never be BFF's, but I consider her a friend. That's a real milestone for me.
 
     I'm surprised to see even Jonesy had pulled his mucus hacking butt out of bed to see us off. We must have made a real impression with our request for our bad-ass Avengers tattoos. Either that or he was taking mental notes on who was leaving today, in case some of us didn't come back. Then he would know what rooms he could safely loot. That made a hell of a lot more sense.
 
    But out of everyone here, one face is curiously absent. Gordon is nowhere to be found, and not only does it surprise me, it hurts me deeply. He must still harbor a lot of resentment to not even see us off, considering his brother is leaving with us.
 
   Liv is deep in conversation with Coop but breaks off and saunters toward me at our arrival. She looks older in the morning sun. Tired and washed out. We probably all do. Good thing I don't have to look at myself in a mirror.
 
    She stops in front of me, studying me with sad eyes. Her hand reaches out and runs down the side of my face, along the ridge of my scar. It was something she’s always done prior to my leaving, and I've learned not to flinch over the years at the touch since the scar seemed to bother me a hell of a lot more than it bothered her.
 
   “And off you go again.” Her smile is subdued. “No matter how many times I say goodbye to you, it never seems to get any easier.”
 
   I smile back as I grab her hand in my own. “Now why you so worried? You know I'm like the proverbial bad penny. I always turn back up.”
 
   “Yes, but I'm afraid one day that penny will stay lost for good.” She pulls her hand from mine and her laugh is shaky. “Sorry kid. I don't mean to be so fucking morbid this morning. It must be from lack of sleep since Amy had me up all night due to someone bringing her more cake.”
 
   “Now what kind of douche-bag would do such a thing?” I question innocently.
 
   “One that I love,” she whispers in my ear as she pulls me into her arms and gives me a quick hug. “Stay safe, okay? I don't want to have to come looking for you just to kick your ass for something stupid.”
 
   “Will do,” I promise, biting my lip to keep my own emotions in check. I don't need to be blubbering like a baby in front of my crew. I cough and clear my throat. “And thanks for not bringing Amy this morning. Don't think I'm up to facing that.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I couldn't have brought her even if I wanted to. She was sound asleep when I left, and you know how dangerous she is when you try to wake her against her will.”
 
   I snicker. “Hell, yeah. I think she's the reason behind the saying 'let sleeping dogs lie.' Waking her up before she's ready is just asking for trouble.”
 
   Liv snorts, wiping at her wet eyes with her sleeve.
 
   Mrs. D thankfully steps in, stopping the emotional exchange. “Bix, dear. I've brought you all a little going away present. Yours are the purple, since I know that’s your favorite color.”
 
   She hands me a knitted something from her bag of tricks, and at first I think it's socks. But on closer inspection I realize what it is.
 
   “Awesome-sauce. Half gloves. Thanks, Mrs. D.” She smiles at my excited reaction.
 
   “No problem, dear. The weather is getting colder, and I know your hands will probably be freezing on those bike handles. I have some for you all, but could you possibly give that Dom fellow his? He scares me.”
 
   I snicker, finding it hard to believe she would be scared of anyone. This is just her way of saying she doesn't like the dick.
 
   “I'll see to it that he gets his.” I stuff them into my pocket along with my own.
 
   “Thank you, child. Now come here...give me a hug.” She hangs her bag on the crook of her arm like old ladies do with their purses and motions with her hands. I step into her embrace, her old lady smell encasing me with its comfort.
 
   “Be safe, be vigilant, and come back in one piece.” With one arm still around me, she reaches into the bag again with the other and pulls something else out. Pushing it into my gut, she whispers, “Here, I filled this up for you. It worked as a good luck charm before. Maybe it will again.”
 
   It's her whiskey flask. I hold in my laughter as I tuck her secret discreetly into the top left corner pocket of my coat. 
 
   “Thanks. I promise to take good care of it,” I say with reverence, and she smiles as she pulls me in for another quick hug.
 
   “Bix, your weapon.” Alex, the council member in charge of the armory, interrupts my moment with Mrs. D. “Extra magazines are packed in everyone’s supplies but use them sparingly. They won't last long if you shoot at every little thing that moves. Got it?”
 
   I nod as I take the semi-automatic rifle he hands me with a look of disdain. I'm not sure what it's called—AR15 or some shit, I think. Luke did tell me when we were practicing, but I can't quite remember what he called it. All I know is that I pretty much suck with it. It's a weapon way more powerful than I'm used to. I know it’s a necessary evil since we require weapons of this calibre to even stand a chance against the new mutations, and if push comes to shove I can use it effectively, but still I feel uneasy as I strap it to my back. The knives hanging at my thighs give me far more comfort.
 
   I catch Coop’s eye and he starts walking my way. “You look like some bad-ass female Rambo with that monster strapped to your back.” He laughs at me.
 
   I raise a brow in confusion. “Female what?”
 
   He shakes his head as he exchanges a look with Liv and sighs. “Never mind. I forget how young you are.”
 
   “Or how old you are, Grandpa,” I tease as I punch him in the shoulder. He gives me an offended look and rubs his arm. “Oh sorry, Gramps. Did I bruise you?”
 
   “I blame Olivia for your bad attitude,” He scowls at me. But I know he’s not serious.
 
   “Hey, I fucking take offense to that,” Liv mutters at him, making us both laugh. Our laughter slowly tapers off as we regard each other in silence for a minute. I know he wants to say more, but right now I’m just one of his soldiers. He can’t be showing too much favouritism or Dom will have a fucking field day.
 
   “Promise to take care of yourself out there, kid,” he says.
 
     “Don’t you worry about me.” I tilt up a corner of my mouth. “I learned from the best. No leech is gonna take me out, I promise, or my name ain’t Emma Kimberly Bixby.”
 
   He chuckles at my paraphrasing of his words of promise on the day he saved my life. “You’re never going to let me live that line down, are you?”
 
   I shake my head. “Nope. That line was corny as hell.”
 
   “Whatever. At least I held up my end of that promise. You better hold up yours.”
 
   “You got it, old man. I mean, yes Sir!” I emphasize my answer with a smart salute.
 
   He sighs again and points his cane at me, muttering “Such a brat,” before turning back to the group and becoming Captain Cooper again.
 
   “Hunters, with me.” His commanding voice cuts through the morning stillness, calling an abrupt halt to the silliness and laughter. Everyone in the courtyard comes to attention.
 
   “It's time to move out. All that must be said has already been said. Now choose a bike and get ready to have it become very familiar with your ass-cheeks.” A grin tugs at his lips at the laughter that accompanies the remark. 
 
   Luke and Mike's bikes are already assigned, but the one of my choosing is a purple mountain bike with the word Schwinn painted on the crossbar. I immediately nickname it Barney. Grabbing the bikes handlebars I give it a bounce, testing its durability. Okay, Barney. Me and you are going to get real familiar, real soon. Please be gentle on my lady parts. 
 
   “Good luck to you all and Godspeed on your mission. We will see you all back in a few weeks.” 
 
   Cooper’s eyes cut my way as he says this, letting me know he expects me to adhere to that command. I dip my chin and adjust the brim of my green army hat, telling him I intend to. He nods back before bellowing at the guards, “Open the gate.”
 
   And we're off.
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Walking through the city with the cumbersome bikes is not as bad as I thought it would be. There are blocks where we can actually ride for a distance before having to dismount and walk through the blockades of abandoned vehicles and fallen debris. Not much slows us down other than a couple of feral dogs on Wright Avenue and a small group of leeches catching us unaware as we stop to eat in Forrest Park. Aside from these minor inconveniences, we make good time and find ourselves outside the city limits and deep into Highway Seven only three days after leaving the Grand. 
 
   Cooper was right on his assumption of this route. The main artery leaving the city had been jam packed. Wrecks and piles of rusting metal and burnt out husks saturated the road, which was a testament to the heavy traffic flow the day of the invasion. But the sleepy, less populated Highway Seven is a virtual raceway. Nothing but farmland, distant mountains, and open highway. An invitation for speed. 
 
   After finally remembering how to keep myself upright on Barney, it actually feels good to have the wind blowing through my hair and the warm sun on my face. Even though the city is essentially empty, it still has a stale stink about it. The air outside the city is unspoiled like the earth had cleansed itself now that the polluting humans were gone. 
 
   The greenery of the lush surroundings is quite the change compared to the concrete jungle my eyes are accustomed to. Instead of crumbling ruins and broken asphalt, we're surrounded by rolling hills, fields of green grass, and vibrant wild flowers as far as the eye can see. Dotted patches of trees break up some of the open space, but it's actually kind of overwhelming. At times I have to stop scanning the horizon and just focus on the road in front of me. It's like I'm some caged animal that has suddenly been freed and let loose into the wild, and I'm not quite sure what to do with all the space.
 
   The warmth of the sun and the beauty of our surroundings on this particular day must put my fellow travelers at ease however, because the sound of singing soon reaches my ears. I turn my head in surprise as Kelly pulls along side of me, belting out “Follow the Yellow Brick Road” from The Wizard of Oz with total abandon. It feels strange to hear the notes since we are so used to traveling in silence. In the city, any loud noise usually attracts the hungry bastards in droves. But out here—out here, it appears we can let down our guard for a bit. Being able to see around you for miles has its advantages. Other than the odd car or truck abandoned in the middle of the road, there doesn't appear to be too much to worry about. Or so it seems. After traveling in pretty much silence for days, the singing feels wrong and out of place. But my unease doesn't stop the stupid song from sticking in my head, and my lips start mumbling the lyrics almost against my will. Since The Wizard of Oz is one of the few movies we have at the Grand, we've watched it way too many times and I know every damned word.
 
   I guess the others do as well because before I know it, we're all singing along. Well, those of us in the back. We kinda get funny, over-the-shoulder looks from Luke and Mike, who lead the pack, and the two docs riding in the center, but it doesn't deter us in the least. Kelly, Badger, and I belt out the tune like it's karaoke night at the local watering hole. Even Dom and Robyn join in, though her perfect pitch annoys me to no end since my own voice leaves a lot to be desired. Did the woman seriously not have any flaws?
 
   We're in the breathless throes of the last chorus as we crest a small, blind rise, and I almost rear end Dom when he stops unexpectedly in front of me. I swerve my bike to avoid him and skid along the gravel curb, stopping a little too close for comfort to the steep ditch.
 
   “What the hell—” I start but clam up at Luke's raised fist. He stopped us for a reason.
 
   Craning my neck, I finally see what he sees.
 
   Unlike the random car or truck we’d past before on the road, what lies at the bottom of the rise is a virtual pileup. At least a dozen vehicles are heaped and crushed on top of each other and across the entire width of the two-lane highway. The main culprit appears to be a small school bus. The thought of what happened to the kids on the bus that day leaves a bad taste in my mouth. I hope those that had been infected had wandered off long ago. Infected children are a rare sight, probably because the smaller bodies are not equipped to handle the parasite. They seemed to prefer a bigger and stronger host. But just because it's rare doesn't mean it's impossible. I've seen it a couple of times, and trust me, putting down a leech-infected kid is not something you quickly forget.
 
   The song disregarded, we study the pileup in silence, watching for any sign of infected or a trap. Ravagers revelled in setting up booby-traps in this kind of environment, but there's no movement of any kind. We'll have to get closer to check for trip wires and shit.
 
   “Dismount,” Luke calls back softly, not wanting his voice to travel. “We'll want to proceed through here nice and slow. But before we do, let’s have a look see.”
 
   He pulls his binoculars from his backpack and starts scanning the area. If it is a trap, the ravagers won't be far away just waiting to pounce. 
 
   Mike does the same, and it isn't long before I hear Luke's puzzled, “What the hell?” They both lower their glasses and exchange this weird look that piques my interest. 
 
   “Guys?” I question, my eyes focusing on the field that seems to fascinate them. I squint into the sun. Are my eyes playing tricks on me, or is there movement out there? Digging through my backpack, I yank out my own set of glasses. It takes a few seconds to zoom in, and I soon see what they see. 
 
   People moving through the field; their jerky and awkward movements telling me one thing. These people are infected. These are leeches, not humans. Good news, they're moving away from us. Bad news, they seem to be congregating around a huge mesh fence lining the middle of the field, stopping them from going any further and stranding them on our side of the fence.  
 
   I can't be certain, but I'd be willing to bet the infected from the massive pileup in front of us is mixed in among that throng as well. Question is what's attracting them to that fence? Maybe it's good we don't know. One thing I do know, we're going to stay away from that spot...and move through this area as quickly and quietly as we can.
 
   “Okay,” Luke’s voice is low. “Obviously, stealth is our main objective here. Don't need to draw attention. Let’s circle around the vehicles on the left. The shoulder of the road looks wide enough to pull the carts through. Once we clear the pileup, ride like the hounds of hell are on your heels. We don't need any wind shifts carrying our scent or sound. Got it?”
 
   We nod. None of us want to be fighting that horde. There has to be at least seventy or more swarming that fence. And that's the ones we can see. No telling what’s lurking in the trees on either side of the field, and we don't want to know. 
 
   We walk our bikes around the labyrinth of twisted metal and rusting husks, careful not to bump against anything and make any sort of noise. Thankfully, whatever casualties occurred from the accident have long since disappeared. At least we don't have to deal with staring at piles of gnawed bones and tattered rags. I release the breath I didn't even know I was holding as I watch Luke and Mike get the wide wagons past the pileup without creating any distractions for the horde.
 
   Doc Howarth walks single file in front of me, his head swiveling on his shoulders as he studies the wrecks. I can almost smell his fear.
 
   “Doc, just keep walking,” I mutter. “As long as we don't draw attention, there's nothing to be scared of here. I got your back.”
 
   He glances back at me with a look of gratitude.
 
   We pass by the school bus and the crumpled combination of a blue Honda Civic and a white cargo van. A faded metallic roof sign had been dislocated during the collision and hangs precariously over the side of the van. I tilt my head to read it. It says “On The Go Care. Mobile Veterinary Service.” A mobile vet? That really was a thing? Can't say I've ever seen that before. Only out here in hillbilly country would you see such a thing, I guess.
 
   I grin to myself, taking my attention off of Doc Howarth for a split second as I glance toward the field. The horde still seems to be unaware of us. Let’s keep it that way. Unfortunately I forget about checking on the other doc behind me.
 
   “Oh, this was a vet van.” His excited whisper takes a moment to register. “Maybe there are still supplies inside that we can use...”
 
   “Doc, don't!”
 
    I whirl in panic, but my warning comes too late. As soon as he unlatches the door, it flies out of his grip and smashes against the side of the van, tearing loose from its rusty hinges. The leech that had laid dormant inside for years awakens with frenzy at the smell of our pounding blood and leaps out at the doc, sending his body flying one way and his bike the other. It takes him down to the ground with an unholy sound of keening hunger. Doc Roger has enough sense to at least try and hold the thing at arm's length, but I can see the worm-like abomination already slithering its way past the dried, cracked lips of its host and aiming for the pulsating lifeline in the doc's neck. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I see Dom fumbling for his weapon. “No,” I hiss, pushing his arm down. We can't risk the shots attracting the attention of the horde. Without wasting another moment, I drop my bike and run at the struggling duo.
 
   Raising my heavy boot, I kick the thing hard in the ribs, hearing the brittle bones snap at the contact. It flips off of the doc and tumbles head over heels before rebounding and leaping to its feet, oblivious to the jagged ribs that must be sticking into its internal organs. No matter how much damage you did to its host, these things never showed pain. Death is the only thing that stops them, so I ready myself. In an instant, my knives are in my hands and I wait for the attack. 
 
   The leech comes at me with ever increasing speed, resembling a ghoul in its soiled white uniform, complete with name tag and all. “Matt” looks like some deranged, mummified medic, and I kind of expect him to crumble to dust right in front of my eyes.
 
   The snapping teeth close in, but my arm swiftly arcs up, impaling the leech on my knife and preventing it from getting any closer. My second knife finds its mark and sinks with ease into the dried out husk of a chest, straight into the heart. The thing gives a couple wet gurgling sounds as the life slowly fades from its stolen eyes. Its teeth snap at me one final time. The host body sinks to its knees, pulling me with it. Only when I know it's truly dead do I remove my knives and watch as it sprawls across the broken asphalt. 
 
    I lean over and wipe the bloodied blades on Matt's pant leg, observing the field for any change in movement. Did any sound of this fight carry? No. The leeches continue to move away from us. We were lucky...this time.
 
   “You fucking idiot,” Dom spits. 
 
   At first I think Dom is speaking to me, and I whirl in defense, an angry retort on my lips. But he’s facing Doc Roger who is now back on his feet. The doc looks rattled; his pale face and trembling shoulders acknowledge his close call.
 
   “How stupid can you be? Even a fucking kid knows not to pull open a door without knowing what's on the other side,” Dom says.
 
   Even though I want to say the exact same thing to Roger, I can't be agreeing with Dom because...well, it's Dom. So I defend the idiotic doctor.
 
   “Back off, Dom,” I whisper. “The Doc here didn't know. Now he does. He won't make that mistake again, will you Doc?”
 
   He shakes his head at me as he wipes the sweat from his upper lip with an unsteady hand.
 
   “Guys? Everything okay?” Luke and Mike are on the other side of the wall of cars and finally realize something has gone wrong. The big guy is poised like he's about to rush back, but I hold my thumb and finger up in an okay gesture, putting him at ease.
 
   “Now pick up your bike and let’s move out. It could have been worse. At least the Doc managed to keep from screaming his fool head off and alerting the horde to our presence. Crisis averted.”
 
   And as if Karma overhears and decides she hasn't quite reached her bitch quota yet today, the hanging metal vet sign knocked loose by the flailing door finally falls with an agonizing screech of metal. It topples in slow motion and lands with an echoing crash on top of the Honda's roof. It then proceeds to roll down the cracked windshield, across the hood of the car, and crash land again on the ground at our feet. The crescendo echoes across the open field with the magnitude of a bullhorn and freezes us all in place. That didn't really fucking happen, did it? But a quick glance at the field tells me otherwise.
 
   “Holy shit,” Robyn breathes, her eyes glued to the same sight as mine. It snagged the leeches attention alright, and they hover in the field with noses in the air like a pack of wolves trying to locate a scent. 
 
   “MOVE IT NOW!” Luke doesn't even try to hold back on the volume of his command and we don't hesitate. It won't take them long to smell us, and we need to be already moving by then, else we're in shit up to our eyeballs. 
 
   “Go,” I snap at Doc Roger as he struggles to upright his bike. Grabbing Barney from where I dropped it earlier, I boogie behind the docs as we hurry past the pileup of vehicles to the open road on the other side.
 
   “Ride and don't look back,” I yell, hopping onto the bike and pedaling hard, trying to build momentum. The road lies flat in front of us for about 500 yards but then turns into a steep downgrade. If we can hit that and build some speed, we may stand a chance to escape. Hell, maybe if lady luck decides to smile on us, the horde may even lose interest and not chase us at all. Wouldn't that be a fucking nice surprise of rainbow-colored unicorn farts.
 
   I take a quick glance back over my shoulder, hoping my recent thought will take fruition. I'm so wrong. The horde hasn't lost interest at all. In fact they have our scent. I can tell by the way they run through the field, aiming for us with laser like precision. Shit. 
 
   “GO FASTER!” The fear in my voice causes the two docs to wobble a bit in front of me, but they get the gist. They know exactly what it means. Go faster or kiss your ass goodbye. 
 
   My legs pump the pedals hard, burning with the effort. Two hundred and fifty yards. Halfway there. We can make it. Make the hill. Make the hill. It echoes in my head like a mantra, and I focus on the hill instead of the beasts rampaging across the field. We can do this.
 
   “Fuck!” Dom and I scream in unison as a leech stumbles out of the trees along the shoulder of the road and nearly collides with us in its haste. Where the hell did that come from? There's no possible way those things have caught up with us already. 
 
   It overshoots its target and misses us as we swerve. It tries to stop and turn, but its momentum sends it skidding on the pavement and it tumbles over itself, leaving a trail of bloated, torn flesh in its wake. As soon as it stops rolling it's back on its feet and running after us. Only now it’s hunting the docs in front of us, aiming straight for them. The serious case of road rash down the bloody arm and side of its face isn’t slowing it down in the least. Before I even stop to think of what a stupid idea it is, I start screaming at the horror movie reject. Distracting it from the easier targets.
 
   “Hey! Hey, shit for brains. I'm over here.”
 
   It works. Its mangled head turns my way, and it changes course. 
 
   Maybe I should have pulled my gun first. I did not think this through. Fuck.
 
   I scramble to pull the weapon strapped at my back and try to keep control of the bike with the other hand
 
   Shit! Shit! Shit! 
 
   The gun doesn't give, and I pull harder, nearly losing control of the bike. I start wobbling, panic setting in as I realize I'm about to wipe out. The leech is almost on top of me now. It's so close I can see the movement in the host's neck. The squirming underneath the skin as the parasitic worm demands release. The skin around the lips splits open as the thing erupts and I start gagging, my own throat pulling tight at the sight. 
 
   I lose my balance. Planting my feet on the ground to catch myself, I let the bike drop and get ready to run. 
 
   Move. Move.  The voice in my head yells, and I leap away from the bike at the same time the leech leaps toward me. I actually hear the snapping of the blade-like teeth as they go for my throat, and I can't help the small scream that passes my lips.
 
   Two things happen at once. I hit the ground hard, jarring my shoulder as I roll into the fall and get showered by hot splatters of goo as the leech-host's head explodes in a torrent of crimson gore above me. The second shot tears through the thing’s chest, leaving a gaping hole in its wake. It finally collapses just inches from my face, and I close my eyes in relief.
 
   “Bix?” Luke's worried voice reaches my ears, but he sounds far off. I stumble to my feet to find him just circling back, looking shell shocked at my appearance. Obviously he wasn't the one who took out the leech. Then who did?
 
    “Move it,” Robyn orders, as she remounts her rifle on her back. “We don't have time for a pity party.”
 
    Oh, for Pete's sake. Are you fucking kidding me? She just had to be the one to save me? Fuck. I won't hear the end of this for years. But she did just save my ass, so gritting my teeth I mumble a, “Thanks.” 
 
   She ignores me like I knew she would. I sigh quietly to myself and pick up my bike, dripping goo and hop on before more of those things catch up to us.  I don't need to owe her anymore.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   The view of the town in the dwindling evening light is a welcoming sight. Not only does it mean a spot to camp and walls around us to keep us safe, but most importantly, it means we can get off these damn bikes. I swear I will have the print of that bike seat in my ass cheeks for months to come. But I shouldn't complain. I guess it's better than having leech teeth in my neck.
 
   The town's outer limits sign is surprisingly still standing and in one piece; however, it has sustained some injuries over the years. Peppered bullet holes suggest it's been used for target practice a few times and kind of reminds me of a big slice of blue Swiss cheese. It simply states, “Welcome to Maple Haven. Population 1800. Enjoy your visit.”
 
   Enjoy your visit. Well, I guess that may have a lot to do with how many of those 1800 are still here and looking to feast on our blood right now. Maybe, if we're lucky, those demons we passed in the field back there are the last remaining few. Maybe the town is completely empty. Yeah. Right. Who am I trying to kid? The odds of the town being leech free is just as likely as winning a fucking jackpot every night in Vegas for a month. You may get the occasional win, but eventually the house beats you...and then some. No, there will be leeches somewhere in this town. Question is where's the safest place for us to camp at the moment?
 
   Highway Seven seems to run straight through the main business district of Maple Haven. And by business district, I mean a grocery store, a hardware store, a couple of converted office buildings, a diner that looks like it got stuck in a fifties time warp, and a two bay garage/gas station with a metal sign above the door stating it belongs to Nat. Not a lot to choose from.
 
   We pull to a stop in front of the garage and dismount. Kicking down the stand I stretch my stiff muscles, take off my hat, and run my fingers through my hair. My hat is disgusting and covered with the remnants of the exploding leech from earlier. My neck and shirt too. Man, what I wouldn't give for a shower right now. Soon as we settle down for the night, I'm going to have to take some of my drinking water and try to wash up. The last thing I want to do is sleep with alien gore stuck to me.
 
     We stand in the middle of the deserted street weighing our options. We had outrun the horde about forty miles back and knew from past experience they wouldn't follow us. Out of sight, out of mind was their motto. No, we don't have to worry about the field leeches. Now what's hiding here in this sleepy little town, well that's another story.
 
   I stand, hands on my hips and gaze up and down the main strip. The once well-tended trees and flower beds that had made this town a charming little tourist stop-over, no doubt, has grown into a jungle with no one to take care of it. Weeping willows and oak trees grow unchecked into the street; their branches reach like claws searching for their next victim. Weeds and ivy crawl across the overgrown lawns and up the sides of buildings, giving the town a spooky, movie-lot look. The desolate echo of a wind chime hanging above the diner's front door adds to the ominous vibe of the deserted town. 
 
   I study the chime through narrow eyes. Had that one lonely, little chime really survived hanging there over the past eight years? Or had it been recently placed? An overwhelming feeling that we're not alone shivers along my spine and deflects my gaze from the diner to the other outwardly empty buildings.  One by one I explore the broken windows, expecting to catch some furtive movement behind the empty frames. But I see nothing. Doesn't ease my discomfort any.
 
   “Looks like the gas station is the best option. Kelly, you agree?” Luke's deep voice breaks the silence, making me jump and I give up on my exploration.
 
   Kelly nods his head. “Yeah, that garage will give us plenty of room to camp, plus keep our bikes and supplies hidden.”
 
   “Winner, winner, chicken dinner,” I mumble to myself as I eye the decrepit building.
 
   I can understand the reasoning behind their decision and it makes total sense, but I still can't shake the feeling that this town is not as deserted as it appears. Then again, knowing what we now know about the hybrids, no place seems deserted anymore. They could be hiding anywhere.
 
   “Okay then. Kelly, Mike and Robyn, you guys check out Nat's. Make sure it’s clear and set up camp. The rest of us will take a little mosey around the neighborhood. I'll feel a lot better sleeping tonight knowing we don't have any blood sucking neighbors.”
 
   I couldn't agree with Luke more. Maybe a quick check will put my mind and gut at ease.
 
   We make good time on the diner, hardware store, and grocery store. Nothing hiding there besides a few rats that scurry away at our intrusion. All three buildings had been picked over long ago, nothing of use remaining. I expected as much.
 
   The office buildings take a little longer to dissect. The two floors of each building offer up half a dozen leeches roused out of their stupor by the smell of our blood. We dispatch of them with speedy efficiency, but it adds to my growing anxiety. Half a dozen? Where the hell are the remainder of the townsfolk? Surely if they haven't already become leeches or dinner, then there must be some sort of survivors left behind. Maybe they've holed up in some fortified bunker away from the town’s main business area, which suits me just fine if that's the case. After the day we've had, last thing we need is to have a run in with Nat and the gang. We don't need to be dealing with any good ol’ boys.
 
   By the time we get back to the garage, the sun has retired for the day and the moon is starting to come on duty for its night shift. The three guys we'd left behind have things totally under control. Our bikes and supplies are hidden in the garage bay, and someone even had the idea to tie the wind chime from the diner to the side door. If anyone tries to mess with the door during the night, we will definitely hear them.
 
   Just like the rest of the buildings in town, the garage has also been scavenged. Any tool, any bottle of oil, or grease, or additive, long gone. All that remains is a rotted workbench underneath the small, busted rectangle window and the husk of a rusted Ford truck. Even the truck has been picked over, battery and anything else under the hood, all gone. The floor is a combination of dust and cobwebs, dotted with numerous old stains of what I hope is grease. Not exactly a room at the Hilton, but it'll do.
 
   Since we can't very well have a fire inside, our meager supper consists of jerky and dried tomatoes eaten by the flickering light of a single, small candle. Mike isn't taken chances of anyone seeing even that tiny flame; however, and he covers the broken window with his jacket. If there are survivors in this town, friendly or not, we don't need to be stupid enough to give our position away.
 
    Torn between washing up or eating, my decision is made as my stomach growls and tells me the whore's bath can probably wait. I've worn the leech innards for the past few hours. One more hour won't kill me. I sit down to eat with Luke at my side. Since my narrow escape earlier, he’s been overly attentive. It’s kind of nice.
 
   By the time I finish eating and washing up to the best of my ability, I settle down into my sleeping bag with utter fatigue. I'm grateful Kelly and Dom have agreed to take first watch. Me and Luke will be up next, but at least I can get a couple of hours of z's before then.
 
   The sleeping bag underneath me offers little cushion on the concrete floor, but after sitting on that bike all day it feels like lying on a cloud. I can feel the day’s tension and physical activity catching up to me, and I grimace in the gloom. I know I'm going to be stiff as hell in two hours. Not looking forward to it.
 
   After the moving and rustling dies down, a weary silence settles over us. Only sound I can hear is the light creaking of the floor as the lookouts outside in the other room do their rounds. It's a comforting sound and puts me at ease knowing they have our backs. My eyes feel gritty like I have sand in them, and I rub them vigorously, stifling a yawn at the same time.
 
    Someone's stomach grumbles loud in the silence and results in a ripple of laughter that floats around the room.
 
   “Man, I'd give my right arm for a damn juicy Quarter Pounder right now.” 
 
   I figured the belly rumbles had come from Badger's bottomless pit. I grin in the dark.
 
   “What’s the matter, Badger? Cookie's jerky not enough to satisfy you?”
 
   “You know me and my hollow leg, Bix.”
 
   “True enough.”
 
   “But I was just lying here thinking of all the things I miss. You know, things from before the world fucking went nuts. And all of a sudden I swear I could almost smell McDonald’s. Fast food. I was a junkie to that shit. I miss it.”
 
   “Yeah,” I agree, my voice quiet. “A nice burger would taste mighty good right about now. Oh, how about a hot and cheesy, ooey-gooey pizza? Yeah, I definitely think I miss pizza more.”
 
   “Hell no. Burgers beat pizza every time. Who doesn't love a thick juicy burger slathered with ketchup and mustard and topped with mounds of melted cheese and pickles? And some salty hot fries on the side. Yum!” Badger's elaborate description makes my mouth water. If the world hadn't crapped out on us long ago, he probably could have made his living in advertising, for sure.
 
   “Jesus, stop it. You guys are making me hungry,” Luke whines from the other side of me. “But I gotta agree with Badger on this one. Burgers and fries and a thick chocolate shake. Stuff wet dreams are made of nowadays.”
 
   My soft laugh echoes in the dark. “Seriously? You had to go there, perv?”
 
   “Admit it, woman. A cold, thick chocolate shake. Who wouldn't miss that?”
 
    “Yeah, a fucking milkshake. Oh, and onion rings. Oh Lordy, what I wouldn't give for a deep fried, golden onion ring.” Badger sighs.
 
   “Steak on the barbecue,” Mike joins in on the conversation. “Nothing beats a nice, thick sizzling T-bone. Or chicken. Hell, even a hotdog. Don't you guys miss barbecues?” 
 
   “Not me,” Robyn pipes up from across the room. “My family were all vegetarians. I don't miss what I never had.”
 
     Of course you don't, Miss Perfect with the perfect family. I roll my eyes in the dark.
 
     “Tell you what I do miss though. Bubble baths. A tub full of steamy, hot bubbles. Ugh. I'd do a fucking ravager sideways if he had a tub back at his place that I could soak in for an hour.”
 
   “Sick woman,” Mike teases, and I can hear the smile in his voice. “Know what else I miss? TV. I was a couch potato before all this happened. Weekends were the best, man, looking forward to TV marathons and pigging out on chips and dip.”
 
   “Ohhhhh potato chips,” Badger groans. “Forgot about those. A little slice of heaven in a bag.”
 
   As tired as I am, the conversation amuses me. We don't often open up like this to each other. No one usually liked to talk about life before the invasion. The memories were too overwhelming, so this is kind of nice. I sit up, dig my little metal tin of matches out of my pocket and re-light the candle, causing a few groans to reach my ears. I ignore the complainers.
 
   “My mom and I were TV junkies too, Mike. She made me watch endless marathons and re-runs of everything. What kind of shows did you like?”
 
   Mike follows my example and sits up too. “Anything really. But the oldies were the best. Let’s see, Friends was one of my favorites. Lost. Star Trek. X-Files. You name it, I watched it.”
 
   “Buffy the Vampire Slayer,” I throw in as it pops into my head, making everyone laugh. 
 
   “Yeah, I loved that show. Hey, don't you think it's kind of ironic that we're pretty much slayers ourselves now?” Badger adds, jumping in on the conversation, sleep all but forgotten. “Who would have thunk it.”
 
   “Star Trek was good, but Firefly was my go to show. I fucking loved anything to do with space,” Luke decides to join in, pushing himself up on one elbow and running a hand through his hair. I cock my head and stare at him sideways. 
 
   “Firefly? I don't remember that one.”
 
    “What? You don't remember Captain Mal and Serenity? River? Zoe?” I shake my head no. He stares at me, expression incredulous.  “Jayne? C'mon you must have heard of the 'hero of Canton, the man they call Jayne.' The show had a cult following, for crying out loud.” 
 
   Luke sounds so disappointed in me that I can't help but snort at his disbelief. “Sorry, no. Help me out here, Sparky, since I don't speak space geek. Star Trek I know, but that one draws a blank.”
 
   “Blasphemy,” Luke mutters at me in disgust. “We can't be friends anymore.”
 
   This draws another chorus of laughter.
 
   “Firefly was a good one, too. Have to admit,” Mike concedes. “But if push came to shove, I think Kirk would have kicked Reynold's ass any day. Kirk was the man.”
 
   I can almost feel Luke's indignation. “What? You gotta be kidding me. Malcolm Reynolds was a total badass. There's no way Kirk would have beaten him in anything. Other. Than. Talking. In. Total. Dramatic. Pauses.”
 
   “Kirk never talked like that at all,” Mike protests, laughing at Luke's spot on impression.
 
   “Yeah, he so did.”
 
    “Well at least Kirk never wore a bonnet.”
 
    A bonnet? What the hell? Was this Captain Mal a cross-dresser? A cross-dressing space captain. How did I miss that?
 
    “Plus, don't forget Kirk was a master strategist,” Mike continues in his defense of the only Captain I'm familiar with.  “He was the only cadet in Starfleet to beat the...um...the simulation. Can't remember what it's called now.”
 
   “The Kobayashi Maru,” I supply, without thinking of the consequences. 
 
   Luke's mouth falls open at my words. “What the...? You know about the Kobayashi Maru? Thought you said you don't speak space geek? You're a fucking trekkie. I never knew that about you, you little geekazoid.”
 
   I shoot him a condescending glare, self-conscious at my own knowledge. “Geekazoid? Really, Dude? Pot. Kettle. Black. Need I say more?”
 
   He throws back his head, the laughter rumbling in his chest. “Whatever. You just admitted to being just as big of a geek as the rest of us. And yeah, he may have beat it...but he cheated. So did he beat it? Really?”
 
   “Beat it. Cheated it. Same difference.” Mike shrugs. “All I'm saying is Mal didn't have the finesse of Kirk.”
 
    “Okay people, enough with the pissin' contest on who's 'captain' was the best,” Robyn comments, irritation coloring her voice. “Why don't you agree to disagree on that one and try to get some sleep, please?”
 
   As much as I know she's right, Robyn's comment ticks me off. Who died and made her boss?
 
   “No, I'm enjoying this conversation,” I say. “I like talking about old TV shows. Anyone else have a show they loved back in the day?”
 
    “I liked Doctor Who,” Doc Roger’s voice is hesitant, and I startle a little in surprise. I almost forgot they were in here with us.
 
   “Oh, forgot about that one.” Mike again. “I was a huge Doctor Who fan. David Tennant was by far my favorite Doctor.” 
 
   “I disagree.” Rogers says, warming up to the conversation. “I'm quite partial to Tom Baker. To me he is and always will be, the Doctor.”
 
   “Noooo, that silly scarf of his distracted from his persona,” Mike counters. “Jon Pertwee played a decent Doctor as well.”
 
   “Jesus, how many people played that one role?” I ask. 
 
   Big mistake. It opens up the nerd boys’ floodgates, and everyone suddenly has something to say. The animated discussion on who played the best doctor a deterrent to anymore thought of sleep. Everyone is totally engaged in the conversation, even Robyn is laughing at something Mike just said. All but one. Doc Howarth sits slightly away from the group, back against the rusting truck with his hands hanging between his knobby knees. I realize he hasn’t spoken this entire time. 
 
   “How about you, Doc H. What do you miss most from life before?” Don't know why I ask. Just something about the way he's sitting there, staring off into space. It bothers me. At first I don't think he's going to answer me, but then he turns his sad eyes my way.
 
   “What do I miss most about my life before? Easy. My wife and son. That's what I miss the most.”
 
   All conversation screeches to a halt at those few simple words. The honesty and pain in Howarth's comment hits us all hard. He's right. All the burgers and pizzas and TV shows in the world pale in comparison to what we've truly lost. Those we loved the most. His wife and son. My mom. The rest of humanity. That is by far the most horrific tragedy of this whole fucking fiasco. 
 
   The sound of a gunshot snaps us out of our morose reflection. 
 
   “What the hell?” Mike mutters in surprise. 
 
   Scrambling to my feet, I accidentally knock the candle over, plunging us into complete darkness. Fumbling in the dark for my gun, I finally come in contact with its cold touch just as someone else opens the side door, letting a sliver of moonlight through. We file quickly through the garage door to the adjoining gas station. Kelly and Dom are already standing at the broken windows staring out over the darkened town.
 
   “Kelly?” Luke questions as soon as we reach them. 
 
   Kelly shakes his head. “Shot came from the west of us, but we haven't seen any movement.”
 
   Another shot rings out and all eyes swing west. Kelly's right. Even in the moonlight, there's no definition to the shapes and shadows. We can't see a fucking thing. What the hell is happening?
 
   “Guys! Help us!”
 
   The voice is high pitched with fear and sounds a fair distance away. But the words are unmistakeable. A slight twinge of recognition duels with the disbelief in my brain.  
 
   Another shot followed by more screaming. “Mike! Luke! Bix! We need help!”
 
   As much as I don't want to believe it, the voice registers with utter terror in my pounding heart.
 
   Gordon.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
    Gordon's shouts and the screaming, which can only be Evie, is accompanied by panicked barking. For fuck’s sake. They dragged Scruff along too? Had they been tailing us this whole time?
 
   “Jesus, it's Gordon.” Mike turns his terrified eyes my way as we come to the same realization. “How the hell?”
 
   “No time for questions,” Luke barks as he thumbs the safety off of his weapon. “They need our help. Docs, stay here. We don't need to be watching your asses along with our own.”
 
   “No,” Doc Howarth fires back, and I'm surprised at the steel in his voice. “We can help.” His death grip on his rifle belies his bravado, but his face is determined.
 
   “Fine.” Luke doesn't argue. There's no time. “But you listen and follow my orders to a T, understood?”
 
   Both of them nod in agreement.
 
   “HELP!” Another shout stops any more discussion.
 
   “Let’s go.” We move on Luke’s command.
 
   We follow the terrified screaming down Main Street toward the town limits. It doesn't take us long to find them. The yelling leads us right to them....and the horde that's hunting them like they're the remnants of the last supper.
 
   Jesus, Joseph, and Mary! There are so many fucking leeches. Where the hell did they come from? The moving mass of shadow extends at least three deep across the open highway. A sea of flesh tearing teeth, breathing down the kids’ necks.
 
   “Shit,” Badger yells as we all skid to a stop like we just hit a brick wall. “What do we do?”
 
   Even in the pale moonlight, I can tell Gordon and Evie are losing ground. The horde is closing in, and it won't be long before they reach their intended feast...or us. We have to do something and quick.
 
   “Just start shooting,” I fire back over the increasing noise of the horde. “Get them off of the kids’ backs and give them room to get to safety.”
 
   We do just that. Spreading out across the dark road, we take our stance and shoot, determined to keep them from becoming fodder.
 
   Not being the greatest with a gun to begin with, the darkness doesn't help me much and I pray to God I don't hit one of the kids by mistake. But I fire into the crowd of leeches anyway since the alternative is not acceptable. We need to get them off the kids’ asses long enough to get them inside.
 
   The roar of gunfire fills my ears and my head, blocking out every other sound as we try to beat back the oncoming legion. I'm kind of glad for the drowning noise, not sure if I could handle all the disgusting wet gurgling that went along with these fuckers anyway.
 
   Gordon and Evie are close enough now for me to see the panic and terror on their pale faces. They aim straight for us, barely ahead of their pursuers, and so intent on us they miss the shadow that appears over the side of the road, loping toward them with the speed of an attacking predator. I catch a glimpse of the snapping monster in my peripheral.
 
   “Look out!” I scream as the once very large, bald man crouches like a cat and pushes himself off toward his intended midnight snack. 
 
   I'm not sure if they don't hear me, or if the fear is too much and they simply block me out. Either way, neither Gordon or Evie respond to my warning, and the leech barrels into the young ginger's shoulder, knocking him off kilter. Gordon regains his balance, but the leech is quicker. That slight moment of stumbling hesitation is all it needs. The thing hanging from the bald man's mouth aims with laser-like precision for Gordon's throat. 
 
   “NO!” Panic squeezes my heart in a painful fist as I wait for the kid's throat to be ripped out in front of my eyes. 
 
   “GET DOWN,” Robyn yells and this time he listens. 
 
   Gordon ducks as a blaze of bullets sends the thing staggering backwards and into the stampeding horde. Thankfully, the flailing leech takes out a few of his closer companions as he bowls into them, giving the kids some breathing room. But they won't stay down for long.
 
   “Move your asses,” I scream at them. They sprint faster, practically falling at our feet as they reach us. Evie is crying hard, not even bothering to try and hide it. I grab her arm to keep her upright as she falls into me.  Luke yells at me over her head.
 
   “You and Doc H get them back to the garage. We'll try to hold these things off to give you time. And grab the extra ammo.”
 
   As much as I don't want to leave my crew, I don't waste time arguing the order. Luke's right. Unlike the other buildings with their useless broken windows, the garage's solid steel doors will keep them out and keep us protected from their sense of smell. If they can't smell or see us, they can't find us. The garage is our only option. 
 
   “C'mon,” I order Evie as she sways. I don't know how long they've been running from the horde, but she's obviously exhausted. “Not much farther, but I need you to do this. Safety is just up the street.”
 
   She perks up some at my encouragement and picks up her pace again. Just in time too. The horde seems to be aware of losing their dinner as their wet gurgling intensifies. 
 
   “Move.” I shove her none too gently away from the sounds of gun battle. They won't be able to hold them off for long. I need to get those extra mags.
 
    Doc H takes the lead, heading straight for the garage, Gordon on his heels. Not that far. Just back up the street and past the other few buildings. We can make it.
 
   The hulking shadows of the diner and the first office building come into view. 
 
   “Keep following Doc,” I order the two kids. “The garage is on the other side...” I bring up short and nearly trip over Scruff as he stiffens and brakes right in front of me.
 
   “What the fuck, Dog,” I bark at him as I try to go around, but the bristling of his back and the growling is unmistakeable. 
 
   “Doc,” I yell, and the fear in my voice must resonate since they stop moving. Scruff is staring at the alley between the diner and the offices, and I peer in trying to decipher the shadows of the night.
 
   Is that movement? I narrow my eyes and look harder. The moonlight throws a decent splash of illumination down into the alley, enough for me to notice the subtle shift marring the blackness as a body moves forward on stealthy feet. Yup, someone or something is in there all right, waiting to attack us. Sneaky bastard. But if it's a leech, that's a behavior I've never seen it display before. An attack is a calculated move.
 
   I raise my gun, expecting for the thing to burst from the alley at any moment. The Doc and Gordon follow suit.  
 
   “Bixby! Behind you!” Evie's scream nearly busts my eardrum as she looms in my face, shaking my arm in terror. I spin just in time to see another leech barreling down on us from the opposite alleyway. What the hell? Had they just set us up for a fucking ambush?  
 
   The shock doesn't get time to settle in my brain since the abomination is almost on top of us. I shoot, hoping desperately that Doc and Gordon can take care of the other part of this carnivorous duo. My shots go wild, and I miss by a mile. So wild, I'm pretty sure I even missed the damn building across the street. Why do I even have a fucking gun?
 
   The leech is too close now for another shot. I can see its crazed, muddy eyes rolling in their sockets and hear the hungry keening coming out of its throat. The sounds make me wanna turn tail and run. Instead I make a snap decision and step to its left as it hurls itself at me, swinging the rifle's stock at the flailing worm and the razor-blade teeth. I strike the leech dead center in the face, a spray of blood misting my neck and cheek. The swing, fueled by my adrenaline, is enough to take the leech off of its feet and flat on its back. 
 
   Dropping the rifle like a hot potato, I yank my knife and straddle the sprawled creature before it can get back up, plunging the blade into the thing’s chest and straight through the heart. It defies its death at first and tries to dislodge me, but the blood finally stops pumping and it falls still.
 
   “Gordon?” I question, reaching for my gun. He answers me right away.
 
   “We got this one taken care of. Both of 'em down for the count.”
 
   “Those two maybe,” Doc H adds, his voice tight with anxiety. “But the rest of the crew are coming. And they're bringing the party with them.” 
 
   I follow his pointing finger. He's right. The rest of the hunters have obviously run out of bullets and now run towards us full tilt, the bodies behind them in pursuit like a gaggle of kids after an ice cream truck. So much for holding them back. I think all they really did is piss them off.
 
   “GO! GO!” The shout reaches my ears seconds after my legs are already in motion. They don't need to tell us twice. We're well aware the garage is our only salvation.
 
   We sprint ahead, Nat's already in sight and beckoning to us like a beacon of hope. We're going to make it. Just a little bit further....
 
   We hear them before we see them. The phlegmy keening floats through the windless night, heralding their arrival from the east of us and causing my heart to drop to the bottom of my stomach. 
 
    “Fuck,” I cuss under my breath as we stumble to a stop. “Fuckity fuck fuck fuck,” There's no mistaking the second horde heading towards us from the opposite end of Main Street. A whole new bunch of leeches, drawn to our screaming and shooting. Where the hell they're coming from, I'm not sure, but I think we just found the remaining residents of Maple Haven. 
 
   They stumble down the street, searching on instinct for the interruption that had garnered their miserable attention.
 
   “You gotta be kidding me,” I mutter, eyeing the approaching threat and sneaking a glance over my shoulder at the other damned pack of leeches. They are the bigger threat at the moment. The others, although interest peaked, seem to be still unaware of us. We can make it to Nat's before they do, if we bust our humps. 
 
   “Run there.” I point to the garage, finger wagging. 
 
   I can tell the moment the new bastards get our scent. Their movements change from a bumbling shuffle to a frenzied twisting and jerking of their bodies as they break into a run. Their primal instinct to feed awakened by the coppery odor of our adrenaline-fueled, pounding blood. 
 
   Even as we run toward them, I'm calculating the distance in my head between us and safety. We may make it, the four of us. We may make it in time to the garage, but Luke and the others don't stand a chance in hell. They'll meet up with the eastern horde before they'll reach the safety of the garage. Sandwiched between the two deadly threats. And there's no way in hell I'm letting that happen while I'm tucked safely inside.
 
   “Gordon, get Evie and the Doc inside that garage and grab the ammo. I'm going back,” I order as I throw the gun down in disgust. Not even sure I have any damn bullets left, but I know I'm useless with that thing. Drawing my knives, I turn back in the direction of my crew. If there's going to be a showdown, I'll need to be at the top of my game.
 
   “Hell no.” Gordon's response doesn't surprise me, or even the Doc's as everyone falls in line behind me. I didn't expect any less and have no time to argue. Besides, bottom line, we're a team and a team stays together.
 
   Luke is the first to see us running their way, shocked surprise replacing the grimace of exertion on his face.
 
   “What the hell you idiots doing?” His yell carries over the terrifying sounds of the predators on our heels.
 
   “We're cut off,” I yell back, jerking my thumb over my shoulder at the other horde closing in. 
 
   “Fuck a duck.” Don't know who says it, maybe Dom, but the meaning is unmistakeable. We're so screwed.
 
    “Change of plans,” Luke barks roughly. “Head through the alleyway on the left, draw the horde through there. Hopefully it'll clear the street, and we can circle around the buildings to the garage.”
 
   I nod in agreement. Not much of a plan but better than us playing the BLT role in this horde sandwich. Leeches aren't the smartest beings in the universe. Change the trajectory and hope they follow suit like a dog on a leash. Without losing stride, we steer away from the approaching legion of blood suckers on either side and make a run for the alley.
 
   My blood pumps through my veins and fuels my body with intense adrenaline. The survival instinct is an admirable human trait and probably the only thing keeping us alive right now, dampening our fear. No time for emotion. We need to keep our heads on straight if we're going to get out of this alive.
 
   The alley looms to our left and we run toward it, intent on reaching it before they reach us. We can do this. This is going to work.
 
   “Abort! Abort!” There's no mistaking Dom this time. He skids to a halt, and Luke nearly runs him over in his haste. Why the hell is he yelling abort?
 
   Then I see them. Blocking the alleyway and our chance of escape. Leeches exiting from the alley like maggots squirming from the mouth of a rotting corpse.  I don't understand. It's like they have a plan. Almost as if they know what we are trying to do.
 
   “Right alley.” Luke fires at us, quickly changing the plan and we move as one unit, heading in the opposite direction. But to no avail. They've already infiltrated that exit as well. A solid sea of leeches surrounding us on all sides.
 
   “Fuck. We're surrounded,” Dom grounds out stupidly. 
 
   Like we don't know that already? Thanks, Captain Obvious. I try to control my panic, drumming my fingers along the handles of my bowie knives and wiping the sweat from my lip with the back of my hand. A reflex born out of my fear. We're going to have to fight our way out of this mess, and the odds are not in our favour.
 
   There's no time to form a new game plan. The predators move in with the speed of a crashing wave. My heart reverberates loudly in my ears as it nearly beats from my chest. This is it. This is the final countdown.
 
   “Orb it,” Luke orders us into the defensive formation as he holsters his empty weapon on his back and pulls his own knife. 
 
   His voice rings out steady and strong, showing no trace of the fear that's clawing at my throat. Even in our last moments, he stays the consummate leader—in total control. We hustle to form the circle, back to back and blades ready. Our last line of defense. Take care of the ones you can see and let the person behind you deal with what’s at your back. We've fought this way before....but that had been a small horde. This? This is something from my worst nightmare. 
 
   I send a silent prayer heaven bound as I glance over at Luke. He stares back at me, his eyes hard with determination and anger.
 
   “We can do this,” he snarls at me like he can feel the hopelessness radiating off of me. “Don't you dare give up.” 
 
   I nod in response, even though I think he's totally full of bullshit. There's no coming back from this, no matter how much he refuses to believe it. 
 
   The tidal wave of blood suckers encompasses us now, shrinking our safety radius. A solid wall of stinking bodies and snapping teeth. Bile rises in the back of my throat, and I swallow it down. Taking my fighting stance, I ready my knives. Last thing I want is to be taken out as a hors d'oeuvre, but if I'm going down, I'm gonna take as many of these fuckers with me as I can. The roar from them is almost unbearable, hurting my ears with its reverberating thunder. When the hell did they start roaring?
 
   Suddenly I realize the roar is not coming from them. It sounds like....like an engine?
 
   Glaring lights blind me for a second before swerving away as a hulking shadow ploughs through the mass of bodies, sending some of them literally flying through the air. Gunshots shatter the night, competing with the foreign thunder. Heads of the leeches closest to me suddenly explode like overripe melons as a hail of bullets pierce the night air. We have no ammo left, so who the fuck is shooting?  
 
   The unrecognizable shadow solidifies into a solid steel vision from the past. An honest to goodness army truck pulls abreast of us, mowing down the leeches in its path with brutal precision. The deuce-and-a-half’s huge tires make mincemeat out of the eastern horde as it barrels over anything in its way and comes to a stop about ten feet in front of us.
 
   Like fire and brimstone angels from Heaven’s army, the figures in the open bed of the truck continue shooting at our attackers. The air turns heavy with misting blood and tattered flesh, but still they keep cutting them down. My crew—hope renewed—join in with our blades, clearing a path between us and our rescuers.
 
   “Come on!” someone from the truck shouts at us as the tail gate falls open with an echoing clang of metal. We don't give the command a second thought. We may be jumping from the pan into the fire, but getting in that truck will at least give us the opportunity to live and fight another day. Given the choice between our necks torn out or the strangers in the truck? We choose the strangers. And they don't even have to bribe us with candy.
 
   Evie runs ahead of me and as we approach the tailgate, I push her into the arms of one of our rescuers. He nearly yanks her off of her feet as he pulls her in. “Scruff,” she yells as she whirls with frantic eyes, but the dog's not nearly as stupid as he looks. He almost bowls me over trying to wedge his way past and into the truck.
 
   “Get in.” The dark shadow lunges for me, and I reach for the outstretched hand just as a cry of pain and terror turns my blood to ice. I turn to the chaos behind me, searching for the source of the scream among the Hell mob.
 
   Badger is down on his back on the ground about four feet away, a fucking leech hovering over him. His left arm is wrapped tight around his neck and the only thing preventing the creature from ripping out his jugular. Instead the leech has only managed to attach to Badger’s forearm, the sharp teeth locked deep into the flesh.
 
   Without hesitation I run back, lunging at the creature and my arm already in motion as I come down hard, burying my knife deep between its shoulder blades.
 
     It rears its ugly head at my attack, and the protruding worm disengages its bloody maw from Badger's flesh with a sickening rip.  A hunk of flesh hangs obscenely from its lips as it swivels and tries to focus its attention on its new target. Me. 
 
     I duck on instinct as a shot whizzes by my ear and strikes the creature dead center, exploding the disgusting thing’s chest and flipping it head over heels.
 
   “Keep them off of us,” Luke commands harshly over his shoulder to the unknown shooters in the truck as he rushes to join me at Badger's side. They follow the order, clearing us a path. Luke grabs Badger’s good arm and yanks him to his feet. Badger covers the jagged wound with his other hand, trying to contain the injury, but blood squirts out between his fingers and stains his hand red. I slide my hand under his armpit on his injured side to get a grip, ignoring his cry of pain. No time to worry about being gentle. We need to move him as quick as we can. Keeping him upright, we practically lift him off of his feet as we rush him up to the tailgate and into the back of the truck. 
 
    We no sooner hit the truck bed before one of the rescuers jerks up the tailgate and yells, “Hang on.” He bangs on the side of the truck, bellowing at the unseen driver, “GO!” 
 
    Leeches slam against the sides and back of the vehicle, furious in the realization their buffet is getting away. But there's no time to worry about them. Trying not to topple over on top of Badger, we drag him to the back of the bed and lay him flat. I sink to my knees, removing my jacket as I go and stuff it under his head.
 
   “Doc!” Luke bellows, but they're already elbowing their way to us.
 
   “We need light here,” one of them snaps and a couple of flashlights ignite at his request. Someone hands one to Doc H, and he holds it as Roger examines Badger's wound.
 
   “I need something to staunch this blood,” Doc Roger commands.
 
   I turn my head, yelling over my shoulder, “Somebody—give us a shirt.” 
 
   Don't know who responds, but a T-shirt is tossed my way. Taking my knife, I quickly cut a couple of strips off, passing the rest of the shirt to Doc Roger. He presses the makeshift bandage into the wound, applying pressure and ignoring Badger’s moans as he ties it off with the strips.
 
    “Fuck. This hurts like a sumbitch. Now that I know what live bait feels like, I'm never going fishing again.” Badger's attempt at a joke is negated by his pale, sweaty face highlighted in the flashlight's beam.
 
   The truck swerves, and I grab Luke's solid frame to steady myself as I get to my feet. Holding onto the metal bar above my head with an iron grasp, I finally take stock of our surroundings. There are ten of us, including our rescuers and Scruff crammed into the small space.
 
   “Mark two, you read?”
 
   The voice comes from the tailgate of the truck. It sounds young and female, and the crackling response tells me she has a radio.
 
   “Yeah, we hear you loud and clear. Did you get them all?” the person on the radio asks.
 
   Them all? As in all of us?
 
   “Affirmative. Everyone is accounted for. Time to bail the party. We're headed out of town. Meet you back home.”
 
   She's right. We are out of the town limits. The truck’s headlights illuminate nothing but trees and fields of darkness. Not quite sure which way we’re traveling. I'm discombobulated; my sense of direction screwed up.  
 
   “You all right?” Luke leans his head toward mine and puts his hand in the middle of my back for support. I can't read his eyes in the dark, but there's no mistaking the concern in his voice.
 
   “Yeah,” I mutter, as I hang on for dear life, my mind racing. “I mean, I guess so. What the hell just happened? And who the fuck are these people?”
 
   I can feel him shrug. “Your guess is as good as mine. All I know is they just saved our damned asses.”
 
     I grip the knife in my free hand a little tighter. We don't know who these people are. They came after us on purpose if the radio operator is to be believed. They may have saved us from the horde, but it could be they have a far more sinister plan for us. Hell, they could be ravagers for all we know. That would be just our fucking luck, to have been pulled to safety by a bunch of bastards that want more than our blood. 
 
   No one else speaks as the truck drones on into the darkness. We should be pestering them with a thousand questions, but the loss of adrenaline and overload of shock holds us mute. Even Badger's moaning has stopped; he's possibly passed out. The silence is broken only by the slapping of the huge tires on the battered asphalt. About fifteen minutes later, the truck starts to slow down and rolls to a stop. What the hell? We aren't that far away from the leeches to stop. What are they doing?
 
   “Why the fuck are we stopping?” Dom shatters the silence, asking what I'm thinking with his usual tact. 
 
    A voice floats out of the dark from back at the tailgate. The radio operator again. “This is as far as we take you. Everyone out.”
 
   A moment of incredulity follows the command.
 
   “Are you fucking kidding us?” Luke's voice is deep and gravelly. His pissed off voice.
 
   “Afraid not. We got you out of town. Now you're on your own. And try not to do something as stupid as getting cornered by a horde again, okay? You may not be as lucky the next time.” 
 
   When none of us move, another voice chimes in, “Out of the truck, now!” A flashlight flickers to life again, blinding us.
 
     This voice is harsher and more forceful. Like if we don't do as it says, the owner of it will have no issues with turning us into chunky salsa like it did with the leeches. Yeah, this guy definitely has a stick up his ass. 
 
   “And go where?” Luke demands, shielding his eyes from the unforgiving light. “The town with all of our supplies is overrun. We can't go back there. Plus, what the hell do you expect us to do with our injured man?”
 
   “Not our problem,” Ass-stick responds. “And he's not that badly injured. Not like he's gonna bleed out or anything.”
 
   “The injury itself is probably not life threatening, no,” Doc Roger joins in on the conversation and the beam flickers his way. “But if this man doesn't get proper treatment soon, infection will set in. If you kick us out now, you'll be sending him to his death.”
 
   “Like I said, not our problem.”
 
   “Then why don't I fucking make it your problem, asshole.” I try to step toward the figure hiding behind the light, but numerous guns suddenly appear in my chest and face, stopping my advance. I hear my crew cock their own guns behind my back in retaliation. I also know the dry cycling is a ruse since we're all out of ammo. I just hope the others don't know that. Luke grabs my arm and pulls me back.
 
   “Everybody just calm down.” I hear him take a deep breath, heeding his own advice. “Okay, look. I think we got off on the wrong foot here. Thank you for saving us back there. We owe you a debt none of us can repay. But you can't just dump us out here with a wounded man. You may as well just drive us back to town and serve us to the leeches. It'll be the same result. Why would you save us just to send us to our deaths?”
 
   “Lewis, he's right.” It's the girl again. The radio operator. 
 
   Her words kind of make me want to laugh. Ass-stick's name is Lewis? He doesn't sound like a Lewis. I don't know why I find that so funny. Maybe because all I can think of is the bespectacled geek from Mom’s favorite old movie Revenge of the Nerds. All we need now is a Poindexter to make this perfect night complete.
 
   “We were only supposed to watch them. You know we can't take them back with us.” Ass-stick shuts her down. “It’s not part of the plan and totally out of the question.”
 
   “Part of the plan?” Her harsh laugh tells me she's got a bit of a backbone. “We've already went off plan by saving their asses. Kip is not going to like it knowing we interfered and made ourselves known without permission. So what’s a little more improvising? And we can't just let that poor guy die.”
 
   “Polly's right.” A different voice speaks up this time. “We've brought them this far. I say we take 'em to the farm. They don't seem to be a threat. Kip will understand.”
 
   Kip? What the fuck is a Kip?
 
   “The rest of you agree?”
 
   Affirmative murmuring indicates they do, much to my relief. 
 
   Lewis sighs in resignation. “Fine. But I'm gonna let Kip know that I was outvoted on this. If these douche bags cause any sort of trouble and we have to kill them all, it's on your heads, not mine. As for you bunch,” he turns our way as he bathes us in the flashlight’s glow. “Before we go another inch, hand over your weapons and move to the back of the truck. You try anything funny, we shoot you all and dump your carcasses for the ravagers. Any questions?”
 
    Well, not exactly a promising start to a new friendship. I knew our rescue was too good to be true. My momma always warned me never to trust a stranger in a truck. I'm hoping for once she's wrong.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER EIGHT
 
     
 
    No one wants to be the first to concede. Giving up your weapons willingly is kind of like chopping off your own arm. Painful and damn stupid. Not having much of a choice though, we do as the voices order. If we want them to trust us enough to take us with them, we have to yield. They're the ones holding all the cards at the moment. 
 
    The flashlights follow our every move as we throw down our weapons and crowd together in the back with Badger. With the truck rolling over the crater-scarred road, we kind of bounce and fall into one another. But shadows sweep in and take our guns and knives as soon as we pull back. Luke starts the conversation flowing, breaking the uncomfortable silence.
 
    “Thank you again for saving us. My name is Luke. Luke Whitman. And this is my crew. Kelly, Bix....”
 
   “Shut the hell up,” Ass-stick snarls. “We don't fucking care if the Pope is with you. Just because we're letting you stay in the truck doesn't mean we want to talk. Save your gabbing for the farm.”
 
   Luke totally ignores the command and yammers on like he's making comments about the weather. “This is quite a surprise. An actual running truck. I haven't seen a moving vehicle in years. That's amazing. Not to mention how you people have access to fuel that's actually stable enough to use. How is that possible? And who are you?”
 
   “Seriously?” Ass-stick sounds more than a little pissed off now. “Do you people not know the meaning of stop talking? Say one more word, and I swear I will throw you out of this truck myself into a nest of those damn leeches.”
 
   His statement finally shuts Luke up. I guess he's wondering, like me, if the dude's serious or not. Would he be crazy enough to save us only to throw us back to the leeches? Then again, crazy seems to be the norm nowadays. Maybe we should zip it and wait this out. Last thing I want is to be tossed from the truck like Mardi Gras beads.
 
   I guess the rest of my crew feel the same since we continue on in silence. The voices in my head refuse to give up their insistent questioning, however, and I can't stay quiet any longer. 
 
   I lean over and whisper urgently at Luke, hoping the roar of the engine will keep our captors from overhearing. “Do you think this is a good idea? What if they're lying to us and they really are ravagers? This whole 'rescue' seems damn suspicious to me. Maybe begging them to take us with them is exactly what they want.” 
 
   “Bix is right.” Gordon leans toward us. I can see him now that my eyes have become accustomed to the dark. “Maybe we shouldn't trust them.”
 
   “You don't have any say in this, you little shit-stain,” I huff at him, sticking an angry finger in his chest. “I ought to smack you silly right now. What the hell were you thinking, following us like that? And putting Evie in danger as well. I've seen you do some stupid things, boy, but this? This is by far the stupidest.”
 
   “Yeah, well, maybe if you assholes had treated me like one of the team, I wouldn't have had to follow you and we wouldn't be in this predicament,” he whispers back. 
 
   “Don't you try to turn this around, Gordo.” It’s an effort to keep my voice down. “Once we get out of this truck, I am so going to whoop your stupid ass.”
 
   “As much as you fuck knuckles amuse me, I think the kid’s stupidity is the least of our worries right now,” Robyn interjects from the other side of Gordon. 
 
   I really hate it when someone besides me is right, especially Robyn. I bite my tongue to stop myself from lashing out anymore.
 
   “Calm down, all of you. If they really wanted to harm us, they wouldn't have saved us. I don't think they're ravagers. There's just something about them that doesn't set off any alarms. Besides, Badger doesn't have any other option right now. He needs that wound treated, so like it or not, we need their help. And look, Scruff doesn't appear to have any issues,” Luke says.
 
   He’s right. I can see Scruff's silhouette in the moonlight as he goes back and forth between the two rescuers crouching by the tailgate, getting ear rubs and back scratches galore. He's loving the attention.
 
   “Maybe they're just softening him up for the kill,” I mutter under my breath, but Luke's gentle laugh scoffs at my idea.
 
   “Ye of little faith, Bix.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I haven't seen a whole lot over the years to trust in, I guess.”
 
    He fumbles for my hand in the dark and laces his fingers through mine. “Well, I'm asking you to trust in me, okay? Let’s not overreact. I have a good feeling about this.”
 
   “Fine. But when it’s your leg roasting over a fire pit, I'm still going to tell you I told you so.”  I let his laughter wash over me with familiar reassurance.
 
   I have no idea in what direction we're moving. But wherever this farm is, it doesn't seem to be that far. The ride only lasts about an hour, but most of it covers a fair distance on some backwater dirt road. We must finally reach our destination since the truck starts to brake, and we slowly pull to a stop.
 
   Curious, I turn to look over the cab of the truck. The truck’s headlights reveal a rusted metal door blocking the dirt road. It appears to be a monstrosity of a thing, extending far beyond the circumference of the headlights, possibly fifteen feet high or more. The metal is dented and corroded in spots but still exudes a not-to-be-fucked-with vibe. Yeah. There's no way we're getting past Go on this unless the Monopoly gods decree so. 
 
    A tiny red light appears in my peripheral, and I turn my head toward it. Before I can ask, the quiet that has accompanied us these last few miles is broken as the radio squawks to life again, scaring the crap out of me.
 
   “We see you. Confirm your identity.” The disembodied voice sounds bored as hell like this is just another day at the office.
 
   “Mark One here,” Ass-stick responds, having apparently taken over the radio. “Wynken, Blynken, and Nod reporting back.”
 
   What the fuck? I snort a little, and a few of my crew join in. That's the password to get in?
 
   “No visual on Mark Two,” the bored voice continues, not finding that response half as entertaining as we do.
 
   “They'll be here. They stayed behind to clean up. We had a bit of a party.”
 
    Mark Two. The ones that we heard on the radio earlier and possibly another truck? Seems we are dealing with a fairly big and organized group here. One that has a fortified compound and running trucks but don’t have a clue about coming up with decent passwords.
 
   “Did you follow the targets?”
 
   The question is followed by a pregnant pause. Targets? Meaning us? Why the hell are we considered targets? 
 
   “Yes,” Ass-stick finally answers. “But let Kip know there was a….change of plans.”
 
   “Change of plans? How so?” The voice shows interest for the first time.
 
   “Let’s just say we have a few extra mouths to feed for breakfast.” Ass-stick tries to sound like he's joking, but I can hear the underlying strain in his voice. He knows this Kip isn't going to be happy with the change in plans. Meeting Kip suddenly worries the hell out of me.
 
   “Fuck, Lewis. You made contact? You know that's a big no-no unless Kip authorizes it.”
 
   “Yeah, well, the plan got messed up. It was either bring them with us or leave 'em as fodder for a horde. Plus, we have an injured guy here needing medical attention. Now open the gate and let us in.”
 
   “Nu-uh. I'm not letting anyone in without Kip knowing you have them with you.”
 
   “What the hell? Seriously, Dan? Then go get fucking Kip, already,” Ass-stick snaps with impatience.
 
   “No need to get your panties in a knot, Lewis.” The voice is heavy with undisguised laughter, which only seems to irritate Lewis even more. I decide I like this Dan person. “Tyrone is on his way as we speak to inform Kip. Remember, patience is a virtue.”
 
   Lewis mutters something under his breath, akin to calling Dan a “practitioner of fellatio,” and then broods in irritated silence, awaiting his answer. He doesn't have to wait long.
 
   “Lewis, you still there?” The radio crackles to life again.
 
   “No, I've gone skinny dipping at the beach.” The quick break from Dan has obviously done little to improve Ass-stick's temperament. “Of course I'm still fucking here.”
 
   To my disappointment, Dan doesn't respond with his own smart-alecky remark. Instead, he ignores Lewis's sarcasm. “Opening the gate now. Kip says to bring them straight to the big house. Got it?”
 
   The big house? Despite Luke's reassurance that we have nothing to fear, I don't like this. I don't like this at all.
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The compound we enter must be fairly spacious since we don't reach the big house right away. Turns and corners force us through at a snail’s pace. Everywhere I look there are buildings of some sort. More than I would have thought.
 
    We finally pull to a stop. Our captors file out ahead of us and line the tailgate on either side as Lewis yells at us, “Out.” 
 
   One by one we climb out of the truck only to huddle in the dark. Right away we're approached by two guys who appear out of the night with what looks like a stretcher. Without a word to us, they jump into the back of the truck and start loading Badger onto it.
 
   “Where are you taking him?” Luke questions, as they maneuver Badger out of the flatbed. His solid form blocks their path, making them quite aware they’re not going anywhere if he doesn’t like the answer.
 
   “That's our medical facility right there.” Lewis points at the white building on the other side of the truck. “If you want him to be treated, that’s where he needs to go.”
 
   “I'll go with him,” Doc Howarth volunteers. This seems to appease Luke somewhat and he steps out of the way, letting them pass.
 
   Someone from the truck throws my jacket at me before we get herded in the opposite direction. I have to crane my neck to check out the behemoth shadow rising in front of us, blocking the moon and stars that should have been directly overhead. The building is massive and at least three stories. The Dan dude was not exaggerating when he called it the big house.
 
   Cracks of yellow light filter out around the shuttered windows on the first two floors, giving the house a lit jack-o-lantern look. Definitely inhabited, but the shuttered windows tell me that they don't want the light traveling and drawing attention. Pungent odors drift on the slight breeze, reminiscent of the farms on the outskirts of town when I was little. No mistaking the smell of cow shit. But I really can't remember the last time I saw a cow. Do they actually have cows here?
 
   My curiosity about the place overwhelms any fear from earlier and I want so badly to explore where we are, but Lewis has other plans.
 
   “Inside,” he growls at us in the dark, and we're ushered up the wooden stairs. 
 
   I count six steps in my head before we reach the massive front porch that runs the length of the house. Lewis doesn't bother to knock on the weathered front door. He doesn't have to. As soon as we hit the porch, the door is yanked open, spilling blinding light and warmth onto us and our captors.
 
   “Welcome, welcome.” Even though I can't see the speaker, the voice that greets us is friendly and cordial. So opposite from Ass-stick’s demeanor that it throws me for a loop. Shielding my eyes against the light, I follow the rest of my crew into the room. 
 
   It doesn't take long for my eyes to focus on a massive stone fireplace in the center of the cavernous room. First thing I do is check to see if there are any recognizable body parts roasting above the blazing fire. Nope. Empty. I don't let my guard down any, though.
 
   The fireplace is flanked by a huge wooden table that looks like it could accommodate at least forty people. Chairs of varying size and color surround the table, and a huge vase of sunflowers sits in the middle on a checkered tablecloth.
 
   Thick rugs cover almost every inch of the bare plank floors, adding to the overall warm fuzziness exuding from the room. A couple of threadbare sofas and half a dozen worn recliners situated around a whole wall of books take up the rest of the space. Nothing is new or luxurious, but it looks clean and inviting. Not the way I pictured ravager living quarters. Maybe Luke is right.
 
   “Hello,” the voice interrupts my perusal, and I direct my eyes to its owner. 
 
   A towering Valkyrie stares back at us. She has to be six feet tall at least. Piercing blue eyes stare out of a tanned, deeply lined face. Long dark hair peppered with streaks of gray hangs over her shoulders in two waist length braids. The plaid shirt and jeans she wears are snug on her muscular frame, cinched tight at the waist by a thick leather belt. The wide smile on her face belies the shrewdness evident in those eyes. She's sizing us up and on her guard. She doesn't trust us any more than we trust her.
 
   “Welcome to the farm. I'm Kipper O'Hare. You can call me Kip.” 
 
   So that's what a Kip looks like.
 
    Unlike us, Scruff doesn't feel the least bit wary since he goes right to the woman and stands up on his back haunches, licking her face like he's just found a sweet treat. Her amused laugh as she scratches his ears eases my worry some. She doesn't sound like she's a threat. Then again if she was planning on roasting us anytime soon, she wouldn't exactly bring that up in casual conversation. 
 
   “Please. Come in. Have a seat.” She gently pushes Scruff away as she sweeps her arms toward the monstrosity of a table. She heads towards it, pausing to glance back over her shoulder at us since we remain rooted near the door.
 
   “Is there a problem?” One bushy eyebrow arches in question.
 
    “You want to tell us where the fuck we are and who you people are?” Robyn's snark is nearly as impressive as mine, but all it does is cause Ass-stick to snarl at her.
 
   “We just saved your damned asses from a horde. Show a little more respect,” he says.
 
   “And for that we are extremely grateful,” Luke resumes his usual role and intervenes. “But look at it from our point of view. You did take our weapons and intentionally withheld information. We have no idea who you are or why you saved us in the first place. So you can see why we are a little uptight, yes?”
 
   “Totally understandable. Please forgive Lewis's rudeness and accept our apology.”  Kip spreads her big hands wide as if to encompass us all in her acknowledgment. “And please forgive my bad hostess skills. Usually we have food and drinks ready when we know we are expecting guests. Lewis was supposed to follow and observe you. Certainly making contact and bringing you all here was not part of the plan. Lewis, why don't you tell me why you decided to do that?”
 
   Bam! I think Ass-stick just got called out. He disobeyed Kip's plans, and she wants answers. 
 
    Lewis fiddles nervously with his rifle. “We didn't have a choice, Kip. We followed them to Maple Haven, just like you told us to. We thought they were settling in for the night, but then the two young idiots following them ran smack dab into a horde and offered themselves up like a cheese platter. They brought them right into town, screaming and hollering with enough noise to raise the dead. That only riled up the leeches in town, and before we could raise a finger to help, these morons had themselves cornered. We had to act fast to get them out. Although you wouldn't know we saved their lives, considering how ungrateful they've been acting.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it's not like you will be getting our vote as the host with the most,” I mutter at him.
 
    He continues on like I didn't say anything. “We tried to dump 'em back on the highway, but they have a wounded guy with them who needs treatment. Polly insisted we help them.” He points to a dark haired chick who I assume had been our savior earlier. “You always preach to us, Kip, 'Treat others as you wish to be treated yourself,' so I figured if it were us, we'd appreciate some help.”
 
   Preach? I think we just stumbled into something far worse than a compound of ravagers. I think we found ourselves a damned religious cult.
 
   “Why were you watching us?” Luke doesn't sound upset, merely curious, but I can hear the underlying steel in the voice. They just admitted they were following us, and he doesn't like it.
 
   The Kipster must hear it too, because she sends him a disarming smile. “We watch everyone that crosses the stretch of highway in front of the farm. Nothing personal. It's what we do to keep our part of the world safe. And not like you folks were trying to cross quietly. Nothing like rousing up a field of bloodsuckers to get the adrenaline flowing, now is there?”
 
   “You people saw that?” I ask. She turns her smile my way.
 
   “It was hard not to. And we saw the wagons of supplies. You people are on a mission. It caught our curiosity. Usually we only see ravagers or groups of survivors wandering aimlessly. Maybe a bunch of the unstable. Those that are too unaware to even care about us being here. But you. You were different. So I asked my guys to follow you, see what you were up to. And a good thing, too. According to Lewis, they saved your lives. Curiosity may have killed the cat, but it salvaged your necks. Now, why don't you tell us what you are up to? Where are you going? What has brought you out this way? There's nothing out here besides farmland and leeches. Did you come from the city?”
 
   “Why don't we make a deal,” Luke says, crossing his arms and rocking back on his heels. “We give an answer, you give an answer. Fair enough?”
 
   Kip nods and gestures to the table again, inviting us to sit. Luke goes first, accepting the offer. The rest of us follow. Ass-stick Lewis and Polly bring up the rear.
 
   The old woman folds her hands on the table and smiles at us all. “There. Isn't this more comfortable? Now since you are all my guests, you go first. Ask away. We have nothing to hide.”
 
   “Where are we?” Robyn doesn't even wait for Kip to stop talking before the question erupts. 
 
   The old woman looks surprised. “I thought we already established that. O'Hare Farm. My family home. It's been in our family for generations. A little more fortified now than it was back in my daddy's day but basically pretty much the same. Wish my daddy was still around, so I could thank him for being an end of the world, prepper fanatic and apologize for thinking he was more than a tad crazy. Little did we know the world was going to go to hell, right?” She laughs at her own joke, her eyes shining bright from the light hanging above her head. I start to get the feeling that her daddy has passed on more than his fair share of the crazy gene. Getting herself back under control, she continues, “Over the years, my family here has grown. Neighbors, townsfolk, people we've picked up along the way. We try to help and provide a safe haven for as many as we can.”
 
   “Why?” I interrupt. “Why you helping people? People you don't know?”
 
   She smiles again and spreads her big hands. “Rebuilding mankind has to start somewhere, yes? If we only looked out for ourselves and refused to help others, then the intruders have already won.” She doesn't expand on the explanation. I guess in her eyes it is a totally credible answer. “Last count we had just over 400 people here, and fifteen new babies born in the last couple of years. Isn't that exciting? The little ones are our future, are they not?” She laughs again. “Sorry. I tend to get a little excited when talking about the children. Never had any of my own, you see. So everyone here is like my child. I'm kind of like God in my own little Garden of Eden. But enough about me. It's my turn for a question. Where are you fine folk from and where are you on your way to?” She barks out a laugh that nearly makes me jump from my chair. “Oh dear. That’s two questions now, isn’t it? And now that’s three. Hahaha, oh my. Yes. Well. So?”
 
   Luke glances around the table at us all. I know exactly what he's thinking. How much of the truth does he tell her? She just likened herself to God and pissed her pants at her own lame joke. She's crazier than a shithouse rat. Should we tell her anything at all?
 
   “We come from a settlement based in the city. A group of survivors like you. We number in the hundreds as well. Though, if we're being honest, obviously nowhere as near advanced. How do you have running vehicles and useable fuel?” He keeps his answer vague, turning the attention back to them.
 
   “Ah, the trucks? Now that, that is something you'll have to discuss with Nat. Something about diesel, stabilizers and dry storage. I'm afraid that's as much as I get out of my conversations with him. He is the wonderful wizard behind the curtain here. He keeps everything running smoothly.”
 
   Nat? As in Nat's Garage? Obviously the small town mechanic is a jack of all trades.
 
   “So you are from the city. We were under the impression only the cannibals and the crazies lived there now.” She offsets her statement with a wide smile.
 
   Well not all the crazies. Some lived on farms, apparently.
 
   “And where are you going to? Must be somewhere important if you're taking the chance of traveling the open highways. Not the smartest idea now is it.”
 
   “Neither is getting into trucks with strangers, yet here we are.”  I can't help but feel a bit slighted as Luke and Kip both ignore my sarcastic zinger. 
 
   “We're on our way to Ottawa.”
 
   The old woman raises her brows in surprise. “Ottawa? That's quite the travel. What's in Ottawa that would have you all risking such a perilous trip?”
 
   Luke averts his eyes my way again. Should we tell them about the research center? We really don't know anything about these people. As if Kip understands the look she tries to reassure us.
 
   “Please. I assure you, you can trust us. We don't want anything from you. We have more than enough of our own supplies and weapons. We don't want yours. We're just curious is all.”
 
   Doc Roger seems to sense Luke's reluctance. “There's no harm in telling them. Our enemy is their enemy as well.”
 
   “True enough.” Luke sighs. “Okay. We're on our way to a research facility. We have a couple of doctors with us who have vital information about the alien parasites. They need to join forces with the doctors at the research facility. We're hoping that by doing so, they will be that much closer to finding a way to eradicate the parasite and the threat of newly infected.”
 
   Kip's eyes narrow at Luke's words, and her face grows serious. “Please tell me I heard you wrong. Newly infected?”
 
   “You heard me right.”
 
   “I wasn't even aware that was a possibility.”
 
   “We've seen it. It's real all right,” Luke replies.
 
   “Jesus,” Kip breathes as she pushes herself back on her chair. “As if the mutations aren't threat enough.”
 
    My eyes swivel to Luke in surprise before averting back to the old lady. “You know about the hybrids?”
 
   “Yes. We've been told about this new species of leech. Hybrid, if you will,” Kip almost whispers the words, as if speaking aloud will cause them to appear. 
 
   “Have you seen the mutations?” I ask.
 
   Kip shakes her head in my direction. “No, thank god. We have not. But...,” she trails off and takes a deep breath before continuing. “About three weeks ago, we found a small group of people wandering the roads about twenty-five miles past Maple Haven. They were malnourished, dehydrated....totally incoherent. We at first thought they were....ill. We made the decision to overlook them. We offer safety and sustenance to everyone, but I will not jeopardize the safety of my family by knowingly bringing in sickness and something seemed off with them. But then I saw they had a child. And well, what can I say? I'm a sucker for the little ones. So we brought them in. At first they wouldn't tell us anything. But after a week or so they finally opened up. They told us stories about these monsters. Mutations, as you call them. I was hoping it wasn't true. That their feverish minds had made it all up.” She stares at us with fear filled eyes. “I guess I'm wrong?”
 
   “They spoke the truth,” Luke bluntly confirms her fears. “Where did this group come from? Where did they encounter the hybrids?”
 
   “That I can't tell you. These people could barely remember their own names. They were disoriented. Confused. They seemed unable to remember much about what had happened to them. It truly must have been horrendous to cause such a case of group amnesia. So I didn't press them. I don't judge people, I just try to help.”
 
   Group amnesia? That sounds like a crock of buttered shit. Like something from some cheesy mystery novel than a real life thing. And Kip fell for that? 
 
   So I can't help but ask, “Don't you find that a little convenient? Group amnesia?”
 
   She regards me with her manic eyes for so long, I start to fidget under her stare. “I'm sure every being alive on this planet right now has things from the past they'd rather not remember. Who am I to ask them to dredge up their horrible memories? As long as you work hard and contribute, keep your nose clean, and don't cause any harm to your fellow man, then you may stay. The same invitation extends to you lot as well.” Then she smiles and looks away, breaking the crazy vibe. “But that all can be discussed in the morning, yes? It's very late, and it's been a long night for us all. We certainly have a lot to digest, and any more talk of this unpleasantness will only guarantee nightmares. Besides, I find we always do our best thinking after a good night’s sleep. We have a bunkhouse you can all clean up in and stay for tonight. Forgive me, but we will hold onto your weapons for the moment. You will be heavily guarded as a precaution, but the bunks are as comfortable as a cloud. I'm sure you will sleep well. Tomorrow, we will finish this conversation.”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   The smell of deliciousness is what awakens me. At first I think I'm dreaming. Surely what's tantalizing my senses right now has to be the remnants of some lingering dream. I pry my eyes apart to discover sunlight streaming through the opened window on the other side of the bunkhouse. It takes a moment to remember where I am, but then last night’s festivities come hurtling back.
 
   Right. We're apparently on a farm. With some crazy old lady who thinks she's the embodiment of God. But if that smell is really what I think it is, then maybe we are in Heaven. 
 
   “Holy shit. Is that....is that bacon I smell?” Gordon's head pops into view, hanging upside down from the bunk above me like some ginger-furred bat. “It is. It's bacon!”
 
   Hot damn, I think he's right. Either that or someone is playing a very cruel joke. I bolt up, careful not to bang my head on Gordo's bunk and start yanking on my boots.
 
   “Luke. Luke, wake up,” I yell at the giant lying in the bottom bunk across from mine, his feet hanging over the edge and both big toes poking through holes in his socks. I would have laughed at the sight if I hadn't been so busy wiping the drool from my chin. That smell is driving me crazy.
 
   “Wha...?” Luke peers at me through one eye as he lifts his head from his pillow. A little tuft of hair at the back of his head sticks up at a ninety degree angle. I throw my pillow at him, striking him in the face.
 
   “Get up, Alfalfa. Someone's cooking bacon.”
 
   I don't have to repeat myself. The smell hits him, too, and he practically falls out of bed. 
 
   The mouth-watering scent of bacon is just as good as any alarm clock. Within two minutes, all of my crew are awake and on their feet. Even Scruff is pacing in front of the door, just itching to get out. 
 
   Kelly is the first to try the door. Last night Kip had been true to her word, and we had retired to our bunkhouse with four massive guards standing watch outside. They hadn't gone so far as to locking us in, but the fact that they weren't taking any chances tells us she doesn't quite trust us yet. This morning the guards are replaced with two familiar faces. Lewis and Polly are lounging outside against the bunkhouse wall but stand straighter as we pile out of the cottage.
 
   “Good morning,” Polly says as she smiles our way. 
 
   She is the friendlier of the two by far. Lewis scowls at us like someone has already pissed in his cereal this morning. I didn't think he could look any grouchier, but somehow he manages to do so. That stick must be jammed up his ass sideways today. 
 
   “It's about time you lot got up. Kip wants us to bring you down for breakfast. This way,” Polly says.
 
   She points over my shoulder and I turn around, unprepared for the sight that greets my eyes. Arriving in the dark last night, we hadn't been able to see the whole scope of the compound. I knew it was big...but this? This is unbelievable.
 
   The bunkhouse we'd just emerged from sits across from the big house and atop a small rise overlooking a massive field spread out as far as the eye can see. The field appears to be gated on all sides except for the one side backed by a huge stone cliff.  It must have swept up for a thousand feet. Pine trees grew in clusters along the ledge, framing the farm in this picturesque backdrop like some landscape painting. 
 
   A quaint little village of wooden and stone buildings rests in the middle of the field, spread out at least half a mile wide. Most of the buildings look fairly new. Cottages and sheds interspersed with older barn-like structures that are gray and weathered from age. An actual huge-ass waterwheel and stone shed occupies one side of the enclosure, which is built next to a waterfall and narrow river cascading out of the cliff. Most likely their power supply.
 
   Off in the distance, I can see animals roaming around. Horses and cows maybe? It would explain the smell of cow shit last night, but how the hell had these animals survived these last eight years? I thought they were almost extinct...like dinosaurs. 
 
   There are other gated areas to our left, partitioned off and greener than the rest. Fields of crops, I think. Who the hell are these people? This whole area is a virtual plethora of provisions. No wonder Kip said they weren't interested in our puny supplies. What we are transporting is just a drop in the bucket compared to this.
 
   “Jesus H. Christ. Did they bring us to fucking Southfork?” I mutter. 
 
   Gordon tears his eyes away from the impressive sight to glance at me in confusion.“Southfork?”
 
   “Yeah. You know. Dallas, the TV show. The Ewings? JR?”
 
   He shakes his head at me, looking even more confused than usual.
 
   “Never mind,” I sigh. I know the reference is old and I only know of it because of my mom, but it’s always a disappointment when I waste good lines on these doofuses.
 
    We follow Polly and Lewis down the hill toward one of the old barns off to the right, which has a line of people filing in and out. For a split second Badger crosses my mind. Maybe we should have checked in on him first, but the smell of bacon is stronger here and my stomach quivers in anticipation. Badger's not going anywhere. He can wait.
 
   The building is packed with people of all ages. The whole compound must be in here getting breakfast. Tables and benches, filled to overflowing with food, take up the center of the room. A cafeteria line runs along the side all the way to the back of the barn; the odd latecomer still waddles in, looking for a meal. The hum of conversation drops off to a trickle as we meander inside. Hundreds of surprised eyes turn our way.
 
    “Good morning,” Kip comes to greet us, smiling like she's the cafeteria hostess. “Hope you all slept well. Come in, come in. Help yourself to breakfast. Hey everyone, say hello to our new visitors.”
 
   And like a signal has been given, conversation and talking starts up again. Shouts of “hello” and “welcome” meet our ears as we're ushered inside. People smile at us as we pass by....happy and friendly faces. It's kind of fucking spooky. They're almost too nice. Maybe they really are some brainwashed cult looking for new recruits. But apparently a cult that has bacon, so I don't let my unease bother me too much as I make my way straight to the shortest line of patrons. My growling stomach and watering mouth tell me any cult preaching we may endure will be well worth it as long as we get to eat.
 
   Gordo starts hurrying his pace, trying to outrun me. He takes a serving tray from the side table and hops in front of me, cutting the line.  Hell no. I give him a hard hip check, knocking him out of the way and grabbing the tin tray right out of his hands. I ignore his growling protest, too intent on the platters of steaming food laid out on display. Holy god. Even after most everyone here has already been fed, there's still so much of it. There are platters of bacon and ham. Mountains of steaming, bright yellow scrambled eggs. Real toast and golden corn muffins, and what appears to be a pile of blueberry pancakes nestled next to a vat of oatmeal so thick the serving spoon is standing straight up. No watered down gruel for these people. They are living like kings. After nearly breaking Gordon's neck to be first in line, I stand before the serving guy with the most overwhelmed expression. I don't know where to start.
 
    “Hey,” he says, not the least bit impressed there's a mountain of food in front of him.
 
    “Hey,” I respond back. It's followed by a moment of awkward silence as I wait for him to give me my rations.
 
    “Soooo, what can I get you?”
 
    You get to choose what you want? Holy crap on a biscuit. I've died and gone to heaven.
 
   “Bacon,” I say stupidly.
 
   “And maybe a brain,” Dom sneers from the back of the line. It elicits a few chuckles, but I don't care. I'm too mesmerized by the food.
 
   “Bacon it is,” the cook dude says, and he piles at least six pieces on my plate. I swallow hard, trying to rid my mouth of the extra spit. “What else?”
 
     I get to choose more? “What else can I have?”
 
   The dude flashes an amused grin at my question. “Whatever and however much you want. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day around here, and Kip believes in being generous.”
 
   A philosophy I couldn't agree more with, although Cookie would have a damned stroke at this blatant display of excess if she were here right now.
 
   “All righty then. I'll take one serving of everything. No!” I interrupt him, and he stops what he's doing, tongs hovering above the platter of ham. “Make that two of everything.”
 
   “You got it, Red.”
 
    I love this dude so much right now I don't even mind that he's calling me that dreaded nickname. 
 
   A snort of disbelief hits my ears. “You actually gonna let him get away with calling you Red?”
 
   I glance back over my shoulder at Luke knowing very well he's remembering the one and only time he made that painful mistake.
 
   “As long as he's piling food on my plate, he can call me whatever he wants.”
 
     He cocks an eyebrow at me. “You know you're being a food whore right now.”
 
   “Damn right I am.” I don't even try to deny my excitement as I turn around with my platter of food, and take a huge bite of the salty strip of bacon. “Dress me in fishnets and put me on the corner, dude, cause I'm whoring it all the way.”
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Oh my god. My stomach hurts so bad. Mom's old adage of my eyes being bigger than my stomach pops into my head as I groan out loud.
 
   “Shouldn't have had that oatmeal,” I moan as I wrap both arms around my stomach and bend over the table in agony. 
 
   “Yeah.” Luke glances over at me sideways, pausing in his assault on his own platter of food. “That's what did it. The oatmeal. Had nothing to do with the mountain of scrambled eggs or the half a hog that was on your plate. It was the oatmeal.”
 
   “Bite me.” My words hold no sting; however, since I just don't have the gumption. Besides, I'm not even really paying attention to him. I've been too busy watching Gordon for the past ten minutes or so. He's merely picking at his food and pretending not to watch Evie with the saddest puppy dog expression I've ever seen. Pathetic really. Evie has barely said two words since our rescue last night. And she chose to sit on the opposite end of the table from Gordon today. Something’s up. As if she's aware of his stare, she keeps her eyes glued on her oatmeal, refusing to look up.
 
    I scoot over on the bench, closer to Gordon, and leave Luke to his breakfast in peace. “Trouble in paradise?” I whisper in his ear. I don't want the others overhearing. They'll tease him mercilessly if they notice the kid's lovesick pining. They're assholes like that.
 
   “I don't know what you're talking about,” he sputters at me, his face flushing right to the tips of his ears.
 
   “Come on kid, don't bother to lie. You two have been inseparable for a month.” I nod at Evie. “Now she won't even look at you. What's the scoop?”
 
   He sends another quick glance her way to make sure she's not paying attention before dropping his fork into the pile of congealed eggs and sighs. “I think she's mad at me. She hasn't spoken to me since you guys rescued us. At first I just thought she was in shock, ya know? I mean, we went through a hell of a night. But she's tougher than that. And she's been talking fine to everyone else. Everyone that's not me.”
 
   I nod in sympathy. “Yeah, she's mad at you. Probably blaming you for talking her into coming with you and nearly getting eaten alive. And really, do you blame her? I'd be mad at you, too, if you made me do something so stupid.”
 
   “You're not making me feel any better, Bix.” He scowls at me. 
 
   I laugh as I nudge his shoulder with mine. “Just chuck it in the fuck it bucket for now, kid. She'll get over it. She's just pissed you put her and Scruff in danger. Give her a few days.”
 
   At the mention of his name, the hairy monster pulls himself away from the admiration of a table of kids and waddles over to us, sticking his big head in Gordon's lap. Gordon picks up a couple of left over slices of ham and dangles them above the dog’s head. He snatches them quickly out of the air, losing a couple of strings of spittle in the process.
 
     “Ugh,” I say in disgust as I look away. Seeing that is not helping settle my overstuffed stomach. Polly approaches our table, blocking the dog and his excessive salivating from my line of vision.  
 
   “Hope you all enjoyed breakfast.” Her white smile seems to be a permanent fixture on her freckled face and draws you in with its adorableness. I can see why Kip is using her as our contact instead of Ass-stick. Much more approachable. “I bring you news of your comrade. He slept through the night, no sign of infection or fever yet, although your doc friend says it's too soon to tell. He will need to be monitored for another twenty-four hours.” 
 
   My guilt at not checking on Badger comes rushing back. Hell, I hadn't even noticed Doc Howarth still wasn't with us. I had been so intent on the stupid bacon that I hadn't bothered with the rest of my crew. Luke is right. I am a food whore. My guilt is mirrored by his own expression as I catch his look. Some friends we are.
 
   “So, I guess you guys are stuck here another day at least. Kip is holding morning service for the next hour or so. Those of you who are interested can attend. The church is the little white place, four buildings over to the right. Those of you who are interested in a tour, then the tour guide is at your service.” She bows low.
 
    A religious service?  No, too cultish for my liking. But a tour of this place? Now she's talking. I've been itching to get a good look at those animals we saw earlier. 
 
   “I think I will attend the service,” Evie speaks quietly as she gets to her feet. “Bix, could you keep an eye on Scruff?”
 
   Her deliberate avoidance of Gordon is noticed by us both, but I don't say anything. I just nod my head in agreement. I can see he's itching to go with her, but he holds his tongue. 
 
   “I think I'll join you.” Kelly stands as well, and I glance up at him in surprise. I didn't take him to be the religious type. Shows you what I know. He walks with Evie out the door; Gordon's eyes following them every step of the way.
 
   “Well, I want a ticket to the tour. How about you Gordo?” I ask the kid, trying to get his mind off of Evie. 
 
   “Sure.” His response is a bit lackluster.
 
   “Luke?” I question. The blonde head turns my way as he stands up.
 
   “Sounds like fun. But first I want to check on Badger for myself. Take him some breakfast maybe. Also want to have a word with Doc H. The rest of you go ahead. I'll catch up in a bit.”
 
    “I'm going with you,” Doc Roger adds.
 
     “Me too,” Robyn interjects and is on her feet following Luke before I can even blink. 
 
     Like Gordon, I'm left staring after them and biting my tongue in anger. What a sneaky move to spend time in Luke’s company. I so badly want to tag along after them but too late now. Instead, I smile brightly at Polly, hiding the tiny twinge of jealously.
 
   “Let’s do this.”
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The farm is undeniably genius. As crazy as Kip's daddy might have been, he prepared for everything. The waterwheel and wind turbines placed strategically around the property provide them enough energy to run the place like a real farm. They have cows for milk, chickens for eggs, pigs and turkeys for slaughter. The mountain stream supplies fresh water. There is an apple tree orchard, gardens on top of gardens growing potatoes, carrots, tomatoes, cucumbers. You name it, they grow it. It is practically a Garden of Eden, and it’s complete mystery how it has remained unscathed. There are people out there who would kill to live like this. How had they not been discovered yet? 
 
   So I ask. “Why hasn’t anyone found this place?” 
 
   “We've had a few run-ins over the years.” Polly replies to my question. Her permanent smile falters as she remembers. “Some not so very nice people have found us. Lucky for us, the late Mr. O'Hare also believed greatly in weapon stocking. Plus, our people are determined to keep this place safe. At all times, we have dozens of people on patrol, watching the perimeter. Watching the highway. No one gets close without us knowing about it. That's how we knew about you. And our latest diversion tends to make people avoid us like the proverbial second bad date.”
 
   She points to the field of green, where I can see people moving about.
 
   “The fields keep people away?” I ask in confusion.
 
   “No, what's beyond the fields does.”
 
   So I look further, shielding my eyes. “All I can see are the fields.”
 
   Her smile is mysterious. “You'll see as we get closer.”
 
    She wasn't joking. As we approach the fields, I can see off in the distance a fence up on a rise that looks mighty familiar....and the sight on the other side of it. Leeches, roaming past the fence and blocking the view. A living, stinking skyline.
 
   “What the hell?” I breathe. “Are you people nuts?”
 
    “Is that the same fence we saw from the highway?” Gordon asks, and I don't have to hear Polly's answer to know that it is. That's why it looks so familiar. 
 
   “Yes,” she answers, but I don't know if the yes is in response to Gordo's question or mine.
 
    “Okay, why the hell would you have leeches crawling over your fence?” I shake my head in disbelief. “What if they take down the fence?”
 
    “That won't happen.” She actually seems amused by my question. “What you can't tell from here is that is a double fence. If they do manage to take down the first fence—and that's a big if—the trench in between that one and the second fortified fence is built with traps and spikes. They won't make it to the second fence. We also have guards on that wall twenty-four/seven. Nothing is getting through.”
 
    “That's all fine and dandy,” Mike says from the back. “But why do it in the first place? ‘Cause I assume you attract the leeches on purpose?”
 
     She nods again. “The noise from the farm and the animals is enough to attract them, but to make sure they stay, we entice them with little bags of goodies.” Her grin falters a little. “We eat a lot of meat on the farm. ‘Nuff said, right? The smelly tidbits we leave seem to keep them interested enough to stay at the fence.”
 
   “But again, why?” Mike asks a second time.
 
    “Think about it, Mike.” I'm the one to answer him as it starts to make sense to me. “What did we think when we saw that field of leeches? Let’s get the fuck out of here. We were in no way, shape, or form going to investigate the fence through that wall of leeches. Much more productive in the way of defense than any fifteen foot stone wall. Genius, really.”
 
   Polly sends her smile my way like she’s proud I figured it out. “Works like a charm. No one comes near it, and we stay hidden.”
 
   “Still kind of freak-a-delic if you think about it, though.” Gordon peers at the leeches off in the distance, hand over his eyes.
 
    Polly shrugs in response. “You get used to it. You guys want to see the fields? We have a small crop of pears just ripe for the picking. If we're lucky, Nat will let us pick one to eat.”
 
   A pear? Are you kidding me? I haven't had one of those in years. My mouth starts watering just thinking about it, my upset stomach completely forgotten. There's always room for fruit.
 
   The closer we get to the fields, the more movement we see. Adults and children alike, working side by side in the bright sunshine, tending the crops. A picture of pure peacefulness. Humans in harmony with nature. If it weren’t for the background of hovering, blood-sucking leeches, you could almost make yourself believe it's a normal farm in a normal world and that the last eight years had been some bad nightmare.
 
   “So everyone here has a job?” I ask in amazement.
 
   “Yep. You earn your keep, that's for sure. Everyone here pulls their weight. Everyone contributes.”
 
    “Except for that bunch,” Gordon says, pointing a finger to a handful of people resting in the shade of a large fir tree. “They seem to be slackers.”
 
    “Your kind of people, Gordo,” Mike teases and ignores the nasty word his younger brother hurls at him.
 
   Polly laughs. “They're the new people Kip told you about. The ones we found wandering outside of Maple Haven. Their stamina is not quite up to par yet with ours, but they work to the best of their ability and earn their keep, just like everyone else.”
 
   My curiosity is suddenly piqued, and I study them more closely. What's their story? I still don't believe what Kip said about them not remembering what happened to them. Group amnesia? That's a cock and bullshit story if I've ever heard one. But I do wonder where they came from. Are they survivors from St. Joseph’s, maybe?
 
   They are dusty looking and sun burnt, obviously just having come from working in one of the fields.  From what I can tell, it looks like four women and three men. One of the women is handing out bottles of water to the rest and turns at our approach. She is no more than a wisp of a thing and looks kind of familiar. She takes one look at us and takes a couple of steps back like we just scared the shit out of her. The man at her side grasps her shoulder and turns toward us, wondering what startled her so much.
 
    I hear Gordon's shocked “Holy shit!” from over my shoulder at the same time my heart stops beating in my chest.
 
   Curly black hair, longer than I remember, frames a face startlingly familiar, yet now so foreign to me. Eyes that used to caress me with warmth and love watch us with intense curiosity devoid of any recognition. My head starts spinning and a wave of nausea washes over me. I reach out, grabbing onto Gordon for support as my knees wobble, and my body threatens to buckle.
 
   “Holy shit,” The kid reiterates. “Is that....? Fucking impossible, but....Bix, is that Sam?”
 
   I can't answer him. I couldn't even if I tried. My body is numb, useless, and my brain refuses to make sense out of what I'm seeing. I mean it looks like him. It fucking looks so much like him. But he doesn't appear to recognize us. Finally, Gordon does what my frozen vocal chords refuse to.
 
   “Sam? Sam McKinley?” he yells out and immediately the broad shoulders stiffen in recognition. He knows the name, and his casual interest at our approach turns to intense perusal. 
 
   Yanking my hat from my head, I let my unobstructed gaze meet his. I know the moment recognition sets in. A flood of emotion radiates across his face. Disbelief, happiness, and...regret?
 
   As numb as my body was earlier, it now feels as if it's buzzing with uncontainable energy. My legs move on their own and start pumping, carrying me across the distance separating us. I barely manage to stop from launching myself into his arms. Instead I draw up short just inches from him like a dog yanked back on a leash, drinking him in. He stares back, both of us mute.
 
   “Sammy?” I finally manage to croak out.
 
   “Bixby,” he responds. His voice reverberates in my ears and down my spine. It is deeper than I remember. Older. But the sound of it breaks me. It's him. It's Sam. The smile that stretches across his face is like seeing the first beam of sunshine after months of darkness, and my heart starts beating in my chest again.
 
   His arms flap at his sides as if he isn't sure what to do with them. And then he just opens them wide. I don't need any more invitation. I leap into his arms, and he pulls me to his chest, hugging me tight. He smells like grass, and wet earth,....and Sam.
 
   The waterworks start then. I can't help it. The tears fall on their own accord as my arms twine around his neck, holding on for dear life and promising never to let go.
 
   “Sam,” I sob into his neck. “Is it really you?” What a stupid fucking thing to say after he's come back from the dead. Of course it's him. Who else could it be?
 
   “Yeah, it's me,” he confirms gently, and my clutching, needy hands tighten their hold on his neck.
 
   “Bix, I can't breathe,” he mumbles against the top of my head. 
 
   A mixture between a sob and a laugh explodes from my chest, but I loosen my grip and step back without letting go. I just need to see his face again. I need to know I'm not dreaming.
 
   We stare at each other in disbelief as his hands roam over my arms, my shoulders, my face, touching me everywhere. I shiver under the light caress even though his fingertips scorch my skin like molten lava flowing over my body. I wouldn't be the least bit surprised if he left a trail of blisters in his wake. It is a pleasurable pain that I don't want to stop.
 
   Shock and uncertainty competes with happiness. My knees and hands shake as I reciprocate with my own exploration of the face that haunts my memories. My head spins with the words I want to say, but nothing seems to be forming coherently at the moment. I want to tell him how fucking happy I am to see him. I want to ask what the hell he is doing here. But all I can do is blubber like a baby.
 
   Time seems to stand still. I don't know how long we stand there, leaning against each other for support. But then shouting interrupts and I hear the shocked cries of “Sam?”
 
   The rest of my crew have finally caught up.
 
   I tear my eyes reluctantly away from his face. I don't want to break the moment of contact for fear Sam will dissipate in front of me. But the disbelief I see on the faces of the rest of the hunters reassures me that he is not in my head or part of any dream. And the sharp look of pain in Luke's brown eyes as he hurries toward us confirms that I truly am back in Sam's arms.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   The next couple of hours are a blur. Questions are asked. Words are said. Whole conversations carried on. None of it registers with me. All I see....all I pay attention to is Sam.
 
   The girl I thought I recognized is one of us, too. Melissa Higgins. She had been part of Sam's crew on the day they disappeared. Eighteen months ago. And now they are both here. In front of us, alive and well. A bit thinner than I remember, but showing no obvious trauma. Eighteen months.
 
     Someone informed Kip of the happenings, and she moved us all inside the big house, giving us the opportunity to reconnect without gaping observers watching our every move. The shock of finding them is finally starting to wear off, and now unbelievable thoughts are jumping into my head. Eighteen fucking months. Where were they all that time? 
 
   That question must be asked to them over and over by different members of our crew. We get the same answer every time. They don't remember. They don't remember anything other than waking up in a ditch along the side of a highway. A bunch of them. A lot more than the ones Lewis and his crew found wandering about. They apparently just started walking. No destination in mind, no supplies, or weapons. Hell, most of them didn't even know their own names. They just walked. 
 
    Some of the group wandered away during the nights they stopped to rest. Some just sat down and refused to walk any further. They whittled away until there was only nine of them left. The nine Kip's people had rescued. Sam and Melissa weren't sure about the rest of their crew. They never saw them after waking up, but they do remember the mutations. They had seen them on their second day. Two of them, feeding off some poor deer they'd killed. Lucky for Sam and his group, the hybrids were too engrossed with their feast to take any notice of them. They'd hightailed it out of there as fast as they could.
 
    It had to have been the same creatures we'd come in contact with. The description matched perfectly. Although whether these guys were new mutations or just a couple of survivors from St. Joseph’s, we weren't sure. I think Sam and Melissa were just happy to know it wasn't all in their heads like they believed.
 
   The story pours out of them, but there's just something about it that doesn't jive. As much as I want to believe it—as much as I want Sam to be back and everything to be okay—this doesn't feel right. Unease tickles at the back of my brain. Maybe it's because the Sam I know, the Sam I remember does not seem to be the man sitting across from me. This Sam is guarded. Cold. The light gray eyes I remember being filled with warmth and laughter are now shadowed and restrained. The more he talks, the more questions I have. And they all come around to my one main concern. Where were they for the past eighteen months and what happened to them in that time? Immediately I tamp down the thoughts. It should be enough that Sam is here now.
 
   “Holy shit! It's true.” Badger bursts in through the door, his arm in a sling, and a smile from ear to ear. “Gordon told me you guys were here, but I couldn't believe it. Fucking Sam McKinley, in the flesh. And Melissa Higgins. Un-fucking-believable.” 
 
   Badger's excitement at seeing them is unmistakable. I'd forgotten that Badger has known Sam just as long as I have. He goes to his old friend, and Sam gets to his feet, pulling the shorter man into a hug.
 
    “Badger,” he says, face lighting with warmth, and for a split second the old Sam emerges. It doesn't last long, but it lights a spark of hope in my heart. 
 
   Badger hangs on with his awkward one-armed, monkey in a barrel hug, then pushes Sam out at arm's length. “What the fuck, dude? You've been missing for over a year. Where the hell have you been?”
 
   Ah, that million-dollar question again. Sam's eyes cloud over and his body tenses slightly. I'm probably the only one to notice, but I do. Maybe it's because I know him so well, but I know he's hiding something. Chills ripple over my skin, and I shiver in apprehension.
 
   But then he hides his reaction so quickly, I almost think I've imagined it. “Long story, man,” he says with a grin. “And the same can be said for you.” He plucks at Badger's sling. “What the hell happened?”
 
   Badger lifts the arm sling with a grimace and jerks his thumb over his shoulder. “This bunch of A-holes almost let me get eaten by a damned leech.”
 
   I snort at his words. “Yeah, lucky for you, you taste like shit, so the thing spit you back out again.”
 
   Sam's laughter mingles with the rest of my crew, and his eyes meet mine across the wide table. The sparkle I see in them eases my apprehension some, and I let myself relax. Maybe these stupid ideas and gut feelings I'm having are way off. I can only hope, but I'm itching to get some alone time with him. Maybe he will tell me things he's not telling the others.
 
   “So, you remember Badger and Bix and the rest of us, but you can't remember where you've been for the past eighteen months?” Luke’s words are spoken softly, but they cut the air like a knife. “I find that so hard to understand. How can you not remember?”
 
   All laughter in the room tapers off awkwardly. Luke hasn't come right out and said it, but he sounds like he's accusing Sam of lying. Sam's eyes narrow, which is an indication he's pissed. But he doesn't blow his top like I expect. Instead, he unexpectedly grins at Luke and shrugs.
 
   “Sorry, bro, but it is what it is. We don't remember. Hell, we didn't remember any of you guys until we saw you earlier.”
 
   “Could be selective amnesia,” Gordon adds. “You know, where people lose certain parts of their memory. I've read about this before. It happens when people undergo tremendous trauma like, geez....I don't know. Watching people you love die. The brain can only take so much before it shuts itself down. Hey, maybe that's it. Maybe you guys saw the rest of your team die, so it caused your amnesia.”
 
   “For fuck’s sake, shut up you idiot.” Dom punches the kid in the shoulder, hard. “If that is the case, then the last thing they need is for you to bring it back up. Moron.”
 
   “I was just trying to help,” Gordon whines as he holds his shoulder.
 
    “I'll tell you what'll help,” Dom continues. “You keeping your lips from flapping. That'll help.”
 
     The kid ignores him as usual. “You think that's it Sam? You think it’s selective amnesia?”
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine, Gordo.”
 
    “Sorry, but I'm calling bullshit on this group amnesia shit. What's your take on this, Melissa? What do you remember about this time you've been missing?” Luke's like a dog with a bone; he's not giving up without a fight.
 
   Melissa stares owl-eyed at Luke in fright before her gaze moves to Sam. Her mouth opens a couple of times, but nothing comes out. Her inability to say anything seems to fuel Sam's temper. 
 
   “Look, we told you a hundred times already, we don't remember. You can ask the rest of the people that were found with us, and we'll all tell you the same thing. We don't remember. The last thing we do remember is leaving the Grand and then waking up in that ditch by the side of the road. What happened during the months we were gone is a mystery to us as much as it is to you. And it's freaking us the fuck out, so how’s about you stop giving us the third degree?”
 
   “How about you let Melissa answer for herself instead of putting words in her mouth?” Luke crosses his arms and stares down at Sam. I know that look all too well. He is not about to give up.
 
   “Luke, how about we let this drop right now?” I plead with him quietly from my side of the table. He flicks his eyes my way. I can see a muscle twitching in his jaw, telling me he's biting back what he really wants to say. My eyes plead with him.
 
   “Fine,” he says. He gives Sam a tight smile. “Sorry, man. I realize you both must have been through a lot, even if you don't remember. It's good to see you both safe and sound.”
 
   He turns to walk away, but I grab his arm as he brushes by. “Where are you going?”
 
   “Does it matter?” he whispers in resignation, his eyes straight ahead.
 
   I close my eyes briefly and sigh. “Don't be like that. Please.” I can feel the tension release from his arm. 
 
   Rubbing the back of his neck, he finally looks down at me. “I made plans with Lewis to go pick up our bikes and supplies. We still have a mission to complete, or did you forget?” He doesn't give me a chance to answer. He pulls his arm gently out of my grasp and yells, “Kelly, Mike, you guys ready to go?”
 
   “Count me in as well,” Robyn adds, pushing herself off the back wall where she had been resting, watching with amused interest. She saunters over to Sam and slaps him hard on the back.
 
   “Welcome back, Samuel. Thanks for making things interesting.” She winks at me as she passes by, and I can see the grin hovering around her lips. 
 
   She's enjoying this. I grit my teeth, but I don't hurl at her the obscenities in my head right now. I keep it all inside. Along with the guilt gnawing at my gut. Sam just came back into my life after all this time and all I want to do is run after Luke and straighten this out. How fucked up is that?
 
    “Well, then.” Kip claps her hands, startling me. I'd forgotten she was even here. “This was a very interesting morning. Quite a way to get the blood stirring, yes indeedy. I think given the circumstances, you two can be excused from your chores today.” She smiles a big toothy grin at Sam and Melissa. “I'm sure you need to understand everything and catch up with your people. It's not everyday someone returns from the dead, now is it? In fact, I think this calls for a celebration. Polly, let the cooks know we need an extra special meal done tonight. You know what? Never mind. I'll let them know myself.”
 
   She's still chattering a mile a minute as she leaves the room, Polly in tow. 
 
   “Man, this is still so hard to believe,” Gordon shakes his head as he grins at the two sitting on the opposite side of the table. “I still think it's selective amnesia, even if Luke doesn't believe it at all.”
 
   “Gordo, why don't you leave Luke out of this right now,” I murmur as I notice Sam's frown at the mention of the big guy.
 
   “Gordon's right. Whitman's not making any attempt to believe a word of what we've told you. What the hell is up with him? From what I do remember, I always thought he was a decent guy. I don't recall him being such a major dick like he's shown himself to be here today.”
 
    “Luke is a good guy, Sam,” Gordon says as he falls down into the chair vacated by Kip and splays his legs out in front of him. “He's a great guy, in fact. He's just not acting like himself right now. He'll get over it. He's probably jealous, you know, ‘cause of him and Bix and you being back now.”
 
   The pregnant silence is broken by Badger's low “Ohhhhh boy.”
 
   “What the hell, Gordo?” I growl at the kid, but he's already back on his feet, the earlier smile on his face replaced with panic.
 
   “Ummmm, I gotta go find Evie and Scruff. See ya later.”
 
    “Yeah, I gotta get back to the infirmary. The docs need to change my bandage,” Badger stutters as he follows on Gordo's heels, abandoning me like we're a bunch of kids, and I'm the one left standing holding the baseball bat next to the smashed window.
 
    “Well lucky for you two, I've got nowhere to be.” Dom's grin is sadistic as he pulls out a chair and plunks his butt down.
 
   “Get the fuck out, Dom,” I hurl his way without tearing my eyes from Sam's accusing gaze.
 
   He lets loose a huge sigh. “Fine. Can't be bothered with your boring shit anyways. Come on, Higgins. Obviously these two lovebirds wanna be alone.” He snickers at his words before sauntering out the door. Melissa leaves as well, but not before throwing a couple of apprehensive looks at us over her shoulder. Finally, we're alone.
 
    The silence seems to stretch out forever as we stare at each other across the table. 
 
   “Is it true?” he asks.
 
    “Depends on what you're asking.” 
 
    He snorts in derision. “Don't play dumb, Bix. You know damn well what I'm asking. You and Whitman. You're...together?”
 
   I swallow the lump in my throat. I don't want to answer that, but I've never lied to Sam before in my life. Ever. I'm not about to start now. “If you're asking are we having sex....the answer is yes. Are we together? Maybe. Not officially.”
 
   I hear his sharp intake of breath. “Jesus, Bix. Don't try to sugar coat it or anything.”
 
   “It won't change the facts no matter how I tell—”
 
   “How long?” he cuts me off.
 
    “What?”
 
   “How long have you two been...sleeping together?”
 
   I sigh and pinch the bridge of my nose. I can feel a dull headache creeping up. “What does it matter?”
“It matters to me. How long?”
 
   “One week or six months—it doesn't matter. It doesn't change the fact that he's my lover, or that you were gone for eighteen months. Eighteen fucking months, Sam! We thought you were dead. I thought you were dead. And it almost destroyed me. Luke was there to help me keep it together.”
 
   “I'm sure he was,” he mutters, voice brimming with sarcasm. “Glad to see you waited for me.”
 
   The headache is growing in leaps and bounds, aided by my mounting anger.
 
   “Waited for you? Really? You come back from the dead after eighteen months, and you're pissed off at me for finding solace with a friend? Did you not hear me? We thought you were dead. We grieved for you. Me, Amy, Liv, everybody. We grieved for you all. It got so bad...I missed you so bad I thought I would die myself. I wanted to die, Sam. I didn't want to live without you. Luke helped me to live. So forgive me for turning to him for comfort.”
 
   “Comfort?” His laugh is bitter. “Comforting someone means maybe giving them a hug or watching a movie with them or going for a walk together. Not having sex with them. Whitman took advantage of your grief, and you gave him what he wanted.”
 
     “Excuse me?” What the fuck is he saying? “This is not at all on Luke. If anyone took advantage of anyone, it was me. I've ranted at him and cursed at him and treated him like shit, all in the name of grief, and he's done nothing but take it all in stride and still be there for me. He's a damned good man.”
 
   I think he's going to say more. His eyes bore into me with an angry intensity. But then he drops his gaze, and I can see his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows. “Do you love him?”
 
   I open my mouth to answer but nothing comes out. I don’t know how to answer that question. I truly don’t. Not at this moment in time. So I change the subject.
 
   “Sam, don't you think we have a little more to be concerned with at the moment? I find it a little more disconcerting that you don't remember where you've been for the past year and a half. Or what's happened to you during that time.”
 
   He closes his eyes, his face a mask of conflicting emotion. The struggle to get himself under control quite visible. Finally, he opens his eyes again and the confusion and pain emanating from them nearly rips my heart out. Getting to his feet, he heads my way. His hands grip my shoulders as he pulls me close.
 
   “I'm sorry,” he whispers. “I'm sorry I caused you so much pain and grief. You and Amy both. I'd give anything to take back the misery I've caused you these past months. I've no right to demand any answers from you. You did what you did to survive your grief, and I'm okay with that. As much as I hate Whitman's guts right now, I'm grateful to him for looking out for you.”
 
   His touch soothes me like it's always done. Just being in his arms, I forget my apprehension about his unexplainable appearance. Like being in his arms wipes out anything remotely bad. I lay my forehead against his, happy for the contact.
 
   “God, I've missed you so much,” I groan.
 
   He sighs and a puff of air tickles my cheek. “I know. I'm sorry I wasn't there.”
 
   “Where were you?” I pull back and look deep into his eyes as I feel his body go rigid. His solemn expression seems to beg for understanding. I can see his internal struggle. There's something he's not telling me.
 
   “Bix—”
 
   He's cut short as the door flies open, and Lewis makes his way in, followed by Luke.
 
   “Must have left the keys in here.” 
 
   Lewis seems to be totally oblivious to my and Sam's embrace, but Luke stiffens. 
 
   “Sorry.” His tone is scathing. “Didn't mean to interrupt the reunion. We'll be out of your way soon.”
 
   I pull away from Sam, squashing down the niggling feeling of disappointment. He was about to tell me something. I could feel it. But his moment of confession is forgotten as we watch Luke and Lewis barge around the room.
 
   “Luke, you want me to go with?” Don't know why I ask because I know the last thing he wants right now is to be around me. But I know I don’t want him walking away in anger.
 
   “No, no. You two obviously have a lot of catching up to do. Don't let me be the one to stand in the way of that. Just pretend I'm not here, like you always do where Sam is concerned.” His words are steeped in sarcasm. I know he can't help his anger, but his barb stings a little. Actually it stings a lot, because I know he's speaking the truth.
 
   “Jesus, Whitman. Just cause you two have been sleeping together doesn't give you free access to treat her like shit.”
 
   I close my eyes and groan at Sam's words. He has to bring that up now? He couldn't wait to approach this at a better time?
 
   Lewis finally senses the underlying tension in the room and stops his search for the keys, eyeing Sam and Luke with undisguised interest. 
 
   “You told him? Christ, Bix. Don't you think you should have waited on that?” Luke ignores Sam, staring at me in disbelief.
 
   “I didn't tell him,” I stress. “Gordo did. You know he's no good at keeping secrets.”
 
   “True,” Luke answers, his voice filled with insinuation as he glances Sam's way. “Gordo can't keep a secret if his life depended on it. Unlike some I know.”
 
   “You know, I'm growing real tired of your accusations, Whitman.” Sam steps in Luke's way, flexing his fists. Has he lost his goddamned mind? Luke has to have at least thirty pounds and three inches on him. What the hell is David doing picking a fight with Goliath? 
 
   “Both of you knock it off,” I intervene quickly. I can see this going nowhere good and fast. 
 
   “Why?” Luke surprises me with his question. “Don't you want to know the truth, Bix? Don't you want to know where Sam's been for the past year and a half? ‘Cause I sure as hell do. I think it's rather suspicious that they supposedly woke up from their 'amnesia' three weeks ago but didn't make any effort to contact us at the Grand. No effort to contact you or his sister. Why do you think that is? And I sure as hell don't buy the shit story that they had no memory of us before today. That sounds all too convenient of an excuse if you ask me.”
 
    “Stop it, Luke.” My words come out a lot harsher than I intend for the simple fact that I've pretty much been thinking the same goddamned awful thing, even if I don't want to admit it.
 
   “You're awfully judgmental for someone who's been sleeping with my girlfriend,” Sam snarls his way.
 
   Luke takes a step toward him. “I don't think abandoning her for eighteen months counts toward your good boyfriend status any longer, McKinley.”  
 
   “Okay, you two. Enough is enough. Give up the machoism and stop beating your chests at each other. We don't have time for that bullshit.” I step between them, hoping to prevent the confrontation. “Luke, get on the road with ass-st....Lewis and get our bikes. Sam, get your ass on the radio with the Grand and talk to your sister. You've kept her waiting long enough. She deserves to hear from you.”
 
    I can see the vein popping on the side of Luke's neck, so I'm left flabbergasted when he actually turns and leaves with Lewis in tow and without another word. Being the voice of reason is not in my usual repertoire. 
 
   A silence descends over the room after the echo of the slamming door fades away. Sam stands still as a statue, staring after Luke with a look of absolute hatred on his face. A look I've never seen before, and it scares me to death.
 
   “Sam?” I question and touch his arm lightly, but he pulls away from me like my contact scorches his skin. As if he suddenly realizes it's me, he runs a shaky hand through his dark curls and gives me a tiny, forced smile.
 
   “Sorry. You're right. I need to talk to Amy. Kip has a radio room. I should go.”
 
   “I'll go with you.”
 
   “No!” 
 
   I step back at the vehemence in his voice. 
 
   “I mean, that's okay. I'll get Badger to break the news gently. You...I need to go.”
 
   He walks away, leaving me standing there with no idea about what just happened. After all the dreaming and praying and hoping for our reunion, this was not what I was expecting. Not fucking at all.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   The rest of the day passes in a blur. Luke has been gone for hours and Sam, after talking to Amy and Liv, totally disappears. I'm left in a limbo of sadness, doubt, and guilt. Only highlight to the day was Amy's reaction to finding out her brother was alive. As much as he didn't want me to go with him, I made sure I was in the room when he spoke to his sister. After getting over her shock, the joy in her voice was unmistakeable. I think if it were possible, she would have hitched a ride on the radio waves to get here. Sam had been himself while carrying on the conversation with Amy, but now that it’s over, he's clammed up again. Giving me some shit excuse about needing to think things over, he'd gone off to sulk in a corner. How the hell had this day gone so wrong? And it’s made even worse by Luke's absence. If there was ever a time I needed his support, it’s now.
 
    And the icing on the top of this shit cake? I’m the one stuck explaining and detailing everything that happened so far to Cooper.  He attacks Sam's return with relentless questioning like I knew he would. And like me, he’s totally skeptical on the amnesia thing. He’s no more satisfied with their answers than I am. Plus I have to listen to him rant about Gordon and Evie following us. Like I’m to blame for that? But I bite my tongue and take it because it’s Coop. As much as I’d like to argue with him, I don’t. Total respect.
 
   After sulking myself for a bit, I decide to do something about the questions swirling in my head. The whole thing is driving me nuts.  And if Sam isn't willing to give me any answers, then I'll go to the other person that can.
 
    After asking around, I'm told where Melissa might be. I find her back in the fields, underneath the pine tree where we first saw them earlier today. Being as it's early evening, the rest of the workers are already gone...wherever it is they go. Mess hall, bunkhouse, not sure. But I'm glad she's alone. I don't want anyone else around for this conversation.
 
   She's glances up from the book on her knees at my approach and a look of panic distorts her features before she manages to conceal it. Why would my presence make her panic? Not like she has anything to hide, right?
 
   “Hey, Melissa,” I say casually and flop down beside her in the shade of the tree. “Hope you don't mind some company.”
 
   “Actually—”
 
   “Good,” I cut short her reply. This is happening whether she likes it or not. “We need to talk.”
 
   Her dark eyes flit across the field, and I can see the cogs turning. She's trying to think of an excuse. A chance to escape.  I'm not about to let that happen.
 
   “I'm really happy to see you guys back.” That part is true. I'm not lying. “But I'm damn curious as to where you all were. And I'm sorry but I can't wrap my head around this whole amnesia thing. You guys have to remember something. Where were you?”
 
   I could have eased into this I guess, but I'm running out of patience.
 
   “Why don't you ask Sam?” Her voice is a mere whisper.
 
   “I did. And he's still giving me the cock and bull story he told us earlier. That you guys didn't remember us until you saw us. I don't believe that's true. I can see it in your eyes. You remember what happened. Don't you? No matter what Sam says, you knew us as soon as you saw us today. You remembered us long before we got here. So if you knew about us and the Grand, why didn't you try to contact us? You must have people back at the Grand you consider friends and family. Why let us think you were dead when you've been here for the past three weeks?”
 
   “I don't remember anything,” she answers stubbornly. “I didn't remember any of you until I saw you today.”
 
   “We both know that's not true. You can tell me,” I say, keeping my voice gentle and trying to earn her trust.
 
   “The last thing I remember is leaving the Grand on our mission and then waking up along the side of the road,” she repeats the line like it’s something she's practiced over and over again in her head.
 
   “Think hard,” I urge. “There has to be more than that.”
 
   “That's all there is.” She clamps her lips tight like she's refusing to say anymore.
 
   “No, you're lying.” My patience has finally given out, and my voice hardens. “Now tell me the truth. We deserve to know the truth. The rest of your missing crew deserve to have the truth be told.”
 
    “No...”
 
   “The truth, Melissa.”
 
   “I can't!” She flings the book my way, and it strikes me square in the chest. “We can't...I don't remember. Leave me alone.” Before I can stop her, she leaps to her feet and scurries away like the devil is on her heels. 
 
   I think about running after her. Maybe shaking her until the truth comes out. This not knowing is killing me. But I don't. Sam will tell me the truth when he's ready. He has to. I just hope it's sooner rather than later because the ideas growing in my head and gnawing at my brain are terrifying. 
 
   The thrumming of an approaching engine lets me know Luke and the rest are back, and I mentally gear myself up for the next conversation that I know has to take place. Luke and I parted with some bad mojo earlier today. I don't like it. Something has to be said.
 
   I wander toward the army truck, watching as my crew unload what looks to be our intact supplies. Good. No one found them then. Not like there was much in Maple Haven besides leeches, but you never know who's traveling the roads. Better to be safe and bring them here until Badger is cleared to leave than just let them sit in that garage, free for the picking. Maybe Kip will be kind enough to add to our supplies. A few slices of bacon thrown in with some pears and cheese wouldn't hurt anyone. 
 
   As I get closer, I can hear the rumble of conversation along with a higher pitched laugh. Robyn. I'd know that cackle anywhere. She's standing in the rear of the truck, and I watch as she tosses Barney to Luke. Just the sight of her manhandling my bike causes irritation to start curling in my stomach. Luke catches it without effort and puts it to the side with the other supplies that Mike and Kelly are looking over. As he turns back to the truck, Robyn pretends to stumble off the tailgate, aiming straight for him. The move is deliberate, and she literally falls into his arms and they stagger back since Luke is unprepared to catch her. He trips over my bike and lands on his back, pulling Robyn on top of him.  Face to face they lay there as I overhear her throaty apology.
 
   “Oh, I'm so sorry. I tripped. Are you okay? Did I hurt you?” She runs her hands down over his chest and stomach, apparently looking for injury, because, yeah, falling on your back would injure the chest and pelvic area, right?
 
   “I'm fine.” Luke responds. “You okay?”
 
   I roll my eyes as I pull up beside them. Is he seriously falling for this?
 
   “I'm fine now,” she purrs, and I have to stop myself from gagging. Or ripping her eyeballs out. I’m not sure which I want to do the most.
 
   “You pull a groin muscle catching Bertha here?” I ask, interrupting their moment and staring pointedly at her hand uncomfortably near his crotch. 
 
     Both sets of eyes turn my way. I ignore the killing glare from one and concentrate on the cool aloofness of the other. I knew he’d still be upset with me, but that look is like a punch to the gut.
 
   Luke rolls over her and leaps to his feet with all the grace of a sleek cat, pulling her with him. Her claws hang onto his arm long after they get to their feet, reminding me of some hybrid's talons. Sticking to him like glue. Staking her claim. She couldn't be any more obvious. He ignores my sarcasm.
 
    “Anything happen while we were gone? Any miraculous memory returns?”
 
   “Nope. Although I had to endure an hour interrogation from Cooper. Thanks for leaving me with that, by the way. I feel like I've been mind fucked.”
 
    He shrugs. “Only right that you had to handle it. Sam's return is more your concern than mine.”
 
   Touché. 
 
   We stare at each other in silence. I ignore the obvious interest of the two crew members now totally pretending to be focused on looking over the bikes. Their pretense of indifference is almost funny. 
 
   “I did have an interesting talk with Melissa.” I eye the brunette still attached to his arm before turning my attention back to him. “I'd like to talk to you about it, in private. If you're not too busy.”
 
   “We are busy,” his barnacle confirms.
 
    “I was talking to Luke.” 
 
   “I don't think privacy is necessary. Whatever you want to say to him can be said in front of us all. We are a team, remember?” Oh boy, she's not even trying to hold back. I guess Sam being back means it's open season on Luke and I don’t fucking like it. 
 
   “I don't recall asking your opinion,” I throw at her coldly. “She's making your decisions now?” 
 
   He sighs and removes Robyn's hooks from his arm. “Come on. Make it quick. I have things that need to be taken care of.”
 
   I follow his broad back toward the field that I just came from, ignoring the stare piercing my shoulder blades like a knife.
 
   He stops by a towering pine, out of earshot of the others, and leans against it with his arms and legs crossed. His hair is disheveled from his romp on the ground with Robyn, and I have to stop myself from reaching out and adjusting it. Like I normally would have done before today. The brown eyes that used to regard me with amusement or desire are guarded now like he's already building this wall between us. Protecting himself from unavoidable hurt. The look wounds me to my core.
 
   “So, what's so important you had to drag me away?”
 
   Now that I have him here, I'm not quite sure what to say. To be honest, Melissa told me nothing. She denied my accusation and told me the exact thing Sam did. Yet I feel her unsaid words spoke volumes. I just don't know if I'm ready to express my gut instinct to Luke.
 
   “First, I need you to be honest with me. I know Sam isn't your favorite person at the moment. That ghost you always said came between us is now back in the flesh, so I understand you’re not happy with him being here. What I don't understand is why you don't believe him. Why is it so hard for you to believe they have amnesia? What makes you think they stayed away from us and the Grand on purpose?”
 
   I don't know why I ask him that since I think I already know the answer. I guess I just need to hear him say it.
 
   “You know why, Bix, so why you even asking? They were missing for eighteen months. You expect me to believe they remember nothing from that time?”
 
   “If it's what they say, then maybe we should give them the benefit of the doubt.” I can tell my words fail to convince Luke.
 
   “You don't believe a word coming out of your own mouth. Who you trying to convince? Me or yourself?”
 
    I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Dammit. Why is he always able to read me like a book?
 
    “I think...I think you're right. I spoke with Melissa, and I think they're covering up where they've been and what happened to them, but the question is why?” The confession comes out of me in a rush, but Luke doesn’t bat an eye.
 
   “Why do you think?” he asks.
 
   I turn my gaze from him and look over the fields on the other side of the fence where the leeches shamble about, enticed by the smell of animal blood and entrails. The sight of them makes my blood run cold, and I don't want to say what's in my head. Like saying it out loud will make it true and I don't want it to be true.
 
   “I don't know,” I whisper.
 
   “Yes you do,” he insists.
 
   “But they seem fine. I don't know why they're lying.”
 
   “Admit it, Bix.”
 
    “Ugh. It's not fair.” My whine sounds childish, even to my own ears. “We got them back.  I should be ecstatic. Everything should be perfect.”
 
   “But it's not. You know something's wrong. You can sense it, same as me. Admit it.” 
 
   “Why do you want me to fucking say it?” My confusion and hurt manifests as anger like always. “You already know what I'm thinking. Why do you want me to say it?”
 
   “Because admitting it is half the battle.”
 
   “Fine,” I huff my response. Hands on my hips, I stare past Luke's shoulder as I gather the thoughts in my head. Trying to make them coherent. “I think they were captured when they disappeared, held in those pods like the people in the warehouse we found. What else would explain their disappearance for this long? They've been alive all this time and haven't made their way back to us? Something extremely drastic kept them away, and for some reason, they don't want us to know that. Makes sense, right?”
 
    I glance back at him with huge eyes, and his silence gives me all the answer I need but not the answer I want. He agrees with me. I let out another heavy sigh and wrap my arms around myself as we go quiet once again, absorbing the ramifications of my statement.
 
   “Could be that,” he says finally. “Or maybe they ran off together. Him and Melissa. Maybe they left on purpose. You ever think of that?”
 
   I stare at him like he's just grown another head.
 
    “What the hell, Whitman? I'm finally admitting what I know you're damn well thinking, and you throw that curve ball at me?”
 
    “So you don't think that's the scenario?”
 
   “No, I don't think that's what happened at all. Sam wouldn't do that. Not to me and especially not to Amy. He wouldn't put her through that. Plus, that theory does nothing to account for the rest of his missing crew.”
 
   He nods. “Totally agree. Just checking to see how clearly you're thinking on this. Your first scenario is my belief too.”
 
   “Fuck.” That one muttered  word conveys all the unfairness of this totally messed up situation.
 
   “You know what that also means,” he says, breaking the silence. “They're most likely infected—”
 
   “No,” I interject fiercely. “You don't know that.”
 
   “Bix—”
 
   “No. They look nothing like the hybrids from St. Joseph’s. They don't look any different at all. They've been here for three weeks and have shown no signs of infection.”
 
   “You're not thinking rationally because it's Sam.”
 
    My snort is harsh. “Bullshit.”
 
   “You know what the docs said. Anyone held in those pods are already infected and will evolve, just like the ones we found.”
 
   “They don't know that. It's just a guess on their part. They all but admitted they encouraged the mutation at St. Joseph’s by interfering. Maybe Sam and Melissa and the others were infected, but the parasite somehow died? I mean, there has to be a reason why they managed to escape, right? Why they still aren't in those pods undergoing mutation? Maybe something in the process fucked up.”
 
   I expect him to argue my point more, but he appears to be considering my words.
 
   “Maybe. If that’s where they've been all this time, then yeah. Something had to have gone wrong for them to be out and unchanged.” He runs a hand through his tousled hair, messing it up even more. “Fuck. Why won't they tell us anything, though? Why the big secrecy?”
 
   “Why do you think? If you've been exposed to what they've endured these past few months, would you want anyone to know you're possibly infected? Barring our personal interest in this, what is your gut instinct to do with them right now?”
 
   His brown eyes stare into mine. “You know what I would do. Eliminate any threat.”
 
   I meet his gaze. “Mine too.” Can't believe I'm even agreeing with him on this, but I am. “But the thing is we don't know if they are a threat. We can't be sure. We need to be sure, Luke. I need to be sure. I can't lose him again...”
 
   My voice dies off as my careless admission transforms Luke's face and shuts him down. Crap. Foot in mouth syndrome hits once again. Why am I so prone to it? A curt nod is his only answer.
 
    “So what do we do now?” he asks.
 
   That's the question of the century. “I don't know,” I whisper.
 
    “We should let the others know. Let Cooper know. They can help us decide.”
 
    “No.” My objection is swift and shrill.
 
    “Bix, they deserve to know.”
 
    “Know what? We don't know anything. We can't prove anything. What we would be telling them is pure conjecture.”
 
    “I disagree. There are too many what ifs. This could go so wrong.”
 
    “No, Luke. Please, not yet. We need to know for sure. We need to give them the benefit of the doubt. Sam would do the same for you.”
 
    “Well, I'm not Sam!” Luke's voice rises and falls in an instant. He glances around, checking to see if anyone noticed his outburst before taking a calming breath. “I'm not the fucking almighty golden Sam, okay?” Hurt colors his quiet voice.
 
   My throat constricts with my own pain. “I'm sorry. I'm not comparing you. I just meant—”
 
    “I know what you meant.” His gaze hardens, and I know the look. End of discussion. “I believe the right thing is to let everyone know. I don't like keeping secrets, and I think you are being totally fucking selfish in this. But I won’t say anything to the others. Not yet. I don’t want to upset them and jeopardize the mission. Not until we get back to the Grand. Then we come clean to Coop and let him and the council handle it.  In the meantime, you think about what I said. Maybe you'll come to the realization that you're thinking with your heart instead of your head. You always did have fucking blinders on when it came to Sam. And admit it; even with all we've been to each other this past year, you still feel the same about him. Nothing has changed. You've already made your choice.”
 
   My mouth snaps shut, caging any admission. But he doesn't need to hear it to know.
 
   As if my silence angers him, he turns on his heel and leaves me standing alone under the pine. I watch him leave, my eyes following his broad back across the open field as a sharp pain burrows its way through my chest. I hate myself for hurting him. He doesn't deserve it. And he certainly as hell doesn't deserve to love someone as fucked up as me. These past few months, he has brought so much more to our time together than I ever could. His love has been absolute and completely laid bare for me to see. Without reservation or doubt, while I always held a part of me back. Watching him walk away kills me, but I know it has to be this way. Even though it feels like I've lost him forever, like I've lost my only chance for happiness, I need to let him go. It's not fair to any of us. We will never be the same now. I know it. Would it have been different if Sam hadn't come back into our lives? Would Luke and I finally have made it as a couple? I guess we'll never know. One thing is for certain. Whatever we had together is gone now. We will never be the same.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   After a miserable twenty four hours of waiting, Badger is finally given the green light to travel. I’m not quite sure how he’s going to handle riding his bike one handed, but if anything, he’s a stubborn bastard. He’ll find a way. So I’m damn thankful to be getting back on the road and having something else to occupy my mind.
 
   The hours of waiting have not been easy ones, however. Luke and Sam have both been avoiding me like I’m the last surviving carrier of smallpox. Not cool. I mean, it’s not like those two are both innocent bystanders in this whole fiasco. Then if Sam’s actions aren’t unpredictable enough, he suddenly informs us of his decision to go with us on our mission to Ottawa. I don’t get it. First he avoids me and practically all the crew, now he wants to finish our mission with us? And even more unpredictable?  Luke agrees. But his agreeing doesn't really surprise me. I know what he’s thinking. The mission is a perfect opportunity to keep an eye on Sam, to make sure he isn't showing any sign of infection. I know that man’s thoughts better than my own at times. 
 
   I try to argue the decision since I know damn well what Luke will do if Sam shows the slightest sign of infection. I’m even more scared of what I will do. That’s a decision I don’t want to have to make. So I argue that he doesn't have a bike, and that he probably won't be able to keep up the pace. Anything to deny his request. But lo and behold, Kip has bicycles; all in tip top shape and ready to go. How convenient. I swear she’s like some magical genie in a lamp. Make a wish and it will come true. Sam argues back that he won't slow us down, and the rest of the crew are tickled fifty fucking shades of pink that he wants to join us. So like it or not, he’s coming with us.
 
   Luke tries to take advantage of Kip’s generosity by asking to borrow one of her trucks. That would sure make the trip a hell of a lot faster and get us back to the Grand in record time, but she assures us the trucks are useless for any sort of long distance travel. The batteries don’t last any more than a day at the most. It will get us there, but it won't get us back and she isn't about to lose one of her prized vehicles. She likes us but not that much, so bikes it is. 
 
   Even though Luke and Lewis had found Evie and Gordon's discarded bikes while gathering our supplies from Maple Haven, Evie doesn't need hers. As much as it upsets Gordon, she decides to stay at the farm. I don't blame her. After running into that horde, I guess she’s had enough of risking her neck with us on this mission. And much to my relief, Melissa also decides to stay. It’s bad enough I’m going to be watching Sam’s every move. I don’t need to add Melissa to the list.
 
   Luke’s agreeing to my idea to not say anything about Sam until the mission is complete, has one exception.  Kip. If there’s any chance that the group they brought into the farm carry infection and can possibly pose a threat, Kip has the right to know. She agrees to keep an eye on them and to do the right thing if the need arises, which I hope to God it doesn't.
 
     So in the early morning on our second day at the farm, we head out.  Kip won’t part with her truck, but she does agree to allow Lewis to take us as far as they can before dumping us out on the highway. It cuts a couple of days travel off of our ride for sure.
 
   Despite the boost from the truck ride, it still takes us over a week to reach our destination. Days of intense riding and hours of being glued to our bikes. Luke rides us hard with barely time to sleep. I swear I'm so bowlegged by now, a subway train could pass through the gap between my thighs and I wouldn't even feel the breeze. 
 
   There's hardly been time to eat or sleep, or talk to Sam alone. Even though I've been watching him like a diabetic in a candy shop, there’s been no obvious change in his behavior or appearance. I'm not sure if it's good news or bad. Good, since Luke doesn't have to carry through on his threat. Bad, since Sam and I are still acting more like casual acquaintances than the couple we once were. It’s to be expected, I guess. Our reunion is not exactly the stuff fairy tales are made up of. And having Luke and the rest of the crew watch our every interaction like it's a circus sideshow is not helping our getting reacquainted period much either. The week on the road has left us all tired, ragged and on edge. 
 
   But on this morning, the tenth morning after leaving the farm, we come across a sign that buoys our mood. And it literally is a sign. The billboard is still pretty much intact but barely holding on to the concrete overpass above our heads. The slightest amount of weight traveling over that bridge would probably make it give way and fall.  Most of the letters and numbers are weathered and worn away, but the word Ottawa is still legible along with half an arrow pointing east. We're getting close.
 
   Luke calls a stop, and I'm glad for the break. The morning is unusually warm for the time of the year. What exactly is it now? End of September...early October? Somewhere about there. I’m not sure, but I am certain about one thing—I'm fucking hot. I'm sweating worse than a ten-dollar hooker. 
 
   I drop the stand on my bike and raise my arms above my head, stretching my back. Removing my hat, I let the slight breeze blow through my sweat soaked hair. It feels good. So damn good that I yank my coat and T-shirt over my head and strip down to just my tank top. The others follow my lead, letting the fresh breeze air us out.
 
   Dom's disgusted voice reaches my ears. “Jesus, you Sasquatch, cover up those hairy pits will ya.” 
 
   “Sure...as soon as you shave that sweater on your back, King Kong,” I respond. To emphasize my ‘fuck you’ point, I hold my arms out from my sides even further, affording him a better view. Soon as he looks away I glance down, curious to see what has offended Dom so much and grin to myself. Yeah, there's more than a little fuzz growing there. Maybe I should have snipped those babies down before leaving the Grand. Oh well, if you don't like me au natural, then don't look. I don't even bother to check out Robyn. I'm sure her pits are as smooth as a baby's bottom and smell like fucking roses, no doubt. 
 
    While Luke and Kelly take a few minutes to pour over the map, the rest of us take advantage and do a walk about. Giving our ass cheeks a break. Scruff, unlike his mistress, has come with us and is doing the opposite. After running beside us for miles, he's now lying in the grass along the side of the pitted road, taking a well-deserved break. I go crouch beside him and run my fingers through his tangled fur. He looks up at me—at least I think he's looking since you can't see his eyes through the overgrown fur—his tongue lolling and lips stretched. It almost looks as if he's smiling at me. I guess he don't mind the pit hair. I can hear Sam's quiet chuckle over my shoulder.
 
   “Damn if it doesn't look like that dog is grinning.”
 
    I laugh and glance back over my shoulder. “Right? I was just thinking the same.”
 
    “Most expressive dog I've ever seen.” Sam plops down beside Scruff in the dirt and joins me in scratching his ears. Scruff's tail starts flopping like a windshield wiper as he starts whining in pleasure, driving his head hard into our hands.
 
   “He likes it,” Sam sounds amused.
 
   “Yeah, most likely 'cause he has fleas, and you're scratching all of his itches.”
 
   “Oh.” The look of disgust on Sam's face is almost priceless as he pulls his hand away and wipes it on his jeans. He ignores my snort of derision. Instead, he pulls his attention away from the dog and focuses on the highway on the horizon. 
 
   “We're getting close. Do we have to go through the city?”
 
   I shake my head. “Don't know. Hope not. The docs said the facility is on the city outskirts. Hopefully on this side of it. Going through an unknown city? That's only asking for trouble.”
 
   His nod is solemn. “I agree.” He then turns his gaze to Luke. “I guess he'll let us know. You trust his instincts? You trust him to get us there in one piece?”
 
    My answer is simple and honest as I follow his look to the big, blonde guy. “I trust him with my life.” 
 
   I feel Sam's eyes on me before he speaks. “You used to say the same thing about me once.”
 
   I meet his silvery-blue gaze head on. “I still do. I trust you. But trust is a two-way street...don't you agree?”
 
   He gets the underlying suggestion in my voice. “Yes, but sometimes that street is icy and slippery and you have to watch your step. Doesn't mean you can't trust it. You just have to take your time traversing it.”
 
   I stare at him hard. Is he trying to tell me something? Do I point blank ask or do I let him just tell me when he's ready? I decide to wait for a bit, but when nothing more is forthcoming, I get impatient.
 
    “What the fuck does that mean, Daila Lama? If you're trying to tell me something, just spit it out.” 
 
   His snort breaks the seriousness of the moment. “You never were the most tactful of our crew. So what's the story with the dog, anyways?”
 
   Knowing he's deliberately changing the subject, I stop the questioning. I know how stubborn he is. If he doesn't want to answer, then I can ask until I'm blue in the face and I'll get nada. I shrug. “Saved him and his sixteen-year-old girl from a bunch of cannibals. Well, actually, he saved us. So I guess he's kind of our mascot now?”
 
   I plop down on the grass beside Scruff and stretch out my legs, leaning back on my elbows with my back slightly to Sam. The light touch of his finger grazing my shoulder blade sends a shiver down my spine, and I bolt back up into a sitting position.
 
   “What the hell happened to your back?” I can hear the horror in his voice.
 
   “You mean the scar or the tat?”
 
   “Fuck, there's a tat? All I see is that massive scar.” 
 
   He pulls the tank top lower down below my shoulder blade as I glance back at him over my shoulder. I can see his face distort in empathy and horror.
 
   “This is horrible. What happened?”
 
    I shrug again, trying to act nonchalant while the finger he is running gently over the scar is causing every fine hair on my body to stand at attention.
 
   “Had a run in with a hybrid. It's not as bad as it looks.”
 
   “Yeah, the scar is bad, but I meant the tat. What the hell happened to make you think getting Avengers tattooed on your back was a good idea?”
 
   The teasing look on his face and the absurd question kills me. I start laughing as I swivel on my butt to face him and slap him gently in the gut. 
 
   “You idiot.”
 
   He looks at me with complete innocence. “I'm the idiot? I'm not the one who's sitting here thinking I'm a cartoon superhero.”
 
   “Okay, enough already with the jokes. The tat was Gordon's idea. We all have one.” 
 
   He raises a brow, and I wave a hand at him.
 
   “It's a long story, okay? I'll tell you someday.”
 
   “Hmmmm, not sure if I want to know,” he laughs at me.
 
     The laughter tapers off as his eyes lower, his interest sparked by the metal chain hanging at my neck. He pulls the dragon necklace away from my chest and holds it in the palm of his hand.
 
   “Isn't this the necklace we gave Amy for her sweet sixteenth?” 
 
    I mumble, “Uh-huh.”
 
   He grins to himself. “I remember the day we found it. Boy was Cooper ever pissed at us for leaving the group that day. Not one of your smarter ideas.”
 
   My mouth falls open. “Wha....my idea? Oh no. That was all on you. You were the one with the big idea to sneak off and get this. I just followed along like some stupid pup. I swear it took a year for the puckers and wrinkles to come out of my dish pan hands.”
 
    “Nope. Not quite the way I remember the event, but if you say so.”
 
    “I do say so. I can't believe you don't remember that. You talked me into doing soooo much shit over the years. Come to think of it, you were a bad influence. What is it Liv always warned me about you? Face of an angel, soul of a devil.”
 
    He stares at me in pretend shock. “What? She said that about me? I thought Liv liked me. Way to crush my fond memories of her.”
 
   “Oh please,” I snort. “You know she's right. You always were a charming manipulator. You could talk the panties off of a nun. Even Cookie fell for your charms, and you damn well knew it and used it to your advantage.”
 
    He laughs, showing that chipped incisor I remember so well. “Maybe just a little,” he admits. He tugs gently on the chain, pulling me closer toward him as he strokes the pendant with his thumb. A soft smile of amusement lingers about his lips. “Why do you have it?”
 
   I shrug. “She gave it to me on our last mission. Said she had a dream about you, and you apparently told her I had to take it. Damn good thing I did. It saved my life from a pimp-ass ravager.”
 
   One eyebrow arches in surprise. “I told her in a dream that you needed this? And it saved your life? Damnnnn. I'm so smart it even carries over to my dream persona. What else did dream Sam tell her?”
 
   And there he is again. The old Sam: smiling, happy, and teasing. My old Sam. It feels so good to see him that I can't help the smile that stretches my own lips.
 
   “That real life Sam is a big-headed egomaniac who thinks he knows all the answers, and that he's always right.”
 
   “And? Did dream Sam tell you anything we don't already know?”
 
   The laughter that bursts out of me comes straight from my gut. “Again, you're an idiot.” I try to pull my necklace back out of his grip and move away, but his hand encircles my wrist and he lifts my hand to his face, brushing his lips across my knuckles.
 
   “I missed the sound of your laugh,” his words are throaty. Intimate. And they send a shiver sizzling up my spine. “That is one of the things I do remember vividly. Your laugh and that little noise you make in the back of your throat when we make love.”
 
   The touch of his warm lips on my skin and the smoldering look in his eyes makes me catch my breath. I nip my lip between my teeth as the air around us practically sizzles from that look. I wouldn't doubt if someone lit a match right at this moment, we would ignite into a blazing inferno.  
 
    “Sam...,” I whisper his name, but all of a sudden he drops his gaze and jerks upright like someone had just pulled a ripcord hanging out of his back. His face lightens a couple of shades as his eyes flicker over my shoulder towards a grove of pine trees. At first I think someone is coming our way, possibly Luke since Scruff takes no notice. But a glance over my shoulder tells me Luke isn't even aware of our exchange. He's still discussing the map with Kelly. I see nothing other than the trees. My eyes shift back to Sam, and he's sitting with his head cocked, like he's listening to something.
 
   “What is it?” I ask as he drops my hand like a hot potato.
 
   “We should go,” he mutters as he shakes his head and leaps to his feet, our intimacy all but forgotten. He hurries across the road and I follow in puzzlement. 
 
    “Whitman,” he calls out quietly and Luke turns in irritation. “We need to head out now.”
 
   “Why?” Luke narrows his eyes at the both of us.
 
    “I saw something moving back there in the trees. Bix saw it, too. Could be nothing, but we shouldn't take a chance. We need to move out.”
 
   Luke's gaze falls onto me, questioning what Sam is telling him. I don't know why I agree with him. I saw nothing out of the ordinary, but I find myself nodding my head and backing up Sam's story.
 
   “Everyone, move out.” Luke's voice is not loud but the strength carries the message. Move out and quick.
 
   Sam doesn't say anything else, but he keeps checking furtively over his shoulder as we pedal away. I keep glancing back as well, but nothing comes hurtling out of the trees to chase us down. I see nothing. Scruff doesn't seem to sense anything either. So why is the look on Sam's face making the hair on my arms stand up like I've just stepped onto a damn live wire?
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   Lady Luck finally decided to smile on us for a change. The research facility is actually on the outer city limits on our side of the city. No going through downtown Ottawa and fighting our way through inevitable hordes of leeches and whatever other crazy crawlies lurk in the alleyways and abandoned buildings. About damn time Luck stopped being such a bitch.
 
   Doc H is finally able to pick up transmissions from the facility, and with their radio help we easily find the side street leading to it. The trees are thick on the overgrown lane, broken only where the road runs through them. The branches over our heads meet like a canopy, creaking and rustling with movement and adding to the creepy vibe already emanating from the dark woods surrounding us. It feels like we're entering some freaky-deaky cave, and it doesn’t help that I can't get Sam's weird actions from earlier out of my head. Sunlight shimmering through the occasional openings throws moving shadows that I catch in my peripheral, adding to the unease. By the time we finally emerge out of the trees and into a clearing, my frayed nerves are at their snapping point. 
 
    The clearing is dominated by a ten-foot high brick wall, overgrown with weeds and ivy, enhancing the look of abandonment. If they've tried to stay unnoticed over the years, I think they've succeeded. There's nothing to indicate the research going on beyond that wall and no sign of life whatsoever. Other than the watchful eyes of the two guards peering through the rusted iron gate at our arrival, you would think this place was given up on long ago.
 
   As we crowd the gate, the two men become more discernible through the foliage.  
 
   “You the hotel bunch the docs inside been waiting for?” one asks, and I fight the urge to laugh at the stupid question. 
 
   How does he expect us to answer that? No. We're some other crazy, bike riding, cross country traveling idiots just here for a neighborly visit. It's what I want to say, but I bite my lip and let Doc Howarth do the talking. 
 
   “Yes. We're here at Doctor Kasina's invitation. May we come in?” Doc H asks.
 
   “What's your names?”
 
    “Doctors Howarth and Wicker.”
 
   The two guards give us the once over with weary eyes.  One grunts at the other. Must be a command grunt since the guy starts unlocking the rusted gate and pulling it open. It screams in protest like it hasn't been opened in quite a long time and prefers not to be now. I wonder to myself how long this bunch has been cooped up in here? By the look of the two guards as we pass by, I'm thinking a long time. They look as old as Moses and have matching chest length beards to boot. Not quite sure if they were put at the gate for protection or if they are actually overgrown lawn gnomes. The army fatigues they wear look worn and threadbare in spots but clean. They may not be the most intimidating guards, but at least they appear to have good hygiene. 
 
   “Glad to see you made it in one piece,” gnome one grunts at us with a hoarse voice typically associated with a lifetime smoker. “Kasina and the others are waiting for you inside. Head up the lane a bit further. We'll let the house guards know you're coming.”
 
   The lane is just a worn down foot path through the hip high garden of dry grass and sticky burrs. I sigh as I watch Scruff run through the grass with complete disregard for the stickers that are clinging to his fur like shit now. Those are going to be a bitch to get out. Stupid animal. 
 
   It isn't long until the research facility comes into view. The building appears to be more wide than high. Only two stories but spread out with a long center core and two ninety degree wings on either side. Basically, a giant H. It’s a nondescript beige color with concave, reflective windows covering the second floor and hiding the many pairs of eyes more than likely watching our approach at the moment.
 
   Four more grizzled guards stand at the steel enforced doors, although they don't appear to be as old as gnome one and two. At least these guys have attempted to keep their scraggly beards down to a short fuzz. One raises a hand in greeting as he takes the couple of steps down to meet us.
 
   “Welcome, peeps. Glad to see you made it. I'm Barclay. Leave your bikes and supplies with the boys here; they'll take care of everything. I'll show you the way to the lab where Kasina is waiting for you. She's eager to see you.”
 
   Nothing like getting down to business. These boys don’t waste any time.
 
   Luke’s smile at the guard is friendly enough, but I can tell his brain is working overtime.
 
   “No offense, Barclay, but we were promised supplies in exchange for the ones we've brought you. And while I'm sure your people can handle the exchange no issue, I'd like to have some of my own guys along on that.”
 
   Barclay nods his shaved head. “Understandable.”
 
   “Glad you see it our way. Robyn, you, Mike, and Kelly want to give these guys a hand with the supplies? Take stock of what we're getting in exchange? The rest of us will make nice with the locals.”
We split up on command, half of the crew following Barclay's men while the rest of us are herded like sheep inside. The once white-and-beige tiled floor is now stained and caked with dirt after years of foot traffic, and the air is stale with body odor. The hallway must house the resident’s rooms since doors open up at our procession and heads poke out to stare at us in curiosity. Some of the people smile a greeting. Others just watch us with the distrust associated with this shit world we now live in. I don't blame them. I'm pretty sure my look is reflective of theirs. 
 
   We're hustled an impressive distance through a couple more hallways and up a flight of stairs. The higher floor, although identical in appearance to the one below, appears to be a bit cleaner. Not as much traffic up here, I assume. The Barclay dude leads us through until this hallway terminates with armor-plated glass doors. He stops and actually swipes an ID card to get the doors to open. Seriously? Even after all the world has been through, they still have locked doors here? Don't they trust each other after all this time? The motion, while innocent I'm sure, kind of puts me on the uneasy side of the fence. Why do they feel the need to have locked doors inside the building?
 
   There are about half a dozen people in the room we now find ourselves in. No mistaking it. This is the lab. Well, I mean, it looks like a lab. It has all the right equipment and gizmos. Not like I'm an expert in lab equipment, but it looks legit to me. The people, however, look as far as removed from scientists as you can get. I was expecting fuzzy, gray-haired little geeks with glasses and lab coats. These people are dressed in casual tie-dyed shirts, jeans, and sandals. Not a white lab coat to be seen. They look more like a hippie commune than scientists. At our intrusion, a blonde in her late forties looks up from the papers she’s studying and smiles at us all warmly.
 
    “Jules,” she gushes as she steps toward Howarth and embraces him in a very familiar way. Doc H said they worked together, but from the way he's smiling at her right now, I think the relationship was a little more intimate than a work one. Who would have thought Doc H was a player in the day?
 
   “Ellen,” he returns the embrace before she finally steps back and checks him over, still grasping his forearms. 
 
   “It is so good to see you after all these years. And I'm so glad you made it safe and sound. All of you.” She smiles our way as Doc H does the official introduction. 
 
   “People, meet Doctor Ellen Kasina. Ellen, Roger here I think you know. The rest of them...well they are the reason I am still alive right now.”
 
   He goes on to introduce us one at a time. I doubt if she'll remember all the names, but she beams at us like we're her new best friends. I like her vibe right away.
 
   “Thank you all for getting Jules and Roger here alive and well. I truly believe our collaboration will be crucial in uncovering that elusive link to figuring out our enemy’s weakness.”
 
    I almost smile at that. I think it's damn funny she thinks they have a weakness. 
 
   “You brought every bit of your research?” She questions Doc H again, and he holds up his battered leather satchel he's been guarding closely since leaving the Grand.
 
   “Everything is in here.”
 
    She claps her hands. “Wonderful. I can't wait to compare it with ours. The whole lab has been in a tizzy since finding out about your arrival.”
 
   A tizzy? Who the hell says that anymore?
 
   “But no work talk yet. You must all be starving. Come. We have some refreshments waiting for you in the cafeteria.”
 
   Now she's talking. She takes no more than two steps before Doc Roger stops her with a hand to the shoulder.
 
   “First things first. Have you destroyed the building of pods you found?” All of our heads swivel his way. Did I hear him correctly? They found a nest of pods, and no one told us? When? Where? And most importantly, have they already hatched? Is there an army of those things crawling over the woods as we speak?
 
   “What the hell, people? You didn't think to mention that to us before?” Luke demands, and I can see the vein popping in his neck. He's pissed. 
 
   Kasina can tell as well. Her smile is conciliatory. “Don't worry. The pods have been destroyed and the threat contained.”
 
   Whew. The tension eases from my neck at her words, though I can tell Luke is not appeased. That is kind of a huge fucking secret to be keeping from us. What else have they not told us? Luke seems to be thinking along the same lines since he asks that very thing.
 
   “Anything else we should know? Have you seen any presence of the hybrids in this area? If there are other pods around, they may have birthed.” He glares at the two docs who had accompanied us. “Not something you should have kept from us on our travels. One thing you two should realize by now...secrets get us killed. Understood?”
 
    The two docs stand chastised like little kids, and I squirm right alongside them since I know Luke's words are aimed at me as well.
 
   “About those refreshments?” I try to change the subject. Talking about secrets and getting killed kind of makes one uncomfortable.
 
   Doc Kasina sighs as she stares at Luke. I don't like that sigh.  I've had that same look on my face before when pressured by Luke. It's an admission of guilt and acknowledgment, and I know those refreshments aren't coming anytime soon.
 
    “You're right, young man. I apologize on behalf of my brethren. I asked them not to mention the pods since I didn't want them destroyed until we had a chance to study them in their metamorphosis stage. We did get some amazing results from that study. Something I'm eager to show you all, and I guess now is just as good a time as any. This way.”
 
   We follow the blonde scientist past the curious eyes of her staff and through a side door, which leads into another smaller room with a gurney in the center. It's flanked on either side with tables loaded with surgical instruments: heart monitors, IV stands, and shit I don't recognize. Don't know why, but the sight of this room terrifies me. I get the feeling things went on here that we don’t want to know about.
 
   We pass by four metal doors, stopping at a fifth one at the end of the room. While the area we’re in is lit up like a Christmas tree, this room appears to be in darkness since no light lies beyond the circular glass window in the door. There’s no handle, only the keycard slot that Kasina swipes with the card hanging from her hip. The door opens with a soft whoosh. She smiles over her shoulder at us as she disappears inside. Doc H and Doc Roger follow without question. Even though I'm next in line, I hesitate. There's something about this I don't like. I glance back, past Dom and Gordon, searching instinctively for Luke and his reassurance. Instead my eyes fall on Sam, who's looking more uneasy than I am. In fact, he looks downright unstable. His eyes roll widely back and forth, and his face gleams with sweat in the glow from the fluorescent light above our heads. 
 
   “Come in,” Kasina's disembodied voice floats on the darkness, but I step out of the way and let the others pass. 
 
   Luke pauses as he reaches my side, but I wave him on with a muttered, “I'm waiting for Sam.” It does the trick, and he stiffens as he brushes by me.
 
   “Sam?” I question quietly as I take his arm. “You okay?”
 
   He wipes a shaky hand across his brow. “Yeah, I'm fine. Just had a bad moment...but it's passed now.”
 
   I know he's lying. I can feel him trembling under my hand, but I don't question his lie. I simply wrap his fingers in mine as we enter the room.
 
   The room isn't in total darkness like I’d first thought. A small glow emanates from the monitors lining the left side of the room, and I study them with curious eyes. They hum with activity but what exactly are they monitoring? There's nothing in the room.
 
   “Are we supposed to be seeing something here?” Dom sounds as irritated as I'm feeling. 
 
   “Oh yes,” Kasina answers as she flips a light switch, illuminating a glass enclosure immediately on my right. The distorted face of a hybrid slams against the glass; its teeth bared and snapping.
 
   “Jesus!” I scream as I bolt backwards and stumble into Sam. My yell is matched by a couple of girly screams that I don't think came from the other female in the room.
 
   “What the fuck? You couldn't warn us first?” My anger outweighs my fright as I finally realize the thing is enclosed behind the glass. Still. What the hell was she trying to prove with that dick move? 
 
   “Sorry,” she says. “I didn't think it would be awake yet. Or this agitated.”
 
    Agitated? The thing is fucking pissed, but that doesn't seem to bother the blonde doc as she walks toward the glass cell and stares at the creature. The hybrid’s one hand splayed against the glass appears normal, very much a human hand. But the other that swipes at the doc repeatedly, has talons that screech across the glass with a jarring squeal that reverberates down my spine. If the glass hadn't been between them, Kasina's head would be rolling across the floor right now like some beach ball. Unlike the other hybrids we encountered; however, the dark male face that stares out at us now looks to be more on the human side. Very unsettling. But the mouth is weirdly distorted, and the teeth that are showing are leech teeth all right. The razor-like incisors are twice the size of a human’s and snap at us with intensity. Hatred, almost. Like it wanted nothing more than to get at us and tear us to shreds.
 
   Kasina studies the creature, head cocked to the side. “Fascinating. I haven't seen it this riled up since it first birthed.”
 
   What the hell is it with these docs and their fascination with these creatures? There's nothing fascinating with their ability to rip us apart at will. I don't get it.
 
   “Why do you have that here? You told us when we spoke weeks ago that you had no idea of these hybrids. You lied to us?” Doc H questions, and his voice is a combination of disbelief and outrage. 
 
   “Lied? No. We didn't have any idea that this was even possible. Not until you told us about the rapid macroevolutionary change that occurred with your test subjects that we got the idea to carry out our own set of experiments. So before we destroyed the hive, we brought pods back to study. Like you did, Jules. The opportunity was too perfect to overlook. We had to see for ourselves. We took your research and improvised on it. While it took your test subjects weeks to mutate and change, ours only took days. We aren't sure why. Maybe the pods were at a more advanced stage of their evolution?” 
 
   Wait. What? Did she just say subjects? As in plural? I glance over my shoulder nervously, expecting another damned creature to sidle out of the dark corner.  
 
   “Subjects?” Luke asks. His tone is as hard as the look he gives Kasina. “There's only one in there. Where are the others?”
 
   “Other. We only tested two. The second didn't survive. Its transformation was more accelerated than this one. I don't believe its human host was able to sustain the rapid modifications its body was undergoing.”
 
   “So your testing killed it?” Now that's interesting. Kasina merely shrugs at my question. Either she isn't sure or doesn't want to answer me. 
 
   “You damn well know what happened to us at St. Joseph’s by meddling with these creatures. Are you insane?” Doc H's face flushes with anger. 
 
   “We are well aware what happened to your people, Jules. Trust me when I say we took every precaution to ensure our safety.” 
 
   Uh-huh. So did the builders of the Titanic, and we all know what happened there.
 
   She smiles at Doc H and places her hand on his arm again. Her use of feminine wiles to calm him down seems to work. His stiff shoulders relax at her touch. Stupid man.
 
   “We did uncover something astonishing before its sibling died, however. Multiple testing, experimenting, and observation all led us to the same conclusion.  The mutations seemed to have nonverbal communication, yet total physical awareness of each other. They were kept in separate cells with different outside variables, yet homeostasis remained the same despite the opposing environments. Whatever test one was undergoing, the other experienced it and reacted in the same way. If one was being fed, the other keened with eagerness. If one was in...pain,” she stumbles on the word and glances our way like she's ashamed of admitting they tortured the creatures. No wonder the one in the cage hates us. “The other wailed with pain and produced the same readings. One would act with a certain mannerism, and the other emulated it almost simultaneously.  It appeared to us that they were acting as a single organism.”
 
   “Soooo, you think they had a psychic link?” Dom asks and I snort at his question. A psychic link? That's just plain stupid. 
 
   “No, not psychic. You are all aware of our shared belief that these invaders have a hive mind similar to bees, yes?” She indicates to the two docs on her left, and I recall their referring to the leeches as worker bees and the new hybrids as the queen bees. I nod along with the rest of my crew. Kasina folds her hands and takes a deep breath. “How do I explain this?” She pauses, her furrowed brow indicative of her attempt to possibly offer her ideas in a way we can understand. To dumb it down for us. 
 
    “From observing these creatures, we believe that they possess a collective sentience, where all the individual multi-cellular organisms in the hive share the same genes. This causes each individual of the hive to act as a single super-organism. Whereas most singularity sentient creatures—like humans—have their own subconscious mind, these hives replace that with a superego, which acts as a collective mind, so all the creatures of the collective act as one.”
 
   Doc H is nodding at her words, his earlier anger replaced by excitement. “Yes. Yes. We believe that as well. Our observation of the leeches and the hybrids seem to indicate that they all work together toward a single objective.”
 
   “True, but there is more. The leeches over the years have shown us little intelligence. They seem to be made up of primordial instinct. Feed and repopulate. Typically, individual needs but they travel in packs. Work together as one. They don't come across as the masterminds behind infecting and dominating the humans. How did the humans end up at the hives? Once infected they had to have been controlled—herded if you will—to the hives. We don't believe the leeches capable of that task, so we came to the conclusion that there are 'super minds' involved. The master brain of the collective that controls each individual organism in its hive to do its bidding. Whether those super minds arrived with the invaders eight years ago or have evolved here over time, we are not sure. But we truly believe something more intelligent and dangerous than the leeches is in control.”
 
    I look around at the rest of my crew. Did they get the same message I did? Did she just tell us that not only do we have leeches and hybrids to worry about, but also some super baddie who gets the rest to do its bidding just by putting the idea in their heads? Please tell me I heard that wrong.
 
    “A super mind would make total sense. I can't believe we didn't think of that, Roger.”
 
    Nope. According to Doc H, I heard it right. The alien hives each have their very own Charles Manson in charge. Great. The news just keeps getting better and better.
 
    “So, does that mean if you take out the head honcho, you take out the hive?” I ask, hoping I don't sound ridiculously obtuse. I don't think my question is that stupid or difficult, but Kasina stares back at me like I'm speaking another language.
 
   “I...I really didn't consider that option. Jules?” She stares at Howarth, but he doesn't get a chance to answer. At that moment, the creature decides to slam itself against the glass, making us all jump in terror. 
 
   “Maybe we should carry on this conversation outside of this room?” Luke suggests, and I couldn't agree more. 
 
   I don't want to spend another moment looking at the half-turned creature. I guess everyone agrees since they start piling out of the room without argument. All but Sam. He stands in the corner still as a mouse caught in a trap, staring at the creature with a morbid fascination. I think I'm the only one to notice thankfully, because I swear to God, the thing stares back. And not with any of the hatred or anger it projected at the rest of us. If I had to guess, I would say its look to Sam is pleading. What the fuck?
 
   “Sam?” I question, hoping to distract him before anyone else takes notice of the creature’s odd behavior. He starts at my use of his name and turns his eyes my way.
 
   “Yes?” 
 
   “Let’s go.” 
 
   He nods but even as he starts to walk with me, his eyes go back to the creature. Like he really can't help himself. Just like I really can't help being freaked the hell out by his peculiar behavior. 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   The research facility is an impressive structure. They really do have everything they need here to survive. Well, except for food. Too bad the smart people that live here don't appear to have a clue when it comes to gardening. Neither do I really, but the look of their shriveled crops signifies that not one of the seventy people who live here has a green thumb amongst them. They desperately need help. 
 
    What little they do have is kindly shared with us. Our offering of food and a place to wash up and stay for the night is greatly appreciated. But even after eating, my mind refuses to shut down and rest like most of my crew is doing right now. Instead I agree to accompany Kelly and one of the scientists outside to the cleverly hidden garden in the back of the H-shaped building. Inside feels too stuffy and oppressing. I need to be in the fresh air.
 
    I listen half-heartedly as Kelly explains to their guy in charge the importance of crop rotation and other shit, but the words soon turn into a Charlie Brown wah-wah-wah speech as my thoughts shift to other priorities. Like that goddamned hybrid inside and Sam's reaction to it. What the hell is happening?
 
     Did I imagine Sam's reaction to the thing? No one else seemed to notice the odd interaction. Maybe it's just me. Maybe I'm being overly paranoid now, seeing shit that isn't really there. Gah! I should be ecstatic right now. Sam is back. Alive and intact and back in my life. But that little fucking asshole, Doubt, is niggling at my brain and telling me something just isn't right. I hate that bastard. 
 
   I wish I could talk to Luke. Express all my darkest fears to him. Make him aware of the guilt I carry by forcing him to keep this big secret from everyone. It would make me feel a hell of a lot better. But I also know admitting any of that would only make him want to spill the beans sooner than later about our hunch to Cooper and everyone else. And I don't want them to know. Not yet. Call me selfish, but I want Sam around where I can keep an eye on him. If Coop and the council have a twinge of doubt about Sam, he'll be gone from my life again, one way or another. I'm not ready for that.  And I know that’s a really big selfish want since if something bad happens to my crew because of this secret, then it’ll be on me. I’ll have to live with that. But Sam was…no, is one of us. We can’t just dismiss him. Not until we know for sure something is wrong. Which it isn’t. It can’t be.
 
   “Hey, can I join you?” I start at the intrusion on my reverie. I didn't even realize the man occupying my head had crept up on me in my little corner of the garden. I glance up and nod as Sam slides down the concrete wall to sit beside me on the dry grass. Leaning back against the wall, he pulls his legs up and hangs his hands loosely between his knees. He looks around at the dried up garden with its sad, droopy crops and smiles. 
 
   “It's kinda nice out here.”
 
   “Yup,” I answer. “Not bad as far as sad-ass gardens go.”
 
    He grins at me “No, I meant the quiet. I like it.”
 
   So I let him have some more of the quiet. For a bit.
 
   “Sam—”
 
   “Bix—”
 
   We speak at the same time, interrupting each other. He laughs softly, and I can't help but smile at the familiar sound.
 
   “Our telepathic link at it again. We always did do that,” he says and I nod.
 
   “Yeah, we did. We always knew when the other was about to say something important...,” I trail off, the impact of my words hitting us both at the same time. Is he about to tell me something important?
 
   “You first,” I urge him.
 
   I'm staring at his profile and the hardening of his jaw and grinding of his teeth is barely detectable, yet I notice it. I know him too well. He's gearing himself up for something. Something I probably won't like. 
 
   “I know you saw my reaction to that...thing inside. And you probably have questions.”
 
   “You think?” I mutter. He ignores my sarcasm.
 
   “They...,” he rubs a hand over his face. “They affect me, somehow.”
 
   This is it. He's finally ready to tell me. I need to approach this with caution.
 
   “Affect you? How?” I keep my voice gentle as if I’m speaking to a spooked animal.
 
   “I don't rightly know. I don't know where to begin or how to explain it to you.”
 
   “Just try,” I say. “Start at the beginning.”
 
   He finally turns to face me, and his eyes are twin pools of pain. “I can't,” he whispers. “You wouldn't understand. No one would understand.”
 
   Just seeing him in so much pain rips my heart in two. I always hated to see Sam hurting over anything.
 
   “Oh, Sammy.” My whisper is filled with empathy for his agony, and I pull his head down to mine. 
 
   I want to comfort him. I need to touch him to try and take away that pain. His forehead rests against mine, our noses touching. His breath is warm and familiar on my cheek. For a split second, I forget the last few months. I forget Sam's disappearance. I forget the pain and doubt. I forget Luke. For that brief moment, it's just me and Sam. Like it’s always been me and Sam. I don't even know why I do it, but I touch my lips to his. The kiss feels natural, the way it always has.
 
   I feel him stiffen under my hands and he immediately breaks the contact and draws back.
 
   “Jesus, Bix, don't.” 
 
   My confusion vocalizes as anger.
 
   “Why not? Why are you so different than the Sam I remember? Why can't I kiss you? Why are you avoiding me? Tell me what's going on!”
 
   “You just can't okay. Don't kiss me...don't touch me. Just don't. Not until I know for sure.”
 
   “Know what?”
 
   He presses his lips together tightly like he just realizes he has said too much. But I've had enough of pussy footing around, and I want answers.
 
   “Oh, no. Don't you dare stop talking now, Samuel McKinley. Know what? What are you so scared of? You think you're infected, don't you?”
 
   There. I said it. It's all out in the open now, and I almost feel a sense of relief at my admission. Sam, on the other hand, doesn't look relieved at all.
 
   “For Christ’s sake, keep your voice down.” He glances over his shoulder where Kelly and the scientist guy are peering at us curiously from the middle of the dried out garden.
 
   “Walk with me.” Sam leaps to his feet, grabbing my hand and pulling me upright. He doesn't let go of the tight grip as he yanks me through the garden and past the two men who had gone back to their discussion. Nothing strange about two lovers out for a stroll, I'm guessing.
 
    He pulls me past the garden and into the waist high shrubbery. We stop right in front of the barbed-wire topped brick wall at the end of the property, and he releases me. I rub my aching hand, trying to return the circulation as I glare at him.
 
   “So you finally going to admit it? You think you're infected. You think you're all infected. This whole amnesia thing is a crock of buttered shit.”
 
   “Possibly.”
 
    “Don't bother to deny...what?”
 
   Did he just admit to it? Somehow I wasn't expecting it to be that easy. Holy shit. He just admitted to possibly being infected.  An array of emotions radiate through my body at that one word answer. Disbelief, fear, anger. The whole unfairness of the situation fuels the anger, and it wins out.  I punch him in the arm—hard. I need to vent some of this anger before I explode.
 
    “Ow,' he whines and rubs his arm. “What the hell was that for?”
 
    “What do you think? Why didn't you tell me this sooner? Why all the cloak and dagger and lying to us? To me. Sam, you lied to me. Why?”
 
    He sighs and puts his hands on his hips. The pose is so quantifiably Sam that it causes a hitch in my chest, and I have to bite my lip to stop myself from crying.
 
    “Why do you think, Bix? I know you're not that dense, even if you try to be sometimes. If there's even the slightest chance that I carry some sort of infection, you think any of them will help me? Seriously? You know damn well what would happen if they even suspect what you're saying is true. They'll eliminate me, Bix. They'll take all of us out. You know that. Whitman will be the first one to volunteer.”
 
   I want to deny what he's saying, but I know he's speaking the truth.
 
   “But what if you are infected? What if you infect the rest of us?”
 
   “Do I look like I'm infected?” he grits through his teeth and runs his hand through his dark hair. 
 
   “How the fuck do I know? Do you look like that thing in the glass cage inside? No. Could you at some point? I sure as hell hope not. But I think you owe it to us all to try and find out. Maybe the docs inside can—”
 
   “No. You don't know what you're asking.” His words are icy as he interrupts me mid-sentence. “I can't let anyone suspect that, and you can't either.  I'm fine. I promise you. If I thought there was any chance I'd put you or anyone in danger, I'd tell you. Hell, I'd be the first one to off myself. Yeah, I admit, I'm different. We all are after this past year. But am I dangerous? No. We've been watching each other since we all...woke up. I guess that’s the only way to describe it. Watching for any sign of infection. We even had an agreement that we would take each other out if we saw any evidence of contagion or leech behavior. But it's been weeks now and nothing. I don't know why, but we came out of it fine.”
 
   “Came out of what fine?” I question. “Were you in those pods, Sam? Were you all being mutated into queen leeches?” The last thing I want to do is ask that question. I'm in no way ready to hear the answer. But I need to ask it. It's not just him I have to worry about. It's every one of my crew and the rest of the people at the Grand I need to keep safe. 
 
   He runs a hand over his weary face. “To be honest, Bix, we really aren't sure. I have memories, I guess, but they feel more like dreams. These months we've been gone...to us it feels like mere days. When we told Kip and her group that we had no memories, we weren't lying at first. We didn't. Everything seemed surreal. We couldn't tell what was reality and what was a dream. Hell, you were the very first image I recall, but I wasn't even sure if you were real. Not until I saw you at the farm.  Everything in our heads was a jumbled mess. Just like constant white noise with little brief snatches of words and...thoughts, I guess. I don't know how to explain it to you. But the day we woke up, we all have the same distinct memory. A flash of intense pain. Like something inside of us was severed.” 
 
   “What do you mean severed? Severed from what?”
 
   “I wish I could explain it to you better, but that's the best I can do.” He closes his eyes and his shoulders sag like they carry the weight of the world.  “I'm tired, Bix. I just want to go home and see Amy and live a normal life again. Well, as normal as our shit lives can be. So if you even have one ounce of love left for me, you won't repeat to the others what I've told you today. At least not until we know something concrete. Okay?”
 
     This is fucking emotional blackmail. He knows it, and I know it. And I fall for it like a goddamned alcoholic being offered a beer after a yearlong abstinence. 
 
   “Okay. On one condition.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
    “I won't say a word to anyone, but as soon as we get back to the Grand, you agree to a series of tests.”
 
   “What kind of tests?”
 
    I throw my hands up in the air. “Tests. Like blood tests and crap. There's a doctor there by the name of Jessica, and I trust her to keep her mouth shut if we ask her to. That way we can find out if anything is, you know, weird or shit. You promise me that, and I promise not to say anything to anyone. Not even Luke, even though he already suspects.”
 
   Sam's gray eyes cloud over with worry. “What do you mean suspects? You've already discussed this with him?”
 
   “Of course. He's not stupid, Sam, and you know he hasn't believed any of your story from the get go. But because I've asked him to, he has agreed not to say anything yet either, unless you give us reason to. He's giving you the benefit of the doubt. So am I. So do you agree to my terms?” 
 
   “Agreed.” He smiles slightly at me as his hands grab my shoulders and feather down my arms. “Thanks, Red. I knew if I could talk to anyone about this, it would be you.”
 
   He pulls me into a hard, unexpected embrace, planting a light kiss on the top of my head. Not exactly the type of kiss I'm used to from him, but until we know for sure about his condition, I know he doesn't want to risk anything. I hug him back just as hard, so glad he's finally come clean with me. It feels like we're back on track, and I don't want him to let go. But he does, and as he steps back, my field of vision opens up to the observer watching from the other side of the garden. I don't know how long Luke has been standing there, but he definitely saw the embrace. Even across the span separating us, I can feel the hurt radiating off of him. I watch as the last bit of brick and mortar solidify in that emotional wall he started erecting back at the farm, shutting me out completely. The brown eyes harden, the shoulders stiffen, and he turns his back to me and walks away.
 
   For fuck’s sake. Of all times for Luke to be creeping around, why now? Why did he have to see that exchange? Not that it was a romantic gesture of any kind, but he doesn't know that. Sam notices me tense and follows my gaze to Luke's retreating back.
 
    “Uh-oh. I'm guessing you didn't want him to see that.” 
 
   No, I did not. I've done enough to hurt Luke. He doesn't need me to do anything else to rip him up. I feel like some stupid-ass cheating girlfriend, yet the man I supposedly love is the one in front of me. This situation is so fucked up. But I don't say any of that to Sam. All I say is, “We should go rest. We're heading out early.”
 
   He nods, agreeing with me and takes the lead. As I watch Sam walk ahead of me, I can't help but think I shouldn't have made the promise to keep things from Luke. He is my leader...and my friend. He deserves to know. What were his exact words to the docs earlier? Secrets get us killed. I hope to God that promise doesn't come back to bite me in the ass.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
    To say I’ve slept any over the past four days since leaving the research facility would be a lie. I should be elated that we completed a successful mission. We delivered the two docs intact and put them on the road to our redemption. We delivered our cargo, received our fair trade in return and made contact with another group of survivors, who although slightly crazy, seem harmless enough. And we did all this without any causality to our crew.  Now we’re finally on our way back home and I should be ecstatic. 
 
   Instead, I’m a complete and utter mess. Between the things Sam has told me floating around in my head, keeping his secrets from Luke and the others, and watching Sam for any weird change in appearance or behavior, I've barely slept a wink. The sleep deprivation must be affecting my usual sunny disposition too, since Gordon has told me on more than one occasion that I'm like a bear with a sore tooth and its paw caught in a trap. Fuck him. And I'd tell him that, too, along with the helpful advice to go take a long walk off of a short pier if I had the energy.
 
   So I’m more than a little relieved when Luke calls a stop to this evening’s ride a little earlier than usual. Soon as we stop, I pry my frozen fingers from the bike handlebars and lift the fingertips to my lips, blowing on them to warm them up. Over these past couple of nights fall has made itself known, and I'm real glad for Mrs. D's gift of the half-gloves or else I would have chunks of ice where my hands should be. She was really thinking ahead on that one. God bless her enlarged, alcoholic heart. 
 
   Man, it’s freezing right now. Every breath I take is accented by little puffs of white, and the tip of my nose is so raw I could probably give Rudolph a run for his money. 
 
   I'm almost tempted to take a sip of the whiskey still stashed in my coat pocket. That would sure warm the cockles of my heart—whatever the hell that means—and help settle my jittery nerves on the Sam situation. I'm an emotional wreck. One minute I look at him and I'm thrilled he's back; the next minute I'm terrified his fingers are going to grow talons and rip my head off. My mood swings are yo-yoing up and down quicker than a whore's drawers.  But I don't take a nip. As much as it would probably help me sleep, I need my wits about me. I need to keep Sam under a watchful eye. We can't get back to the Grand soon enough and have Jess run those tests. I think only then will I truly be able to rest easy.
 
    The reason for our quitting early beckons to us from the field off to our left. Nestled in a small grove of pine trees sits the weathered remains of an old barn, most of its red paint peeled away now exposing the bare planks underneath. But it's shelter and if those dark clouds above our head are any indication, we’re going to need it tonight.
 
   The inside of the barn is a pleasant surprise. While one side of it is missing pieces of the roof, the side above the hay loft is intact. Nice and dry and a perfect place to sleep if you don't mind the moldy smell coming from the few remaining bales of petrified hay. The smell is irrelevant to the bigger picture; the two metal barn doors. They actually still function, which means we can bolt them and keep ourselves locked up nice and safe. As snug as a bug in a rug for the night. Perfect.
 
    After settling in I ignore the fireside banter and camaraderie, choosing instead to take my tin of hot soup and sit off to the sidelines. There must be some truth to Gordon's bear analogy since no one offers to keep me company. Not even Gordon himself, and he's usually my shadow out on missions. Even Scruff ignores me as he lies next to Mike, soaking up the ear scratches and gnawing on some bone he found along the way. The bone doesn't appear to be human. It doesn't look big enough, but I try not to look at it too much.
 
   I watch as Sam and Badger talk, laughing occasionally like there wasn't a fucking thing wrong with the world. He catches my eye every now and again as he glances up, and in those moments I see the old Sam. It irritates me to no end. How can he sit there and pretend nothing is wrong when alien infection may be running through his blood? How can he be so casual about it?
 
   He's not the only one catching my look. Luke is just as quiet as I am, although he sits with the rest of them. Robyn is attached to his left hip like a gun holster. She keeps whispering to him. He doesn't say anything back, but his gaze keeps shifting to Sam and then to me like we are the objects of Robyn's whispers. I wonder what she’s saying. Has he told her anything of our suspicions or has she come to her own conclusions? Do they all suspect Sam is infected? Are they already making plans to eliminate him? I’m desperate to speak to Luke, but his stone-cold look shuts me down every time I get close and I lose my nerve. Gah! This shit is driving me crazy.
 
    The thoughts in my head are like a whirlwind, and they don't ease up at all. Long after everyone has turned in for the night, that whirling eddy still circles around my brain. Regurgitating all the worries and fears that I manage to keep at bay during daylight hours. 
 
   My unease is made even worse by no one being on watch tonight. Since we are locked inside, we've all been given a reprieve. Anyone tries to get in; Scruff will be as good as any alarm system. It still doesn't help me find any peace in sleep. So I lay there, staring up at the ceiling, and listening to the monotone of raindrops and hail as it hits the roof and drip through on the other side of the barn.
 
   Plop. Plop. Plop.
 
   I concentrate on the sound, using it as white noise, and eventually my eyelids grow weary and I give in to the temptation of nothingness.
 
   * * *
 
    I don't know what awakens me. Not quite a thud or a thump, but it's a sound composed of stealth and sneakiness and my brain instantly tells me it shouldn't be there. I wake up, motionless. I no longer hear the rain splattering on the roof and it registers with me that some time must have passed by. The rain and hail have stopped. There’s no sound….of anything. Maybe I dreamed the noise? I hold my breath, my ears straining to pick up on it again. 
 
   Thump.
 
   I turn my head toward the door and the shadowed silhouette barely visible in the faint glow of moonlight filtering through the holes in the roof. Someone is at the door all right, but the doors are still closed, so it's obviously someone trying to get out, not in. Call it intuition. Call it a hunch, but I know it's Sam. Maybe I'd chosen a spot close to the door for this purpose. Like deep down I was waiting for him to make a move and here it is.
 
   I watch him as he releases the lock in silence. I don't know why I don't call to him. Why I don't ask what he's doing. His movements are plainly those of someone who doesn't want the rest of us to know what he's up to. The door opens a crack and he squeezes through and disappears into the night. I get to my feet, my first instinct to wake Luke. But he's on the other side of the sleeping crew, and Sam is already out of my line of sight. If I don't hurry now I'll lose him, and I have a gut feeling I need to see what he's up to. Besides, if he's actually just going to take a number one or two-well-it'll be awkward for all of us.
 
   No one wakes as I make my way toward the door. Scruff emits a low whine as I pass by, but I quiet him with a whispered, “Stay” and he obeys. Belting my knife sheath around my waist as I go, I line up with the crack in the door and peek through outside.
 
    The absence of cloud cover illuminates Sam clearly as he takes a couple of steps and then pauses, his head cocked to the side like he hears something. I listen as well, trying to hear what has caught his attention. At first I hear nothing, and then it strikes me. I hear nothing. The serenading frogs and crickets that are our usual night-time lullaby have all fallen silent. The silence is almost blaring. The next thing I notice is the weapon hanging over his shoulder. Something tells me he's not out here to take a leak. 
 
   Suddenly he spins like he’s finally located the elusive sound and starts hiking toward the trees. 
 
   What the hell did he hear? Is it something he perceives as a threat?  And if so, why is he going after it alone? I question if he’s maybe suffered some sort of brain damage during his missing months. Why else would he do something so stupid?  And if that is the case, then what’s my damn excuse since I now seem to be the second idiot following the first.
 
    The smell of wet pine and damp earth assaults my nostrils as I trail him straight into the woods. The trees don’t grow thick here and I can see Sam's pale flashlight bobbing up ahead. He took the time for a flashlight and a weapon. This was not on the spur of the moment. He's prepared. But for what?  Using his wobbly light as a guide, I track him as he negotiates his way through the thick roots and low hanging branches.
 
   I’m far enough behind so he doesn't hear me, yet close enough to keep the beam of light in sight. The further we walk away from camp, the more my unease increases. Where the hell is he going? If he’s really just looking to take a leak, then he has one serious case of performance anxiety. Part of me wants to yell out. Tell him to wait up. The other part, the terrified part, wants to turn around and go back. It doesn't want to see or even know what Sam is up to. 
 
   He keeps walking. The trees start to thin out even more now, and I can hear the rush of a river close by. I choose the thickest pine to hide behind as Sam finally stops by the river bank. The night sky is hemorrhaging moonlight, revealing him in full view. He turns slowly in a circle, looking for something. Or someone. Did he realize I was following him all along?
 
   He turns my way, but his eyes pass over me, oblivious to my presence. I catch a glimpse of his face, and a cold shiver races down my spine. His face looks vacant. Empty. The memory of my nightmare of him changing into one of those hybrids resurfaces, and I almost turn tail and run. That is until I see what's approaching him from behind.
 
   Icy fingers start kneading at the top of my neck and working their way down my spine. A metal taste coats my tongue, and I lick my lips trying to get the spit flowing to wash the fear away. I try to scream at Sam to run, but the words stick in my throat and all that comes out is a whimper of fear. 
 
   The creature materializes from the darkness like it stepped out of some parallel dimension. One minute it isn't there and the next it is. It scuttles toward Sam's back, the tell-tale noise of its claws dulled by the spongy ground. Sam has no idea what’s coming at him, and it's moving in for the kill.
 
   “Sam! Behind you!” I scream in warning, making my presence known. The creature pauses in its attack and turns my way. I pull my knives, distracting it and hopefully giving Sam the opportunity to put enough distance between him and it to take his shot.
 
   As intent as it had been on Sam earlier, I can feel its gaze cutting me down now. It starts heading my way, and I grip my knives tighter.
 
   “Sam, aim for the head,” I holler at him and glance his way, hoping he's in position. Only he's not in position. He's not aiming or running or moving. Hell, he hasn't even pulled his weapon. He's just standing there with the same empty look as earlier, apparently not even aware we're in mortal danger. What the hell?
 
   “Sam, a little help here!” I'm panicking now and trying to get him to move his ass as I back up, but my yell goes unheeded. The hybrid closes the distance between us at such an alarming rate I don't even have time to turn and run, which would be pointless anyway. I can't outrun it through the woods. Instead, I make the decision to defend myself and hope I survive long enough for Sam to kill it.
 
   I brace myself as the thing leaps, and I catch the stench of old blood. Its last meal, no doubt. I try to sidestep it at the last possible moment, determined not to be its fresh kill. I attempt to whirl out of its reach and get behind it. The frantic idea unfolding in my head is to stab it at the base of its spine and hopefully debilitate it. As if it anticipates my move, one clawed arm swipes out and clotheslines me, jerking me off of my feet and slamming me to the ground. The knives fly out of my grasp as I land hard on my back.
 
   Gasping for air, I stare up at the hovering shadow of death. An involuntary scream of terror leaves my lips as the thing attacks.
 
   Its savage strength is overwhelming as it straddles me, the talons pinning my shoulder to the ground through my jacket. My free hand instantly flattens in the middle of the scaly chest as I try to push it off of me. Through my terror, I glimpse its face in the light of the moon. The gray eyes glare at me with a look of pure hatred. It’s such a human look that I'm taken aback. My sweaty fingers slip down its torso, encountering holes along the way and the connection fizzles at the back of my brain. The holes are bullet holes. This thing has been shot up already. This can't be one of the creatures from St. Joseph’s can it? We fucking blew those things up. This can't be one of the same, but the look of hate mingles with recognition. It knows me. This attack is personal. And I'm in deep shit.
 
   The hybrid snarls at me as the mouth starts to protrude. The lips pull back from the rows of long, razor sharp teeth, stretching beyond belief. The transformation must take only seconds, but it feels like time has slowed to a sluggish crawl. Feels like this thing has been hovering over me forever. Spittle forms at the corner of its lip and glistens silver in the moonlight before dripping onto my cheek. It's literally frothing at the mouth, eager to drink me dry. The disgusting drool seems to kick start my fight-like-fuck mode, and a strange calm sets in as I struggle to rise above my fear. I need to think clearly, or this ugly bastard is going to be the last thing I ever see.
 
   Its snapping canines move in, diving towards my neck.
 
   It’s going to rip my throat out.
 
   Jerking my head out of its trajectory just in time, it misses my jugular by a mere inch. Lashing out, I slam my fist hard into the thing’s humanoid nose. I feel the bone break under my knuckle with a satisfying crunch. It doesn't slow it down. Instead, its look of hatred only intensifies, and it poises one long talon above my chest. Its intention is quite clear. It means to drive that damn thing straight into my heart.
 
   The sharp claw falls, and the impact is like a sledgehammer to my torso. Fear and pain choke the scream from my throat as I feel a wave of wetness ooze over my chest. This is it. I'm dying. Blood is spurting out of my punctured heart. So why does it smell like whiskey?
 
   Jesus Christ! Mrs. D's flask! It stabbed the stupid flask, not me.
 
    I don't have time to thank my lucky stars since the hybrid and I come to the conclusion at the same time. I'm not dead. Apparently, that only seems to piss it off even more because it raises the other claw that had been pinning me to the ground and swings at my neck. Images of Taylor's decapitated head cloud my vision, and I react instinctively, blocking the oncoming strike with my right forearm and reaching for my knife with my left hand.
 
   Where the fuck is it?
 
   My frantic fingertips finally come in contact with the cold steel. I struggle for a decent grip, but it keeps slipping out of reach. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   “SAM!” My cry is desperate. Pleading. Why isn't he helping me? My luck is going to run out sooner rather than later, and he's just watching.
 
   “HELP ME!” I scream, hoping for it to carry through the trees to my crew. The hybrid’s claws come down on either side of my head, positioning itself for the best biting angle. I push against its chest with the arm between us, but I'm no match for its strength. Its head lowers toward mine. Fetid breath encases me, smelling of rotted blood spiced with feces. I gag on my scream. One clawed hand settles around my jaw, almost like a loving caress as it forces my head back, exposing my throat.
 
   Sammy.
 
   “Stop!” The tortured cry comes from over the creature’s shoulder. Sam doesn't shoot the bastard in the head like I told him to do. He's still rooted in place, not even having drawn his weapon. Yet his strangled cry of protest is enough to make the creature hesitate in puzzlement and shift its attention to Sam. That second of hesitation is all I need.
 
   I lunge to the left, finally getting a grip on my blade. I yank it up and swing at the thing’s head, putting my whole weight behind it. The knife enters at the hybrid’s temple and sinks up to the hilt. Taking advantage of its shock as it fumbles for the knife, I roll from underneath it and scurry sideways on my elbows and heels like some overgrown crab. The creature falters for a bit, swiping at the blade handle protruding from its brain like it's swatting at a mosquito, before its eyes roll back in its head and it topples over.
 
   I stay down on the ground. I don't trust trying to stand. Instead I lay there, sucking in huge gulps of air, my panicked whistling echoing in my ears. I can't stop shaking there's so much adrenaline pumping through my body. I keep staring at the hybrid lying just inches from me, expecting it to get back up. But it doesn't move.
 
   Finally, my breathing slows, and I push myself to my feet. Sam is still standing exactly in the same position. But as I watch him, he shakes his head like he's waking up from some paralysis and searches for me. His head swivels before settling his panicked gaze on me, and he staggers in my direction.
 
   “Jesus, Bix. Are you ok? Are you hurt?”
 
   I meet him head on and shove my palms into his chest, pushing him as hard as I can. The blinding rage filling me at the moment urges me to punch him hard in the face and break his goddamned nose just like I did with the mutant.
 
   “What the fuck?” I yell. He stumbles back confused, but I move with him. “What the fuck?” I scream it in his face as I shove him again. “What. The. Fuck?”
 
   The last push nearly sends him into the river. I'm not sure if the hot tears scalding my face right now are from anger or fear, but I do know not being able to stop them is pissing me off ten times more. I nearly fucking died, and Sam just stood by and did nothing. Why am I even wasting my tears on this dipshit?
 
   “Bix. Stop.” He holds his hands up in a silent plea.
 
   “Stop? You want me to stop?” My voice rises. “Guess what? I wanted you to stop that thing from ripping my throat out. And what did you do? Sweet dick all. What the hell?” I clench my fists at my sides, hating the tears that won't stop falling and hating him. Wanting to lash out at him. Instead, I pull my hands up and run them through my hair, ripping at the roots. “Arghhhh!”
 
   My scream is filled with frustration and anger and fear as I stride away from him, not trusting myself  to not hurt him in some way. After I've put some distance between us, I turn back.
 
   “What the hell, Sam? Why didn't you help me?”
 
   “I'm sorry,” he whispers.
 
   “You're sorry? You're sorry?” I step toward him again. “I'm the one who's sorry. Sorry for warning your stupid ass and expecting you to make the same gesture to try and save mine. Were you seriously going to stand there and do nothing? Huh, Sam? Were you really going to let me die? Did you want me to die?” My voice catches on the last question.
 
   He flinches at my words. I know I'm being harsh, but I can't help the verbal diarrhea spewing out of my mouth. 
 
   “No.”
 
   “No? Then why hell did you stand there and do nothing?”
 
   “I wanted to help you...I just couldn't”
 
   “You couldn't? Ha!” My bitter laugh echoes through the trees. “That's a shit excuse if I've ever heard one.” He steps my way and lays his palm on my arm, but I yank it out of his grasp. “Don't touch me. Don't you fucking touch me, Sam Mckinley. You miserable piece of chickenshit.” I try to walk away, but he grips my arm tighter.
 
   “Listen to me, please.” His voice is raw, and the pain in it obvious. “I wanted to help you. But I couldn't.  That thing...that thing was in my head, stopping me. Like it was controlling me. On some level, I was watching you fight it and screaming inside. Screaming like a useless piece of shit. Dying because I couldn't move. I couldn't get to you. Jesus Christ, Bix, that was the most horrible experience of my life...watching you fight and not being able to help. Please. You have to believe me.” 
 
   What he is telling me sounds like utter and complete bullshit, but the pain and sincerity in his eyes is real. The tears trickling down his cheeks are real. Of that I have no doubt. He's telling me the truth, or at least what he believes to be the truth. 
 
   I unclench my jaw and take a couple of deep breaths, trying to calm myself down. I need to get this anger under control, so I can figure out what the hell just happened. 
 
   “I don't understand what you're telling me,” I say finally, wiping the tears off of my cheeks with the tips of my fingers.
 
   “You and me both.” He rubs his face and eyes with both hands as if trying to wash away the memory of what just happened.
 
   “What do you mean it was in your head?”
 
   “I don't know how to explain it—”
 
   “You almost let me die so try, dammit!” I snap again. Calm down, Bix. I take a deep breath. 
 
   He looks at me with such sorrow I almost feel guilty for my reaction. Almost. Turning his back to me, he wanders to the riverbank and stares into it like he can’t stand to face me any longer.  I follow him, glancing around with wary eyes. Competing with the anger is the fear that another one of those creatures will come crawling out of the woods. I make a similar comment to Sam, but he just shakes his head at me.
 
   “No. There are no more around. Not close enough for us to worry about.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because I can't hear any thoughts in my head. None that are audible anyways.” He glances back at me. “I can hear them quite loudly when they're near.”
 
    I stare at him for a bit, weighing in on this tidbit of info and wondering if it's adding to my anger. Can I even get any angrier?
 
   “What? You can hear them? You can fucking hear them in your head like Kasina was talking about? And you didn't think that was pertinent enough to tell me along with the rest of the shit back at the facility?” Yup. I guess I can get angrier. “Jesus H. Christ, Sam! That's a damn important bit of info to leave out, don't you think?”
 
   “I told you they affected me. I didn't lie.”
 
   “Yeah, you damned lied. You lied by omission. When you said they affected you, I thought you meant they gave you the fucking heebie-jeebies or some shit. You didn't say they were in your head like a split personality. You didn't tell me that.”
 
   “I wanted to tell you. I tried. But the words just wouldn't come out in any way that wouldn't make you look at me differently. In horror.” He takes a hesitant step toward me, hands out in a pacifying gesture. “Like you are doing right now. You're scared of me.” 
 
     “Ya think?” I ask as I step back a couple of steps. “You just told me you hear them in your head. Kasina said they all do that because they're one organism. Does that mean you are one of them, too? Are you part of a hive, Sam?”
 
   The last question comes out as a whisper as if what I'm saying is too horrific for me to say aloud.
 
   “No, I'm still me, Bix. I'm still Sam.”
 
   I shake my head at him as he takes another step toward me. “No, I don't think so. The Sam I know wouldn't have almost let me get killed by that thing.” I point to the creature lying on the ground. “He would have tried to save me, just like I tried to save--” I stop mid-sentence and my words die as a cold knot of knowing clinches tight in my gut. “No, I didn't save you because it wasn't attacking you. Its intention wasn't to hurt you at all. You came here to meet it. Didn't you?”
 
   “No!” He inches closer and I back up more. His eyes plead with me to understand. “No, it's not like that at all. I didn't come to meet it. I mean I did, but not in the way you think. I knew it was close. When they're close I'm....drawn to them. It's like...I don't know...like a damn itch in your brain and the only way to scratch it is to give into it. But I thought I could kill it. Get rid of it, so it wouldn't hurt any of you.”
 
   “Sam, you're not making it any better,” I whisper at him, trying desperately to understand what he's telling me.
 
   “I can't explain it, Bix. I really can't. When it's in my head...whatever it is...it's like it controls me. But I fought it this time. Don't you see? That's good. It wanted me to watch while it killed you, but I fought it. I surprised it by fighting its control, giving you the chance to kill it. Don't you see, Bix? It didn't have total control over me like it thought.”  
 
   He sounds relieved like that's a good thing. I see nothing good about this whole conversation. All I'm hearing is that Sam is somehow linked to those creatures, and they have power over him.
 
   “This changes everything,” I say to him.
 
   “No...”
 
   “Sam. We have to tell Luke. I can't let you put anyone else in danger. We can’t wait any longer.” My voice strengthens with each word because finally something is making sense to me. Luke needs to know. Luke will know what to do. 
 
   “Bix...”
 
   “BIX! SAM!” the voices calling from the woods sound close and very worried. The crew are looking for us, and they'll be here soon.
 
   Sam steps my way, grabs my hand with one last plea, and stops me from yelling out to them. 
 
     “We'll tell Luke. I promise. But just not tonight. I’m fine, trust me. But he’ll make me leave, Bix. Or worse. Help me. Please. Just give me the time to prove I’m okay.”
 
   I yank my hand out of Sam’s grasp as hard as his pleading yanks at my heart.
 
   “Bix?”
 
   I answer Luke's yell with one of my own. “Over here.”
 
   They come crashing through the trees: Luke, Mike, and Gordon with Scruff leading the way.
 
   “We thought we heard screaming earlier and noticed you guys were miss—Jesus!” Gordon does a double take and nearly jumps a foot in the air as he almost trips over the hybrid carcass on the ground. “I just nearly shit myself. Is that what I think it is?”
 
   “Yeah. The reason for the earlier screaming,” I answer, my eyes searching Luke’s face as if I can find an answer there to my inner turmoil.
 
   “Are you guys okay? Did it hurt you? Where did it come from? Are there any more? Who killed it?” Gordon quickly overcomes his fright and starts a staccato line of questioning.
 
   “We're fine,” Sam answers before I have a chance to. “Bix killed it. Lucky shot with a blade to the head.”
 
   “Yeah, lucky,” I echo, but my words are hollow.
 
   “What were you two doing out here?” Luke holds no punches with his question, and his hard eyes tell me he expects nothing but the truth. As I open my mouth to speak, I feel Sam tense beside me and catch his breath, terrified of what I'm about to say. Truth be told, so am I.
 
   “Stupid really. I couldn't sleep, so I decided to get some fresh air. Sam heard me get up and decided to join me. We heard something prowling around in the trees, so we followed it to make sure it wasn't a gang of ravagers or something trying to sneak up on us. Damn thing led us into the woods, and we were stupid enough to fall for the classic backtrack as it swerved around us and attacked.”
 
    I feel Sam relax as the lie falls from my lips. The decision has been made and a line crossed. I've never lied to Luke before, and I'm glad for the darkness hiding my expression since I’m pretty sure the bold-ass deception is written all over my face and I feel like a complete and utter shit-stick. I don't know if he believes me or not. His face is unreadable in the shadows. 
 
   He regards me in silence, and I fidget under the perusal. Finally he says, “Stupid is right. Are there any more of these around we should be worried about?”
 
   I shake my head. “No, I don't think so. None that we could see.”
 
   “But if Kasina is right, they don't usually travel alone. The rest of its hive may be around here somewhere.” Gordon looks around like he expects them to start dropping out of the trees. It's on the tip of my tongue to tell him we apparently have a hybrid detector in our group, and he doesn't have to worry but I stop the words from tumbling out just in time.
 
    “Gordon's right. We should get out of here. Keep alert,” Luke says. 
 
    That's it? That's all the flak we're getting from Luke? No third degree or interrogation? Well, that was damned easier than I thought it was going to be. And I feel fucking sick about the whole thing. I just lied to my crew and Luke. A man I trust with my life. I may have just put their lives in danger all for the sake of saving Sam. What the fuck am I doing? If something goes wrong, is his life worth theirs?  Searching deep for an answer, I ignore Gordon's puzzled “Why do I smell whiskey?” as we start our trek back.
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Sam keeps trying to whisper to me the whole walk back to the barn, but I brush him off. I don't want to talk. I'm angry. Angry at him for forcing me to choose between him and Luke. Angry at myself for doing it and lying to my crew. Angry at Luke for giving up on me so easily. Right when I needed him to keep questioning me and everything about Sam, he's chosen to walk away without a fight. Can’t he see how much I need him right now? 
 
   And really, what is there to say to Sam? Yeah, I know you're possibly infected and dangerous and mind fucked by those hybrids. Yeah, I lied about the whole thing and didn't tell on you to the rest of my crew. I didn’t enlighten them to the fact that just being around you may be detrimental to their health because I don’t want anything to happen to you. I mean, really?  When you break it down like that it sounds so bad.
 
    Robyn, Dom, Kelly, and Badger watch our return with interest as we pile back into the barn. Robyn's gaze flickers back between Luke and I, trying to read our body language.
 
   “You found them,” she says to Luke as passes her by and settles his gun on his sleeping bag.
 
   Duh. Obviously.
 
   “No one looks the worst for wear. Told you they probably just snuck off for a lover's dalliance. And that Bix's screaming was just Sam fucking her brains out—”
 
   I leap at her with all my pent up anger at Sam and Luke. If I can't take it out on them, then she is the perfect punching bag.
 
   “Shut your pie-hole, you stupid bitch.” I give her a swift right jab to the shoulder and she stumbles back a couple of steps. “You have no idea what happened out there.” I'm screaming at her now as she quickly recovers and comes back at me, eyes glittering with anger. I ready for her attack, but my fist doesn't get to make contact again. Luke steps in between us, blocking her from my view.
 
   “So not the time for your goddamned temper,” he growls down at me as he pushes me away non-too gently from Robyn, almost taking me off of my feet. 
 
   I stare at him with a mixture of anger and confusion. He's never manhandled me like that before. Ever. What the fuck is happening to us?
 
   “We don't need to be turning on each other. We have enough to worry about at the moment. Bix is right about one thing, though. You have no idea what happened out there, so stop with the stupid assumptions.”
 
   Luke razzing out Robyn kind of makes me feel a tiny bit better, even though I'm still itching like crazy to take my self-hatred out on her. Robyn glares at me with a look that promises revenge and tells me I may still get that chance.
 
   “Well, then, why don't you tell us what happened out there?” Badger asks in a soft voice, trying to subdue the situation.
 
   “They ran into a hybrid. They managed to kill it, but if what Kasina told us is correct, they don't travel alone. Not exactly good news. With that being said, we can't take the chance of traveling in the dark. Leeches I'd take the chance with but not those things. We stay put until morning. Kelly, you and I will take first watch. Mike, you and Robyn up next. Dom, Sam and Badger, then Bix and Gordon. Got it?”
 
   We all nod in silence at Luke.
 
   “Good.” He sighs in exhaustion. “I know it's asking a lot but try and get some rest. We'll leave at first light. The sooner we get back to the Grand, the better I'll feel.”
 
    “You and me both,” Mike grumbles. “Being out here in the open like this is creeping me the fuck out. You don't know where those damn mutants could be hiding. They can pop up at any moment.” 
 
   If only you knew the half of it, my friend.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   The next few days pass in a haze of intense riding and lack of communication. The friction between myself and Luke and Sam seems to be rubbing off on everyone. There's no talking or joking or singing like before. Hell, even Gordon has gone quiet. I thought that was nearly impossible. No tidbits of useless information or annoying facts get rattled off to us. It's like everyone is caught up in their own little personal world of anxiety. It's almost a relief when we meet up with the small horde of surviving leeches left behind in Maple Haven. The act of defending ourselves and dispersing of the enemy is routine and almost brings normalcy back to our group. At least it makes us feel like a tight-knit, working unit again. And as warped as it is, it eases my mind some to see Sam contribute to the kills. I guess the mind control is exclusive to the hybrids. Or the super-mind? Or whatever the fuck else Kasina was talking about.  
 
   Passing by Kip's farm is a well needed reprieve from our daily gloom. With their ever watchful eyes on the road, they know of our approach and come out to meet us, bringing gifts of water, pears, and bacon. Kip is really starting to grow on me. I guess I can handle the crazy as long as it comes wrapped up in plenty of bacon. Her promise to alert the Grand of our imminent arrival and agreeing to start up a trading system with us gives me something to smile about for the first time in days.
 
   Even Evie has decided to join forces with us again, lifting Gordon's spirits at least. He and Scruff are ecstatic to have the girl back, and it looks like she's actually forgiven him for putting her in danger. Good. It's nice to see the smile back on the kid’s face, and his more jubilant mood seems to lift all of our spirits. A soothing, temporary balm to our raw nerves. The city skyline on the horizon a few days later seems to do the rest. We’re home.
 
   The sight of the city must put “General” Luke in a good mood as well since he calls for a break. About fucking time. We've been riding for hours already, and the sun is barely up. I've come to the conclusion that I don't like the new Luke much. But I guess I only have myself to thank for that since he’s a by-product of my actions.
 
   “Never thought I'd say this, but I'm so glad to see that disgusting stink hole of a city.” Dom stretches his back as he stares at the horizon.
 
   “Never thought I'd say this, but I couldn't agree with you more,” I mumble his way. 
 
   My words seem to tickle Gordon's funny bone and he laughs. “Holy moley. Mark this day on the calendar. You two are actually agreeing on something? Rare.”
 
   “You got that right,” his brother agrees with the young ginger. “That only happens once in a blue moon.”
 
   “Actually,” Gordon begins, and we emit a universal groan since we all know where this is heading. “That saying is totally inaccurate. Even though it's supposed to refer to a rare phenomenon, a blue moon is really not that rare. They happen a few times a year at least and sometimes within months of each other when the lunar cycle puts the full moon at the beginning of any month but February. I read that—”
 
   “Gordo, I swear to God, if you don't shut up, brother or not, I will rip your tongue out and serve it to the dog.”
 
   Gordon's look to Mike is one of quiet indignation. “A simple 'please stop talking' will suffice. No need to be rude.”
 
   “Don't worry, Gordo,” Sam intervenes. “I, for one, missed your stories. Talk away, my friend. I'm all ears.”
 
   “Yeah, you're gonna be real sorry you ever said that,” Badger sighs.
 
   “Well, Sam,” the kid stresses Sam's name, ignoring the others. “That saying originates from...”
 
   I walk away from them shaking my head in amusement. Just the sight of the city seems to have already put life back into us. Especially me. Getting closer to the Grand means closer to Jess and the tests Sam promised me he would undergo. And closer to unloading Sam’s secrets. Holding this secret in is killing me and I need to release it before I explode.
 
     Even Luke seems to be coming back to himself somewhat. Well, at least he's not looking at me in disgust now like I'm some damn booger on a tissue. That's an improvement I think.
 
   “Kelly, radio the Grand. We're only about forty or fifty miles away. They should be able to pick up our transmission. Let them know we're almost home,” Luke orders.
 
   “You got it, boss.”
 
   I dig the water canteen out of my backpack and swallow a mouthful, waiting for Kelly to finish his call so we can get back on the move.  
 
   “Unit four to the Grand. You guys there?”
 
   Kelly's question is met with radio silence.
 
   “Unit four to the Grand. Lois, Roy, anybody? You guys hear us?”
 
   Still no response.
 
   “Never mind, Kelly.” Luke says as he climbs back on his bike. “We still must be too far out. Keep trying the closer we get. Let's move out.”
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Kelly tries again and again to contact the Grand over the next few hours with the same result every time. No response. Not only is it strange, but it's downright unsettling. The Grand has someone manning the radio at all times. What exactly is going on? The sickening sensation I've been traveling with this past couple of weeks returns twofold the closer we get to the city. And although no one comes right out and says it, I know the others feel the same. Something is definitely off.
 
   We pedal fast and hard when we can ride in the city and run with our bikes through the streets when we can't. Our need to have our fears abated takes precedence over our protesting muscles at the moment. There has to be a reasonable explanation. The Grand's radio could have gone down for any number of reasons. Power outage. Mechanical malfunction. A stupid loose wire. There are any number of factors. 
 
   Oh, God, please, please, please let it be something as innocent as that.
 
   The sun sits low in the sky by the time we round the corner and come to a standstill in the middle of the street in front of the Grand. The bright evening rays reflect off of the metal sheets covering the gate with an array of colorful prisms, nearly blinding us. But the sight causes twisted fingers of fear to gnaw at my gut since those normally locked tight doors now stand wide open, confirming our worst fears. Our home has been compromised.
 
    The terror travels up my throat and escapes my lips as a hoarse, “No.” The images of finding St. Joseph’s the same way and the horror laid bare to us there swirl in my head, and my knees almost buckle underneath me. This can't be the same scenario. It just can't!
 
   I'm unaware that I've dropped my bike and am running in panic mode until Luke catches up with me. He grabs my arm to stop my flight of terror and throws me up against the iron wall. The rest of the crew quickly follow, taking shelter against the barrier.
 
   “Bix, wait. We can't go running in blindly.”
 
   He's right. I know he's right, but that doesn't stop the fear racing through my heart. I close my eyes and take a shaky breath.
 
   “Amy...Liv...Coop,” I say.
 
    “I know,” he agrees, and his voice is tight with his own fear but still he keeps me pinned. “But you're not going to be able to help any of them if you get yourself killed stumbling in stupidly. Understood?”
 
    My sharp nod confirms that I get the gist, and he releases my arm.
 
   “I know all of you want to rush in, but we need to take this slow.” His words are hushed as he swivels his head, studying the gate.  “I don't think anything human is waiting to ambush us since they could have done that already while we were standing like idiots in the middle of the street. Not a single shot was fired to try and take us out, so that can mean one of two things. Whatever happened here, the threat is already gone or it's not human.”
 
   I don't like either of those options. But there is only one way to find out. We need to go in.
 
    * * *
 
    
 
   We smell him before we see him. He's hanging from the rafters in the middle of the Grand's lobby like a bloated Christmas decoration.
 
   Wentworth.
 
   Seeing the man we thought had died weeks ago on our previous mission tells us all we need to know, and the growing fear pulses like a living thing between us. There’s no doubt. The ravagers have been here.
 
   As if killing him wasn't enough, they had mutilated him as well. The right leg had been severed at the groin. The other stripped bare and covered in bite marks, chunks of flesh missing in places. Whether it is human bites or leeches, it's hard to tell and I don't want to study the leg up close. Underneath him sits a pile of congealed blood, bits of flesh, and excrement. The defilement adds to his degradation. 
 
   Ten chairs are placed in a circle around the hanging man. Ten bodies strapped to them. The wall guards. The killers had tied bats and sticks into their hands, making them look like they are party goers all waiting to take their turn to have a whack at the Wentworth piñata.  
 
   Evie stifles a scream as she recoils in panic from the grisly scene. The rest of us stand in shocked silence. But from that silence, the fear for the rest of our people grows in leaps and bounds. 
 
   Luke is the first to break himself free from the horrible trance we all seem to be in. He walks toward Wentworth and studies him up close.
 
   “Jesus,” he whispers in horror as if he can't believe what they've done to the poor bastard. Suddenly yanking his knife out of its sheath, he starts sawing at the rope above Wentworth's head. The rest of us move in, holding the body and lowering it gently to the ground once the rope lets go. That's when I notice the paper attached to his hand...held in place with a very familiar knife. The shiver that racks my body is uncontainable.
 
   Luke notices it as well and jerks the bloodstained paper free and begins to read.
 
   “First of all let me say how sorry I am to have missed you all. I didn't get your names the last time we met, but the people here weren't hard to convince to fill me in on your names and your whereabouts. And thank you for leaving us this perfectly delectable invitation to your Grand Hotel. He was a hard nut to crack at first, but after cutting off a few delicious dangly parts, he sang like a canary. After that we cut out his tongue.
 
   It's a shame we didn't get to meet face to face. We have some unfinished business. But until then, your people will provide us with the sustenance we need to build up our strength. Well, those we took alive anyway. Toodle-doo for now. 
 
   Yours truly,
 
    Gunner. 
 
   P.S, you should have killed me when you had the chance, bitch. Told you you were soft. 
 
   Oh. P.S.S, we left you a few little hidden Easter eggs. Have fun.”
 
   A pall of horror and dread hangs over us, numbing us into inaction. I feel sick to my stomach and my head woozy from shock. Gordon finally tears his gaze away from Wentworth's body and stares around at us all, his eyes huge with fear.
 
   “Those they took alive....,” he trails off, and his words only intensify my terror. I so badly want to run to the fifth floor to check on Amy and Liv, but I know we have to be careful and think every move through. I wait for Luke to make the call.
 
   “Groups of two,” Luke orders. “Search every room, starting this floor up.” 
 
   His command propels us into action. Sam joins my side, forming our twosome. We split up, each group moving in an opposite direction.
 
   “Be prepared, guys.” I turn back at Luke's grave words. “This is bad. You're going to find more shit you're not going to like.”
 
   I know he's right, and the toxin of terror spreads through my veins but I squash the fear down deep.  Doing something is better than standing here not knowing what's happened to those we love.
 
    Sam and I head in the direction of the dining room/ kitchen area. The normally noisy atmosphere of these rooms is heavy with oppressive silence now. Tipped over tables, broken chairs, and random blood splatters tells a gruesome tale. A hard fight had waged here, and I can feel despair permeating out of my pores. 
 
   I don't want to move into the room any further, but Sam coaxes me quietly, “You can do this.”  
 
   I tap my fingers on the handles of my knives as we enter the room. It appears empty but something feels off. Glancing over at Sam, I whisper, “Can you hear them?”
 
   He knows what I'm referring to right away. “No. There's no hybrids here. I think this is all ravager's doing.” 
 
    It doesn't make me feel any better.
 
    We move beyond the dining room and into the kitchen. The sight of the dozen or so hardened little piles of dough stretched out on the long stainless steel counter tells me Cookie was in the middle of a baking class with some of the kids when this shit went down. I smother the scream of anger threatening to erupt at the sight. The kids. I don't want to think about what may be happening to them right now. I can't process the horror. I need to focus. 
 
   A thump interrupts the horrible images in my head, and as my eyes swivel to Sam, my brows raise in a silent question. He nods and points to the dumbwaiter at the end of the kitchen. The old relic left over from the Grand's hotel days is a perfect hiding spot for anyone waiting to attack us. Another slight thump. Someone or something is in there. Is it someone of ours or theirs? 
 
   Sam lifts his gun, pointing it at the small elevator and motions me toward it. I get the message. Open it, and if it's something we don't like, he'll deal with it. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, I tiptoe to it and reach for the handle. Twisting and yanking at the same time, the metal door flies up with a jarring bang and I jump backwards out of Sam's shooting range, readying my knives.
 
   Six terrified, tear-stained faces stare back at us.
 
    “Jesus,” I let out my pent up breath as Sam lowers his weapon.
 
   “Bixby,” I recognize the girl, Lacey, as she cries out in relief. She’s one of the older kids from the fifth floor, and she’s holding a young boy in her arms, comforting him as he stares at me through fear filled eyes.
 
   I fall to my knees as they rush me, latching onto me like I'm the second coming. I pull them close, running my hands over their faces, their hair. Taking as much comfort from them as they are from me.
 
   “You guys okay? Are you hurt?”
 
    “No. We're okay,” Lacey speaks for them all. 
 
    “What happened?” I direct my question to her since she seems to be the one keeping it together the best.
 
   “I don't know. We were in the kitchen with Cookie when we heard screaming and gunshots and...,” she falters. I rub her arm encouragingly, urging her on. “Cookie put us in there and told us not to make a sound and to stay put until someone came for us. Then we heard more shouting and her screaming. I think...I think that was maybe two days ago. I'm not sure of the time. But I'm so glad to see you.” Her words catch at the end like she's about to lose it. Obviously the strain of keeping it together for the smaller kids has taken its toll, and the poor kid has had enough.
 
   “Hey. You did good. You kept the little ones safe.” She smiles at my praise through her tears. “But I need you to be just a little bit stronger. I need you all to go back inside there and stay quiet again, okay? We need to make sure it's safe here for you all to come out. I'll be back soon, I promise. Can you do that for me?”
 
   Her nod is cut short as her eyes flick to something behind me and grow big in terror. I hear Sam's warning of “Bix!” a split second before the movement from the pantry door registers in my peripheral. I only get time to shove the kids away from me before I'm knocked sideways into the metal counter as a heavy weight settles on my back. 
 
   The gurgling and stink that encompasses me tells me all I need to know. I'm being straddled by a fucking leech even if I can't see it. I know any moment of panic or hesitation will make the difference in me being its lunch right now, so I act on instinct. Pushing with all my strength against the metal counter, I jerk myself sideways and flip it off of my back. It flops onto the floor, its teeth snapping dangerously close to my face. I leap to my feet, but it is just as nimble, and it's on its knees before I can recover the knives I dropped when it blindsided me. Fueled by anger and fear, I plant my boot in the center of its chest and push, sending it backwards on its ass across the tile like a rag doll. Sam takes advantage of the space between us now and shoots, putting it out of its miserable existence before it can retaliate.  I turn away from the brain splattered wall back to the kids, hoping to shield them from the awful vision, but Lacey is way ahead of me. The girl has already herded the younger ones back into the dumbwaiter. They didn't see the carnage. Smart girl.
 
    “Stay here,” I order her briskly. “Don't come out until I get back, got it? And take this.”
 
   I reach down for the Bowie knife at the base of the dumbwaiter and hand it to her. She takes it with no hesitation and gives me a quick nod. The kid has gumption; I'll give her that.
 
   After giving the pantry and the rest of the kitchen a quick once over for anymore unwanted surprises, we head back the way we came. Sam's dispensing of the leech has obviously been overheard by Luke and Kelly since we meet them hurrying through the dining room.
 
   “We heard a shot.” Luke's face is a tight mask of concern.
 
   “Yeah, we found what that fucker, Gunner, meant by surprise Easter eggs. There was a leech hidden in the pantry. I’m thinking it won't be the only one we'll find. Plus, we found some survivors hiding in the kitchen. Six of the kids. I put them back in their hiding spot until we've swept the building.”
 
   Luke nods at me. “Great news, about the kids I mean. I'll let the others know to be on the lookout for leeches.”
 
   He pulls his radio from his belt, but it crackles to life before he has a chance to use it. 
 
   “Luke, you there?” I think it's Mike on the radio, but his voice sounds weird. Strained. Like something's wrong, and I feel the hackles rise on the back of my neck.
 
   “Yeah, here. What's up?” 
 
   “We're in the Bullshit room. Man...it's not good. You better come. It's...you need to see.”
 
   “Be right there,” Luke signs off as the four of us stare at each other in mounting horror. 
 
   This is going to be bad. Real bad. I don't want to go, and my mind is still protesting even as we start to head out. A block of ice starts to form around my heart, almost in preparation, since I know what we're about to find will probably fucking break us.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   Dom, Gordon, and Evie are pacing outside of the Bullshit room. I can tell Gordon has been crying, and Evie appears to be in shock. Probably wishing she had stayed at the farm, no doubt. 
 
   “Mike?” Luke questions as soon as we see them.
 
   “Inside,” Gordon answers before his eyes flit to me with something akin to pity. Why is he looking at me that way? Fear coats my mouth again, and I hurry my pace. What did they find in that room?
 
   “Bix, maybe you shouldn't go in.” Yeah, like that's going to change my mind. I shake off Gordon's hand and push my way past him into the room along with the others.
 
   The smell of death is unmistakable. It hits us like a wall as soon as we pull open the door. Mike stands in the middle of the room, a look of complete and utter horror etched into his face, and my breath catches in my throat. But it's not him my eyes focus on. It's the line of bodies slumped against the wall on the far side of the room. 
 
   “May God have mercy,” Luke whispers as we stumble into the scene of the crime.
 
   I know right away the dead hadn't died there against that wall. There’s no blood splatter to substantiate the fact. The ravagers had simply moved them there after killing them like a grisly welcoming committee for us to find.  
 
    Coop is the first in line, his gray head turned at an awkward angle and face to face with Beth—one of the council members, like they are sharing a lovers’ kiss. His hand is placed on her breast in a morbid display of depravity. Anguish competes with anger in my chest at the sight of it. I bite back tears of grief as my eyes study the faces one by one. Alex, Tony, Jeff, Kingsley—most of the council members and guards eliminated. Hot tears well in my eyes, and I blink rapidly, trying to get rid of them. 
 
   “Fuck,” Sam whispers in horror behind my shoulder and I turn my head, only glad to be leaving the sight of the dead behind. Only I don't because there are more lined up against the other wall.
 
   The knife in my heart twists even deeper as another face I love stares back at me with dead eyes.
 
   Liv.
 
   It's too much to handle. My throat closes in grief, and I can't breathe. 
 
    “Nooooooo!” The wail of misery rips its way out of my throat, scratching it raw. The scream sets me in motion, and I try to run to her, but I'm caught by Luke as he wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me to his chest, shielding me from the horror. He threads his hand into my hair, keeping my gaze pinned to him. I fight against him the entire way as he drags me out of the room. I need to get to Liv.
 
   “Shut the fucking door,” he snarls at someone, and I hear it bang shut. 
 
   The resulting echo resonates inside of my head with a finality that my heart doesn't want to accept. Liv and Coop are gone. The misery and horror finally break through my fragile control, and with a breaking soul I melt against Luke, wrapping my arms tight around his neck as I start to sob uncontrollably. 
 
   The sadness and grief are almost too much to bear. Luke's voice is thick with sorrow as he whispers against the top of my head, “I'm so sorry,” over and over. 
 
   All around me the grief of the rest of my crew echoes, and it finally registers that I'm not alone. Every single one of us is suffering. Gordon. Mike. Kelly. Dom. Every single one of them had people in that room they cared about. Sam.
 
    I lift my eyes, searching for him in the hallway.
 
   “Sam,” I cry, and he pushes himself away from the wall, wiping away his own tears. “Amy...”
 
   The terror in my voice conveys everything I'm feeling. Liv would not leave Amy to fend for herself. Not without a fight. Is she in there? Was the horror of seeing her too much for my mind to comprehend?
 
   “She's not there, Bix,” he answers me right away, knowing what I'm thinking. “I looked. She's not there.”
 
   I slump against Luke again, in relief. But my relief is short lived. If Amy isn't in that room with Liv and the others, then where is she?
 
   “There you all are,” Badger’s voice echoes at us from the other end of the hall as he and Robyn stride towards us. “We've been looking for you...what is it?”
 
   Luke sighs wearily as he lets me out of his arms. Running a hand over his face as if trying to wipe away the images we'd just seen, he nods at the door. “Most of the council is in there. Along with some others. All dead.”
 
   “Fuck me.” 
 
   “Jesus H. Christ.”
 
   Badger and Robyn express their outraged horror simultaneously.
 
   “These bastards weren't kidding, were they?” Badger adds, shaking his head in denial and trying to absorb this recent development.
 
   “How did they get in?” Dom’s voice is taut with anger. “I mean, it's not like we had rookies guarding the wall. How did they manage to get past everyone and do this?” 
 
   “Well, that's the million dollar question, isn't it?” Mike agrees. “Kingsley and his men aren't stupid. They wouldn't have fallen for any old ruse.”
 
   “I think we might be able to provide some answers on that. Or at least lead us to those that can,” Badger supplies, catching all of our attention. 
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask, my voice still shaky with emotion.
 
   “We just came from the sixth floor. Robyn had the idea that some of the residents would have fled to the roof to try and get away. With the ravagers coming at them from below, the only place to go would be up. Seems like she's right. The door to the roof is jimmied shut from the outside. We tried to get someone to answer us, but that's a pretty damn thick door. If our people are on the other side, they may just think it's ravagers trying to break through. We need a way to get the door open or at least communicate with them.”
 
   It takes a while for my reeling head to register what Badger is telling us. But finally it kicks me in the teeth.
 
   “Some of our people are on the roof?”
 
   Badger nods. “We think. Someone or something has barred that door from the roof side.”
 
   Our people are on the roof. That means Amy could be there.
 
   I feel a spark of hope ignite in my crushed heart. “What are we waiting for?”
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We avoid further thorough examinations of any of the floors. We don't want or even have time to deal with Gunner's little Easter eggs. Plus, I don't think I could handle finding any more bodies of our people. Not at the moment. I know we will have to search each room sooner or later…just not now. So instead, we handle each floor on our way up with the same approach. We walk through the hallway, shutting each open door with care in case they have leeches planted in the rooms. We don't want to draw them out.  Then once the floor is secured, Gordon yells out a message. If there are survivors, we want them to know it's safe to come out. The message is simple. After we identify ourselves by name, we tell them the bottom floor has been purged, is safe, and to wait for us in the kitchen area. Nowhere else but the kitchen. We don't want them stumbling into the Bullshit room or seeing the bodies in the lobby. We hope there are still people alive to hear the message. 
 
   The metal door to the roof is jammed from the other side, just like Badger said it was. No matter how many times Luke pushes on the panic bar and lunges against the door, it doesn't budge. Something is keeping it shut on the other side. 
 
   “Hey.” He slams his hand against the steel door and presses his face up to the door frame. “Hey. Anyone out there? Can you hear us? It's okay. It's Unit four. Luke, Bixby, Gordon, Badger. Anybody?”
 
   He slams his fist a couple more times for good measure, but still nobody answers. 
 
   “Luke, stop,” I say as he hammers the door again. “If there are people out there, you're probably terrifying them with that banging.”
 
   He looks back over his shoulder at me in frustration. “Well, what do you suggest we do?”
 
   I shrug, just as frustrated. “I don't know. Can we break it down somehow?”
 
   “You got a battering ram in your pocket?” Robyn sneers at me from her side of the hallway. 
 
   My stare back is void of any anger. I'm too emotionally drained right now, and I just don't have the fight in me. “You have a better idea?” 
 
   “Guys,” Gordon interrupts, but I ignore him. I'm not in the mood for his crazy talk right now.
 
   Robyn seems taken aback at my lackluster response. Suddenly she uncrosses her arms and looks Luke's way. “Is she right? Can we break it down?”
 
   “I don't think so. It's a pretty solid door. What would we use as a battering ram?”
 
   “Guys,” Gordon interrupts again, and again he's ignored.
 
   “I'm sure we could find something,” Badger muses, looking up and down the short hallway. “But I'm not sure if there's room enough to create the force needed to ram it. What do you think, Mike?”
 
   “No, definitely not enough room.” Mike shakes his head as he studies the space. Suddenly his eyes light up and he turns Luke's way. “Can we use Morse code? That way we can let them know it's us on this side.”
 
   Luke nods in agreement. “Yeah, that just might work. Providing there's someone on that side who can understand it.”
 
   “Guys,” Gordon practically yells it this time, forcing all eight pairs of eyes his way.
 
   “What, Gordon?” Mike asks in frustration.
 
    “Try calling them on the radio. I keep a radio in the air vents between the hot tubs. It's how I know it's dinner time when I'm up there. Try the radio. Maybe one of them will hear it.”
 
    The look of disbelief that flies around the room would have been funny if we had anything left to laugh about. 
 
   “Gordon, you fucking little genius,” Mike shouts as he pulls his kid brother into a headlock and rubs his knuckle into his head. “Good thing I got the looks in the family, huh?” 
 
   Luke pulls his radio from his belt, and I tense as it crackles to life. “Hello. This is unit four. Luke Whitman and the crew. If any survivors are on the roof, we hope you can hear us. It's us on the other side of the door. You can let us in. It's safe.”
 
   His message is met with nothing but static.
 
   “Is it on the right frequency?” I ask with impatience.
 
    Luke looks Gordon's way. “Your radio out there is on the Grand's main channel, yes?”
 
    Gordon nods in response, so Luke tries again.
 
   “If there are any survivors on the roof, the radio you are hearing is in the air vents by the hot tub garden. Let us know you are there. It's safe to open the door. Can you hear us?”
 
   I lean forward toward Luke, almost urging that answer to come through the radio. Please, somebody answer!
 
    A few minutes of dead air go by then, “Hello?”
 
   At that simple word, I cover my mouth with my hand and shake my head in relief as every bit of tension oozes out of my body, and I sag against the wall. Badger gives a shaky laugh as he joins me. Mike shakes his kid brother's shoulder in excitement, whipping him around like a rag doll, but Gordo doesn't seem to care. He's smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    Luke looks heavenward and lets out a huge breath. “Hello! Boy, it's good to hear your voice. Who is this?”
 
   “Question is how do we know you are who you say you are?”
 
   I know that voice. Is that...is that Mrs. D? I can't help the little smile pulling at my lips. Trust her, of all people, to make it.
 
   “That's Mrs. Darby,” I say to Luke with conviction.
 
    “Mrs. D., is that you?” he asks into the radio. “Open the door and let us in.”
 
    “Boy, I didn't just fall off the back of a turnip truck. You have to prove who you are first.”
 
   Luke looks around in bewilderment. “Is she being fucking serious right now?” He raises the radio back to his lips. “Mrs. D, it's us. How would we know about the radio in the air vent if it wasn't us? Or even who you are?”
 
   “If you're Luke, then Bixby is with you, right? Give her the receiver.”
 
   I look at Luke with a puzzled shrug as he hands me the radio.
 
   “It's me, Mrs. D,” I say into the receiver. “Can you open the door, please?”
 
    “First, I want you to answer a question,” her old lady voice cackles back. “I gave Bixby a good luck gift before she left. What was it?”
 
    Even though I know she can't see me, I smile at the radio. “Your tin flask, filled with the best fifty-year-old whiskey. And boy, do I have a story to tell you about that.”
 
   The radio goes dead. No response. I look up at the others in bafflement. What's happening? Then we hear a screeching sound of metal before the door is pulled open, and we're struck with a blast of cold air.
 
   Mrs. Darby stands in the door, her normally tidy bun in total disarray, her clothes disheveled, and holding a broom handle above her head. Illuminated against the backdrop of the full moon, she kind of reminds me of a crazy Halloween witch silhouette.
 
   “Thank God,” she says, her voice breaking as she lowers the broom. “I've never been happier to see anyone before in my life.”
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Eighty two. That's how many of our people are left. Most of them had been saved by making it to the roof, thanks to Mrs. D and Cal. The few that had managed to stay safely hidden and alive are waiting for us downstairs in the cafeteria. Eighty two in total. Out of three hundred. Amy is not one of them.
 
   The survivors recount the horrible events of the past two days. How the ravagers had tricked the guards into opening the gate by sending a running Wentworth down the street with a horde of leeches on his heels. How, even if he had wanted to, Wentworth couldn't yell out a warning since his tongue had already been cut out. How the two hundred plus waiting ravagers had ascended on the gate, killing the guards and breaking through before anyone inside had known what was happening. 
 
   The story is told with buckets of tears and misery, but I don't join in. I can't. I'm hollow. Empty inside. Liv and Coop and so many others I care about are dead. Amy, and Jess and Cookie, and countless others of our younger and weaker members unaccounted for. Most likely taken away by the ravagers for purposes too horrifying to think about. My mind can't seem to wrap itself around that and I feel like a part of me is shutting down. Like I'm being cut in half and the screaming, grieving part of me is being put under lock and key, leaving just an empty shell. 
 
   As the last words of the story dwindle away, a silence descends over the room. A silence of disbelief. Shock. Fear. Only sound is the wind as it whistles through the vents and up through the dumbwaiter, causing a low moaning to echo around the room. Even the wind seems to be in mourning.
 
   “So, what do we do now?”
 
   I don't know who asks the question. It doesn't matter. What matters is all eyes turn to us. They turn to Luke and Sam and me and the rest of our crew as if we have the answers. I don't know how to answer, so I look to my solid rock foundation for support. Luke's determined eyes meet mine and I know his response before he even says it. That look starts a fire burning in my belly, chasing away the cold emptiness and replacing it with a promise of revenge.
 
   “The only thing we can do. We go get our people and bring them back home.”
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   Thank you for reading. Please consider leaving a review on the online retailer
 
   where you purchased this book.
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